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    My name is Tamsin Vale… And I’m no longer the last fairy. I found someone else finally and brought them out of the darkness. 
 
    A huge part of me wishes I hadn’t. The answers he had weren’t ones I wanted. I can’t trust him, and I don’t think he’s going to be any real help with the serious trouble we’re in. 
 
    Plus, he’s poking the men in my life and they aren’t handling it well. Everything is shaky right now. I’m on the outs with Mel and everyone has an opinion on that. We win one battle and more evil pops up. I make up with one man in my heart and another hurts me. 
 
    All I want to do is run, but I made promises that I plan to keep. I might be doing that alone instead of with help like I’d thought. Maybe people will come around. Maybe things will get better and I can find a way not to give up. 
 
    It’s probably more likely I’m going to learn about supe prison from firsthand experience.  
 
      
 
    Artemis University is an ongoing hot burning reverse harem, university-age paranormal academy series with darker elements, strong language, violence, and a heroine who follows her own moral compass of what is right… And who she ends up giving her heart to. 
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    “Tamsin Vale, you need to come with us,” a deep voice announced not five minutes after my last final. 
 
    The sigh I let out could be heard several states away. I was absolutely sure of that. I turned to face whomever it was and was filled with amusement when I saw a group… Which included Mr. Holmes, Jordan Holmes’s father.  
 
    “What did I do now? Did you have questions about your exit package from Cherrywood? Leave some personal belongings there we tossed out? Want the logs of you using rooms to cheat on your mate and—” 
 
    “What?” a woman gasped, clearly his mate. 
 
    “She’s a liar and—” he tried to defend. 
 
    “You neglected to mention you knew each other,” the deep voice bit out, still focused on me. 
 
    I snorted. “I’m sure anyone from the Holmes family left out a lot. They do that. And use their money to buy themselves out of trouble or whatever they want.” I swallowed a flinch, remembering what had just happened and not having to guess what this was really about. 
 
    “I’m Captain Reddy with the supe police. Their son is missing.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Captain.” I dipped my head in respect, but then gave him an I don’t fucking care look that I didn’t even try to curb. “He’s probably committing another rape that his council won’t do anything about. Try the nearest brothel or sorority.” 
 
    “Why, you lowlife bitch,” Mr. Holmes hissed as he moved through the group faster than most on campus could. He was an adult vampire who was an elite and had trained with the best.  
 
    And showed his stripes how he treated women as he reached to wrap his hand around my neck with all those people there. 
 
    I easily grabbed his wrist in time and snapped his arm like a twig, raising an eyebrow at him as he crumbled to the ground with a wail. “I understand you and your son believe you can do whatever you want to women, whenever you want, but you can’t. Attempt to touch me again and I will take the arm next time, not simply break it.” I stuck my finger in my ear and wiggled it around. “Wow.” 
 
    “She did it,” Holmes bitched. “See how she’s like a rabid dog? She did something to my son!” 
 
    I blinked at him. “One, you came at me, asshole. That makes you the rabid one. Two, maybe lay off the dog puns when you brought in a wolf shifter from the supe police to help you, idiot.” I glanced at the captain. “What did I supposedly do now?” 
 
    He was still studying me, but I didn’t take offense. I was used to it. People wanted to see if I lived up to the hype when they got near me. 
 
    I would have done the same. 
 
    “Jordan said he was going to expose you,” Holmes bit out now that he was back on his feet, cradling his healing arm. “He promised he would get proof what you were and would restore our family’s position you took.” 
 
    “Or you lost because you backed your rapist son, but okay,” I drawled, crossing my arms over my chest. “Hurry this up. It’s cold and I want to start my winter break.” 
 
    One of the other officers snorted, trying to cover it up with a cough. He wasn’t the only one amused, and we’d drawn a rather large crowd now. 
 
    Drama spread around Artemis faster than wildfires through California. 
 
    “He said he’d set a trap for you and then we never heard from him again,” Mrs. Holmes blurted. “What did you do with him?” 
 
    I blinked at her, wondering if the woman was naturally stupid or years of being mated to Mr. Holmes had degraded her mind. I focused on Captain Reddy. “And you’re here to take me for…” 
 
    “Questioning as a suspect,” he finished. 
 
    “For…” I pushed. 
 
    “A suspect of misdeeds,” Mr. Holmes seethed. “Our council submitted the order and they have to carry it out. Clearly, you were involved.” 
 
    “First, a ‘suspect of misdeeds’ isn’t a real fucking thing,” I drawled. “You’d get further saying I was a suspect taking cookies from the cookie jar.” I scrubbed my hand over my neck. “Do you have any evidence he’s really missing?” 
 
    “We have the last location his cell put him and his friends,” Captain Reddy answered. 
 
    I bobbed my head. “And found?” 
 
    “Nothing. No trace of them. Not even their essences.” 
 
    I swallowed a flinch. I hadn’t known the supe police could track things like that. Shit. “And mine?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Hair?” I gestured to mine. “It stands out.” 
 
    His lips twitched. “No.” 
 
    “Blood?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Perfume? Footprints? My phone being there?” I threw in that last one as I knew I’d left it at school and I was never that stupid… But then I realized I was as I kept mine blocked and off the radar. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at that. “Your phone is so well cloaked from what I hear; several human governments couldn’t track it if they wanted to.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Yeah, well, if the vampires actually had their shit together and kept that sacred list to protect us actually sacred, that wouldn’t be needed.” I blew a raspberry. “So you have no proof of them being there, and you have nothing to tie me being there or having done anything. When did this supposedly happen?” 
 
    “A week ago,” he answered, amusement dancing in his eyes. 
 
    “So more than enough time to get everything going on a missing persons report and file stuff with the council to force your hand,” I muttered giving another sigh. “And those who still went here missed finals, so that was a big one.” I smirked at the Holmeses. “Jordan doesn’t. He couldn’t afford it anymore. I hear getting blacklisted from companies is hard. You shouldn’t have mortgaged so much.” 
 
    “Don’t,” an officer warned Mr. Holmes when it seemed as if the vampire might come for me again. He did one better and moved slightly in the way. 
 
    I kept my focus on Captain Reddy. “Well, I’d say that trap was pretty well sprung, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “The thought had crossed my mind, yes.” 
 
    I snorted. Any cop worth anything would have thought the same. 
 
    Which I had counted on if those assholes had told anyone about what they’d planned before showing up that night. They might not have been live streaming it or had a call open… But they could have left a trail that would bust me. 
 
    I was smarter than getting taken down by them. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Mrs. Holmes demanded. “Where is my son?” 
 
    “First, we should be having a conversation about how you just admitted that your son confessed to setting traps for women,” I drawled. “And I want specifics on that as it sounds like an actual crime.” I waited for that to sink in before spreading my arms wide. “And this is the trap, idiots. They set up their ‘disappearance’ like I was involved so I’d have to be pulled in for questioning.” 
 
    She frowned, shaking her head. “No, that’s—” 
 
    “What’s the first thing the supe police would have to force me to answer if I was officially detained for a valid reason, suspected of an actual crime?” I pushed. 
 
    “What species you are,” one of the officers answered, swearing when I tapped my nose. “We’re being used again.” 
 
    “Probably. They’re likely off on a bender and will pop up after it’s blown up all over supe news that it’s out what I am. Who will care about some misunderstandings about them being missing and thought harmed if that’s all over the news? He told his dad he’d expose me, get proof of what I am, and restore their family. What’s the going rate for whoever gets that and a council can get me under control?” 
 
    “A lot,” Captain Reddy confirmed, scratching his cheek. “From what I’ve heard, it’s a lot. Especially after all of this with Ainsworth and the Underground. McGrath is still leaking too much to the humans. There’s chaos all over, and too many in power are so worried you’re coming for them next, they’re laying all the blame at your feet. I heard the head of the Craftsman family offered twenty million for proof you’re a witch.” 
 
    I couldn’t even hide my shock. That was a huge payday. It gave me fuel though, smirking at Holmes. “Isn’t that about a quarter of your mortgages? I know you sold a bunch of stocks and let go of some mistresses but—” 
 
    Two officers caught him in time as he launched for me, roaring he was going to kill me and screw the money. 
 
    “Captain, when did this all supposedly happen that Ms. Vale could have been involved in?” a deep voice with a sexy British accent asked. 
 
    A voice I knew well. 
 
    I glanced over and saw my ex-lover, Julian Craftsman, looking delicious and chic, just as always. There was a valid reason all of the women on campus swooned for him that had nothing to do with his accent. 
 
    Though that really was the icing on the cake and put us all over the edge. 
 
    He stood there at six-two, wrapped in a parka that seemed to make him look more filled out and built somehow, where the rest of us simply looked puffy. His dark blond hair was damp from the snowflakes we’d had earlier… And his emerald green eyes shined with the promise of battle. 
 
    What was he up to now? 
 
    “Sure, Dr. Craftsman,” Captain Reddy replied, nodding to another officer who gave the date and time. “That’s when we got the last signal. The texts came in to the Holmeses right before then from around that location. The same with the other families. That’s the last contact.” 
 
    “Ms. Vale was at dinner until about then but after, we were working on a project until late. I believe almost midnight, but I cannot be sure. It was well past when we should have as we got lost in the subject.” 
 
    Captain Reddy studied him, slowly seeming to accept that. “And you’d be willing to go on the record and say that?” 
 
    “Wait, why are we getting to my alibi when—” I tried to cut in. 
 
    “I would. And with all due respect, Captain, everyone knows her attorney is Adrian Geiger. She’s not under arrest and—” 
 
    “He was contacted before we portaled over,” Captain Reddy interjected. “I believe he and his associate went directly for the vampire council knowing Ms. Vale could more than handle things here. Or she had other defenders here that wouldn’t allow her to be taken into custody. I’m not bringing her in, Dr. Craftsman, so you can back down your magic.” 
 
    “What?” Mr. Holmes roared. “Take that slut in now! I want my son and—” 
 
    “There is a witness that covers Ms. Vale for the time of the disappearance,” Captain Reddy snapped. “And I agree with Ms. Vale that this is the trap your son and his friends set up.” He gestured between us. “Now, I want to know what this is all about?” 
 
    One of the officers cleared his throat. “Sir, you were handling that huge issue with the Underground so you missed it, but it was all over the news and everywhere. Jordan Holmes and his friends tricked and drugged a vampire freshman to glamour herself to look like Ms. Vale and then they brutalized her, recorded it all to make it seem like Ms. Vale got drunk and it was a sex tape.” 
 
    I liked Captain Reddy a lot better when he turned up his lip at the Holmeses. “An upstanding student, huh? That was your son and his friends? You lied to me that he was never in any—” 
 
    “Not any real trouble,” Mr. Holmes snapped. 
 
    Captain Reddy broke his calm, cool cop demeanor as he took a threatening step towards the vampire. “That’s real fucking trouble to me, asshole. I would destroy any guy who did that to my daughters, and there were several of them.” He looked at me then. “You did something to them?” 
 
    I didn’t know how to answer that. Yes, I’d done lots, but I didn’t want to lie given I didn’t know how powerful this guy was and what else could get me caught. 
 
    “She bought Cherrywood Resorts with the dragon royals and kicked all their parents out on their butts from their cushy jobs lording over humans and getting tons of blood for the community,” that same officer explained, doing a double take when he saw my reaction. “You didn’t know that?” 
 
    “No. They did a good job of covering it up. We only knew about the rabid sexual harassment and assault in the workplace. We had hundreds of claims filed after we interviewed all of the human employees. So apparently they wiped memories of treating the employees like food, but not sex toys. And to be fair, it was women too, so all the wealthy vampires were doing whatever to humans.” 
 
    “Disgusting,” Captain Reddy bit out. “We’re done here.” 
 
    “No, you are not letting her walk when—” 
 
    “The only crime here has been committed by your son,” Captain Reddy snarled. “And I’m placing a warrant out for his arrest, along with his friends. This is a case of clear harassment to entrap Ms. Vale for profit. It’s fraud, and you could be on the hook for falsifying police reports. For now though, I’m adding you to the harassment and verbal assault, plus you tried to put your hands on her. Cuff him.” 
 
    I was not the only one shocked at the turn of events.  
 
    Mrs. Holmes ended up in handcuffs too when she scratched the shit out of the officer who tried to arrest her mate. Loyalty was one thing, but that was too far and… How could anyone be loyal to such a slime? Too many of the women in supe society put their heads in the sand and were victims because they never fought.  
 
    Still victims, but… There were victims who fought and kept fighting. Those were heroes. Those were the people we should congratulate and hug for being survivors. 
 
    Those who rolled over and just showed their bellies, accepted whatever because it was easier and they were too weak to even try or ask for help… They were victims to pity. Harsh, but it made sense in my head, and maybe it wasn’t a feeling that could be put into words without doing damage to some.  
 
    People made choices and I fought. I fought and fought, but if the time ever came, I would fall on my sword rather than accept someone getting me and using me for power to harm others. Some could keep fighting after caught, and I would respect that hope of getting free and not doing too much damage. 
 
    But anyone who rolled over because it was easier for them and didn’t care about all the people who got hurt because of it—I was pretty sure there was a special place in hell waiting for them and their selfishness. Again, it made sense in my head, and there were exceptions and special cases for sure. 
 
    Right then, I had no respect for Mrs. Holmes and only pity for a woman who couldn’t even fight for herself and kept her head in the sand. 
 
    Captain Reddy made an announcement to the massive crowd gathered that the supe police were interested in any information on the “missing” vampires, and people were to step forward or contact their office if they knew anything. Especially now that there were warrants out on them. 
 
    Nice. 
 
    Then he thanked me for my time—something in his gaze that let me know he wasn’t buying I was totally innocent—and they left. As I watched them walk away, I honestly had to think a bit to count how many times the supe and human authorities had been on campus that semester. 
 
    And I was fairly sure I’d missed at least one. 
 
    Oh boy. 
 
    That would have to wait as I had a bone to pick with someone, going right past Craftsman and telling him in my head we needed to talk. I didn’t slow down, heading right for his lecture hall, assuming it would be empty. I knew there were still more finals, but they were done for the day.  
 
    I was pretty sure there were only a few left the next day for master’s students, but I wasn’t certain. 
 
    I stopped by his desk and set down my bag, yanking off my jacket. “That was stupid. Really stupid. You don’t even know—” 
 
    “Yes, I do, because I saw the guilt in your aura that night and for days now,” he said gently. 
 
    “I don’t feel guilt,” I lied. I didn’t regret what I did, but I hoped I would feel guilty and bad for killing people. Justified or not, I didn’t want to become a cold, brutal person who that stopped affecting. 
 
    He simply smiled at me as he took off his jacket as well and tossed it on his chair. “I would do a lot more than be your alibi anytime you needed it.” 
 
    “They’re students. You couldn’t handle me hurting students.” 
 
    He let out a slow breath. “With what I taught you in that setting so brutally. I’ve long since dealt with that, love. Those gits hurt someone again, right?” 
 
    I didn’t say anything. I didn’t want to implicate him or drag him into this mess. 
 
    “I know they did. I trust you. You wouldn’t have done anything unless they had.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.”  
 
    “I do,” he argued, grabbing me by the arms and shaking me. “I know you.” He mashed his mouth to mine before I could think of what to say or even argue. 
 
    “Julian, that was unwise,” Professor Campbell chastised as she walked into the room… And found us kissing. “Julian!” 
 
    I shoved at his chest and broke the kiss, but he was slower to move away, seeming more annoyed at the interruption than that we’d been caught.  
 
    Idiot. 
 
    “When did this start?” she hissed as she hurried to close the door behind her. 
 
    It wasn’t until Craftsman gave me a curious glance when I stepped away that I realized I was an idiot as well. I shrugged as I put several feet and the desk between us as if that would help. “I smashed the mistress charm when we split.” 
 
    “Split?” Campbell exclaimed, her voice taking a higher octave than I’d thought the reserved teacher could reach. Rage filled her eyes as she stormed towards us. 
 
    But then I realized at the last minute she was coming for me. I had my telepathy off, resting my mind on instinct after all those people and such a high intensity situation. I was still taken aback from what Craftsman had done out there and now in here, and I wasn’t paying attention to her flipping out. 
 
    Well, until her hand connected with my face.  
 
    Then I was supremely focused on her. 
 
    And not in a way she would probably like. 
 
    “You trashy little bitch,” she hissed at me. “You know—how could you with a teacher when you knew—you hear everything—” 
 
    “I’m closer to his age than you are,” I reminded her. We were five years apart and they were at least six. “And I’m fairly certain ‘trashy’ is slapping a student, no matter what they’ve done.” 
 
    She flinched, but steam about came out of her ears. “Finals are done. I’m not your teacher right now and we both know it. I’m here as a woman. A woman you betrayed after all your rhetoric about being good to each other and—” 
 
    I snorted. “You’re right, I do hear everything. You don’t remotely respect me, so don’t give me that shit like you’ve been good to me and are the victim.” I pulled back my arm and let my fist fly, knocking her on her ass. “Since you’re not currently my teacher, that’s for wanting my lover’s last name more than him and being a bitch who chased after him when he told you he was with someone.” 
 
    “Not sure that helped,” Craftsman sighed, gesturing to Campbell who was now crying and holding her face. 
 
    “It helped me. I’ve been holding that in for a long time.” I shot him a nasty look. “You forget, I do hear too much and see it. I had to sit through her fucking class and listen to her thoughts about—too much before I could control it all. It was horrible. It was horrible to listen to her go on and on about how much you enjoyed talking crystals and magic with her while you were blowing off dates with me and…” 
 
    I turned to leave but he grabbed my arm, not letting go when I struggled. 
 
    “No, I will not let her come between us again,” he said as he hugged me to him. “I got lost my head but it was never about her. Yes, it sparked all kinds of excitement as I cannot produce those kinds of crystals yet. But a lot of it was researching them so we could have projects and experiment over the summer. I wanted to know them better so we could do more. Together.” 
 
    “I have to go.” 
 
    “No. Not yet. You were right we need to talk.” 
 
    “With your tongue down your student’s throat?” Campbell sneered as she stood. She glanced between us and she snorted. “I’m so stupid. You really are more like your family than I thought. All the lies you didn’t want anything to do with them and yet here you are, just like them.” 
 
    “Are you having a laugh?” Craftsman asked her, not understanding what she meant. 
 
    But I did. I knew assholes well, and I knew exactly what she saw when she looked at us. 
 
    “He actually wants me because I’m seriously fantastic in bed and can rock his world in a way you never could, Campbell. It has nothing to do with his family wanting the council seat or me being the brass ring. Nice you would consider it though. I’ve heard it in your thoughts several times. You’re the sellout, not him. He flat out refused his family and the council.” 
 
    “You’re more than a fantastic shag,” Craftsman grumbled. “She’d really sell you out?” 
 
    I snorted. “Oh yeah. She’s long since thought I wasn’t worth any of the hype and tired of all the drama surrounding me. She doesn’t like I’m the cool one in with the cool teachers and it used to be her. She doesn’t think our world is as bad as I say, content to leave her head in the sand. Even White is annoyed and disgusted with her. The council is forcing powerful witches to mate and Campbell just ignores it and—”  
 
    “That’s enough,” Campbell snapped, coming out of her shock I was saying all of that. 
 
    “Or what? You going to hit me?” I purred. I glanced up at Craftsman who was still holding me. “One, we’re not together, but I doubt that matters to her since she knows we used to be a thing. Two, she would tell everyone just to spite me or maybe to get you from your family, she’s getting so twisted up. She is not a woman who deals well with losing. Especially to someone like me.” 
 
    He spun me around so he could see my face, glancing between us. “What about you?” His eyes went wide as he saw something in both of our auras. “Disgusting. Vale is—” 
 
    “Nothing,” Campbell spat. “A street rat who probably stole that money she has or faked whatever paperwork for her inheritance. Edelman sensed her power and—” 
 
    “You’re going to take this memory from her, right?” I checked with Craftsman, smiling when he snorted. For the first time, I felt my ego stir since I’d learned the truth of my lineage. Here this prim and proper bitch of “good breeding” was seriously looking down her nose at me—nothing new—but it irked me because I’d thought she was a better match for Craftsman for the same reason. 
 
    She gasped. “Julian, you would never.” 
 
    “Of course I would,” Craftsman snapped. “I love her, and you’re an obsessive twat who loves my last damn name. I’ve always known that.” 
 
    Tears filled her eyes and she glanced away. “My feelings for you were real.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I confessed. “She truly felt something real for you.” They both gave me a shocked look but I wasn’t done. “She fully planned on changing just about everything that made you who you were so you’d be a suitable mate for her and she loved your last name just as much, planned on you getting a better position among your family like she would want, but her feelings for you were real.” 
 
    And that was why she was such a bitch.  
 
    “The truth was always right in front of you, Campbell. If your head wasn’t so in the sand, you could have figured it out,” I taunted. “White did.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at me. “You’re a witch.” 
 
    “I’m not.” I took off my charms and set them down on his desk as I went over to her. I didn’t write a rune and threw up a barrier, locking the door as well. “Is that the magic of a witch?” I studied her as she still ignored what was in front of her. “Why was I so curious about the magic of Faerie? Why—just why stay undeclared when it would be so much easier to just fucking tell? I have the protection of the royals and now the head wolf elder. Why not tell? 
 
    “What could possibly be worse than saying I was a witch and your elders trying for me harder than they already are? What would have all the councils come at me worse than they are?” Still she blinked at me. “The fae dogs listen to me. They protect me. The hobgoblins love me like no other, no matter the excuses we give. I cannot stand to let them be hurt and kept captive. It’s all right there.” 
 
    Her eyes went bug wide. “No. No, you’re taunting me.” 
 
    I smiled at her. “Yeah, but I’m not lying. You can see enough of my aura to understand that, right? I took off the charm and I stopped using the fairy rune to mute my aura.” I chuckled when she went pale. “When they found me and I held the species crystal, it turned red and then shattered. That’s the big secret, Campbell. You want the real kicker? You want to know why you’re no one here?” 
 
    “You’re no one,” she whispered, her voice shaky. 
 
    “I’m not, and others know this,” I purred. “Vale is the last name used in this world for the light fairy royal bloodline. I’m Queen Meira’s daughter, smuggled out of Faerie during the war to save that world and all fairies, so I’d say I’m very much not no one, you stupid bitch.” 
 
    And just because Craftsman was going to take the memory anyways, I punched her again. 
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    “The memories are gone, but I cannot change her feelings,” he explained when it was done. “She won’t like you, but won’t know why or—” 
 
    I snorted, giving him an amused look when he seemed confused. “She hasn’t liked me for months now, Doc. “She was miffed even over the summer that I let Pillay into the cool kids club because of certain projects and with the crystals and seminars. I told her she could help out, but Pillay wasn’t part of it all, and it wasn’t a club, but a war we were fighting.  
 
    “She talked to White, but even then she wouldn’t—some people prefer their ignorance. She didn’t want to hear that she was part of the problem and accepted what she shouldn’t. Campbell ignores tons of what goes on right around, and that’s why I poked her. She wants to be kept in the dark and then bitches about it. 
 
    He studied my aura and bit back a smile. “Sure, love, it was only that.” 
 
    Damnit! I hadn’t put back on my charms or the runes yet. He could see in my aura it was jealousy and anger on his behalf too. 
 
    “I also healed her from those punches.” 
 
    “She deserved them.” 
 
    “Yes, and I thank you for giving them to her.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Anytime.” 
 
    He snorted, giving me an impish smirk. “I’ve got more than enough juice to keep wiping her memory and healing her. The twat deserves nothing less for insulting you like that, and not because of your true birth. You know I don’t care about that. I never did. Being from certain families isn’t a blessing but—” 
 
    “A burden,” I whispered, glancing away. “I know. And I know that never bothered you. It bothered me when it came to her. You were two peas of the good breeding pod and I was a street rat for a while. She wasn’t wrong about that. I ran away from that foster dad and lived on the street until Mel found me. I still see that girl when I look in the mirror somedays.” 
 
    “I still see the lad whose family talked about him like an investment they weren’t getting the right return on,” he muttered as he moved closer. “Everyone besides my parents. That’s how they’ve always spoken of me. I had the potential for more, the value was there, but I wasn’t giving them the return they wanted. It was horrible after my dad died and they put the squeeze to my mum. Good breeding doesn’t mean manners.” 
 
    Amen to that. The polite society of supes was more dangerous than some of the crack houses I’d gone in to help people or the ghettos I’d been to when I’d needed to handle pimps.  
 
    For real. 
 
    “Now back to you yelling at me for being your alibi?” he murmured as he surrounded me against his desk. 
 
    I sighed, forgetting that was why we had come in there in the first place. “It was stupid.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t. I’d do anything to protect you.” He tried to kiss me again but I ducked him. 
 
    “Julian, I’m guilty as shit,” I whispered. I sat on the desk and pulled up my legs, spinning away from him and landing on the other side so we were staring at each other. “Jordan Holmes and his friends are dead. I ordered Chief and the pack to burn them to ash and they did. They’re not missing. They’re gone forever and no trace of them are left. That’s what you just gave the alibi for, okay?” 
 
    He swallowed loudly but kept my gaze, not even flinching otherwise. “What did they do this time, love? Why did you do that?” 
 
    I couldn’t even hide my shock. It took me several moments to get my mouth to work. “What does it matter?” 
 
    “It does. Tell me. Get it off your chest if nothing else. I can see the pain pulsing in your aura.” 
 
    He wasn’t wrong. I might have brushed it off until that last part. I’d kept it all inside and it was eating at me.  
 
    The tears instantly came and I angrily wiped them away. “They sent me a picture of a woman’s hip without a birthmark this time. They set a trap for me.” 
 
    “I figured if you went to them. What did they do, Tamsin?” 
 
    “They bought a fox shifter,” I choked out. “They just bought her from her family, Julian. The family knew what they sold her for. They didn’t care because she was just a girl and it was lots of money. They showed me the whole thing, bragging in their minds because I could hear it, see it all. They raped her, a virgin no less, over and over again, not drugged this time. 
 
    “And they drank from her as they brutalized her, taunting her they were going to kill her, and all so they could make me blow a gasket and reveal I was a witch. It was all so they could get proof I was a witch and get their places back among society and with their council. That she was nothing but a purchased tool and no one cared for her, not even her family.  
 
    “They tortured her with that. It was hours, Julian. They did that to her for hours before they finally drained her. Her body was—” My voice cracked as I tried to swallow a sob. “She had limbs broken, they were so brutal with her. They were savage as they bit her. Her skin was covered in blood and it was all over the snow. She kept healing because she was a shifter but—what I saw was monstrous.” 
 
    “And all to make you lose it and out you as a witch,” he rasped. He didn’t wait until I nodded, coming around the desk and hugging me to him. He kissed my hair as I broke down crying, finally letting out the pain I’d been feeling and holding in since it had happened. The agony I’d been locking away during finals. “You did the right thing, love.” 
 
    “You can’t mean that.” 
 
    “The bloody fuck I can’t,” he growled. “You didn’t get your jollies off by murdering some poor saps, Tamsin. You took out murderers no one would punish. They were sick fucks who clearly had murdered before to enjoy it that much. Do you really think she was the first?” 
 
    “No, I know she wasn’t,” I admitted, having heard it in more than one of their thoughts.  
 
    “Then I’m glad you did it.” He shook me again when I tried to argue and push away. “You could have been their next victim!” He finally said something I didn’t have a response to and he took advantage of that, picking me up and sitting me on the desk, gently cupping my face. “Others have gotten you, love. We can’t always be on guard all the time. You have to sleep.” 
 
    “I know,” I whispered, not wanting to bring up Mason or Darby’s family. 
 
    Especially since him not being there for the second one had been a huge issue for me. 
 
    “And assholes like them would have probably been first in line to rape and kill the last fairy, steal all she had,” he explained, fear thick in his eyes. “There are so many ways you could be a prize to so many. I know you’re scared of breeding and control, but there are other horrors many sick gits would want with a female fairy. Our world is very dark.” 
 
    I honestly hadn’t ever thought of that which was stupid. I knew how sick and twisted people could be for sure. I should have thought of that. There were sickos all over the human world who specifically bought women from sex traffickers because they wanted certain races or ethnicities. 
 
    Why would supes be any different? I could be the highest price ever paid by all the sickos. 
 
    It was seriously hard not to vomit in my mouth at the thought. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry. I never wanted you to have to think too hard on that.” He cupped my face and made me focus on him. “But it’s a reality, and as much as I hate Neldor, he means it might never come true as you’re the key to freeing his friends. But I’m glad you had the dogs kill those monsters. I am. I’m proud you gave that lass justice and killed those gits.” 
 
    I stared into his eyes and saw nothing but the complete truth and conviction in his words. “I don’t understand. How can you be okay with that and not what—” 
 
    “I know,” he sighed. “It’s all tied up in hurt for you and my abandoning you. I see it in your aura every time we discuss it that your brain and emotions practically short out. You don’t see the topic logically because of your pain any more than I did.” 
 
    That was fair. I could completely understand that even. 
 
    Campbell started to come out of what he’d done to her and it was my cue to leave. 
 
    “We’ll talk more when I arrive home,” he murmured, kissing my forehead. 
 
    I couldn’t even try to process that, nor how easily he said it. 
 
    He gave me a sad smile. “Mel is still avoiding you, yeah?” 
 
    I winced, nodding. 
 
    “White and I agree I stay then. I’ll explain tonight. Be safe and take the portal. There’s too much ice for you to drive your bike.” 
 
    I nodded again. I’d already stored it when Zack and Ray had. We were taking a temp portal just off campus to drive our vehicles through to throw anyone off. I realized he would need to do the same and thought we should change the plan. 
 
    Something to text Zack about for sure but right then, I hurried out before we fried Campbell’s brain doing another Men in Black on her. I wasn’t sure if that was how it truly worked since it was magic… But she kept her head in the sand enough. We didn’t need to risk her having brain damage. 
 
    “You okay?” Hudson asked me when I stepped out of the building. 
 
    I’d felt him, the energy we experienced as mates dancing over my skin even if we wore muting charms. I shot the gorgeous dragon a glance, trying not to get distracted by his looks. 
 
    It was difficult for sure. 
 
    He was almost seven feet, filled out in the best kind of way. Not too much, but he would look silly being that huge and not filled out with so much girth. 
 
    Fine, it was sexy and I was biased. 
 
    Every inch of him was, and before I knew his name, I referred to him as Mr. Panty Soaker. The name still fit with his vibrant blue eyes that were almost violet and changed to dark purple when turned on or about to shift to his dragon form. Most wouldn’t know that first part. 
 
    They better fucking not. 
 
    He was always clean-shaven, and it made his chiseled features and strong jaw stand out even more to me. He’d cut his hair recently, so it was back to that wet spikey look, but not too short. Perfect to grab handfuls of during naughty fun. 
 
    The kind we weren’t having as we were still trying to figure out what was going on between us… Or mostly I was, and if I could forgive him. 
 
    My life was very, very fucking complicated. 
 
    “I’m fine, thanks.” 
 
    He was quiet several moments but then sighed. “Chief snitched to Irma and she told me what little she knew. They were worried you didn’t have anyone to talk to and given we’re… You know, and Lucca’s not…” 
 
    Yeah, there wasn’t really any good way to finish that statement. 
 
    “Those damn snitches,” I grumbled. “They’re my damn dogs, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, and they adore you,” he defended. “You did the right thing.” 
 
    I stopped in my tracks. “How much did they tell you?” 
 
    “Enough that if you hadn’t done it, I would have shifted and eaten those fuckers and used my immunity as a royal to get away with it.” 
 
    Okay then. Good to know. 
 
    “Which you also have, Princess,” he mumbled.  
 
    I slowly stared up at him with wide eyes, blinking at him when he slowly nodded. Oh boy, that was something to have a nervous breakdown about later. I had been pushing back what I’d learned after finding Neldor, but apparently I really did need to start learning about the next rabbit hole. 
 
    No, not yet. I can’t handle it yet. Later. Soon, but later. 
 
    “Thanks,” I whispered. “I don’t regret it, but it’s been hard to handle on my own. I told Craftsman just now.” 
 
    He gave a firm nod as we started walking again. “Good. I’m here too. I wouldn’t judge you. I haven’t.” 
 
    No, he hadn’t.  
 
    But there had been a lot of judging going on about what I’d done with Ainsworth, and everyone had an opinion on it. Some of them shocked me, as well as people even having opinions on it, much less such strong ones. 
 
    Mel was barely speaking to me and that hurt since I’d done it for her. 
 
    Her family was grateful even if they itched for their pound of flesh. Of course I understood. 
 
    I wanted it as well. Ainsworth had done a lot to me too. He’d sent people after me and started tons of problems in my life. I wanted to kill that man, and slowly, so I got it. 
 
    I got it. 
 
    Izzy was clear she wasn’t happy I’d done it behind Mel’s back. She understood and she felt it was probably the right call, but she was fair when she said it was hypocritical of me to have done when I was firm we didn’t keep things from each other in our family. She was more upset there was upset between all of us than at what I had done. Maybe at me for being the one to start it. 
 
    Again, fair. 
 
    Lucca was flat out pissed at me. We’d been shaky after the whole angry while spanking me incident with him and Darby, but that had been blowing over—or so I thought, mostly at least—but that was on my end. This was his upset with me. He was angry I’d kept this from him as his mate.  
 
    And he was furious, as a bear, I would do this to someone so close to me. Shifters and dragons were big on getting revenge and their pound of flesh. 
 
    I’d laughed when he’d told me that.  
 
    He, as a bear, had tried to explain that to a fairy who was all about justice, and fairies had invented the whole “eye for an eye” thing. The laughing hadn’t helped. I admitted that, but it had been more at the situation and him being an idiot mansplaining shit to me. Witches and warlocks held grudges like total mother fuckers. Vampires were petty and vindictive. 
 
    And what about humans? Did he think they just let shit go? 
 
    I think every human just laughed at the damn bear. For a while probably too. 
 
    That was also why Darby was unhappy with me. His argument was more that I would have been furious—and rightfully so—if anyone had tried to handle me like that, and yet I’d done it to someone I called a sister. He didn’t like the line I’d crossed and as my boyfriend, didn’t appreciate the possible implications it could mean for him. 
 
    I didn’t think that was fair. I could see his argument about people handling me… Except I did let Mel handle me like that and a lot as she knew me best. 
 
    He also couldn’t believe I could betray the honor of a dragon I cared about so much. 
 
    Which made it hysterical that Hudson was on my side. Lucca and Darby said it was because Hudson was trying to win me back, and I’d honestly never seen Hudson so pissed off. He took a swing at both of them for saying that and they apologized, admitting the dragon had disagreed with me even when we were fighting or upset. 
 
    Hudson said in a perfect world without so much corruption, he would agree with their arguments, but the world wasn’t like that. And as someone who knew Mel probably only second best to me, he understood the move. Also as a dragon, he knew how bad their tunnel vision could get, and she would have died without thinking about logic, the circumstances, or anything other than her pain. 
 
    And it would have been an unbearable loss for not only all of us, but our world, so I’d made the right move. A painful one that could have cost me too much and apparently too many people judging me—a very pointed comment to make—but he supported me.  
 
    Mr. Vogel agreed. 
 
    Surprisingly, Mrs. Vogel didn’t. Awesome. Especially awesome? Apparently they’d had a huge fight about it. 
 
    Yeah, I really wanted to be the reason they fought, like ever. 
 
    White and Edelman were on my side. Dr. Salzman and Professor Richardson were on Mel’s. So were Zack and Ray, though they saw my side and were trying to stay neutral. 
 
    Everyone was letting me know their opinions while I was trying to study for and take finals… Which had annoyed me only a few dozen times and I’d repeatedly replied with the same thing: 
 
    “Great, really, but this isn’t America Idol and every vote doesn’t matter.” 
 
    That probably didn’t help.  
 
    But it made me feel better. 
 
    Why did everyone think I wanted their opinions on this? Because I was normally so open on everything else? 
 
    Uh-huh. 
 
    But still they continued. Marshall and Sean were on my side but felt bad for Mel. Same with Professors Nelson and Puth. Larson was very much on her side and furious with me for not talking to anyone before making the move I did. He lectured me several times that there was a reason he was brought in, and to handle situations like those was a major one. 
 
    Which was why Geiger and Claudia weren’t happy with me. Not because they really sided with Mel, but they didn’t like how often I did my own thing and didn’t ask for help. I got a bit snippy on that and reminded them about giving me shit on all their billable hours and taking over their firm when they dropped the warlock elders and elite magical families that were a threat to me. 
 
    And then I hung up the phone like a child. Fine, whatever, I was tired of taking shit. I couldn’t make anyone happy most days. They wanted me to act like an adult and ask for help when I needed it. 
 
    Right, I did, but simply not from them. I asked Councilman Brooks for help, and I stood by him being the right decision as things went as I had hoped.  
 
    And adults made decision. Children ran to the adults all the time for help and to let them handle things so… Pick a fucking lane and let me know what I should do to make people happy. 
 
    I probably wouldn’t do it and still follow my own ideals, but it would be nice if anyone was ever consistent. 
 
    While we had all been taking sides and handling the fallout, all of Ainsworth’s black market contacts and associates went underground. Not to the Underground—the supe terrorist organization—simply went dark and underground. I’d had to specify that or had others make sure that was clear to me several times. Others thought it was a serious problem and were startled how efficiently they’d pulled it off. 
 
    I’d snorted. Hunting evil in the dark was a specialty of mine. Working in the shadows meant less eyes to see what you were doing as well. We had more than enough to go after them when we had the support and were ready. We’d get them.  
 
    Now we could be tactical and strategic, taking them out one at a time with accuracy instead of have to do it like FBI raids and with sweeps that lost too much in big nets. They would be stupid now and think no matter how many were caught that they were safe because they were smarter and better equipped.  
 
    I’d seen it dozens of times and knew how to handle it all.  
 
    But they had clearly been ready for Ainsworth to get caught. That was what people on our side were saying over and over again. 
 
    I had a different answer. Ainsworth had set up a plan for it all to go dark in case the shit hit the fan and someone tied to him got caught. That made much more sense to me. He was the Bond villain that had a self-destruct button on his lair or ship in case the good guys ever showed up so there was no evidence to tie him to his crimes. 
 
    He seemed that kind of guy and smart enough to plan things that tightly. The supe police weren’t idiots from what I’d seen, and he hadn’t even been on their radar, nor the black market, before we’d given them everything we’d had. That was a good villain. 
 
    A smart one, which was the worst kind to go up against. 
 
    But he was locked up with the wolf shifter council, and given what they’d already made him confess to and released clips of to supe media to play… He wasn’t getting out. Ever.  
 
    His head was going to be separated from his body from what I’d heard. 
 
    I would cheer.  
 
    Loudly. 
 
    What I wasn’t happy about was the other new issue in my life—one of so many—and that was the hobgoblins fighting. Ryfon wasn’t the only one who had known the truth about my birth and what the last name Vale meant. 
 
    And shit went down from there. People were confused and trying to figure out what had set off so many of the generally happy hobgoblins, but of course they wouldn’t talk about it.  
 
    But there were a lot pissed they were kept in the dark. 
 
    That I was kept in the dark. 
 
    I was too but after I’d calmed down a bit, I’d accepted Ryfon’s request to explain last week, going to the kitchen after hours and sitting down with him. 
 
    “You were drowning, Princess,” he had said, his tone pained and his skin turning blue with sadness and grief. “You had such a huge burden placed on you and were struggling so much. At first, I could not believe it was you. I thought you lost. You had to be since I knew Queen Meira would never have left you to this fate. When I saw you and knew it was you, I realized…” 
 
    It hit me hard. “That she was dead and things had gone drastically off the rails.” 
 
    “Yes, exactly that,” he had choked out. “And how could I tell you that? How could I be the one to break apart your world again after your world shattered, and you were dropped into the supe world after all you suffered? I could not do that to you! Not yet. Not when there wasn’t even hope you could find others. Why tell you and put this all on you when you didn’t even know…” 
 
    “If I could save them,” I had sighed. 
 
    I didn’t have a good response in light of what I’d just done to Mel. He told me his concerns of my running, knowing I had been close several times. They couldn’t chase me or help me in the way I needed. I honestly understood all of that. 
 
    It left me only truly upset I had to hear it from someone like Neldor instead of him that I trusted. He was right not to tell me originally, but continuing to keep it from me was a valid reason for me to be upset. It was over a year. 
 
    That was too long. 
 
    Plus, knowing that piece of the puzzle would have helped on a lot.  
 
    A point others had made. Repeatedly. Especially Geiger and others who had the task of protecting me. Also educating me. There was a whole vast education I now needed as a fairy royal. 
 
    I looked super forward to that. 
 
    But the hobgoblins were not happy about the whole thing, and there was more than one magical clash and food battle in the kitchen or cafeteria. I couldn’t even imagine how things were at other places where they didn’t even have to try to curb it. 
 
    “What are you thinking about so hard?” Hudson asked me, bringing me back to the present and making me realize we were at my dorm. 
 
    I blinked around and sighed, scrubbing my hands over my head. “The hobgoblins. Sorry, there’s just so much going on. I appreciate your support and not judging me.” 
 
    “They’ll work things out and handle it as they need to. It’s not on you.” He smiled when I gave him a look as if saying it was all always on me. “Try to get some rest this break.” He cleared his throat and then glanced around. “I wanted to address the New Year’s Eve party and—” 
 
    “She’s just a friend,” I cut in, giving him a soft smile. “She’s very interested in someone and working on trying to make it happen, even if he is below her station. Yes, I’ve been told. Repeatedly. It’s tradition, and a royal has never gone stag to the party. It’s really okay.” 
 
    “Really?” he asked, seeming confused. 
 
    I sighed. “Yes, you twit. That’s vastly different than having a betrothed you didn’t tell me about and attending parties with her. This is for appearances and there’s nothing between you. You discussed it with me beforehand. Totally different.” 
 
    “So we’re good?” 
 
    “We’re good.” 
 
    He accepted that, but then leaned in so his lips were almost pressing against mine. “I’d much rather you were my date and wore something fantastic for me this year.” 
 
    And then he stood up and walked away. 
 
    Damn panty soaker dragon. He was putting on the full-court press for sure. 
 
    Bring it. 
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    I was exhausted by the time I arrived home. Mentally, emotionally, and physically even, from opening a temp portal that big to bring in vehicles. I was off magical lockdown shortly after Neldor had healed me, but the ramp-up was slow and most of it mental. 
 
    So the last thing I wanted to deal with was the prince of the dark fairies himself.  
 
    Or the “Prince of Darkness” as I’d started lovingly referring to him. He didn’t get it really, but he knew it was a slight. 
 
    “I would appreciate some of your time,” he greeted, my brain about shorting out at the polite tone he used. “I acquired vast amounts of food for us and would like to show you some things.” 
 
    I frowned and stepped back. “Like, leave here together?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Um, we’re not going on a date,” I stated firmly, not hiding how insane that sounded. 
 
    He slowly raised a perfect eyebrow at me. Everything about Neldor was perfect and pristine. 
 
    Besides his personality. 
 
    But he was ridiculously good looking as long as he kept his mouth shut, facial expressions non-judgmental, and temper under control. None of which he ever did. 
 
    He had long, jet-black hair that went well past his shoulders that he wore in a ponytail—a style I was told was common for fairies, especially warriors—and alluring light green eyes. He wasn’t much taller than me at six feet and had a lean swimmer’s build, but he was ripped. Every inch of him was toned, perfect muscle that looked airbrushed in real time. 
 
    In other words, you really hated him for ruining the awesome sex dream fodder he was when he opened his damn mouth. 
 
    “I’m not asking for a date, simply a conversation.” 
 
    I bit back a retort, not wanting to be the reason we fought when he was actually being polite for once. But if I did say something, I would have choice words about how a date would be beneath him when he would much rather order women to just do whatever, and his sexist ass probably never had to work so hard as to set up a date as that would require respecting a woman. 
 
    I wasn’t salty about the way he’d been treating me or anything. 
 
    Not. At. All. 
 
    I sighed, glancing at the bags in his hand. “Neldor, I’m exhausted. Something happened today and—” 
 
    “I know. I spoke with Dr. Craftsman. Part of the problem you have is you do not trust Faerie to help you when you encounter problems, but see it as a problem. Understandably so given how you have only had to deal with it, but—please. Please, give me this chance as I believe I can help and sort out some issues we both need handled.” 
 
    I couldn’t think of him using that word before. I was a firm believer in rewarding good behavior, so no matter how tired I was… I was apparently going to Faerie with the Prince of Darkness.  
 
    “I’ll be back soon,” I promised everyone. “I’ll take the pack for a run with us and help unload after.” 
 
    “No worries,” Zack muttered, studying Neldor. “Opening the portal to bring us all over took a lot out of her. I’m assuming you have enough honor to not take advantage of that and will protect her. I know you guys always fight as light and dark, but you’re on the same side for the foreseeable future. You have to be smart enough to get that.” 
 
    Neldor was used to their valid distrust of him. Giving a sharp nod, he said, “I swear to you this is to help, not even manipulate her in any way.” 
 
    Okay, fine, he was still snarky. 
 
    “Sure, yes, please, have a moonlight picnic with the prince you were betrothed to,” Darby seethed. “I didn’t get a vote about Craftsman staying over break or much else, so why should I on this?” 
 
    I bit back a sigh and shot him a look that made it clear I wasn’t happy he’d said that in front of people. “I didn’t get a vote either and don’t know the reasons yet. So I’ll let you know when I do. Okay? I tell you lots and the stuff I didn’t before, you said you were fine with because—” 
 
    “I was. I am,” he sighed, rubbing his hand over his eyes, knocking his glasses askew. “Sorry. Finals took more out of me than I thought. I shouldn’t have snapped. We’ll talk when you’re back? Is that fine with you, Tamsin?” 
 
    I flinched, having noticed he’d been calling me by my first name for a while now. 
 
    And I wasn’t the only one. 
 
    “Dick,” Zack mumbled as he brushed past Darby and headed to the vehicles to start unloading. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll come to your room later,” I said, not even looking at him. 
 
    He didn’t reply right away. “Oh, I’m not staying in yours?” 
 
    I glanced at him then, not even hiding my surprise or reaction. I was pretty sure my look clearly said I was shocked he would want to from the way he flinched. 
 
    Hell, Ray had cracked a joke that he thought Darby was only coming to my house during break because he didn’t really have anywhere else to go. Unfortunately for him, we’d been sparring and I’d about taken his head off.  
 
    I hadn’t been a fan of the joke. 
 
    I nodded to Neldor that we could go and followed after him, whistling to the dogs to signal they could come with as well… As if they didn’t already know. They were smarter than some people for sure. 
 
    We went downstairs and I opened the portal for us, nodding when he gestured for me to go ahead. I shivered at the chill in the night air, but it wasn’t anything like Kansas, so it was still comfortable with just the jacket. 
 
    Especially when the dogs fired up their flames after they came through and played with each other. 
 
    I helped Neldor set up the blanket he’d brought. We sat down and tucked right into the gobs of Chinese food he’d gotten.  
 
    Once we were about through half the containers and I started to recover most of my energy, he wiped his mouth and gave me a gentle look I wasn’t ready for. “You did the right thing with those vampires. I know you don’t regret it, but it was still hard on you. I understand my opinion doesn’t carry any weight with you, but as the only fairy you know, I wanted to say I agree with you.” 
 
    I swallowed my next bite loudly. “How did you know about it?” The “are you spying on me” was sort of implied without having to say it. 
 
    His lips twitched. “No, I’m not spying on you. Some of the hobgoblins aren’t as quiet as they think they are. When your Alpha snitched to them, they weren’t all that reserved in their responses, and I already knew something had happened. You were clearly shaken.” He cleared his throat when I nodded. “Do you want to tell me about it?” 
 
    “Thank you for trying tonight, really, but we’re not friends, Neldor. You’ve had weeks to try and… Thank you, but no.” 
 
    He was quiet several minutes as we kept eating. “You’re right, we’re not friends, but I am the only fairy around so for the moment, I am the only one who can help you with things. You said something the night it happened that I caught, and while I didn’t understand it—I still might not—I’ve heard you say it before.” He sighed when I didn’t answer. “You aren’t like dark fairies, Tamsin.” 
 
    Ahhh, that. I sighed. It was actually fair to bring this up in case it was an issue later. “I am actually. There’s… I had a theory—a valid one—that maybe I was smuggled out because my parents were light and dark, one of each, and if they died in the war, I would be in big trouble. I know who my mother is, but the more I think about it, maybe I shouldn’t throw out that theory just yet.” 
 
    Neldor lost his princely composure and actually dropped his chopsticks into his container. The dark prince was completely gobsmacked. It took him a few minutes to even try to make his mouth work. “You might not be wrong there. It makes sense that was why Queen Meira hid who her mate was, but I cannot for the life of me start to even have a clue how she met and fell in love with a dark fairy.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m not saying we try for problems we don’t know if true when we have so many, but there are a lot of attributes I have of dark fairies. I know light and dark aren’t really all that different, simply a matter of perspective, but that night, I didn’t mean like dark fairies.” I cleared my throat and looked away. “I meant darkness in my heart and thought about your mother. I didn’t know you were there.” 
 
    He sighed. “You weren’t taking a shot at her, but your own head was clouded. I understand. I cannot defend what she did. It’s unforgivable, of course. She wasn’t always like that though. She was once… She wasn’t all bad, and her mother was fairly twisted. We’ve had a lot of that in both of our family trees. Ruling is not an easy job.” 
 
    Of course not. He didn’t need to explain that to me. People didn’t need to be raised as royals to understand wearing the crown and having all that responsibility was difficult. 
 
    Like no shit. 
 
    “I believe you, but I really don’t want to get into all of that, Neldor. What did you want to talk about?” 
 
    He sighed. “The vampire is too much of a bother on you.” 
 
    “He’s not, and he’s one of the only reasons I’ve kept my sanity at all, so please just drop it. What did you need?” 
 
    He sighed again, heavier this time. “There’s something I wanted to show you after we eat. I also wanted you to spend more time here. We should, as fairies. I know you’ve only spent time here with the world in pain and seeing it in this condition kills me as well—” 
 
    I snorted. “This is nothing Neldor. When I first came through, there was a tiny, tiny circle around the portal and everything else was that caustic darkness. It took me months to even get the sun back. All life died here. Only the grass was really left, but there weren’t even trees or flowers until a few months before I found you.” I pulled my knees to my chest as I kept eating. 
 
    “You suffered a lot more than I realized fixing our world,” he murmured, focused hard on his food when I glanced at him in shock. “It’s truly disconcerting to even hear about. I cannot imagine what you describe, and yet I know it to be the truth.” 
 
    “Because your mother did it?” I asked gently. 
 
    “No, though that hurts me, of course. No, it’s because Faerie is magical, more vibrant and alive than the bluest and most gorgeous ocean in their world. You have seen nothing of the life and glory our world truly is.” 
 
    “I look forward to it,” I mumbled. 
 
    “I don’t think you do and that’s my fault,” he whispered. 
 
    I didn’t know what to say to that. There wasn’t really anything to say that wouldn’t start a fight or cause trouble. 
 
    Because he wasn’t wrong. It was his fault that I had basically given up hope. He was the only fairy I knew and if they were like him… I didn’t really care to know more. I knew I had to free them and I would, but I wasn’t really in a rush to, especially given how much getting him unlocked from that powerful magic had hurt me. 
 
    We finished eating and stacked our containers in the bags. I wondered what we were doing there besides eating and having a night off. He stood first and I followed, helping to fold the blanket. 
 
    “There is something I must show you, but you’ll need to use the rune to run.” He glared at Chief when the dog growled. “I will not injure your master and princess. This will help her, I promise.” 
 
    It was hard not to smile when he muttered something about my damn dogs and all those who were so protective of me. 
 
    Lucca and a few others who knew about me and the rune had asked me why I still ran so much several days a week if I had a fairy way to run so fast, it made CGI look crazy slow. My answer had been simple, and I hadn’t hidden they were a bit dense to ask.  
 
    “I might not always have the energy after or during a fight to use it, but I should always be prepared to run away when I need to.” 
 
    Duh. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I agreed, getting the feeling something big was going on. I thought of the rune and took off after him, feeling good to let out magic again when I needed it instead of being on lockdown for so long. We ran miles and miles in the time it took to blink.  
 
    He stopped and after I reacclimated myself to moving normally, I gasped as I saw we were in a section of Faerie I’d never been before. 
 
    And there were dozens and dozens of people all around. I spun in a circle and saw there were over a hundred fairies. At first, I couldn’t seem to find my voice as I stared at all of them frozen by magic, not locked in the caustic darkness, but something was still off. It wasn’t like how I’d seen others—or even when I’d done it—freeze people with magic or runes. 
 
    I wet my lips as I moved closer to the nearest fairy. “You’ve been busy making progress.” 
 
    “Hmm, yes,” he murmured as he glanced around. “I still have a lot of catching up to do to balance the scales.” 
 
    I flinched at his wording, glancing at him. “It’s not a competition, Neldor.” 
 
    “Is it not?” he challenged. 
 
    I bit back a sigh. Of course he would think that. I ignored him and went back to where my mind had been, leaning in and narrowing my eyes. There were traces of caustic something on the fairy. “Not to ask the obvious, but you’ve tried to wake them?” 
 
    “No, as I worry what could happen, but my magic also let me clearly know that the spell is beyond my level.” He shrugged when I couldn’t hide my shock. “My training began much earlier than yours, Tamsin. You’ve been comparing yourself to other supe standards. I said it all wrong, and I say it now not to judge or upset you, so hopefully you’ll hear me.” 
 
    “Okay,” I hedged, having a feeling I wasn’t going to like it. 
 
    “You are vastly behind.” 
 
    “I know that,” I snapped. 
 
    “No, you don’t,” he said gently, using a tone I didn’t know he had. “Their elites have become lazy and complacent. Their high levels are closer to lower-medium of where they used to be. There is a reason there was never a fairy dorm at Artemis or any of the supe colleges. We politely took classes there to be part of their society, but we are light years ahead of them.” 
 
    Which made me light years behind as I was only slightly ahead of their lower standards. I’d only learned the curriculum I’d been there for, completely lost on many of the basics supes learned growing up. Shit. 
 
    I took in and let out a slow breath. “I didn’t know to that extent, but I did know my knowledge was extremely behind. I have been reading the journals of our people, and it’s clear I’m ridiculously behind and couldn’t catch up properly until I found anyone and got help. Working with White has been a huge help.” 
 
    “Yes, she is a wise one and learned much from her father. She was a good choice in mentor with your lack of options. She is a wonderful teacher as well. I apologized for outing her. It was a hard-learned lesson of how much has changed, and it pained me it could cost her too much. I placed some fairy protection runes on her that won’t fade unless I die.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    He gave a sharp nod. “It was my mistake.” He waved me to come towards him. “I wanted to show you my progress so you understood that I have taken this seriously; of course, you knew that. But also, that you are not alone in this monumental task. More than that, there is something specific we are here for.” 
 
    Well, that won me over, and I headed towards him. He stopped at a very handsome dark fairy who seemed to be fighting alongside the light fairies. I glanced around and realized we were in the middle of a battle and swallowed loudly. 
 
    We were going to be in the middle of a lot of them, and I had no idea how to handle that. 
 
    Double shit. 
 
    “This is Cluym,” he introduced, giving me a pointed look as if that name should mean something. 
 
    It didn’t.  
 
    He seemed frustrated at that, but then I could practically see the light bulb go off over his head and he sighed. “He didn’t want to tell you his name and put more pressure on you. That would have made this all harder on you if you knew names.” 
 
    “Who?” I asked, glancing between him and the fairy. 
 
    “Geiger.” 
 
    I did a double take and then gasped as I put it together, my hands flying to my mouth as tears filled my eyes. “You found Geiger’s mate.” 
 
    “I did. I made it a priority. Lord Geiger is a good man and has done a lot to keep you safe so you could save all of us. He’s struggled a lot and the guilt he now carries that you were not brought to him as you were supposed to be is too much for one man to bear. Cluym is a loyal fighter and ally and if anyone can be trusted to help us and stay neutral, it is him. He is a wise first choice.” 
 
    And someone I would want to break free of this horrible magic and fight my mental block to do it. 
 
    I glanced around and realized that was true for all of them. No matter if they turned out like Neldor and weren’t what I was promised, I had to free them from this magic.  
 
    I simply wouldn’t kill myself to do it. It wasn’t even that I couldn’t free anyone else then… I wasn’t going to hurt myself anymore now that Faerie had risked me and given me Neldor. He might have been the best option power-wise to help me. 
 
    But probably not the best option for me. Hurting me again wasn’t best for me and so there was some serious selfishness to the sentience of the world and magic. I understood it but I wasn’t going to keep trusting it. 
 
    And never him. 
 
    I was curious about more than the people, checking out what they wore. I had at least a hundred questions, but wouldn’t ask Neldor any of them. Not only did he sit so high up on his perch that I wouldn’t trust his answers… I didn’t trust him. There really was no other way to say it. He might have stopped being so openly hostile, but I knew what he still wanted from me. 
 
    What he still expected me to give him. 
 
    That was a man I didn’t think I could ever trust. 
 
    “Thank you for showing me this,” I said when I was finally done, realizing he was watching me and impatiently waiting. 
 
    “That’s it? You must have a million questions,” he pushed, frowning deeply. 
 
    I gave a noncommittal hum. “Probably. I was already overloaded and most likely this pushed it over.” I glanced around again but was careful to not look at him. “I’m going to head back and update the pack.” I used the rune and took off without giving him a chance to argue or start anything. 
 
    It was better to leave the night on a peaceful note. 
 
    He easily kept up, slowing to normal when I knelt and took Chief’s paw. I showed them what I’d seen and asked him to communicate it with Irma, come up with a plan, as we needed a plan if we were going to start really unfreezing fairies. 
 
    Chief agreed and promised to speak with her the moment she arrived since the hobgoblins were staying with me during break again. I’d had rooms renovated to accommodate them and they loved staying with me.  
 
    Mostly because they loved cooking and I ate it all. Or so I kept teasing them.  
 
    It wasn’t untrue though.  
 
    We headed through the portal and I could tell Neldor had a lot to say, but I ignored it, wishing him a goodnight and heading to help unload. I was pleasantly surprised to find it all done… Which left having a “talk” with Darby. 
 
    Balls. 
 
    I sighed and trudged up the stairs, feeling dread as I reached his room and raised my hand to knock. I tried to make myself, but my hand wouldn’t respond. 
 
    “Do you really not want to see me?” he muttered from the other side of the door, startling me enough that I jumped away. 
 
    I’d been so lost in my head I hadn’t even felt him there. “No, of course I do. I’m just not sure I have it in me for whatever kind of talk you want.” 
 
    He opened the door and adjusted his glasses before folding his arms over his chest. “That’s fair, but I promise I don’t want problems either. I was a jerk earlier and I have been. I wanted to apologize for that and see if we can’t get back on the same page.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I have the energy for all of that tonight, Darby,” I warned. “Finals were hard on me too.” 
 
    “And whatever just happened with Neldor,” he muttered, studying me closely. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to hide it from you,” I grumbled, crossing my arms over my chest as well. 
 
    “Will you tell me what happened with Jordan Holmes and the others?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    He didn’t reply right away. “Why?” 
 
    I cleared my throat and didn’t say the words, but I knew he felt my answer when he flinched. There wasn’t really a nice way to say “I don’t want to tell you my crimes if I’m not sure we’re going to make it.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “I’m just not your agra anymore,” I whispered as I took a step away. “You fought so hard to win me back, but I’m not what you really wanted. You just didn’t want to be the one who lost me.” 
 
    “No, no, that is not what is going on here,” he growled, grabbing my arm and pulling me to him and into the room. He kicked the door closed and hugged me, kissing my hair. “You are my agra. You are. I felt stupid saying it when I’ve felt you slipping through my fingers. You get further and further away from me and it’s killing me.” 
 
    “You’ve been putting the space here,” I reminded him. 
 
    “I felt it here for a while and then with the thing with Mel—” 
 
    “You know, another woman would be pissed you didn’t side with your girlfriend and tell people that, but sure, snap at me that I went with Neldor without asking your fucking permission,” I bitched, shocking both of us from the way his arms loosened. I took the hint and pulled away. “I’m going to bed.” 
 
    “Wait, please wait.” 
 
    “You let me go.” 
 
    “I didn’t. I wasn’t.” 
 
    I shook my head and went for the door. Wasn’t he? 
 
    Weren’t they both? 
 
    I really didn’t fucking know anymore. 
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    I slept because I was exhausted, my mind unable to calm down, so it was the fitful kind of rest that wasn’t all that helpful. I stumbled down the stairs after deciding against a shower to wake up and start my day since I didn’t know what the plan was. Plus, it was cold. I didn’t like having the heat on high in a big house and wasting energy, so it was colder than most would like probably. 
 
    And right then, I was whiney and suffering for it. 
 
    Which meant I was making cocoa with tons of marshmallows to start my day.  
 
    Instead, I found Craftsman cooking with the hobgoblins and my kitchen packed.  
 
    I sighed. Heavily. 
 
    “Good morning, love,” he greeted, coming over with an exceptionally large mug of cocoa and some sort of dehydrated fae fruit mixed in. There were so many marshmallows that there was a slim chance I’d make it to wherever I was sitting and didn’t drop at least one. 
 
    “Thanks,” I mumbled, blinking at the dedicant treat. “Nummy.” 
 
    “Yes, well, you’ve been having a very rough go of things and people haven’t been as understanding as they should be,” Irma said… While shooting death glares at Darby and Lucca. 
 
    So Lucca was there? Was he staying with me too? 
 
    I seriously needed to catch up on several things. 
 
    “Thank you for coming and helping,” I said to Irma and the hobgoblins. “Chief filled you in?” 
 
    “Yes, which is why we called a meeting this morning,” she explained. 
 
    The light bulb went off over my head and I relaxed some, focusing on Dean White first. “You’re not staying here?” 
 
    “No, I am currently the focus of my council and several other ‘important’ magical families. I thought it unwise that I reside here over break and risk any more attention on you,” she explained. “After I ignored the order to mate my previous lover who was more than willing to become a council dog, they realized I could be the lure to catch a bigger fish instead.” 
 
    “Oh, because they own you?” I drawled as I sat down at the table. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” she chuckled, her sarcasm level matching mine. “Several demands and orders have been issued and the best part is, they aren’t even discussing it with each other anymore. They are all doing their own selfish thing as if dictators and making power grabs. I currently have three orders to mate and ceremonies set I’m required to attend.” 
 
    “I have no words,” I whispered, disgusted down to my soul this was the world we lived in. “Well, let me know where you’re registered, and I’ll make sure to get you something.” I bit back a sigh when everyone simply stared at me like that statement made absolutely no sense. 
 
    Then pain filled my heart as it hit me Mel wasn’t there to get my humor, and she would have. I swallowed loudly and focused on my hot cocoa. 
 
    “It’s a human thing,” I mumbled. “They register at stores for what they want for weddings so everyone doesn’t get them the same typical gift. You go before the invitations are sent out and do a bunch of window shopping for exactly what you want to start your new life and those you invite get the list.” 
 
    “That’s really smart,” Izzy muttered, probably understanding why my mood went even darker so fast. She cleared her throat and sat up straighter. “No offense because you’re a great teacher, Doc, but what are you really going to do besides try to get Tamsin to forgive you? If the shit really hits the fan, you’re not a replacement for Mel, and certainly not Dean White.” 
 
    “He is actually,” White admitted. “His resume is longer than you know, and he’s shown many times that he’s quick and clearheaded in bad situations. Plus, you have Zack and Ray, along with a few others you didn’t last winter break.” She waited until I looked at her. “I might be more powerful, but he’s quicker on the draw than I am and no slouch. You know this.” 
 
    “I do,” I agreed, not willing to lie when we had enough going on. 
 
    “Sure, I’m not here or a factor,” Neldor quietly bitched. 
 
    I shot him a warning glance not to start trouble. “Like you wouldn’t use any situation to your benefit or to try and lock me in on something I wouldn’t otherwise agree to. We both know it, so don’t even try to deny it. That’s not help. That makes you something I will probably need protection from.” 
 
    Zack snorted. “And have.” 
 
    Exactly. 
 
    “I also want to work with you on a key to your portal, even when locked, in case there’s an emergency,” Instructor Larson interjected, finally jumping in. “And we came up with a plan to get you back on track.” 
 
    I nodded, but he wasn’t done. 
 
    “Adrian needs his mate, Tamsin.” 
 
    “Hey, uncalled for,” Zack snapped. “We do as well, but putting pressure on her isn’t—it won’t fucking help!” 
 
    “How do we know?” he challenged, glancing between the two wolves. “I also made a gentleman’s agreement with Prince Neldor that I’m going to do everything I can to get Tamsin to where she needs to be to start freeing people if he starts focusing on opening as much of Faerie as possible in paths.” 
 
    “What will that do?” Darby asked, but I had already guessed the answer. 
 
    “Let their wolves be able to find their mates,” I whispered, emotionally folding into myself. “I’ll do what I can, I promise.” 
 
    “You are,” Ray growled. “If people would stop adding shit to your plate and shoulders, they’d see that you do tons all the time.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Larson and White said together, but Larson continued. “We are not denying that. I think you have done amazing, Tamsin. No one could have done what you have and stayed alive—gotten as far as you did on your own. I include Prince Neldor in that. You did amazing. It’s simply time for the kick in the ass that Melody would give you in training when you hit a plateau.” 
 
    That was fair and I acknowledged as much. 
 
    “We also need Adrian to keep you safe and this whole multiple distractions plan going. And I’m telling you as his friend, he’s losing steam. He’s losing faith and he needs it. I could see in his aura that he’s scared his mate is dead. We can’t tell him we found Cluym but he’s frozen. We can’t. So we need you better and to get over this hump.” 
 
    “That means handling some other shit first or you could hurt her,” Zack interjected, glaring between Lucca and Darby. 
 
    “Oh, on that we agree,” White chuckled darkly, both of the guys flinching. “That’s also why Craftsman is staying here. Someone needs to be on Tamsin’s side as opposed to the three who want to judge and control her.” 
 
    Lucca let out a slow growl. “Are you seriously comparing us to Neldor?” 
 
    “You’re acting fairly like him, so yes.” White smirked at him when that seemed to piss him off. “I’ve heard you say several times you disagree with Tamsin and how she handled matters. Both of you. You’ve said it publicly and in front of ears that would use that against her. Yes, I put you in the same problematic, judgmental category I put him in. You’ve done that. Not her.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Darby muttered before Lucca could reply. “You were right last night and I’m sorry. Any other woman would have already smacked me all over the place for not being on their side and keeping my disapproval private. Upset with me for not keeping private matters private. That’s not being loyal or—” 
 
    I couldn’t even handle this or hear it yet. “Where do you want to start?” I asked Larson, to the shock of everyone. I shrugged. “Saving my people, unfreezing them from that caustic hell is more important than the men in my life and their crap. Or the crap of the guy crashing with me who gives himself too much importance in my life. I’m over it.” 
 
    There was a quiet snarl that I ignored, knowing it came from Lucca. 
 
    What I couldn’t ignore were the gestures Zack and Ray were making that I knew meant they were telling me to smack his bear around and into place. I mentally sighed, not wanting to flex, but apparently it was time. 
 
    And not just for him. I knew Neldor had done what he did to help give me a kick in the ass, but he had also lied that he wouldn’t manipulate me. I wasn’t pissed, but any motivation or pushing someone was a form of manipulation. 
 
    I simply wouldn’t trust his was full of good intentions or only for my benefit. 
 
    I wasn’t stupid like that. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear you are,” Irma praised as she set down some food in front of me with a wink.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what that meant until I saw the special energy bars she’d made me for the Power Playoffs. They were full of fae goodness and meant to give fairies a supportive kick in the ass.  
 
    Well, the hobgoblins were on board with me not taking shit anymore. Nice. 
 
    I realized I had some questions of my own when Craftsman set down an overloaded tray of everything I could ever want, including a full English he’d made for me. “How are you going to be able to help with this when you’ve got teaching for the continuing education program?” 
 
    “The program I’d have to teach runes for because you suggested changes to the idea,” he accused, smirking at what he saw in my aura since I didn’t have my charms on yet. “I deserved it. There were some problems with my being involved, and those juggling it all agree I not teach anymore.” 
 
    I ground my jaw as I stabbed into my food harder than needed. “Yeah, all the fawning female students must be disruptive when you don’t shut it down.” 
 
    “He did, and somewhat abrasively, which was part of the problem,” White corrected, giving me an amused smirk when I froze with my bite halfway to my mouth. “The main problem was witches who had their education trying to use the chance to learn from the Craftsman savant and misusing the system as a refresher course instead of its intention.” 
 
    “And not caring they were taking spots from actual deserving people who needed them,” I seethed. “How did that get approved?” 
 
    “A slight loophole in the admission paperwork that some interpreted as improving their education, not completing it. It’s been handled. It wasn’t caught fast as it was ten at the most and not at the same time.” 
 
    “Which is a kind way to say the main branch of Craftsmans used the system to get their mating candidates a chance to seduce me,” Julian muttered from the stove. “It wasn’t until the fifth that I caught on and recognized her from the profile I’d been sent. I did immediately shut down the flirting and reported them when I learned they had finished their educations.” 
 
    “Yes, so in reality, they helped us collect a full year of fees to pay for what the school needs, but got booted for their bad behavior,” White added. “The one handling the complaints against his attitude wasn’t someone who knew the situation or really cared about witch-warlock politics. That made it harder to put it all together.” 
 
    “But I made it clear that I wasn’t on the market and involved with someone,” Craftsman said quietly. 
 
    “Oh? Who is she?” I mocked, smirking at him as I took a sip of juice. 
 
    “The woman I love very much and has not just my heart, but my soul, and I’m trying to win back anyway I can, no matter how long it takes,” he whispered as he kept my gaze.  
 
    Larson groaned deeply. “That explains so much. Well, this is a fucking nightmare.” 
 
    “You’re a bit late to catching on there, mate,” Izzy teased him. “Even I figured it out faster than that. Well, Mel busted them, but yeah, you’re late there.” 
 
    “They hide they’re in love normally, as they’re always watched at school,” he defended, gesturing between us. “But she’s not wearing any charms or runes—neither is he—and they both flare up bright as can be with love and so much pain, it’s obviously serious between them, like mates.” 
 
    “Apparently,” Neldor bit out. “And he can piggyback her magic which can be explained a few ways. Though to him, it means they’re mates, but that’s not how fairies gauge it.” He smirked at me as if he was shitting on my love or something, but I simply rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Oh no, you might argue with what fate wants for me. Not that. I would never go against fate or even what my own parents sold me into. I’m devastated.” I snorted and focused on my breakfast. 
 
    It was several beats before anyone reacted, Ray letting out a huge belly laugh and the others joining in after they got over their shock. 
 
    “How do fairies gauge it?” Craftsman asked him when people settled down. 
 
    “Don’t ask him important stuff like that,” I interjected. “And certainly not when it involves me. I’m not falling into his pace or getting indebted to him for any answers, especially when I won’t trust what he says.” 
 
    The sound of cracking filled the room and then the glass in Neldor’s hand broke. “That’s why you didn’t ask me anything about our people last night.” He ground his jaw when I kept eating and didn’t respond. “You asked me about their mates. I found Cluym to help you push past all you’re dealing with.” 
 
    Zack snorted. “Yeah, you’ve been that amiable how many times in the weeks since she saved you? There’s more to this. You have a play up your sleeve and are using this to your advantage.” 
 
    I gestured to Zack with my fork as if to say I completely agreed and had already figured that out.  
 
    “I found someone who would be neutral and you asked about first who—” 
 
    “Save it, Neldor. You already showed your hand last night. I’m not going to fight or bicker about this with you. It’s counterproductive and I’m not spending time on it.” 
 
    “No, we are going to have a discussion about this since you’re being unreasonable. Again.” 
 
    I pursed my lips and bobbed my head before glancing at the bars and then looking at Irma. She was bright red and gave me a firm nod, the other hobgoblins nodding as well. 
 
    Glad we were all in agreement.  
 
    “I’m so confused,” Izzy admitted as Craftsman brought over more food for everyone.  
 
    “I suggest you simply grab your popcorn and enjoy the show,” White muttered as she tucked into her breakfast. 
 
    It wasn’t bad advice and seemed to amuse everyone else there. 
 
    I kept eating as I listened to White, Larson, and Craftsman explain how they’d assessed the magic of the spell on each fairy. After some debating and several scans using different magical items, they came to a conclusion about how much magic it would take to unlock one fairy. 
 
    And they’d found me a much larger reservoir that would hold the same amount of magic. The goal was when I could hit that level in one shot, I was ready to try and unfreeze someone again. Safely. That was the part they were repeatedly stating.  
 
    Good. I wanted to do it safely too. 
 
    “What are we planning to do with the power in the reservoir each time I try?” I asked when there was a lull in the conversation. 
 
    “Don’t,” Darby warned Neldor when the dark fairy opened his mouth to say something that was clearly going to be shitty from whatever Darby sensed. 
 
    “We would like to put it in certain magical items Katrina acquired for us so we have better access to power in an instant should we need it,” White answered after a moment, glancing at Larson and Craftsman. “And I want to strengthen the wards at the havens and sanctuaries.” 
 
    “The new talk that I’m brainwashing supe women into wanting things they shouldn’t and it’s degrading their society?” I checked. I nodded when several people sighed. “Yeah, I’ve heard, even with finals going on. It’s good stuff. Sure, protect them however we need.” 
 
    I listened to them discuss the best ways to handle that and possible ways to clap back against the assholes running their mouths. I didn’t think much of that would work since they weren’t willing to go to the mat and risk pushing buttons that could get us in trouble. I understood that, but to assholes, that would seem like us yapping in the wind, and that would do more damage than good. 
 
     Once I was done with the gobs of food, I ate the four bars Irma had brought me. My magic flared to a higher level while any emotional and mental exhaustion I was feeling was wiped away. The jolt of strength they gave me was exactly what I needed. I felt as if thousands of light fairies were standing behind me with their hands on me to give me their support and strength to take on the challenges I needed to. 
 
    And I would not let them down. Not ever. 
 
    I wiped my mouth and stood, shooting Irma a smirk. “Could you make some popcorn for Izzy? The pack can keep everyone warm outside.” 
 
    “Already done,” she chuckled, showing the air popper was going. 
 
    “Oh boy,” Izzy purred, going over to help.  
 
    I had something else to set up on my phone, syncing it up to the house speakers. I let out a whistle as I stepped outside, knowing Chief and the pack would come out from the garages and seconds later, they were racing towards me. I pulled off my sweater and set it on the table, leaving me in a sports bra and leggings, not worried about the freezing weather given I was going to get a workout. 
 
    “I’m ready to have that talk,” I informed Neldor as I loaded up Demi Lovato’s “Confident” and set my phone on the table.  
 
    He let out his normal heavy, demeaning sigh as he stormed over to me. “I meant an actual talk and—” 
 
    My fist colliding with his face shut him up. “No, you mean lecture, where you talk down to me, and I’m at my limit with that shit. So you got your say about how far behind I am, but I also haven’t been showing you everything. It’s time we talk and you get a better feel of how things really are.” 
 
    I didn’t give him a chance to respond, spinning on my foot and kicking him in the head before sending him flying with a power clap. Then I used my barrier to bring him right back and shove the heel of my hand up into his nose.  
 
    He recovered from his shock and realized this was really how things were going to go. He reached out to strike me or at least grab me to stop my next attack, but crashed his hand into my barrier, snarling in pain. Neldor jumped away and threw up his own barrier, smirking at me as if to say we were at a stalemate then. 
 
    But I wasn’t nearly so quick to give up, even if I couldn’t get through. I thought the rune for electricity and focused the energy into whips like I had when I’d fought the Underground months ago. I lashed them out and cut slashes into his barrier, shredding it until it fell. 
 
    The shock on his face was priceless. 
 
    Sending him flying again and using the rune to break bones to take out his legs was even better. His eyes couldn’t hide how he never thought I’d go there.  
 
    He’d heal. 
 
    I reached through my barrier and punched him back down when he tried to sit up. Rage filled his eyes and he called on electricity, using my own trick against me. 
 
    Except his whips didn’t cut through my barrier. 
 
    Mine was stronger. 
 
    “Interesting,” I hummed, smirking at him. I didn’t linger on it, using the fairy rune to call vines to completely cover him and tie him down to the cold ground. I stepped on his healing leg until he gave a shout of pain and then placed my shoe on the middle of his chest. “As I said, you showed your hand last night.” 
 
    “I did as you asked to work as a team and—” 
 
    “You are not as shielded from me as you think, Neldor,” I busted, finally letting that cat out of the bag. 
 
    “Oh shit.” 
 
    “Yeah, ‘oh shit’ is right,” I purred, letting him know I heard that too. “Yes, you found Cluym because you thought it would give me the kick in the ass I needed after I’ve been so disheartened that I got you when I was promised fairies were awesome. But, you also want him because he’s a dark fairy and loyal to you. Very loyal to you, from your thoughts. 
 
    “And would influence Geiger to push me to your way of thinking. Cluym might have switched sides to help bring peace, but he was one of your faction tired of the queens fighting and believed it was time for a king to take over if the realms were to be combined. So you have another agenda, as you always do. You’re not acting in good faith. You’re trying to pull a fast one, and I’m not stupid enough to fall for it. 
 
    “You were also going to use this as an ace later and make sure everyone knew that I only wanted to free Cluym because it benefitted someone I cared about and I don’t value other fairies as I should. That I’ve been poisoned by the humans and not truly one of you and need to be guided, controlled, on how to handle this power and what to do going forward.  
 
    “And you planned to play the card that you gave me the choice I wanted so you got a choice next, as you think is fair. The ones you let me pick next would be carefully chosen, and I’m dense and flippant about the whole thing, so fucking abused and injured that I’m easily manipulated and would free everyone you wanted first to push your narrative.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to argue or defend himself, but I broke both of his arms, a loud cry of pain coming out instead.  
 
    I squatted down, my foot digging into his arm in a way I knew had to hurt. “You will get in line or you’re out on your own. You are a guest here, and I allowed you to stay because you promised to help. So this is the last talk we will have and you will cut your shit out, or I’ll order my pack to fucking burn you right now, and I won’t have to worry about anyone trying to take over anything.” 
 
    His eyes went bug wide and his thoughts raced with too much so fast, it was hard to keep up. 
 
    “Wait, Tamsin, that’s too—” Larson interjected. 
 
    “He is a threat to her and even more so now with what she learned,” Zack snapped. “You think it will get better once he’s got people at his back? Our job is protecting her. We’re on her side. Remember that!” 
 
    “I do. I am and—” 
 
    “Oh yeah? Really?” Ray challenged. “So why is he Prince Neldor and she’s Tamsin when you talk to them. Are your family dark fairies?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered, already having figured that out. “And I don’t fucking care.” I nodded when Neldor’s thoughts raced on that. “I don’t care that you’re a dark fairy. That’s your biases and fights and bullshit that has done so much damage. You say ‘our people’ to pull at my heart strings, but they are. They are our people, light or dark. I don’t care. I know you can see it in my eyes. Fairies are fairies to me.” 
 
    “They are,” he whispered in awe, pain still lacing his tone. “I don’t understand that.” 
 
    I shrugged as I stood. “You don’t have to, Neldor. We weren’t raised the same. I’m starting to wonder if that wasn’t an accident after all.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he demanded, frowning at me. 
 
    But I didn’t answer. I didn’t want to smear the legacy of Queen Meira that she would drop her daughter off with random humans to become no one only for me to end up tougher than I would have been if given to Geiger. I had no proof of that, and I’d said enough against her with what I knew. 
 
    I didn’t think I was wrong though. If she had the power of foresight, she had to know more about Neldor than he would think. She couldn’t have been blind to him wanting to take over if she knew to protect all fairies from his mother’s evil. 
 
    And if Geiger had raised me to be a perfect royal princess… Could I have stood up to Neldor as I needed to now? I really wasn’t sure. 
 
    “I want your word of honor as a fairy and royal that you will cease this plan immediately or I tell the dogs to burn you,” I told him instead. 
 
    He couldn’t hide his shock. “Just this one? Wait—which one?”  
 
    I sighed, breaking his legs again when I felt them healed. “You are not going to sow distrust and dissent. You will not lie to our people, Neldor. That is what you are swearing. I was not poisoned by humans. I do care about them all. You know this. You don’t agree with me on everything? Fine. But no more lies! No more fighting! We have bigger fucking problems so start fucking listening!” 
 
    “I agree,” Larson muttered. “You’ll get all of the fairies killed if they don’t listen to her, who has been living in this world while you have all been frozen. They have to trust her enough to at least value her wisdom on this as they won’t other supes. Fight about the rest and who rules later, but survive this part or you will get her killed.” 
 
    “And then you can’t take her over and own her, and Faerie won’t let you rule without an heir at your side,” White mocked. 
 
    Oh, that was interesting to know. 
 
    Even more interesting? I got the answer to Craftsman’s question from Neldor’s mind when the pain made him fuzzy. 
 
    And insight as to just how selfish the Prince of Darkness truly was. 
 
    Horror filled his gaze as he realized what I’d heard.  
 
    “You would paint me the selfish one that I would free Cluym because I only care about Geiger, but you would let them all stay frozen longer—not caring how much longer—if it means keeping me vulnerable to your getting me under your thumb? And yet, you know the truth that I would bleed for all of them, but I simply won’t kill myself again after what I got was you.” 
 
    My magic shattered several of his large core bones the way it did metal when upset without my even making the conscious decision, and I didn’t feel bad about it. 
 
    At. 
 
    All. 
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    I was fairly impressed he didn’t pass out in pain, but before I could push him anymore, I heard several thoughts from the pack. “No, he didn’t lie to you. He didn’t hurt me and did help last night, so you can’t burn him for that.” I nodded when I caught more. “But yes, he is a threat to me and my safety. I can’t even argue that.” 
 
    “He did lie to me,” Zack growled. 
 
    I bobbed my head around. “Yes and no. Any kick in the ass and motivation is a form of manipulation.” I raised an eyebrow at Neldor, daring him to even try to deny it. “I think you’ve pushed everyone too far thinking you’re so much smarter. Maybe it’s time to swear what I want you to.” 
 
    “Just that?” he checked, ignoring when others growled. 
 
    “No, that you’re done fucking with her and you won’t try to—” Lucca interjected. 
 
    I shot out a barrier at him without even breaking my staring competition with Neldor. “I’ll get to you, bear. You don’t fucking answer for me.” I nodded at Neldor. “Yes, only that, as I’m fair. I’m asking you to swear to me you will play fair and put our people first—our survival first, and stop with this sort of shit. We’ll handle the rest later, but I’m not going to threaten your life that you stop being an asshole.” 
 
    Which was more than he would do if the positions were flipped.  
 
    Well, probably. I hoped he had more integrity than that.  
 
    Mostly likely. He seemed steamed when he saw the accusations in my gaze.  
 
    “I swear it,” he bit out. “You have my true and heartfelt vow.” 
 
    I stepped off of him. “Good. I’m glad to—” 
 
    “Which is easy for me to give as I hadn’t decided for sure yet,” he continued. “Those were thoughts. Ideas. Possibilities.” 
 
    I let it go. He wasn’t wrong but… I understood a lot more context than he was giving me credit for. They were pretty firm ideas and thoughts, not simply passing ones. 
 
    “Julian, I need you a moment,” I said instead of addressing what he was saying. 
 
    “No,” Neldor snarled, trying to get up even if there was no chance yet. His magic flared with healing, but he couldn’t do it fast enough. 
 
    “What’s up, love?” Craftsman asked as he moved next to me. 
 
    I took his hand in mine and opened my mind to him, showing him the fairy rune he’d wanted to use before. “Try it. Use it on him. However you piggyback on my magic and tap into me or whatever.” 
 
    He was confused but didn’t ask, taking the chance I would open up to him even for something so simple. He was thrilled I had asked for him, wanted him near me for anything or any reason.  
 
    Craftsman linked our fingers and raised our hands to his lips so he kissed my skin before doing as I wanted. I felt his magic surround mine and then they mingled together. It was incredibly intimate, as if our souls were brushing up against each other like our bodies did when we used to make love. I was that naked and open to him. 
 
    And him to me as I was flooded with everything he was feeling. 
 
    He turned me so my back was against his chest, our hands still linked but his arm around me protectively as we faced Neldor. He focused on the dark fairy and without even having to write the rune, used it to restrain the prince all over again. 
 
    “What is this?” Craftsman whispered, his voice shaking. 
 
    “How a fairy confirms if a warlock or witch is truly their mate, not simply an ally who can piggyback their magic if they allow it,” I explained, knowing I was giving away secrets. “Which means I can also allow White the ability to piggyback me as well as she’s an ally.” I glanced at Chief. “Tell the other packs. White is a daughter of a fairy and my elder and will be treated as such, allowed into the fold.” 
 
    The pack agreed given she’d proven herself time and again that she would put me first and was fighting for what she should. 
 
    “It also means you can guide me to push harder and unlock what’s holding me back faster,” I added. “Which was what Neldor wasn’t going to tell us because he didn’t want to risk you were truly my mate and it would unlock more of my potential—our potential—when he was fairly certain I was already more powerful than him.” 
 
    White snorted. “We already knew that if you could unfreeze fairies and he couldn’t. Your raw power is more than his in just over a year of being unlocked. You will destroy his by leaps in bounds in no time if you keep working as you have.” 
 
    “Yes, yes I will, and he knew if Craftsman was truly my mate and we could work together in this way, it would be more than he could try to put the stopper back on.” I turned away from Neldor and met Craftsman’s gorgeous eyes. 
 
    He leaned in and kissed my nose, not making me say it. “This changes nothing for you, and you haven’t forgiven me. I understand. I’ll still help as I want to save your people too, love. I told you I’m all in and I meant it. I was never with you for your magic. This probably won’t help you think that, but—” 
 
    “No, I can feel your grief in learning this can help your power and magic, but also might cost you any chance of getting me back,” I whispered, gasping as I saw something flare around him. “What am I seeing?” 
 
    He blinked at me. “Colors?” He smiled when I nodded. “Apparently I share with you too, love. You’re seeing my gift with auras and unlike when you hear things—” 
 
    “Auras can’t lie,” Larson muttered. “You can mute them or turn them off—as you do—but they cannot lie. What you see in his aura is real.” 
 
    I studied it and realized who I trusted most to tell me the answers. “Izzy, help me?” 
 
    “Always.” She waited for me to tell her what I was seeing, both of us knowing she would see some of it too as she had a knack for it. “Most of that is love and joy, probably that you’re mates, but that coloring on the outsides is fear. He’s scared how you’ll react to what you’ve learned or maybe how Neldor will behave now that you have a mate with magic who can help you get stronger and thwart his plan.” 
 
    “Both,” Craftsman confirmed. “Well done, Izzy.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “We can talk more later,” Craftsman murmured when I opened my mouth. “Privately. Right now, I think you have an Alpha bear you were going to put in his place.” 
 
    I sighed. Heavily. I nodded and let go of him, feeling our magic disentangle, but still closer to him, tingling from the experience almost. It was like how the comfort of a hug could follow me long after the action took place. 
 
    It made sense in my head. 
 
    “Keep your word,” I warned Neldor. “And any other talks you want to have in the future will go like this. I don’t give a shit you’re a prince any more than you give a shit I’m the heir and who Faerie will truly recognize. You’ve not shown me one ounce of respect besides to placate me. The feeling is mutual. Don’t test my patience again if you want to keep breathing.” 
 
    I didn’t wait for his response, focused on the seriously pissed off bear shifter I had contained in a barrier. 
 
    “Force him to shift. Take that away from him,” Zack said in my head. “The moment my mate did, my wolf shut the fuck up about being boss. Well, as much. You don’t have time for the subtle or gentle like she was with me.” 
 
    “No, no you don’t,” Ray agreed. 
 
    I nodded that I heard them both, except had no clue how to do that. 
 
    But my magic did.  
 
    “Shift,” I ordered, the magic of my barrier giving Lucca a jolt of something that didn’t seem pleasant and moments later, he changed into his bear. And it did not look fun.  
 
    Yikes. 
 
    “You are not the boss here,” I told the bear firmly. “I trust Lucca that we’re truly mates, but you need to get your fucking head out of your ass that you’re Alpha and boss of me and our relationship.” 
 
    The bear did not like that and was also pissed I was nicer to Hudson’s dragon than I was to him. That was actually fair and I acknowledged it, which gave him pause. 
 
    “I know Hudson’s dragon better,” I defended. “We played during our runs but because of your damn human, I thought you were someone else. It traumatized me. That’s not your fault, but I need to get to know you again. So far, all you’re doing is being a dick Alpha and being disloyal to me. I’m done with that if you want to keep me as your mate.” 
 
    That confused and pissed him off more because mates couldn’t leave each other and it was forever. I reminded him we weren’t mated yet. We hadn’t sealed the deal and I wouldn’t for a while, certainly not if he kept acting like he was. 
 
    When he got pissed and bitched at me in his jumbled thoughts, I lost what little patience I had. I used a wind rune to throw him up in a tornado, catching him in a barrier at the last moment so he didn’t hit the ground and splat in a way I didn’t think he could recover from. Next, I bounced him around in the barrier for a good five minutes before taking it down. 
 
    Then I attacked. I used some magic with my strikes and took on the bear without any fear, knowing I could more than best him. He could feel I was so certain and that finally gave him pause instead of getting pissed I was challenging him. 
 
    I knocked him down again and again, the bear not giving up or quitting. Zack and Ray were equal parts annoyed and impressed Lucca could keep going and was so stubborn. The guy had said he wasn’t the typical pain in the ass Alpha bear. 
 
    This was a chill Alpha bear? Or maybe it was because we were having issues and not secure? 
 
    Fuck if I knew. 
 
    They gave me suggestions of what else worked with them and I did all of it. Finally, Lucca and his bear had nothing left but fire that they didn’t want to give up.  
 
    And I still had one play left. I smirked down at the bear and showed him I wasn’t winded or had so much as a scratch on me. I whistled for Chief, noting how Lucca’s bear was smart enough to fear a fae dog.  
 
    “Show him your fire but don’t burn him,” I ordered Chief. The bear had never seen it for real, felt it near him. 
 
    To say the reality of it was even more terrifying to the bear was an understatement. Chief felt it too and let the flames die out, coming over by me and sitting obediently at my feet. 
 
    “You fear him and he is mine,” I explained to the bear. “He shows me his belly and is sworn to me.”  
 
    Chief flopped onto his back and showed Lucca just to make it extra clear. I squatted down and rubbed Chief’s stomach, giving my dog lots of love. 
 
    “He’s Alpha of his pack of fae dogs, much stronger than a bear shifter, even an Alpha bear shifter like you. And they all submit to me because I’m stronger and their boss. Why are you being mean to your mate and starting this trouble? Do you not want me as a mate? Are you trying to drive me away? That’s what it seems like to me.” 
 
    That was the moment I won. The bear gave a cry and ducked his head behind his arms. 
 
    “You submit and will stop this shit?” I checked, glad when the bear nodded. “And your person? Will Lucca pull his head out of his ass?” Relief filled me when the bear nodded again. 
 
    But it didn’t help the pain really. I wasn’t happy with Lucca and I was tired of all the issues. Being with someone shouldn’t be this hard and always so much drama. Fine, our lives weren’t calm or easy but still, it was too much.  
 
    Plus, I was right in what I’d said. I didn’t know any woman who would have been fine with their man publicly siding with another woman, even if no one knew we were together. It was crap, and a crappy way to treat me. 
 
    I turned on my heel to leave and locked gazes with Darby, unable to read what was swimming in his eyes. “Let me guess—you disapprove?” 
 
    He glanced behind me to Lucca and shook his head. “What you do with your mate isn’t my business.” 
 
    My heart broke. Which meant he did, but he was at least learning not to publicly say shit about what I did. I didn’t realize tears had fallen until he went pale. 
 
    “Agra,” he whispered. 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” I snapped, wiping my eyes. “You haven’t wanted to call me that, so now I don’t want to hear it.” I practically snarled when he tried to object. “I think you need some of what I just gave the bear, but for now, I’ll start with having you leave my house.” 
 
    “What?” he gasped, his eyes going wide. 
 
    I nodded, feeling better about the decision as my hurt and anger rolled. “Yeah, I don’t need you here.” I gestured back to Neldor. “I have enough disapproval and problems. I don’t need someone who swears he loves me adding to stress when I need to focus on saving my people and surviving.” 
 
    “I do love—” 
 
    “The several shifters who guard me, care about me, said I needed to smack him around. So it wasn’t even my idea and I didn’t want to do it. I would have just bailed.” I flinched as I realized it was the truth. 
 
    And Lucca knew it was from the tension I felt from behind me, knowing he’d shifted back to a man.  
 
    “So why don’t you go stay with Mel since you’re all on her side. You can go be on her team when I did it to save her life and she bailed on me too. She promised she was in this with me no matter what and bailed. So all of you can just fucking take her side and bail and I don’t care anymore!” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Lucca mumbled as he hugged me from behind, his voice sounding rough. “I’m sorry I was so harsh and—” 
 
    “And judged me,” I bitched, elbowing him hard enough that I could get away with him healing still. I turned to face them both. “You both had lots to say about Craftsman judging me for what I did and bailing, but at least he didn’t get all in my face and run his mouth to everyone. I honestly don’t…” I shook my head, not wanting to put this in the same boat because it wasn’t. 
 
    I also didn’t want to sound like I was defending Craftsman because I wasn’t. 
 
    “I didn’t want to do this to Mel,” I whispered, trying to fight the tears. “Hudson was the only one who saw the truth. I hated to do this, but I was trying to save her life. Her clan’s lives because they would have gone for revenge as well. We would have all been dragged into this and apparently, I was going to lose her either way, but at least she’s alive.  
 
    “I wouldn’t have stayed out of it and if I die, everyone in Faerie is frozen forever! That’s all on me. So if this world wasn’t so fucking corrupt and horrible, I wouldn’t have ever done it this way. I did the best I could because everything is fucked. But this is who I am. I will make the hard choices and go at the bullshit head-on. I will not change for a man or just fall in line obediently to any of you.” 
 
    “That’s not what I wanted,” Lucca argued, scrubbing his hand over his head. “Magic is swirling around you, Tams. Get it out and we can talk later when you’ve chilled. I’m staying all week and—” 
 
    “What?” I couldn’t even hide how annoyed I was then. “You just decide you’re staying at my house for a week without asking me?” They both winced which meant Darby had known. Lovely. “And we’ll talk later when I’ve chilled? Do you hear yourself, Mr. Von Thann?” 
 
    Lucca reacted like I’d punched him in the gut, going pale as well as it sunk in what he’d just said, how he’d just treated me. 
 
    “Guess I don’t have to worry about the vampire in your life after all,” Neldor muttered, not even trying to hide his amusement. “The bear gone is a welcome addition as well.” 
 
    I blew my lid, seeing red. The men in this world and around me were trying to take the last of my sanity. 
 
    No. No way. 
 
    I turned and let out a power clap to send him flying since he was on his feet again. He only went about ten feet before crashing into a huge tree that broke into pieces from being hit at that speed. 
 
    But horror filled me as I realized I’d clipped one of the fae dogs who had been too close. I thought the fairy rune for speed and was there instantly. I dove to the ground and hurried to heal the poor dog.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I rasped as I made her better. 
 
    She wasn’t angry, turning and licking my face. Her thoughts were grateful I cared, accidents happened, and she shouldn’t have run in to give Neldor a warning snarl. She had been upset how all the men were treating me and wanted to back up a female. 
 
    Nice someone did. I thanked her and kissed her head, making her promise to eat extra food and rest for the day in the cozy beds. She was already healed but I’d hurt her badly, so she got time to just recover. 
 
    “She’s fine,” I confirmed for the others as I got to my feet and she jumped to hers. I watched as she went over to her pack and they all gave me happy barks or had their tongues hanging out to let me know they weren’t upset with me. 
 
    At least my dogs didn’t judge me. 
 
    I needed more of that and less problems in my life if I was to handle what I needed to. My anger started to build from my hurt and I couldn’t seem to put the bottle back in the stopper. 
 
    Turning when I heard several people gasp, I saw a temp portal open up under Neldor and he fell through it. I didn’t understand why that would shock them. So he’d portaled somewhere? 
 
    So what? 
 
    “You did it,” White explained, shaking her head when I tried to argue. “We saw your magic flare, Tamsin. Apparently, you can open portals from a distance.” 
 
    “And without thought,” I grumbled, glancing at my hands. “Well, that’s new. I don’t even know where I sent him.” 
 
    Zack snorted. “He can handle it.” 
 
    Ray couldn’t hide his amusement either. “What were you thinking?” 
 
    I shrugged. “That he should take a long walk off a short pier.” My eyes went wide. “Did I send him to the ocean?” 
 
    They were not the only people who burst out laughing. I thought Larson was going to fall off his chair. 
 
    I glanced at Lucca and thought about sending him away. I did a double take when I practically saw the runes for the portal he’d arrived from in his aura. An evil smile formed on my lips. “I’ll send your stuff.”  
 
    The portal opened up beneath him before he could even object, sending him back to… I assumed the portal at his family’s house, but honestly I had no idea. 
 
    And I’d just sent him there naked. 
 
    I didn’t really feel guilty about that with the way he was acting.  
 
    I closed that portal and opened one under Darby, sending him to the Vogels’ castle… Completely bypassing their security. I didn’t send him through their portal, but to the Rothchilds’ wing, which shouldn’t have been possible. 
 
    But it was and I knew why. 
 
    I sighed as I glanced over at White. “Warn the Vogels and other royals not to let anyone else give crystals for their wards or glamours.” 
 
    She frowned but still pulled out her phone. “Why?” 
 
    “Because if my magic powers it, I can completely bypass their security, tap into it. I don’t know if that’s me or others can too.” 
 
    She went pale so fast, I worried she might faint. “Others have offered. Dozens of powerful warlocks have been offering and more than you could give according to them as they’re older and, well, men.” 
 
    “Shit, they have to know then and they used me starting it as the way in.” I bit back the smirk. “Make sure it doesn’t get to Alec. I want that loophole for that asshole.” I chuckled when I heard Ray and Zack’s thoughts. “Yeah, let’s do that for sure.” 
 
    “What?” Larson asked, glancing between them. 
 
    “You don’t need to know when you’re not on her side like we are,” Zack cut in. 
 
    Yeah, that was probably best. 
 
    White was though. 
 
    “They want to use back channels to sell my crystals to Berman, not only charging the asshole out the ass for them, but giving us this way in when we’re ready.” 
 
    She smiled, shaking her head as she talked to someone on her phone to get to the right people. “That also shows dissent in your camp and a chance for them to come at you in a way we can control and trap.” 
 
    “Oh, I like that,” I purred in our minds, sharing the idea with Zack and Ray. 
 
    Who were just as happy with it for sure. 
 
    Nice. 
 
    “Where is this new reservoir?” I asked, figuring I might as well take a shot at it with so much upset and emotion swirling at me. 
 
    “You’ve used so much magic and—” Larson tried to argue. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. I need to get this out and might as well start getting a feel as to how much this fills it. I need lots of examples if I’m going to do this right and safely.” 
 
    “You’re right,” he agreed, Craftsman echoing him. 
 
    I followed Larson inside and he took out the much larger reservoir from its custom padding in a fitted box. Honestly, it was wrapped as carefully as an expensive computer or electronics. Smart. 
 
    It probably cost way more so yeah, smart to take care of it. 
 
    I waited until Craftsman and White were touching it with me and then threw my power into it.  
 
    “Just under a third,” Larson declared, giving me a seriously impressed look before cutting his glance to Craftsman.  
 
    So his guess was mingling our magics and accepting we were mates—having a magical mate—might be the answer. He wasn’t sexist in the way most warlocks were who would think it had to do something with a man working with me or some bullshit masculine influence.  
 
    He wasn’t that stupid to believe that and come around me. Honestly, I liked and respected Larson. I truly did. He was just a bit crotchety and acted like my boss sometimes. He came into that role naturally and he was a bit overbearing because I was a woman without family. 
 
    I could handle that. I didn’t even judge him for it. 
 
    Giving Neldor more respect than he did me wasn’t even something I cared about. He knew Neldor as the dark prince and in that role. He didn’t me as the light princess, and I couldn’t even wrap my head around it yet. 
 
    The only time I had a problem with Larson was when he acted like he should be the final call. He was used to being that for people though, so again, I could forgive it and he had taught me a lot. 
 
    In other words, he was worth his being a pain the ass at times. That was better than most. 
 
    White finished her first call and snorted, focused on the terrace doors.  
 
    I turned in time to see a pissed off Neldor come slopping into the house, not even able to curb my reaction. 
 
    “Well, I guess we don’t have to wait long at all for your magic to destroy his by leaps and bounds as he would be doing the same to you if he could, based on his aura,” she commented, her amusement mocking him. 
 
    I nodded I heard her. “I’m not apologizing because you did deserve it, but it was an accident.” I didn’t wait for his reply, glancing at Larson. “You’ll fill him in on the crystals and what we learned?” 
 
    “Of course. We’ll start pushing your new level after lunch when you recharge.” 
 
    “Good. Thanks.” I wasn’t sure what else I would have said or done next, my mind on the journals I’d been acquiring, but a different pissed off male came in from the garage. 
 
    Still naked. 
 
    And with his conduit?  
 
    I raised an eyebrow at Lucca wearing it now. He wouldn’t have left it at home if he was planning to stay here a week, so it must have been with his stuff he’d left in the garage or hallway when he’d arrived? 
 
    That was as far as my mind got before he was on me. 
 
    And I was over his shoulder again. 
 
    “This is getting old,” I drawled as he carried me off. “And it didn’t go so well last time you did it in this house, especially pissed.” 
 
    He flinched but kept going. He ducked down when we reached my room so I was safe and set me on my feet. 
 
    And knelt in front of me with his head hung. 
 
    Huh? 
 
    What the fuck was going on now? 
 
    Fucking men. 
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    “Would you please put up a barrier so no one hears us?” he asked softly. 
 
    “I told you to—” 
 
    “Please, kitten,” he begged. “Please.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” I snapped even as I put up the barrier. “Just because I slapped you around doesn’t mean you’re forgiven or we’re okay.” 
 
    “I know. I know that.” He let out a slow breath. “I was going to ask this morning after we all talked. I swear I was. I didn’t even know I could swing staying until late last night when Mother announced she was taking a break and going on a retreat since Father broke their vacation plans. He immediately changed everything to follow her and—whatever. I was going to ask.” 
 
    “That’s not what you said,” I reminded him. 
 
    He nodded. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I’ve handled so much of this like shit. Fucking Neldor drives—” 
 
    “How can you blame this on him? Your behavior on him? I have no problem blaming everything on him that’s his fault, but I’m fair and—” 
 
    “Not a man, Tamsin,” he snarled, shaking his head to try and chill. “He pushes buttons, and us, in ways you don’t get. You ignore a lot of it, but it’s harder for us to.” 
 
    I lost some of my anger and stopped to listen. “Sometimes it’s not ignoring it, but not getting it, and admitting that to him is dangerous. I don’t understand what I’ve missed. I’ve shut him down when he’s tried to get me break up with Darby.” 
 
    Lucca lifted his head and thick rage was in his eyes, but I didn’t think it was for me. “He’s made it clear several times that you were promised to him and you will be his as his mate and we’re just the harem he’ll allow you if you behave as you should. That’s all the value we have and—” 
 
    “Lucca,” I sighed, moving to kneel with him. “You should ignore that, you stupid bear. Why the fuck are you listening to him about what I’ll allow or my life?” 
 
    “You were betrothed—” 
 
    “No, we weren’t,” I declared firmly. I grabbed his arms when he gave me a look that I was being silly. “Listen to me! I didn’t agree to shit. Someone made a promise on my behalf that had no right to. Hear me when I say they sold me for peace or whatever else and I cannot—I will not be a whore who is sold to that asshole. I don’t care who said what; I never gave consent and it’s not anything.” 
 
    He couldn’t hide his shock as I finally unleashed the full depths of my disgust at being promised to someone as a baby like I was property by my family who I had dreamed of my entire life who clearly had never loved me. “Oh, kitten.” 
 
    “Why are you letting him win? You stupid bear! You’re supposed to be on my side. You care what he’s doing and saying like it matters, and it’s driving a wedge between us. You’re destroying our barely anything relationship by choosing Mel and listening to that piece of shit I loathe. Why? Why are you doing this to us?” 
 
    “I’m—” 
 
    “Do you hate that fate picked me?” I choked out, finally asking what I’d been too scared to for weeks now. 
 
    “No, no, Tamsin,” he rasped, trying to pull me into his arms, but I fought him. He didn’t care, taking the hits and my struggles. 
 
    “Stop accepting I can be sold!” I sobbed, admitting what else had been hurting me so much. “I’m worth more than that. I thought my mate of all people would agree.”  
 
    Hudson did. We’d had a long talk about maybe my parents had agreed to the betrothal for peace, but had planned to never go through with it or give me the final decision as his parents had. They were never going to mate him to someone he didn’t love or couldn’t be with, simply making alliances when he was younger.  
 
    That had honestly been the most comforting conversation I’d had about the whole thing and had helped me the most. 
 
    “I’m sorry, kitten,” he whispered as he kissed my temple. “I want you. I’m scared we’re so young but I want you. I’m scared I can’t make you happy, be what you need like a fairy. I’m terrified I can’t be what the fucking heir to the light fairy realm needs. I’m… I’ve been a shit mate and I didn’t see it. I kept thinking you would—I didn’t see the thing with Mel like that.” 
 
    “You didn’t ask,” I bitched, getting an arm free and slugging him in the shoulder. “You just judged. You announced I was wrong and you were on her side. Pissed I didn’t talk to you or ask your fucking permission first.” 
 
    “You talked to him first,” he snarled.  
 
    “The fuck I did!” I bellowed, hitting him again before he got my arm tucked back against my body. 
 
    He leaned away and blinked at me. “He knew. He didn’t lie when he told me he knew and you guys had talked about it. He knew the plan and—” 
 
    “He didn’t lie, but he certainly wasn’t telling you the truth, Lucca,” I grumbled. “He busted me that I’d told Councilman Brooks and put pieces together. He wasn’t even right what I told him, and that was the night Craftsman saved me and you guys found us in bed. I didn’t tell anyone before I did it. Zack and Ray knew I was going to admit I was a fairy, but not why. I did this all on my own. I carried this burden alone and—” 
 
    I closed my mouth so fast, I bit my tongue. I stopped fighting him, the will to fight leaving me. 
 
    “Please leave. I’m tired,” I mumbled, not able to hide how defeated I was for once. 
 
    “No. No, I won’t leave you when you’re like this and I was part of the problem,” he rasped. “You’re scaring me, kitten. My bear is freaking out that you’re giving up.” 
 
    I didn’t even mean to throw up the barrier I did. It just happened, but when he was pushed away, I turned around so I wasn’t facing him. I buried my face against my knees and tried to squash down what I was feeling.  
 
    “Craftsman is the only one who sees what Neldor’s been doing to me, but I can’t trust him that he’ll stay this time. Mel left. You and Darby have been… I’m trying to let Hudson back in, but none of this is helping. Now I’ve got to free Geiger’s mate who agrees with Neldor and will pressure me more? You just don’t get it and you’re not on my side, so please just go.” 
 
    “No, I am on your side,” he breathed, his magic pushing against my barrier. “Let me in, Tamsin. Please. Please. Tell me what’s been going on that I’ve missed. I’m sorry I’ve let my fear and bullshit blind me. I’ll do better. I’ll stop falling for his games. I promise.” 
 
    I didn’t mean to let him in but my magic—or subconscious—must have wanted it because he was hugging me moments later.  
 
    And kissing every inch of my skin he could reach. 
 
    “I can’t,” I whispered, trying to shrug him off. 
 
    “I’m a bear, Tamsin,” he murmured as he slipped off the strap of my sports bra.  
 
    I rolled my eyes and pulled it back up. “Yeah, you’re a male. Sex solves everything to most of you guys.” 
 
    “True, but not what I meant,” he chuckled, yanking down the other strap. “You’re my mate, kitten. Both of us want to apologize. It’s how bears roll.” 
 
    “You’re not making sense,” I growled, pulling it up and holding both as I turned to face him. “We’re not okay, Lucca.” 
 
    “I know,” he promised as he came in for a kiss. 
 
    I wasn’t ready for that, so I leaned away until I had backed down to the floor… Which had been his goal from the smirk he gave me.  
 
    He kissed the exposed part of my breasts, winking at me. “Father always bitches that—” 
 
    “Yeah, bringing him up really won’t help your chances,” I drawled. 
 
    He winced, but still kissed my shoulder as he moved over me. “Most mated bears—it’s not only for fated mates. Once a bear mates or if they find their fated mate, there are a few things that happens to us if we fuck up. Our bears drive us to apologize, grovel.” 
 
    “I like groveling,” I mumbled, not getting what he meant. 
 
    “I know.” He smirked at me and snapped my sports bra. 
 
    “Hey, I said you weren’t getting sex,” I bitched. 
 
    “I know. I’m pleasing my mate. I’m groveling.” He shrugged when I gave him the look he deserved. “Call Hudson. He’ll tell you.” 
 
    “He’s not your mate.” 
 
    “No, but it’s well known about bear shifters and you trust him,” he explained gently. 
 
    “Just tell me. I should be able to trust you.” 
 
    He sighed, lowering his forehead to my stomach. “You won’t believe me when you’re this mad at me. I don’t even blame you. It’s hard to justify why I’m also being so pushy. Trust me on that.” 
 
    He jumped to his feet and grabbed my phone, knowing the code and tapping it in before handing it over. I saw he had already connected the call as well. 
 
    “Hello?” Hudson said as I put it to my ear. “You sent Darby here?” 
 
    “Um, yeah, hi,” I sighed, holding my sports bra together with my other hand. “I sent Lucca away as well, but he came back and—sorry, he called you. He wants you to explain to me about bear shifters and apologizing?” 
 
    There was a long pause, and then Hudson burst out laughing his rare full laugh, shocking the crap out of me. It took a few minutes for him to calm down enough that I could even think to ask him what was going on. 
 
    “So smacking him around went well, I take it,” Hudson said when he finally got himself together, still chuckling and amused. 
 
    “I haven’t forgiven him but… I don’t know.” I sighed again. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Instantly, he lost his mirth. “You okay?” 
 
    “Not really. Could you please tell me whatever my supposed fucking mate won’t?” 
 
    “I can, Tamsin,” Lucca whispered. 
 
    “He can, but it would sound too ridiculous for you to believe,” Hudson muttered. I was seconds from smacking them both when he finally spit it out. “Bear shifters can’t finish until their mates forgive them. For the females too. Something happens with their chemistry and they turn crazy horny once they say the apology for real, and all they can focus on is groveling.” 
 
    I blinked up at Lucca who simply nodded. “You’re right. I wouldn’t have bought that when I’m this pissed and hurt.” 
 
    He shrugged. “And that’s valid. I wouldn’t have been upset, but most of my blood is in my dick right now, and I’m aching to take away all the stress I’ve caused you.” 
 
    “Sex doesn’t make this all better. I won’t just forgive you because you—” 
 
    “I know. I know that,” he whispered.  
 
    “He does,” Hudson agreed. “It’s just like River being pushy for attention so you don’t drift further away. It’s instinct. He didn’t show he valued you and all he can think of is spoiling you and that starts with physically when you’re so upset.” 
 
    “Well, there’s not really a switch I can just flip that—” I bit back a moan as Lucca started kissing along my stomach. “Cut that out.” 
 
    “I’m so fucking hard for you after you kicked my ass,” he growled as he tore off my leggings. 
 
    “You are not helping me be less pissed at you by not listening to me,” I warned. 
 
    He instantly froze. Lucca let out a long, shaky breath as he lowered his forehead to my stomach. “Shit. Sorry. Sorry, kitten. I smelled you get wet and I just can’t… Fuck. I thought you were teasing or…” 
 
    “Yeah, no way to really finish that, huh?” I drawled.  
 
    “No, yeah, I can.” He growled deeply. “I thought you were going to smack me around some more, not let me win so easily or work to get you in the mood. You deserve that. If you really don’t want to, of course you deserve that too.” 
 
    “Giving in doesn’t mean you forgive him, my princess,” Hudson murmured in my ear. “You’re thinking like a human. He’s a bear. This is like… It’s like Darby bringing you roses.” 
 
    “Orgasms instead of flowers?” I mocked. 
 
    “Yes,” they said together. 
 
    “Let him take away your stress,” Hudson pushed. “Let him taste you.” He cleared his throat and I squirmed a bit. 
 
    “And? What else did you want to say there?” 
 
    “I want to know he fucked you all day and never finished. He’ll take care of you for days. He’ll keep going and going as much as you want to show you how much he wants you happy and taken care of. That’s hot.” 
 
    Shit, it was. 
 
    “But it doesn’t make me feel like we’re more than sex and he values me,” I whispered, hating that I’d admitted that out loud. 
 
    “We’re more than that, kitten,” he promised as he kissed along my stomach and then my hip. “I’m not trying to cheapen you and get off. I want you to feel treasured as I take care of you like I should have been.” 
 
    “So you were selfish and now I get to be?” I grumbled, not understanding as my mind turned to what he was doing to my body. 
 
    “Exactly,” Hudson chuckled. “Just like you eating the treats he gave you didn’t mean he was forgiven and all was better—him eating you again and again shows how much he cares. It’s not caving or condoning his bad behavior to accept.” He snickered when I groaned at the idea of that many orgasms from Lucca’s talented tongue. “Let him show how devoted he is to you, my princess.” 
 
    “Damn you both.” 
 
    Lucca kissed lower where my leggings were ripped. “Say yes. I’m being too pushy, and I don’t want any misunderstandings later.” He sniffed me intimately. “You smell so good. I want to taste you. I want to love on you and show how sorry I am.” 
 
    I shivered, hissing out my acceptance. Assholes. 
 
    “Smack him around while he pleases you,” Hudson moaned from the phone. 
 
    “Are you—” 
 
    “Of course I am,” he chuckled, not even giving me the chance to ask. 
 
    “You’re both pervs,” I bitched, gasping as Lucca’s tongue did that flipping thing I loved. “I’m not smacking him when I’m enjoying this.” 
 
    “No, verbally. Tell him what he’s done wrong.” 
 
    I almost did, saying something about how he’d better use that tongue that he let wag to say so much crap to please me … But even thinking it made me not want to play anymore. I pulled away and Lucca felt my upset or change in attitude. 
 
    “That’s not her thing,” he growled. “She doesn’t enjoy the fighting. Sparring, yes. Fighting, no. She wants happy. I’m giving her happy.”  
 
    And then he went back to feasting.  
 
    The first two orgasms took me by surprise, the third almost made me forget, but the fourth wracked me with guilt and I pulled away. I quickly scooted by the bed, shaking my head. “I can’t do this.” 
 
    “I want to do this,” he whispered as he slowly moved towards me with the grace of a predator. “I want my mate happy and sated. I hurt you. You’ve been hurting because of me. Sex and orgasms won’t fix it, I know that. You feel more than that. I know you do. You felt how much I crave you, and not just physically, Tamsin.” 
 
    Did I? Did I know how to feel that? 
 
    No, no I didn’t. I shook my head.  
 
    “No, you don’t feel it or you can’t feel it?” he murmured as he moved over me.  
 
    I swallowed a yelp as he picked me up and put me on the bed, joining me and sliding me to the middle of it. “I don’t… I don’t sense that stuff like you guys do.” 
 
    “Never? You’ve never felt that?” 
 
    I looked away as he settled over me. I swallowed loudly and nodded. “Not like you’re talking about but… I knew I was giving part of my soul. I could feel my soul with him when we made love. I thought I felt his soul touch all of me and the depth of his love for me when he—when we were intimate like that. I feel that part of my soul in him and long for it.” 
 
    “Craftsman,” he said, not making it a question. 
 
    So I didn’t answer or confirm it. There was no reason to. 
 
    “There’s nothing extra you sense?” he checked. 
 
    I sighed, scrubbing my hands over my face. “I don’t ever know what I’m doing, Lucca. Sometimes I get gut feelings. I sense a lot of what I know. I know malice. I know predators. I know a lot of what Neldor is always feeling because I’m used to assholes. I don’t know much of the good so no, I can’t sense whatever you’re talking about. I don’t have an awesome nose or whatever.” 
 
    “I understand,” he comforted. He gently ran his fingers over my leg. “You know assholes. I get it.” He kissed my shoulder when I nodded. “Did they touch you like this?” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “Close your eyes and think back to them,” he murmured as he ran his nose along my neck. “How did they touch you? Was it like this?” 
 
    I didn’t really want to think back to the jerks I let use me… Which really told me the answer without having to do as he asked, but I still did. “No.” 
 
    He kissed down my collar bone and along my breasts. “What does this make you feel?” 
 
    I didn’t know how to answer. Everything that came into my melted brain sounded stupid. 
 
    “I feel sexy when you kiss my chest,” he offered. “I feel amazed someone as awesome as you wants me. It makes me want to flex and workout more so I’m always at my best for you.” 
 
    My eyes popped open and I stared at him. “Really?”  
 
    He chuckled. “Yeah, really. I love the way you check out my abs and lick your lips. I’ve doubled my ab workout since second semester last year when I would take off my shirt sparring with you so I’ll never lose my eight pack and your attention.” 
 
    For some reason, that made me feel ridiculously special. It seemed almost shallow but not, and flattering. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah, kitten. And when you run your nails over my stomach? Fuck. You slide your hand in my pants or shorts and run your nails down there, and I fucking lose my mind. It’s not about the hormones or getting hard. You want me. It’s not a power trip or cheap that I get hard for you. You love getting me riled up because it’s awesome between us. It’s fire and fun and everything good.” 
 
    I nodded as he kissed my nipples, arching my back to give him all the access he wanted. “You shiver and lean into me, sniff me and growl like even my scent is what you need. I love that.” 
 
    “It’s true. I smell you and I feel better. I know you’re near and we’re us. Don’t you feel that when you’re around me? I know you do… Never mind.” 
 
    Hudson. He wanted to talk about feelings and mates but not cross the line again. I sighed. “It’s all a jumbled mess, Lucca. I don’t mean to put salt in the wound or bring up old shit, but what I said to your bear is true. I’m sorry, but it’s not even been a year, and what Mason did to me was…” 
 
    “I know,” he whispered, kissing my stomach. “I know, kitten. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry I made it worse. You’re not bringing up old shit. It’s not over for you.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” I rasped, glad at least he could understand. It helped me feel we were on the same page of something. “I bonded with River fast like I did your bear, and things never got messed up with River. I heard him like a person and never you, which I get now, but that was a different level then.” 
 
    “I get it. I do. I think my bear does now too. I didn’t realize he was so upset about how you treat River, named him and not my bear.” He sighed. “I’m all jumbled too, Tams. None of this is easy. From the moment I spanked you and fucked up, you’ve been slipping away. I get it now. I’ve been an Alpha douche that was gripping tighter to keep you and… I fucked up.” 
 
    I pushed up on my elbows and stared down at him. “This is why bears do this, right?” 
 
    He frowned. “Do what?” 
 
    “Freak out to grovel to their mates this way.” 
 
    He slowly shook his head. “I don’t get it.” 
 
    I gestured between us. “We’re talking like this. We’re talking like post-sex chill because—well, we’re naked and we’ve been intimate. It’s not all better and I haven’t forgiven you, but there’s no way we’d be talking like this otherwise.” 
 
    He gave me a soft smile. “You are so fucking sexy.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “I never thought of it like that, and I am a bear. I love how smart you are. It’s fucking sexy.” He didn’t give me a chance to reply, pushing up and kissing me with all he had before worshipping his way down my body until he got to the best place to kiss.  
 
    After several more orgasms, I needed a break, floored he wasn’t trying for more or something for himself. He simply smiled his happy bear smile at me as he pulled me against him. 
 
    I hadn’t seen this side of Lucca as a man or I would have immediately known his bear wasn’t Mason’s. Damn. 
 
    “What are you going to do about Darby?” he asked me gently as he traced circles around my back. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about that,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Woah, you’re more upset with him than me,” he whispered, getting clued into something, somehow. “Why? We were doing the same thing. I mean, I was worse.” 
 
    I sighed. “But we’re not officially together. Everyone knows I’m with Darby. My boyfriend was doing it. Everyone has been mocking me and taking shit shots at me because even my fucking boyfriend was going to dump me over it, dump me over another woman. My best friend. You can imagine how people turned that around.” I sat up and pulled away, not wanting to talk about this anymore. 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” he admitted, sitting up as well and pulling me right back to him, in between his legs even so I was trapped. “Damn, yeah, that would be shit people just love.” 
 
    I snorted. That was the understatement of the year. “I’ve been getting shit from a lot of vamps that the council really did get to Darby and their plan is for him to bully me like this because I’m so in love with him. It’s a perfect plan to weaken me so I’m vulnerable. I know that’s not true and it’s a stupid idea even for the idiot councils, but it makes me look weak when I can’t risk that and it’s dangerous to.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think he understands that either,” Lucca grumbled. 
 
    I glanced at him over my shoulder in confusion. Then I remembered my phone. “Oh shit. Hudson?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s still there,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Whoops.” 
 
    Lucca laughed at something Hudson must have said, hugging me to him as he took a few minutes to calm down. “Darby didn’t disapprove of you smacking me around. He’s jealous. He can’t stand up to the beating you gave me, and he’s upset you would dedicate the time to me like that when you love him. He thinks you’re done with him, but he was not judging you.” 
 
    “For real?” I whispered. I waited until he nodded and scrambled for the phone, ungracefully tumbling off the bed and onto the floor. “Ouch.” 
 
    “I got it, goof,” he drawled. He easily grabbed the phone and then me on his way back, plopping me back in the same spot. He handed me the phone which I immediately put to my ear. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Hudson worried. 
 
    “Fine, just my pride. What happened?” 
 
    “He’s a mess,” he sighed. “He decided to get drunk while lecturing Melody and her family that she’s being ungrateful for all you did and it’s hurting you. That they all have been hurting you and he’s lost you. I’ve never seen him just chug hard booze like that. I think we were all too shocked to think to stop him at first. He was not judging you or thinking what you did with Lucca was wrong.” 
 
    “It seemed like…” 
 
    “He didn’t want to say he was jealous in front of the others and tried to say he knew he wasn’t your mate, so things were different.” 
 
    “Idiot,” I whispered. “He’s so focused on this damn mates thing that it’s hurting us.” I sighed. “He spun out realizing Craftsman is now too, right?” 
 
    “Yes, and he’s not the only one,” Hudson muttered. “You share magic with Craftsman. River is worried you’ll forgive him and love him again and not us.” 
 
    I bit back a smile. “River is, huh?” 
 
    “Yes, a lot.” 
 
    “Tell River that it’s not Craftsman or you guys. I’ve been feeling better and better about the solid footing we’re on. That means a lot to me.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “Glad we’re all caught up, but this is my time to apologize,” Lucca interrupted, taking the phone from me. “I’ll fill you in how I do it later.” 
 
    “Hey, I was talking there,” I bitched. 
 
    Moments later, I was fine with the overbearing decision. I was on my back with his head between my legs, and then he screwed me just as hard as when he figured out we were mates. 
 
    And he didn’t finish. All he cared about was bringing me pleasure and tending to me in between rounds, talking to and touching me in my post-sex bliss. It was ridiculously amazing. 
 
    Could I tell him I was pissed at him even when we were fine just to be treated like this? 
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    I woke when soft lips kissed along my shoulder and hands I knew well moved up my body… Except they weren’t Lucca’s.  
 
    Sitting up with a gasp, I pulled the bedding with me and blinked into amused emerald green eyes. Craftsman. He was in my bed and Lucca was gone. 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    The rest of my room was blurry though and I started to calm down. “This is a dream.” 
 
    “Very good, love,” he chuckled, reaching for me. “Did you have fun with your bear apologizing? It was killing me not to be able to even hear it through your barrier, and when you came downstairs walking tenderly… I remembered doing that to you.” 
 
    “Don’t,” I rasped, not able to talk about that with him, even in a dream. 
 
    “Making love with you that first time changed something in me, my sweet fairy.” 
 
    “Stop,” I begged. 
 
    “Okay,” he murmured when I tried to get off the bed. He pulled me back and hugged me to him. “Okay, I’m sorry. I’m sorry, my mate.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can be mates with you, Julian,” I confessed, saying what I’d been feeling. “I can’t let you back in.” I shook my head when he tried to argue. “Why are you even in my dream?” 
 
    “Because maybe you’re ready to hear me without all the pain,” he whispered as he rolled us so I was under him. He clasped his hand with mine above our heads, hugging me with his other arm. “I love you so much, Tamsin.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you love me enough to stay?” I choked out, burying my face against his neck. “I gave you everything, Julian, all of me. Why wasn’t I enough?” 
 
    “You were,” he rasped. “You are my everything. I lost myself and my way. It wasn’t you. I’m so, so sorry. It wasn’t you and I was always coming back to you.” 
 
    I shook my head, crying as he tried to tell me again what he had before, but I couldn’t hear it still. I did finally see how my pain and hurt blocked the logic and any of it making sense to me. I could at least recognize that now. 
 
    I simply didn’t know how that might ever help us. 
 
    “I miss you all the time,” I sobbed when he was done. “It hurts all the time still. Why? Why can it hurt so much still? We’ve been apart so much longer than we were even together and still I feel like I’m dying inside too often. What did you do to me? Why did you break me?” 
 
    “You’re not broken, love,” he promised, his tears falling on my face. “You’re perfect. I broke your trust and heart, and I’ll fix both if it takes me forever.” 
 
    “I can’t feel like this forever,” I argued. “This isn’t normal. I should have moved on by now.” 
 
    “We aren’t normal. Our love was more than average, and forever. We’re meant to be.” 
 
    “I don’t believe in fate or people telling me who—” 
 
    “I don’t either,” he cut in, smiling when I couldn’t hide my shock. “I don’t. I won’t be pushed either or—” 
 
    I sighed. “Of course you agree with me now.” He was in my dream. Duh. 
 
    “I would, no matter when. You know me well enough for that.” He kissed my nose when I tried to argue. “After the way my family has tried to push me into everything they wanted for me, I would never just listen to fate. Witches and warlocks aren’t like shifters. Melding magic is a possibility, not a promise set in stone. I knew we were a perfect match long before I could piggyback your magic.” 
 
    “I thought that once too,” I admitted before the dam broke and all I could do was cry out my grief and pain. I missed him so, so much still and longed for him in a way I didn’t think possible, much less so many months later.  
 
    All he did was hold me and promise we would be together again and he would love me like I deserved.  
 
    Like an idiot, I wanted to believe him, this dream version of him. For a moment, I actually wondered if it was a dream, thinking he was too much exactly like Craftsman to have come from my subconscious. Plus, even if I couldn’t see my full room, the dream was way too vivid and detailed. 
 
    So I kissed him. I kissed him while still crying, wanting to and not caring since it was a dream. If this was some sort of magic, he wouldn’t let it go the next day. 
 
    “I love you so fucking much, my sweet fairy,” he choked out before kissing me again. 
 
    That was how we spent the rest of the dream, crying together and trading emotional kisses.  
 
    I had messed up dreams. I knew that. Most were simply nightmares, not nervous breakdowns. 
 
    I woke the next morning feeling like I’d been put through the wringer… And in Lucca’s arms. I quickly wrote a healing rune and rolled out of bed. The need to hydrate and eat all the food in the house weighed on me. 
 
    Instead, I went down to the gym and pushed through my workout before heading out to the ATVs. I’d worked on a surprise that I’d been excited to share with Mel, Izzy, and Darby, my heart hurting that two wouldn’t enjoy it now.   
 
    The greenhouses I’d had put on the back of the property were thriving. I loaded up the bushels of fresh fae fruit I’d picked and headed back for the house, pulling right into the first garage. 
 
    To find Darby standing there. 
 
    “How?” he whispered, glancing between me and my haul. 
 
    I shrugged as I turned off the ATV. “I had some greenhouses put in months ago and got them set up so we’d have fresh fun over break.” 
 
    He gave me his soft, loving smile. “Of course you did, ag—Tamsin.” 
 
    I swallowed a flinch. “Can we not do this? I didn’t sleep well and I—” 
 
    “I didn’t disagree with what you did to Lucca,” he blurted. 
 
    “I know. Hudson told me, and that you got sauced.” 
 
    “I was jealous you were bonding with your mate. I keep feeling left out. I—I don’t know what to do and I’m losing you.” 
 
    “You’re doing that,” I whispered as I leaned heavily on the bed of the ATV. “You’ve been pushing me away and—” 
 
    “I thought a lot about what you said. You’re right. You’re absolutely right, and not just because I’m worried about losing you. If the world was perfect, I would have a problem with what you did. But it’s not and I get it. Either way, I should have been on your side. I was terrified about any council member knowing about you. I’m freaked out about Neldor and him being here doing something to you. All of it—”  
 
    “Makes you give me so much shit?” I demanded, giving him the look he deserved. 
 
    “We all handle things badly at times,” he sighed, running his hand over his hair. “I blew this up when I thought you were…” He shook his head. “I thought I’d missed all the signs again. I thought I had…” 
 
    It hit me hard. “I triggered you. Just like when you had a bad reaction to my almost doing porn and it triggered me and I lost my head. This triggered your issues with missing so much about your family and you blew it all up and I didn’t see it.” 
 
    “I didn’t see it either,” he chuckled darkly. “But yes, I think that’s what happened. I don’t know. We don’t have a lot of calm to really—” 
 
    “What do you mean you did pornography?” Neldor bellowed from the doorway. “The woman to stand at my side, the next queen of the fairies, cannot have been involved in pornography, you stupid woman!” 
 
    Darby gestured to Neldor to say the fairy was making his point. “We have a lot of this.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah we do,” I sighed as I threw up a barrier and blocked Neldor out. I swallowed loudly as I focused on the bushel of fae fruit. “I need less rocky with you, Darby. I know a lot of it hasn’t been your fault or… I can’t keep with this slamming into brick walls and making up only to slowly start again. If that’s what we’re even doing this time. You haven’t said that’s what you want or—” 
 
    “Yes, I want to be with you and fix things,” he cut in. “And I don’t want to go slow. This wasn’t a brick wall, but some speed bumps we’ve gotten over.” 
 
    That sounded seriously dismissive and I tried not to be hurt by that. “Okay.” 
 
    “Clearly not, with the pain I’m sensing from you,” he whispered. “It was a bad analogy then. We fell into a sand trap we couldn’t get out of, quicksand we’ve been sinking into further. We’re going to climb out and yeah, walk a bit gingerly, but nothing like before. This isn’t us, but everything hitting us. I know it. Trust me this time to navigate this.”  
 
    I nodded. I wasn’t sure what else to do or say. It didn’t sound like much of an apology, but he’d been there for me and helped me when I’d been triggered and with all my issues, so I could do the same. 
 
    But really, that sounded like a seriously unhealthy relationship.  
 
    Or I was too tired and beat up to judge much of anything. Both? 
 
    Yeah, probably both. 
 
    I handed him one of the bushels as if that gave permission for him to stay, and headed for the door as I let the barrier come down. I gasped as I blinked and Darby was suddenly just there in front of me, Neldor grabbing his arm. 
 
    Meaning that had been what he’d been reaching to do to me. I glanced between his hand and where I was, letting him know that I saw his intent. “You ever put your hands on me in anger like that and you’re out of here.” 
 
    Neldor let go of Darby with a shove. “That was all you did to me yesterday. Don’t preach about equality and then use your sex as a shield. Have more pride than that.” He spun on his heel and stormed inside. 
 
    The blow he landed might not have been physical, but it hurt enough to feel like it. I hurried after him to say… Something, but slid to a stop when I saw Craftsman slug Neldor.  
 
    “She does not do that,” the warlock sneered. “She doesn’t fire unprovoked shots. You were trying to intimidate her. She reacts to what you do. You went for her in anger when she was carrying something and her hands full. She made it clear what she was going to do and gave you every option to apologize and bail out of the talk. There is a vast difference unless you’re stupid.” 
 
    “But you’re not,” Lucca snarled from behind Neldor. “You’re abusing her emotionally again.” He threw a punch when Neldor turned to face him. “And we’re done letting you do that and interfering in our lives.” 
 
    “I was not,” Neldor snapped, holding his face and actually taking a step away from both of them. 
 
    “He’s not lying,” Lucca admitted, not hiding his confusion. “What were you trying to say then?” 
 
    “I’ve seen Melody grab her just the same and demand answers,” Neldor grumbled. “Others have and—” 
 
    “She trusts them. She’s friends with them,” Craftsman explained. “You’re nothing to her. You keep declaring that you’re betrothed, and she has stated over and over again that means nothing to her. She will not mate you. Fairies don’t force matings, so it means nothing.” 
 
    “It’s not nothing,” Neldor snarled. 
 
    “No, it’s the reason you might die, and by my hand,” I chuckled darkly as I set down the bushel on the counter. “You keep clinging to it, and I would rather kill you than mate you.” I sighed when he started to argue. “Listen to me!”  
 
    “Fine, what?” he growled, shooting the hobgoblins a look that let me know it was only because he respected them he was doing it as they got upset when he was a dick. 
 
    Dick. 
 
    “You can tell if I’m telling the truth with a rune or whatever, right?” I waited until he nodded. “Do it. No more bullshit or fighting. Hear me for real this time.” Again, I waited until he nodded he’d done it. “I would rather die than ever mate you when I was sold to you on principle alone.” 
 
    His eyes slowly went wide. “You cannot be serious.” 
 
    “I am. It goes against everything I believe in. Family or blood or even the gods cannot sell me to a man. They gave me to you and I’m not theirs to give. I would never mate you because we were betrothed, my fate decided for me, on principle alone. And I would rather kill you than be pressured into this. I will kill you if it comes down to the choice.” 
 
    “That’s not fair or—” 
 
    “Oh, I think it is,” I chuckled, smirking when I saw he believed me. “You want to own my life. That puts your life up as the consequence, Neldor. It’s the same thing as self-defense in my mind. Maybe it’s not the law, but it’s eye for an eye and from what I’ve read of fairies, it tracks as our idea of fair.” 
 
    Craftsman snorted. “Especially since you just made it clear again that she won’t be a real mate to you, but trophy at your side you couldn’t give a fuck about. You need her to control Faerie. That’s it. You were promised her and are fighting for that like she is a toy and the power you want that she has. It’s disgusting, you git.” 
 
    I really needed to understand what White, and now Craftsman, were talking about with Faerie answering to me or the female heirs or whatever. That sounded too out there for me to wrap my head around. 
 
    Well, lots of it was, but that especially. 
 
    Craftsman came over to me with determination in his eyes. “I found what I was looking for yesterday.” 
 
    I flinched, hating how he reacted like I’d punched him in the gut. After I’d started my fun with Lucca, Craftsman had apparently dived into some research and had forgotten lunch and dinner… Forgotten everything else.  
 
    Which reminded me how much that hurt when he’d done that before. 
 
    “It was for you, love,” he whispered, nodding when I gave him a questioning look. “Trust me?” 
 
    I swallowed what I was feeling and moved closer, giving my consent. If Neldor wasn’t there, I would have asked at least a dozen questions and pushed him… But we needed to start having a united front against the dark fairy or he was going to keep poking at us and breaking us apart. 
 
    And I couldn’t keep going on like that. I couldn’t hold out forever against him trying to emotionally beat me around so I was easier to deal with and he could get what he wanted. 
 
    Craftsman moved his left hand to the side of my neck and closed his eyes, speaking Latin as he started drawing runes on the other side of my neck and down my skin. 
 
    “No!” Neldor bellowed. 
 
    I heard something fall and the sound of fighting in the background, but I couldn’t focus on it. I couldn’t look away from Craftsman’s eyes.  
 
    He drew another rune over my heart and I felt our magic, our souls, brush each other, dance together like we had in my kitchen so many months ago. His eyes opened and I felt whatever he had done finish, our very auras sort of snuggle together in comfort. 
 
    “You fool,” Neldor growled. 
 
    I glanced at him then and did a double take, seeing he was being held back by Lucca, Zack, and the hobgoblins who were using magic on him. Woah. 
 
    “Now you can’t do anything to her,” Craftsman chuckled as he pulled me against him. “As her mate, I could place the enchantment on her that would alert me if you so much as use an impression rune on her to pressure her into something. I’ll know all of it now and she’s safe.” 
 
    And that was what Neldor had tried to stop, fight so hard against. 
 
    He was really the worst. 
 
    Apparently, the apple didn’t fall far from the tree. 
 
    Neldor did a double take this time when he probably saw the disgust on my face. He growled at me. “It also gives him access to all the runes you use. All the secrets we keep of our people. You just gave a warlock from one of the most corrupt families in their world complete access to all the knowledge you will have as the light fairy heir and more!” 
 
    I let out a slow breath. “Let him go.” I nodded when the others looked shock. “He’s valid. I would have tried to stop that too. It might not have been so innocent, but that’s a valid concern and he was trying to protect our people. I can’t fault him that.” 
 
    “And that’s not the enchantment I used,” Craftsman argued. 
 
    “You did—” 
 
    “I altered it,” Craftsman interjected. 
 
    Neldor sighed, yanking away from Lucca and Zack when the hobgoblins let him go. “You can’t. You have to do more than switch around runes, Craftsman. You’d have to be able to invent new runes or create links that witches and warlocks can’t just—” 
 
    “He can,” Lucca, Darby, and several of the hobgoblins said together. 
 
    I nodded when Neldor looked at me for confirmation. “He can make new runes. He’s done it for me and my telepathy to help me.” 
 
    “I can’t even do that,” Neldor muttered, giving Craftsman a suspicious look. “There’s no way you can.” 
 
    I snorted. “I could have told you he was more talented than you.” I felt my cheeks heat as I realized how that sounded, even if everyone knew that I’d never touched Neldor. 
 
    Craftsman ran his fingers along where he had placed the runes. “If you feel this area light up with an uncomfortable heat, they’re flaring in warning and get out of where you are. I’ll meet you and handle what’s been done to you, love.” 
 
    “That’s what you were researching? That’s what you got lost in?” 
 
    “Yes. I—he didn’t handle the news well, and I knew I had to find the best way to protect you.” He kissed my hair and let me go, not pushing it. “I know this doesn’t change anything, but it’s a layer of security you need to feel safe.” 
 
    Ray snorted. “Doc, I’m buying you a case of something good. That just made our job so much easier.” 
 
    “I’m not using mind control or any runes on her,” Neldor snapped. 
 
    “Yes, but every person in this room believes it’s not beneath you to try,” Irma seethed. “Should that not at least give you pause to truly assess your behavior? Weeks of getting to know you, and we all worry for Tamsin and what you might do to her. That is because of you, Prince Neldor, not us. At least hear her this time instead of dismissing the only living heir to Faerie!” 
 
    Neldor winced and I did a double take. “Why do you say it like that? What does that mean, Irma?” 
 
    “There are legends that Faerie was not always split. Some thought it was the mistake of one god who wanted to help Hades that made a second royal bloodline. Which and who came first, none of us know. It might not be true, but nowhere does it say two queens must rule the realms of Faerie, simply it must be an heir.” 
 
    “And the heirs must be female,” another hobgoblin added. “The daughters of the blessed bloodlines will be the only ones Faerie will answer to.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I sighed. 
 
    “The world will slowly die. The magic needs a conduit just as some supes need one to do other magic,” Irma said gently. “It’s why you’ve had such a tie to Faerie.” She sighed when I snorted. “Yes, there has been no control and Faerie has hurt you, but it’s too injured to behave as it normally would.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Neldor agreed. “I—the fact Faerie hurt you not once but twice means it was fizzling out and out of time. I’ve never heard of it doing anything but answer the call of the queens or heirs. Always.” 
 
    I flinched as Craftsman did. “It did once.” 
 
    Irma nodded. “Ryfon quickly shut down that I was going to say that Faerie only answers the call of the queens or heirs. He knew though. Yes, I’ve already beat him for that.” 
 
    “Faerie answered your call? It recognized you as the heir?” Neldor asked, his eyes flashing shock. “When? How?” 
 
    I sighed, thinking we had already told him this but we’d told him so much, I couldn’t blame him for not keeping up with it all. 
 
    Or us if we’d forgotten. 
 
    “Craftsman was dying,” I rasped, hugging his arms to me without even realizing it until he kissed my hair. “He saved me when I was injured in a trap while rescuing hobgoblins and it almost killed him. I brought him to Faerie and begged it to save him because I had no juice left. It saved him.” 
 
    Neldor went from handsome to disarmingly sexy when he gave me the first kind smile ever. “That’s our world, Tamsin. That’s what it truly is. It’s dying and in pain. I know you distrust it because it’s hurt you but at its core, Faerie is full of goodness and everything we need to heal and love. It would have risked dying to save the one you love to help keep you going. That’s Faerie.” 
 
    I smiled when the hobgoblins nodded. “That sounds nice.” I cleared my throat and let go of Craftsman, glad when he let me. 
 
    “Where did you get all of this?” Irma asked me, sensing I needed a topic change. 
 
    “I wanted to surprise everyone, so I had greenhouses put in so we could have fresh fae produce in the winter,” I told her. “There’s more in the garage I’ll get.” 
 
    “I’ve got it,” Lucca said, Darby nodding. Lucca came over and kissed my hair. “Rest. You didn’t sleep well.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I shot a glance at Craftsman but he didn’t react, offering to help the hobgoblins and prepping ingredients for them. 
 
    So it really had been a dream. If I had kissed him in some sort of spell place, he would have done it when I’d given him so many chances or at least… It wouldn’t be like it had been.  
 
    I snapped out of my thoughts when Irma set some juice in front of me. I thanked her and sat down, drinking it and running my hand over my hair. The dream had wiped me out emotionally and kept me from recharging in sleep. 
 
    But it had helped. I felt more settled. Not closure but… I wasn’t sure. I had gotten a chance to get out what I’d still been feeling instead of pushing it down because I was embarrassed I still felt it? 
 
    It was a miracle I functioned most days when I was always so confused and tied up. 
 
    “No, she wasn’t, and fucking drop it,” Ray snarled quietly. 
 
    “Fine,” Neldor grumbled. “As long as she didn’t actually do it.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. All of that, and he was still pushing to find out if I’d done porn to see if it messed up his plans.  
 
    I did swallow my next sip loudly. Wow, I was an actual princess and had almost done porn to survive. My life was so, so very fucked up.  
 
    Thank the gods that I didn’t, and for Mel. I rubbed my chest, missing her and in pain from how she was treating me and finished my juice. 
 
    “Tamsin?” Irma whispered when I stood. 
 
    “I’m—there are some journals I want to get to. I’ll—um, when—I can just—” 
 
    “I’ll bring you breakfast in the library, agra,” Darby offered. 
 
    “Yeah, you’ve got time before Larson’s here to work with you,” Lucca agreed. “Just go chill, kitten.” 
 
    “There is a message from Dean White you need to read,” one of the hobgoblins told me, nodding to an envelope on the table. 
 
    I frowned. What had been going on that she wouldn’t just text? Maybe she just wrote a quick note while here yesterday? 
 
    Everyone stopped what they were doing and focused on me as I went over to the table and read the note. And what I found didn’t make me happy. She was worried about the attitudes and auras at the havens, too many full of fear and other things. This new wave of shit against us and female supes was worrying them. 
 
    And scared, worried people did stupid things.  
 
    I agreed with her and that we needed to take steps. Quietly. This was not something everyone needed to be read in on and risk someone overhearing or problems later. 
 
    Which meant I was teaching White how to make my spy traps so she could either do them or teach me how to do them much better.  
 
    I really was never going to get a chill break. Fuck. 
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    “What had you so upset about White’s note that you read it and immediately burned it?” a sexy voice with a British accent asked, stirring me awake. 
 
    I blinked up into Julian’s eyes. Another dream. I swallowed a sigh. Why was I having these? Because they helped. 
 
    Did they? Yes, but also they made me miss him more. 
 
    What he asked seemed like a safer topic and clearly, I was conflicted about it if I was bringing it up in my dreams. So I answered. 
 
    “She’s concerned about the mood at the havens and the mentality going around. She didn’t spell it out, but I know what she’s specifically worried about.” 
 
    “What, love?” he murmured as he pulled me to him so I was half lying on his naked chest. “Tell me so I can help.” 
 
    “Rub my back like you used to when I was upset, and maybe I will,” I whispered, closing my eyes and enjoying it more than I should when he did. “People are stupid when they’re scared, Julian.” 
 
    He flinched. “I know I was and I’m sorry how much—” 
 
    “I didn’t mean you,” I interrupted, tracing my fingers over his stomach. “I don’t want to talk about that tonight. I was answering your question. People are scared at the havens. Of course, they left everything they knew, but it was a chance for better and to be safe.” 
 
    He let out a heavy sigh. “And they think that’s all being threatened with these new attacks and crap. Fucking gits. I didn’t think of that.” 
 
    I nodded. “They’re vulnerable and terrified. It makes them ripe to be taken advantage of and not thinking of the consequences, too scared to care who they could hurt.” 
 
    “You think one of them might trade the locations for the brass ring,” he whispered in horror, swearing in some interesting combinations when I nodded. “How could they be such—” 
 
    “They’re scared and have been beaten down, Julian. Their fight isn’t over. It’s never over in this world. There are people who sell out all the time for a chance at an easy life. There are people we got safe and clean, and all they did was go back because being high was easier, even if they had to sell themselves. Being smacked around was fine if they didn’t have to figure out their own lives.” 
 
    “My heart aches for them,” he murmured, hugging me closer and kissing my hair. “I thank the gods every day you broke free of all of that and it didn’t win, it didn’t take you too.” 
 
    I snorted. Right, my dream Julian would do that. The real one wouldn’t. “Yeah, okay and—” 
 
    “I do,” he swore. He turned us so I was on my back and he was on his side over me. “I do, my sweet fairy. Before I go to bed everything night, I pray to the gods—the same four things. I thank them for giving you a way out, finding Mel, and you didn’t get swallowed up by the hell all around you.” 
 
    “And?” I breathed, actually believing him, which was crazy since it was a dream. 
 
    His eyes shined with tears. “That you’ll forgive me and we can be together again. I pray for the strength to be who you need and the patience to hold out. I beg for the wisdom how to get you back so I don’t die inside without you anymore.” 
 
    “Julian…” 
 
    “I pray for our world to survive and get better. That these gits will stop being in power and doing so much to all of us and we can do better, be what we should be as a society.” 
 
    That, I would believe of him. That sounded very much like what Craftsman would pray for. 
 
    “And I pray that you survive,” he rasped, lowering his forehead to mine. “I pray that you can hang on through all this madness and get the help you need, not just fucking Neldor. There are so many fairies who would—you wouldn’t be fighting this all alone. I’m scared for you learning of your lineage but I’m also thrilled as the Light Guardians will protect you and you can survive.” 
 
    I flinched. How did my dream know about something I didn’t? I had no idea what the Light Guardians were. You must have read something about them and forgotten. 
 
    My thoughts were distracted when he kissed me, melting against him and wanting that kiss more than anything. I hated how weak it made me feel to cave—even in a dream—but I missed him.  
 
    Constantly. 
 
    Always. 
 
    “I still love you, Julian,” I rasped. “I have to stop loving you.” 
 
    “Don’t. Please don’t ever say that, my sweet fairy,” he begged. “I’m only whole because you love me. Please don’t ever stop loving me.” He kissed me again and sniffled loudly. “You said you didn’t want this tonight. I won’t push. What are you going to do with White?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m going to work with her on the spy traps. I think she could more than handle making them or at least show me how not to hemorrhage magic to make one. I’m doing something wrong, I know it.” 
 
    He sighed again. “I’m not going to lie that they aren’t seriously fucking cool. I’m dying to tear into them. I know you worry I came back for them, but I didn’t.” 
 
    “But they’re cool and your mind gets all into things like that,” I murmured. “I know. When I calmed down—Zack and Ray made sure I truly knew that wasn’t why you were back and how much the accusation hurt you. I’d want to play with them too. I get it.” 
 
    He snuggled against me, even moving between my legs and adjusting the blankets over us… Which made me realize we were both naked. 
 
    Great, my dreams were even working against me. 
 
    “Yeah, I would, but I want to play with them because they’re yours,” he whispered, kissing along my neck and distracting me. “You’ve come so far, so fast, love. I want to work on everything with you. I loved tutoring you in Latin and—” 
 
    I flinched, trying to pull away. “And forgot our tutoring sessions. Forgot me to talk magic with Campbell.” 
 
    “Gods, it gets me so fucking hot when you get jealous over a tosser like me, but I hate you hurt,” he mumbled, not letting me go. “I’m sorry, love. I’m sorry I—I wanted to learn about your crystals and be part of it with you, not behind. I—I can’t take being behind. I’m sorry I took you for granted, Tamsin.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, longing to hear those words from him and believe them. I knew why my dreams would have him say it.  
 
    Except it wasn’t real and if he said it to my face, I knew I wouldn’t trust it. 
 
    “I gave you all of me and I wasn’t good enough,” I rasped. “I need to let you go, Julian. I have to.” 
 
    “No, never,” he growled, mashing his mouth to mine. 
 
    I caved. Gods help me, but I was weak and caved in the dream. I let him make love to me and it was better than I remembered, it was more somehow.  
 
    Which made me cry even harder when it was over. I broke down sobbing to him about him again. All he did was hold me and promise he loved me, wouldn’t ever leave me and had his head together now. 
 
    But even in my dreams, I wouldn’t believe him. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if that was sadder for him or me. 
 
    The next morning, I woke tired but not as bad, still using a healing rune before sliding out of bed. I was alone, having sent Lucca to the guest room after he groveled some more. I needed time to think and he was all over me, which I knew was the point and to push me to forgive him… But it was pushing me to forgive him, and I wasn’t sure it was the smart choice. 
 
    Or at least yet. 
 
    I had a lot on my fucking mind. 
 
    The weather had warmed the day before to melt the remnants of the snow, so I ran outside and took the dogs with me. We took a break in the greenhouses where I fed them a selection of the ripe produce that had to be picked that day. I smiled as I thought about how the hobgoblins had taught me all about that and how much I loved them. 
 
    And peace filled me. It wasn’t only about saving fairies, unfreezing them and risking that I got more Neldors for my troubles. No, the fair folk deserved to be able to go home where they were safe and I was the only one who could do it. 
 
    It was a huge burden, but they’d done so much for me that I was honored to be the one to get them home. It felt right. 
 
    My stomach rumbled—like always—and I hurried back to the house, laughing when the dogs circled around me as if knowing they were going to get more food as well. I went in through the back door just to be a shit, amused when they barked in protest like I couldn’t get to the garage that way. 
 
    “What’s got you smiling so much this morning, love?” Craftsman greeted as he pulled containers out of bags. 
 
    “I…” I shook my head, realizing I had almost answered him as if he was dream Craftsman and not our reality. That was why the dreams were dangerous. “Nothing. What’s all of this?” 
 
    “We’re not doing our eating out an area because of everything going on, so instead we’re ordering the menu and bringing it all here and changing things up,” Izzy explained as she read what was on the containers. “I called places and lined them all up in one area and told them we were reviewers who would order the whole menu, but we didn’t like to be watched when we do it, so it was to-go. Play or not. Some didn’t.” 
 
    “Cool. Thanks, Izzy.” 
 
    She shrugged. “We made promises and some of us aren’t going to bail on them because we didn’t agree with how you handled one thing that wasn’t an easy decision.” 
 
    Meaning she didn’t like what I’d done, mostly because it caused upset, but she was also upset with Mel for bailing on me. She was so fair, she fit in perfectly with us. 
 
    Lucca and Darby stumbled into the kitchen and they got set up with us, Lucca actually taking Mel’s spot. He was ridiculously excited to be involved in the fun. 
 
    “We’re not testing out weapons or like, new video games,” I reminded him. 
 
    “I know, but you’ve met my parents. My mom is awesome but… Do you see her doing something like this?” 
 
    I actually didn’t have an answer for that, not knowing her well enough. She was very refined and gracious, but did that mean she couldn’t order the menu to sample or enjoy food? I simply shrugged and passed down the coffee drinks to them since it was a breakfast café. 
 
    A breakfast café that had extremely good bagels. 
 
    “They make them in-house,” Izzy told me after the third time I said that. 
 
    “I feel left out,” Marshall grumbled as he came in with Sean and several of the other wolves who had worked for Artemis and knew about me. I’d snagged them as my guards now, and it was nice to have them around. 
 
    “When have I ever been so mean?” she drawled as Zack, Ray, and Neldor joined us as well. “There are several extra bags of what you guys like. This is just for us to do our thing, so only eat that stuff unless we say so. You can have the coffees after we try them as four of us can’t drink this many.” 
 
    “I don’t think there will be much left over though,” I admitted in between bites of a breakfast sandwich. “This place is fucking amazing.” 
 
    “Yeah, it goes on the list to visit again,” Darby agreed. “Try these pancakes, agra.” He shot Izzy a guilty look that he’d gone out of order. “They smelled really good and right next to me.” 
 
    “That’s like the first time you’ve cheated ever,” she teased him. 
 
    And he was right on the pancakes. Nice. 
 
    Dean White arrived just as everyone else finished up, amused as I kept going when they all had to tap out.  
 
    I simply shrugged. “Are you really shocked anymore?” 
 
    “No, your aura shocks me. What has you doing so much better?” 
 
    I wasn’t going to answer at first but then shrugged. “I realized something on my run and it’s helped.” I glanced over at the hobgoblins and winked. “You guys better get some before I eat it all.” 
 
    “No, thank you,” Irma chuckled. “Izzy made sure to order for us as well even though we told her we’ll cook for ourselves. The child doesn’t listen.” 
 
    Izzy shrugged. “I didn’t hear a thing. I believe even my horrible parents raised me well enough that I wouldn’t leave out people I value from our fun. Besides, you’re cleaning like, everything and everywhere over break. You can rest too.” 
 
    “I second that,” I interjected before looking at Dean White. “Have you eaten?” 
 
    “I have, but that coffee smells divine, so I will take some if you’ve sampled what you needed to.” 
 
    Marshall nodded and showed her what they were done with or was left over. We didn’t just all slobber over the same cups or straws, pouring it into our own glasses to be smarter. 
 
    Even if there was some residual mixing. We could figure it out just fine. 
 
    We finished and headed for one of the sittings rooms in the other wing that I’d converted into a workroom. Zack and Ray had been in there many times, but I could see Dean White brimming with curiosity and surprise. 
 
    I shrugged. “This is not the only project or plot I’ve got going on.” 
 
    “Need help?” 
 
    “Always.” I snorted as I unlocked the magic. Yeah, that was accurate. “Let’s start with this though and not kill you.” 
 
    “I’d prefer that not be the outcome either,” she teased, a tint of worry in her tone. 
 
    “You okay, Anya?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she lied through her teeth. 
 
    Uh-huh. I let it go… For the moment. 
 
    We went inside and I showed her the actual traps, giving her time to study them. 
 
    “These are astounding, Tamsin,” she whispered for the seventh time as she kept looking. “The layering and depth to them are—I would never believe someone your age could invent this if I didn’t know your honor. Not even a savant like Julian with all his training.” She seemed to think better of that. “Well, maybe him since his family threw him in every extra training since he could speak.” 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    “Thank you, but I’m hemorrhaging magic to make them,” I grumbled. “The layers are fine, but infusing it all together and into the physical base is what… It’s like a broken hydrant.” 
 
    “Well, let’s fix it—shall we?” 
 
    And she did. We spent a few hours going over the process and with some small visual tweaks I had almost solved on my own, she made it so I used a fraction of the power to make one. She was also an excellent teacher, truly astounding, and everything was so much easier.  
 
    Yeah, I was going to her with everything from now on instead of trying to figure it out on my own. 
 
    “If you would update my tattoo, please?” she said when we were wrapping up. 
 
    Right, the memory tattoo so no one could get the information from her. I apologized for causing her pain and did it, Zack carrying the box of everything she’d need to get started. I also texted her the contact of Katrina Calloway’s to get more, and quietly. 
 
    “Let me know when you’re ready with your next project.” 
 
    I nodded. “I will, thank you.” I smiled when she gave me a hesitant look. “I promise. That was—I needed the help. This takes a lot off my plate, but I have one focus this break.” 
 
    Faerie. She didn’t make me say it, smiling and wishing me luck before she left. 
 
    And left her scarf. 
 
    Well, more like I’d borrowed it for a reason. Once I felt the portal’s magic die down, I stepped out onto the terrace and opened a temp portal to where a pack of fae dogs was. They weren’t sworn to me and normally dealt with dark fairies, but like I’d thought, more and more were coming out of the cold now that they had a safe place and could protect more hobgoblins.  
 
    We were up to forty-three packs that had made themselves known to us. And they made it clear to me there were more. 
 
    This pack was only three, super small for a pack and young. They hadn’t even decided on an Alpha yet—which I hadn’t known was how they worked and learning that had been fascinating. 
 
    I gave each of them love, smiling gently when they were still hesitant with me. “I need your assistance. There is a child of a fairy that must be protected at all costs if we are to save our world and get back home.” I nodded when they got excited, all of them born here and had never even been to Faerie. “She is helping me save our world and we need her. Will you be honorable and protect her?” 
 
    They were in. They were all in and thrilled I’d called upon them. 
 
    “Stay hidden, but do not hesitate if she is threatened or in trouble. She’s powerful, so let her fight if she needs to. Introduce yourselves to her and she will make sure you have safety as well.” I held out the scarf for them to scent, the last taking it in his mouth, knowing what came next. 
 
    I smirked as I opened a temp portal to where Dean White was and told them to go to their new charge. They didn’t hesitate, happy to be on a mission assigned by the future queen of all Faerie. 
 
    Well, fuck. I hadn’t meant it like that, and I certainly wasn’t going to wrap my mind around all of that right then. 
 
    Another day. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    9 
 
      
 
    It took a week of intense focus and practice but right after our Christmas celebration, I was ready to try and wake up Cluym. I’d filled the reservoir the past two days in one shot and though it left me wiped, I could more than handle it now that I knew the level.  
 
    There was serious tension among the group about me trying though. They hadn’t wanted to call Geiger to the house and put extra pressure on me that I would bring back his mate… But I would not fail that man after all he’d done for me. So yeah, Geiger was going to arrive soon and talk with Darby. We had food coming in droves for the dark fairy and everything was set. 
 
    Neldor had opened an area of Faerie days ago that had a much larger portal most didn’t know about, and that was how we got vehicles in so we could get people around as we needed. The scooters and bikes weren’t cutting it, and I wanted safer transportation for when I was wiped. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” I whispered when everyone was still dicking around and drawing out the foreplay. They were worried. I got that.  
 
    I was too. But enough. 
 
    Like seriously, enough already. We were doing this, and I wasn’t going to fail or get hurt or die.  
 
    I felt the tension shoot up from Craftsman, Zack, Ray, Izzy, Dean White, Instructor Larson, Lucca… And even Neldor. I ignored it and knelt down in the circle of boxes of crystals and my smaller reservoirs like before. We had debated using the bigger one, but given how my magic liked to go off the rails in Faerie, this was more than enough, and we knew this level would unlock one fairy. 
 
    The proof of that was standing with us. 
 
    I took in several slow breaths and let them out as I focused my center and then prayed to the gods. Please? Please give me the strength to do this and not hurt myself again. My friend needs his mate and we need the win. I need the win and hope. I need some good and hope instead of Neldor. 
 
    Sad, but true.  
 
    Ramping up my magic wasn’t how I did it this time, more it was so excited, I simply opened the door and tried to hold it back from all coming out. The waves of it swirled out of me as it got free, layering more and more as it shot towards Cluym as I wanted. 
 
    And then it was done and much faster than when I’d let out magic into Faerie to push back the darkness. It was easy, so easy. I actually blinked down at my setup and couldn’t hide my shock. I was wiped and it had taken a lot, but it was… I finally believed Neldor that I was made to do this. My blood was part of the spell my mother had cast to help or whatever. 
 
    I snapped out of it when I felt magic surge in front of me. 
 
    Lucca didn’t hesitate though, using the charm I’d given him to lock Neldor in a barrier of my magic so the dark prince couldn’t break it. We all knew he was going to use this moment when I was wiped to take control of what was going on. 
 
    No fucking way. I was not letting him take control of anything, especially not when I was involved.  
 
    “Cluym, Cluym, it’s okay,” I comforted as I jumped to my feet. I moved closer to the handsome dark fairy whose eyes were wild with panic. “Call your magic. It’s okay. You’re okay.” His gaze locked with mine and the fear got thicker. I didn’t know what else to do, so I blurted out what came to me first. “Adrian is waiting, Cluym.” 
 
    “Adrian?” he coughed, his magic ramping down. “He’s here?” 
 
    “No, at my house. I’ll take you to him, okay? He’s been waiting.” I blinked back tears. “He’s been waiting a long time for you, Cluym.” 
 
    He rubbed his throat and nodded, giving me a confused look. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Tamsin Vale.” I swallowed loudly when he did a double take. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You’re grown,” he rasped, closing his eyes. “I’m so sorry, Adrian.” 
 
    “He needs you. He’s missed you so much. Let’s go see him.” I held out my hand to him, glad when he opened his eyes and took it. 
 
    “Yes, thank you, Princess.” 
 
    I ignored that, relief filling me that I’d managed to make this happen. 
 
    “Tamsin!” Izzy squeaked. “Tams, you overdid it again!” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at her and my eyes went wide as I felt more magic flare. “Oh, fuck.” 
 
    “Yes, it seems we were wrong on the level of magic it takes to unfreeze a fairy,” Dean White grumbled. “That was the level it took to unfreeze Prince Neldor.” 
 
    “We should have realized it took more to unfreeze such a powerful fairy,” Instructor Larson bitched. 
 
    “Why? That’s not logical,” I defended. I shrugged when he shot me a dry look. “Okay, it is, but it could have gone either way. We get a pass on this shit.” I dropped Cluym’s hand and moved closer to the four other fairies who were also unfrozen. “Call your magic, but know it’s not lost. You’re safe and I’ll explain everything.” 
 
    “Who are you?” the one with the most magic snarled, not backing down when the others started to. 
 
    “Tamsin Vale. I unfroze you, so chill out, and let’s get you food because you’re going to need it and fast.” 
 
    Izzy snorted. “Yeah, we gotta get a ton more. We only got gobs for Cluym.” 
 
    “Princess Tamsin?” the light fairy whispered, instantly shutting down his power. “Is it truly you?” 
 
    “I’m Tamsin Vale,” I repeated, holding up a hand to cut him off. “You guys are going to need fuel and fast. I know it’s a lot, but you’ve been frozen a while. I’m sorry, but we weren’t planning for all of you, so let us help you. Everyone here can be trusted.” 
 
    “Except you have Prince Neldor in a barrier,” one of the other fairies worried. 
 
    “He deserves it,” I drawled, rolling my eyes and going back for Cluym. “It’s going to be cramped in the vehicles since we have more, but we’ll take you to Adrian.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” he whispered, more than ready to see his mate. 
 
    Good. 
 
    His willingness to move things along and come with us seemed to push the others—who I thought were all light fairies from their lighter tones of hair color and eyes—and we got in the vehicles. The fairy with the most power demanded to be in the same vehicle as me, which I found odd, but let it go. Poor Izzy had to sit on Zack’s lap in the other SUV. 
 
    And I almost died of laughter as Dean White did the same on Ray’s so we all fit. 
 
    “Not one word,” she said from the front seat. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have thought of it,” I muttered from where I sat on Lucca’s lap. 
 
    “I don’t mean to question you, but you’re going to leave Prince Neldor in a barrier there, Princess?” Cluym worried. 
 
    “Only until the energy of the charm wears out, and then he can join us,” I promised. “It’s just a time out.”  I smirked when Lucca snorted. He’d voted for the fae dogs to eat the dark prince when I’d filled him in on what was going on.  
 
    It had been tempting for sure. 
 
    Larson pushed the speed and Craftsman had no problem keeping up. Luckily, it wasn’t all the far and the moment we stopped, I couldn’t get to the portal fast enough. I hurried to take Cluym’s hand again, scared out of my mind and excited all in one big ball of spiraling energy even as I needed fuel. 
 
    I fired up the portal and about dragged him through, pulling him along as I showed him the way. When we entered the kitchen, I saw Darby sitting at the table with Geiger and Claudia, my heart swelling even as I had no idea what to say. “Geiger.” 
 
    He turned to me with a smile, but then his eyes went wide and he stumbled to his feet, rubbing his chest as he took in a shaky breath. “Am I hallucinating?” 
 
    “No, my love,” Cluym choked out. “I came back to you. I’m so sorry, Adrian.” 
 
    “None of it matters as long as you’re safe,” Geiger whispered. 
 
    I let go of Cluym’s hand and he about flew across the kitchen to the dragon. They wrapped their arms around each other and kissed with so much love that everyone in the room could feel it. 
 
    Leaning against the wall, I covered my face and started crying. I’d wanted this moment since I’d learned Geiger’s mate had been trapped. I’d sworn I would bring the three of them their mates, and I finally could get at least one of them. I could finally deliver someone the one they loved and heal some of all this pain. 
 
    Lucca hugged me and kissed my hair. “You did it, kitten. You did it.” He murmured comfort as I nodded, the tears still coming. “You’re depleted and need to eat.” 
 
    “And you need to get your hands off our princess,” that guy warned, his tone ice cold and dangerous. 
 
    “You unfroze more than one,” Darby worried. 
 
    “It was an accident,” I sighed as I pulled away from Lucca and squared off with the guy. “Look, you guys need a lot of catching up and I don’t know you. So everyone just chill.” 
 
    “Men are not allowed to touch the royals and certainly not the heirs when you are betrothed and—” 
 
    “I am not betrothed to that asshole!” I bellowed, shocking everyone, the fairy doing a double take. “I’m not. I don’t care how things were done or what promises were made on my behalf. And I don’t fucking answer to you, so stuff your shit and chill the fuck out.” 
 
    “You’re crashing,” Dean White worried. “That seemed easy, but it was a lot of power. Where is the food? She needs it and we need to get more. Now.” 
 
    “On it,” Izzy said the same time as Lucca. 
 
    Darby was already setting out tons of everything all on the counter, ignoring how the fairies were leery of him. He, Claudia, and Craftsman offered to get more from a few fast food places that had portals right next to them—as we knew from lots of experience when I needed food immediately—and headed out.  
 
    “Cluym, you really do need to eat,” I said gently when all he seemed to want to focus on was Geiger. “Neldor wouldn’t admit it, but even he had a hard time when he was unfrozen.” 
 
    “Yes, please, eat,” Geiger pushed. The dragon came over to me and kissed my hair. “Thank you. Thank you so much for this.” 
 
    “I keep my promises.” I cleared my throat. “Neldor found him. He worked to clear areas and found him so I’d be motivated to work harder again instead of feeling defeated after I…” I shook my head. Right, strange fairies in the room. “He’s not going to be happy when he gets here. I didn’t mean to unfreeze this many. We need a plan. Fast.” 
 
    “Are we it, Princess?” one of the fairies who hadn’t spoken yet asked quietly. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes. I’m sorry. So far, you’re all I’ve been able to unfreeze. The world is… There’s been a lot of change in the twenty years you’ve been locked in Faerie. As much as I’d want to bring all of your loved ones in this world here—we’re in trouble. I’m in serious danger.” 
 
    “Then Faerie clearly made the right decision unlocking four of the Light Guardians to help,” that first fairy told me. He dipped his head to me. “I am Iolas, Princess. I apologize for my behavior earlier. The—this has all been—” 
 
    “I know,” I forgave. “Neldor told me how disjointing it was. You’re going to have days of not knowing where you start and stop and everything turned on its head. People cannot know fairies are back yet. They would kill us and…” I glanced at Geiger. I had no idea how to handle this. “I’m out of my depth here, mate. Things went to shit with Neldor. You want to take this one?” 
 
    He simply sighed. “I’ve never met Iolas, but I’ve heard of him. He’s a captain of the Light Guardians and one of Queen Meira’s trusted advisors. You only have to order them, Tamsin.” 
 
    “Yes, because that absolutely sounds like me,” I drawled, rubbing my forehead. “Geiger, you believe Neldor and I’m not sure—it’s hard to even listen to some of what he says, it’s so crazy to me.” 
 
    He gave me a sad smile and gestured to Iolas. “You now have confirmation, Tamsin. He called you Princess. They recognized your name, yes?” 
 
    “Of course we all know the name Tamsin Vale,” Iolas muttered, glancing between us. “Our whole world does. Your birth was celebrated and—” 
 
    Dean White did me a solid and cut in, explaining to the fairies how the plan had gone off the rails and I hadn’t known about my lineage until I’d unfrozen Neldor from the magic. More food arrived and she spent the time giving a very abbreviated version of events to the new arrivals while we kept eating. 
 
    She was about halfway when I felt the portal to Faerie activate. I jumped to my feet and grabbed the box of crystals out of the drawer I’d kept ready, quickly absorbing them to recharge, preparing for the storm that was coming. 
 
    Because Neldor would not take kindly to what I’d done. 
 
    And I wouldn’t back down from this and had always planned to do it when I woke fairies. 
 
    “Do you want to have another talk?” I asked him in an icy tone as he came racing into the kitchen. 
 
    He stopped dead in his tracks, swallowing loudly as he glanced at the fairies behind me. Then his gaze locked with mine. “I’m shocked you used such underhanded methods to tip the scales and be unfair, Princess Tamsin. I expected more of you when we have been working so diligently together.” 
 
    I didn’t even get a chance to answer, several people in the kitchen sharing looks and bursting out laughing. 
 
    “That’s the first time you’ve addressed her so formally or respectfully,” Zack snitched before letting out more laughs. “You’re changing your full tune now that other fairies are awake when all these weeks you’ve been telling her you own her and she answers to you.” 
 
    “What?” Iolas growled, the other light fairies immediately on guard. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I promised. “I handled it. I’ll continue to handle him as needed.” I winced when I felt magic ramp up. “Enough!” I turned so I could face them all. “Enough already! All this shit has to end. You were locked away for twenty fucking years because of this fighting. We cannot continue this way and survive!” 
 
    “I agree,” Neldor said. “Which is why we are to—” 
 
    “Fight on behalf of our people,” I cut in, nodding when he gave me a pissed look. “Agree now. No more of this light versus dark shit. We are all fairies and we are in deep shit. You know this. If there are problems, we can fucking come to blows as the royals or whatever, but we’re not doing this anymore. No more wars!” 
 
    “Champion warfare is a way of fairies, but can only be fought between the queens or heirs,” Iolas explained.  
 
    I nodded. “There is no dark fairy heir. I get that. I’ll limit my power level. We can dampen me to whatever level or something. I won’t use what I can feel from him or no magic and we’ll just fight. I don’t care. No more wars or fighting between people. We will take the burden.” 
 
    “That is ridiculous to even consider when we’re—” 
 
    “We are not betrothed,” I snapped. “I already told them the truth.” I stormed over to him and shoved him, much to the shock of everyone there. “And you owe me this given you were going to use my being drained after unfreezing Cluym to take control of the situation and announce I’d already agreed to it by royal fucking vow!” I ignored the gasps behind me and kept his gaze, not hiding my hate for him. 
 
    He ground his jaw. “Clearly, you’re more powerful than the fairy rune to block telepathy.” 
 
    “Yeah, I am, and you’re an asshole. It still wouldn’t have worked. I wasn’t kidding Neldor. I would rather die than be sold to you, and I would kill you rather than allow you trap me into mating you and you just take over while I do what you need me to with Faerie. Your hand is not going up my ass to puppet me. I’ve fought that all my life and you, of all people, will not win.  
 
    “But this is about more than you and me. This about the survival of all our people. This is about the survival of our world, Neldor. So promise me it now with witnesses. I could be unfair and make you do it. I’m more powerful than you. I’m willing to do it and level the playing field so no one else gets hurt. No more fighting and losing fairies. Isn’t that what you want, or is it truly all about you getting power?” 
 
    Rage filled his eyes. He didn’t like his honor poked. 
 
    Then he should stop doing things that made people question it. 
 
    “Only if you end your entanglement with the vampire.” 
 
    “No. You don’t dictate to me. I’m offering you something fair here we should do for our people, and you’re being selfish. You’re not the heir and you have no leg to stand on to demand extra. You’re lucky I don’t kick your ass all over the fucking place and toss you out after what you wanted to pull today. So agree because it’s the right thing, or you’re really going to push me too far.” 
 
    “Fine,” he bit out. “We have an agreement. I swear to champion warfare between the two of us as long as you reserve your excess power. It will be how any conflicts or issues are handled between light and dark fairies for the foreseeable future until the time we both agree a change is needed.” 
 
    I glanced over at Dean White, thinking those terms were specific and ones I didn’t understand. She gave a swift nod. So at least they were the right ones. 
 
    “I swear the same,” I agreed, extending my hand to him. He clasped my forearm and magic flared between us in a quick flash. 
 
    Okay then. So that was a thing. 
 
    I stared at my hand a minute after I let go of him, but then shook my head. We had more important things to handle. “We need a plan.” 
 
    “The plan is simple. We—” Neldor started. 
 
    “Cool, you’re more than welcome to leave here and form whatever plan with whomever you unfreeze,” I taunted, raising an eyebrow at him when several people smirked. “Stop trying to take over, asshole, and maybe I’ll start listening to you for anything. You’ve been here for weeks only.” 
 
    “That makes you one of the last people to logically decide how to get others acclimated when you are not acclimated yet yourself,” Craftsman drawled. “Your input could be valuable if we could trust it—trust you—but that’s your fault we don’t.” 
 
    Claudia cut in before Neldor blasted us. “While you were hesitant to think of this future because it would make the pressure already crushing you worse, we were not.” She gestured to herself and Geiger. “We have a plan. We’re going to need to tweak it but honestly, I wonder if Faerie knew and that is why you unlocked a captain and three lieutenants of the Light Guardians.” 
 
    I gasped as her meaning sunk in. “Real help.” 
 
    “Yes, real help.” 
 
    “I take offense—” Neldor bitched. 
 
    She ignored him and went on, flooring all the fairies there. “Light Guardians are—to put it in terms you would understand—royal guards. It’s more, and I certainly shouldn’t explain it to you or your culture, but I know you well enough to know how to put it in your frame of reference. They are leaders who people listen to.” 
 
    “That’s awesome. What else?” I pushed as I sat back down and kept eating. 
 
    “You bought two hotels that were up for auction,” she continued. “We can’t stash them at the estates you inherited. They’re watched too much and enemies circle them.” I knew that, so clearly she was explaining for the others. “And you need to require each fairy to do what you are now at the havens.” 
 
    I froze with my burger halfway to my mouth. Smiling at her. “You are so worth every dollar of your billable hours and then some, Claudia. That’s genius.” 
 
    She shot me a wink. “We’ve already started with some ideas and people who’ve offered to help. I suggest we call a meeting of those you’ve trusted with this secret and outline the plan. They can see where any problems might be and assist. You need help, and this isn’t the part you should handle. You will beat yourself up constantly if you’re not unfreezing others, and you cannot keep going at the pace you have been.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly as I felt lots of heavy, agreeing gazes on me. “No, I can’t. I know that. I can delegate and accept help. I have. There’s just been so much bad that it all couldn’t wait.” 
 
    “We know, Tamsin,” she whispered. “You’ve pulled miracles out left and right. It’s what you do. What your people do. You just have support now. They facilitate clearing the darkness in Faerie with Prince Neldor and handle all you have been alone while you keep up appearances and unfreeze more support.” 
 
    I bobbed my head as I let that sink in, more than willing to have people tag in. “I think then, the next ones to unfreeze are whatever the counters to the Light Guardians are. We need people who everyday fairies will listen to.” I gestured with my head towards Neldor. “But won’t immediately take over.” 
 
    “You’re going to unfreeze dark fairies next? Truly?” Neldor asked, not hiding his shock at all. 
 
    I blinked at him, my heart hurting for some reason at what I saw in his eyes. “I know you hold no respect for me and think me a complete disappointment, but I am not a bad person. I might not be like any of you because I didn’t grow up like you, but I’m still fair. Of course I’m going to unfreeze dark fairies too.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, but I assumed once all the light fairies were done—” 
 
    “You need to start listening to her,” Lucca bit out. “She has said several times that you are all fairies, and she doesn’t give a fuck who is light or dark. She has not done one cruel thing where you should assume that of her.” 
 
    I didn’t wait for Neldor’s response, wanting to get a jump on this. “Make the call and let’s see who we can get, even if it’s just for a drink after dinner or whatever. For now, Cluym can speak on behalf of the dark fairies and have input on how we set this up.” 
 
    “I agree,” Dean White said but then frowned, reaching in her pocket and pulling out her phone. “Collins needs to speak with you and from the tone of this message, it’s important.” 
 
    Great, just fucking great. 
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    “Thank you for seeing me,” Dean Collins greeted as he came through the portal in the garage. 
 
    “I don’t have much time as there’s a meeting starting soon that you’ll be invited to depending on how this one goes,” I informed him as I led him into the house. “What did you need me for?” 
 
    “You asked me for answers months ago and I have them now.” 
 
    That was interesting. If they were the ones I wanted, the only ones I could think of I had asked from him, I’d given him that task almost a year ago. He was only giving me answers now? 
 
    “I can smell the distrust pouring off of you and I deserve it,” he grumbled. “But it took time to do this right and quietly. I also didn’t want to come every time I crossed off a name or lead.” 
 
    “That’s fair.” I gestured at the table for him to sit and then slid onto a chair… The other fairies sitting around me. Even Neldor was leaning against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest. I’d warned them about my past with Collins and wanted them to see firsthand how bad things truly were for us. 
 
    Which was why they were all wearing telepathy runes. 
 
    “Pr-Prince Neldor?” he stuttered. “Damnit. Now I will never get a chance at any of the estates if she has backup. I’ll never have her blood again for sure. Though more of them might be the only way I survive when the council learns I lied to them.” 
 
    He was such a wonderful person, I just wanted to dropkick him off that mountain Neldor had taken me to. 
 
    We let Collins and his thoughts race, something he seemed to understand, wincing and clearing his throat. “So you’ve clearly gotten into Faerie and found others.” 
 
    “What did you need, Collins?” I asked. “Would you like something to drink? Not me ever again, but tea perhaps?” 
 
    He went pale as all of us stared at him with our disgust. “I’m fine, thank you.” He cleared his throat again and pulled out a book from his coat. He put it on the table and slid it over to me. “I am of the firm belief that mental illness runs in Mason’s family and the ramblings in there are of a madman.” 
 
    I caught the journal, understanding it was Mason’s grandfather’s journal Mason had learned so much from. I tapped my fingers on it. “Your proof?” 
 
    “Mostly that there is no proof that anything he writes in there is accurate.” He held up his hand to hold off my rebuttal. “Yes, the potion you were drugged with was real. It almost killed you. I talked with both Edelman and Salzman, and we think that is probably what happened to the fairy written about in that journal. From the writings, the deceased Mr. Rodriguez states the fairy was of no mentionable birth. 
 
    “However, she was powerful and hundreds of years old and that was what he thought caught his heart and bear. It’s a lot of insanity wrapped around snippets of truth. I showed Edelman what I found and he agrees that Mr. Rodriguez killed the fairy and lost his mind from there. There is no proof he had any children with anyone other than his mate. And only one. Before that all happened.” 
 
    “Did he lose his mate?” Iolas asked. 
 
    “Yes, from the records I found, she died giving birth to Mason’s father.” 
 
    “If they were fated mates or even just their bears bonded, that would explain a bear losing his mind if she died,” Iolas told me. 
 
    “Yes, but the family possibly has mental issues in their bloodline as Mason is proof of,” Collins added. “I checked the names in the book of the supposed children and there is no record. He doesn’t list the names of who he sold them to, but he writes enough that there were glaring hints and… None of them had random, unexplained adoptions or sudden mates.  
 
    “I poured over family trees and matings, and there simply is not a single shred of evidence to any of it. If I found one among the dozens he claims, I would have continued and kept going but… He was unhinged. There is truly nothing there. Edelman agrees.” He pulled out a USB drive from his coat and slid it over as well. “That is all of my research, even scanned documents from archives.” 
 
    “Which makes you very nervous to give her,” Iolas muttered. “Why?” 
 
    “You aren’t supposed to have access to them or copy them,” I answered, raising an eyebrow when Collins winced. “Why?” 
 
    “I owe you for what I did. I did not think you were as injured and traumatized as you were. It was selfish and—I am a rat bastard. I have never said otherwise. But even I have lines, Ms. Vale, and practically emotionally raping a student is well over them. I hope once you look this over, you see I am willing to make amends.” 
 
    “Because he needs your help,” Neldor surmised. 
 
    “Wait, let’s finish this first,” I muttered. “How did you get access to this stuff if you can’t normally?” 
 
    Collins sighed. “I can. I’m a dean at Artemis. I have access to a lot because of that and for research. Copying and giving any of it to you with how many councils are gunning for you is what makes me so nervous. There are several family trees of elite vampires on that drive. If my council finds out I gave copies of them to you… Artemis will have one less dean.” 
 
    I bobbed my head and then sighed. “You are a rat bastard, Collins, but you’ve kept your word with me. I’ll keep mine with you. And yes, this goes a long way to clearing the debt you have with me. You knew White could have done more and better for me, that you weren’t my only option that night. You’re a sneaky man and took advantage of the situation. 
 
    “I can’t even fault you that. What was so egregious to me was I tried to get you to drink from my wrist and you demanded my neck. That is your crime with me. It was obvious I couldn’t handle that and you pushed me, knowing my friends were in danger and I would do it to protect them. 
 
    He let out a long sigh. “I’m not sure I had enough depth of thought that night after you agreed to let me drink from you.” 
 
    I blinked at him. “My blood affected you.” 
 
    He gave a swift nod and suddenly found my backyard interesting. “It took me weeks to accept the bagged blood again. You have supercharged blood and are too powerful for a vampire to drink from.” 
 
    I sat with that a few moments. “Is Neldor right? Do you need my help?” 
 
    He didn’t answer at first, unbuttoning his jacket, but not taking it off as if saying he understood he could be thrown out at any moment. “I would like to work together and see if it can’t be mutually beneficial.” 
 
    “Meaning you don’t want to be indebted to me, but it wouldn’t cost me anything to use you since it would help you when you’re in a bad spot,” I clarified. 
 
    He shook his head. “People really don’t give you enough credit for how smart you are.” 
 
    “No, they don’t, and for all your faults, that is never something you’ve ever done.” 
 
    He gave me a tired smile. “My mate is much smarter than I am. Women are normally smarter than men. I don’t need to be convinced of that. I’m simply a greedy bastard who wants to give her more than a dean of a college—even Artemis—could ever dream.” 
 
    “Keep playing straight with me and I can make that happen.” I nodded I was serious. “You won’t ever be my favorite person, Collins, but you have kept your word with me and that carries a lot of weight. I also know you treasure your mate and treat her like a queen. That does as well. You now know I have help and the tide is turning. I need more time. Lay it out for us and let’s get this done.” 
 
    He let out a slow breath. “Okay.” 
 
    It was exactly what I expected when I realized he wanted something. The council had sent word they wanted him to start digging into me and get them something about me they could use. Their plans with Blake Ward had blown up. The warlock elders were fucking things up all over and while people were outraged over Ainsworth, they were going to take another shot at me. 
 
    Because the new rumor was I’d lost the protection of the Rothchild clan, given my best friend had dumped me.  
 
    I wasn’t sure part of that rumor wasn’t wrong. 
 
    “I need some answers before I can formulate a full plan,” I admitted. “First, can your mate be pulled from view like we did Craftsman’s mom?” 
 
    “It depends on how long,” he hedged. “She works with humans, but she could take a medical or unpaid leave, yes. She has the years and seniority at the company.” He winced. “She loves that job though.” 
 
    “We could make sure she kept it or found another of the same she would love,” Iolas muttered, studying me closely.  
 
    I nodded I heard him, ignoring his gaze. “Then is there something we can do as fairies that locks up secrets as effectively as the magical tats my security and friends have?” 
 
    “Which the councils can sense and cause all kinds of problems,” Collins worried. 
 
    “Yes, but it’s…” Iolas trailed off, giving a sigh and rubbing his hand over his face. “We would lock him from being able to discuss it.” 
 
    “That doesn’t help a telepathy rune,” I worried. 
 
    “It does,” another light fairy promised. “It cuts it out, sort of how radio would have dead air instead of curse words. It would be the same in his mind and he couldn’t speak on it, so it would never register as a lie.” 
 
    “It’s how we keep young fairies from discussing secrets they shouldn’t,” Neldor muttered. “And we will be taking that knowledge from you, Collins. You know more than any of us are comfortable with.” 
 
    Collins snorted. “I wish I hadn’t been there that night for the meeting and ever learned of you, Ms. Vale.” 
 
    “Oh, I think that still a better outcome than you not being there that night and becoming a patsy for your council,” I challenged. His thoughts told me that was fair and he was grateful I hadn’t hung him out to dry. “We’ll help, but give me a few days to figure out how is the best way to use this to our advantage. There is something else I want that will actually help you stay safer.” 
 
    “What?” he worried. 
 
    “It starts with the meeting happening in a few minutes that I’m now inviting you to. You game?” 
 
    He let out a heavy sigh. “I’m on your side of this war, Vale. You promise not to let me regret it, and you’ll do whatever you can to make sure my mate doesn’t die in the process like you promised Richardson, then I’m in.” 
 
    “Right answer.” I smirked at him as I stood. “Don’t worry, Collins. You’ll get a fae dog protector like Richardson and his mate have.” 
 
    His eyes went wide. “You can order them with your telepathy.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Naw, I’m just irresistible and they know the winning team when they see it.” I glanced at the clock. “Let’s go. I’m not one to be late to my own meeting.” 
 
    I didn’t wait for his answer, knowing he would follow. I did give pause on what to do with Mr. Rodriguez’s journal and the information. After a moment, I handed it over to Neldor. “You have more experience with the family trees of supes and the dark practices of some regarding fairies. This should be your responsibility to handle, not mine. If it was humans, I have more experience, but we need to make sure.” 
 
    “We do,” he agreed, taking it from me. “I’ll speak with Trigger Rothchild if I have any questions or need assistance.” 
 
    “Or Headmaster Edelman,” I added. “We’re looping him in on the progress at this meeting. We need him and he’s gone to the mat for me. He just might need someone to smack him around on what to keep quiet.” 
 
    “Gladly,” Iolas snorted. 
 
    Okay then. Glad that got to be someone else’s job now. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    11 
 
      
 
    We were using the Recast Wardrobes’s business estate for the meeting since Natalie and my friends who ran the business weren’t there. The hobgoblins who took care of the place were—since they lived there always—and the people with the catering company were off since there weren’t any parties scheduled on that day or the next. 
 
    Which made it a great place to have a secret after dinner meeting. 
 
    And I was fairly sure people knew it was important given everyone managed to make it when it was last minute. The list included pretty much everyone who knew about me… Well, that I trusted. 
 
    Mostly. 
 
    From Artemis; Headmaster Edelman, Dean White, Dean Collins, Dr. Craftsman, Professor Richardson, and the hobgoblins who worked there. 
 
    The dragons included Mr. and Mrs. Vogel, Hudson, Tanesha Jameston, Mr. and Mrs. Diaz, Mr. and Mrs. Silva, and a variety of Rothchilds… That did not include Mel. Of course, Geiger and Claudia were there as well, along with a few of the partners of his firm I liked. 
 
    Mr. and Mrs. Brooks, plus a few of their top people they promised they trusted with their lives and it was time to read in. Then “my” wolves; Zack, Ray, Sean, and Marshall. 
 
    And to round it all out, one of my favorite witches ever, Katrina Calloway. So all the usual everyone, and I included Izzy, Darby, and Lucca in that as there was no way to leave them out.  
 
    “Iolas?” Katrina gasped when she saw us walk in. “Is it truly you?”  
 
    “Katrina? Whatever are you doing here? Have you been aiding the princess?” 
 
    “Princess?” several people hissed or gasped. 
 
    “Well, apparently you’re one of the people we need to gag,” I drawled. I blinked up at the guy. “Seriously? What the fuck, mate?” 
 
    He blinked at me as if he couldn’t believe that had just come out of my mouth, but not in the sexist way… More because I was a royal? Hell if I knew. He shook himself out of it. “I apologize profusely, Your Highness. You said these people knew and I thought—I am so very sorry.” 
 
    “Okay, several people here need to forget they ever learned that,” I worried as I glanced around. “Richardson is about to have a heart attack, and he’s not the only one.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure Prince Neldor is told exactly who will not leave this room with that knowledge,” Tanesha promised. 
 
    Meaning most who didn’t already know it. Yeah, that sounded about right. 
 
    I nodded that I agreed and focused back on this new development. I glanced at Katrina and gestured between them. “You know each other? Well?” 
 
    She smirked at me. “Oh, yes. It’s been years—more than you’re thinking—and he was a lieutenant then, but yes, we know each other well.” She did a double take and gave Iolas a worried look. “You need to tell her what you won’t want to. She is not like most and appreciates the truth, even if they’re hard ones. She deserves to know.” 
 
    Iolas studied her and nodded. “I will accept your counsel and I thank you for it. She is…” 
 
    “I’m one of a kind,” I offered, several people snorting. I ignored that and let out a chuckle of my own. “I really don’t know how much of this is coincidence or if Faerie truly is this sentient.” 
 
    “How so?” White asked me. 
 
    I gestured between Iolas and Katrina. “I mean, seriously?” 
 
    Katrina figured it out, knowing me well. “Yes, I will vouch for him. You’re one of the most distrusting people I’ve known, and that’s saying a lot. He was an advisor for your mother—who you are upset with, so that wouldn’t have won points with you—but you still wouldn’t have trusted him. Now you will give him some trust instead of your crumbs, and that skips steps when we need it.” 
 
    “Did the magic seriously pick two fairies that could be vouched for by two people I trust most?” I muttered, glancing between Iolas and Cluym. “Fine, I went for Cluym for Geiger but…” I shook my head. It was too trippy to even really consider.  
 
    Instead, I went over to greet Keya and Mourn who were in charge of the estate, thanking them for handling this all so last minute. Their son wanted to give me a hug—which I never said no to—and I immediately did, holding him on my hip as I greeted everyone else. 
 
    Then the other hobgoblin children wanted hugs so of course, I had to give them. In returned, they dabbed for me and any unease I had about the meeting was gone in laughter and their giggles. 
 
    “It’s a dance thing,” I told the fairies so they weren’t lost or thinking I did something weird with the kids. 
 
    Once the kids all headed out and everyone settled, it was time to get down to business. 
 
    Which I had to be the boss of. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I stared at everyone sitting at the tables that were set out in the ballroom and let out a heavy sigh. “You all have a ton of questions, even those of you who were in the loop. I would too. I have lots of questions myself. Sadly—for right now—we won’t get those answers. We just won’t. You have to accept that before we can move on because there are some things we want to tell you and get your thoughts on.” 
 
    “Nice to have you back, Iolas,” Mr. Silva said, emotions dancing in his eyes. “I thought we’d lost you, my friend.” 
 
    “I told you that I’d see you again,” he mumbled, scrubbing his neck. “It’s longer than I thought and my head is spinning, but yeah, nice to be back.” He frowned. “I hope.” 
 
    “It’s bad. Worse than you could have imagined,” Mr. Silva warned. 
 
    I held up my hand to hold them off. “And now you see the problem. These are the first fairies I’ve brought out of Faerie, and they’re two decades behind. I won’t give you specifics—” 
 
    “As it’s fairy business,” Neldor interjected. 
 
    I rolled my eyes before I could stop myself. “It will get out. It always does. Saying that just because fairies are secretive doesn’t…” I trailed off when several people burst out laughing. 
 
    Including the fairies. 
 
    I scrubbed my hands over my face and felt better when the ones not laughing were Hudson, Izzy, Darby, Lucca, and Craftsman. So all of us who didn’t grow up knowing fairies. “Fine, you all can keep the secret forever. Kinda not the point at the moment.” 
 
    “We apologize,” Mrs. Vogel said, one of the first to recover, but others nodded. 
 
    “I won’t give specifics, but magic went amuck in Faerie and people ended up trapped in it.” 
 
    “That’s more than you should say,” Neldor quietly seethed. 
 
    I blinked at him. “It’s been twenty years, and you are still clearly not an adult fairy. Keep all the secrets you want, but don’t assume others are idiots. Everyone who has recognized you has been surprised. Mostly as you look no different than you did twenty years ago.” 
 
    He opened his mouth but then closed it, trying again. “You’re absolutely right, and I missed that in my summation of the situations. I thought it shock at seeing me again. I apologize.” 
 
    Now it was my turn to be shocked. I bit back a snort as I reminded myself other fairies were around now and he was going to be on better behavior. “Anyways, that is where we’re at.” I waved Claudia to explain what she had done with Geiger, which she did before I continued. “We need a program set up to get people reacclimated.” 
 
    “Like the continuing education program already going on at the havens,” Geiger interjected. 
 
    “Except not that formal,” I added. “We could do videos. I think we should do videos.” I gestured to Mr. Vogel. “I know you’re busy, but you would be someone the fairies would recognize and listen to, trust to give it to people straight. They need a crash course on the state of things or they will do more damage than good.” 
 
    People were quiet several moments with that. Katrina Calloway spoke up first. “You’re saying your preliminary plan involves each fairy getting a checklist they must complete before they can go out into this world? They complete the section about cellphones and get a check to move onto the next topic?” 
 
    “We know about cellphones,” one muttered. 
 
    Neldor snorted. Several others as well, but he was the amusing one. “They are vastly different. I regret not taking Tamsin more seriously about that. The technology is amazing, but it also makes them dangerous.” 
 
    I focused on Katrina. “Yes, that’s my starting line. Say you, Edelman, White, and Craftsman make videos with what you know about the changes regarding your council and society. What are the big events that pushed one way or another? What do they need to know now? That gives them a foundation to then figure out what questions to ask. 
 
    “We get that for each group. Then you can sit with them and answer specific questions. Those you help turn and help other groups, and then we can get more reacclimated faster. For right now, they can’t stay in Faerie once I bring them through. I don’t know how long that will be. But there are fair folk to rescue and lots to do. We can do more from the shadows if they get updated.” I shrugged. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what else there really was to say. 
 
    “Are you speaking on behalf of your mothers or—why are they not coming up with the plan here as the rulers?” Councilman Brooks asked. 
 
    Well, shit. That was a completely logical question to ask that I was stupid to not have thought of as an issue. 
 
    Except we didn’t even have to answer.  
 
    “I’m sorry for both of your losses,” he whispered, his face completely pale. 
 
    And his wasn’t the only one. 
 
    “Something else to remove from memories,” Tanesha grumbled. 
 
    Again, I didn’t disagree. 
 
    After some stumbling, people managed to move past the realization that both fairy queens were gone and focus on the issue at hand. They had suggestions on who specifically to bring in and how to frame it as something for Artemis or research being done. The best was Mrs. Diaz having a connection to the bigger supe network and promising she’d get us news footage. 
 
    “What news footage?” Neldor asked. 
 
    But I already knew the answer. Mrs. Diaz did everything with style. 
 
    She smirked at him. “All of it. I’ll start from when fairies were called back to Faerie, but I’ll get it all. That should help them see it all for themselves and get caught up.” 
 
    “Yes, as there are multiple things we can do with that much information,” Iolas muttered, shooting me a quick look there was more to say later.  
 
    Oh, if there was some fairy rune to absorb knowledge or learn shit faster that I didn’t know about and had been struggling to learn all I did, I was not going to be a happy woman. Then again, it was better to learn it now instead of keep going as I was. 
 
    “Good, then we have the first layer of plan,” I sighed, feeling relaxed others agreed this was the right path. 
 
    “Yes, and it can be built upon, which is always the best sort of plan,” Mr. Vogel praised. “The question I have is how many can you bring at a time or how often?” He held up his hand when the fairies with me went tense. “More people means more to keep under wraps and control so you’re not busted. You need to factor that into this plan.” 
 
    I nodded. “I agree. Plus, that means more provisions as what was done magically takes a toll on us. It—the garbage disposal I am is nothing compared to what they will go through and we need to facilitate that. Quietly.” I tapped my fingers on the table. “And start setting traps now that I will have help to do more.”  
 
    “You mean what you learned about our security,” Mrs. Vogel surmised, sighing when I nodded. “You’re playing a dangerous game, Tamsin.” 
 
    I knew that and my blood boiled, though not at her. “The game is already being played. Berman made it clear I get him crystals and now, or he would start sending hobgoblins to me in body bags. Neldor working with the fae dogs has bought us time, but he confirmed the wards on their castles are less than two weeks from completely failing.” 
 
    Neldor nodded. “There are times they glimmer and humans will start to notice that. That is a risk to all supes, so while I agree that monster and his faction needs to be dealt with, the politics are complicated given he and Alec wiped out two full lines of dragon royals.” 
 
    “Oh, not all of them,” Iolas chuckled darkly, focusing on Mr. Diaz. “You managed to save one from Australia that is not old enough to rule.” 
 
    He didn’t even deny. “Yes. They believe she is dead. She was not at the castle at the time, but with friends and they smuggled her to us. The same is true with the Guis. They are hiding two of the African royals. We hoped to see the day your people came back and we could ask for help to set this injustice right.” 
 
    “We’ll help,” I purred, smirking when I felt the firm agreement of the other fairies. 
 
    Maybe I was more like them than I thought. Nice. 
 
    “But my crystals would give us the way to get in the door when we need to. We cannot out ourselves yet.” I sighed and thought back to Mr. Vogel’s question. “Right now, I could do five every other day. Probably every day, but I’m learning from my mistakes and every other day with rest is safer.” 
 
    “Yes, try to be safe now and again,” Mrs. Vogel drawled. “You rushing into danger all the time has aged some of us drastically.” 
 
    That wasn’t unfair and I acknowledged it. “I could see raising the level happening fast. Twenty a day could be less than a month away. That’s a lot of food.” 
 
    “And a lot of money you’d be spending feeding them all,” Hudson grumbled. 
 
    “I’m not worried about that. Those estates were given to me and I’ve grown their portfolios…” I trailed off as something big hit me. 
 
    “Yes, your wealth is vast,” Iolas said gently. “Ridiculously vast in human terms. Not just in Faerie, but here too as Queen Meira was smart and always diversified as well.” 
 
    “I have vast funds here as well that I can contribute the moment I can access them,” Neldor added. “That would send up warning flags and—” 
 
    “Yeah, no, of course,” I whispered, scrubbing my hand over my forehead. “I never thought you’d stiff me, Neldor. It’s just… That part of this never hit me. I’ve lived all my life wondering about my family—if I had a family and now… It’s a lot.” 
 
    People gave me a few moments, but then Mrs. Diaz spoke up. “I think the answer lies within the problem you’re fighting as well. Rescue hobgoblins from some of the worst in Africa or Australia and they can help you feed the masses in the hotels. You undoubtedly have some type of fairy magic that could hide all the power there and keep the number under wraps.” 
 
    Relief filled me when the others confirmed that. It had been a worry of mine. Validly. The Underground was way more than people reported or knew, and there was a whole supe black market most didn’t know about or believe. I had been around the top tier that had it all. 
 
    That was not the majority of supes and a number had left the fold to find other ways to live. A lot of them, from what I was learning.  
 
    “Good, then we can have humans deliver provisions to the hotel and start there while—” 
 
    “Hotels,” Claudia corrected. “There are two.” 
 
    I nodded. “I know. We’ll start with one. Why spread ourselves thin and set up two at once? That’s a lot of compounding headaches.” 
 
    She shot a glance at Cluym before the others sitting on my left. “It will be needed.” 
 
    I swallowed a sigh as her meaning sank in. “This division has to fucking end or it will end us.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, but you cannot move mountains overnight, nor can you heal centuries of warring and hurt as fast as you want,” Mr. Vogel warned. “You risk blowing the lid off what you’re doing otherwise.” 
 
    I knew he was right but it hurt my heart. I didn’t realize I was rubbing my chest until the other fairies gave me funny looks. “It seems so wrong to me. I grew up human. This is segregation to me. We’re separating light from dark, almost black from white, into different hotels. It’s so wrong to me. We’re all fairies.” 
 
    “You have always had that view among all of us, which has been one of your strongest assets, child,” Geiger said gently, gesturing to all the supes there. “It’s simply not how we’re used to the world being. You’ve made vast progress in just over a year—even at your own school—and I have not a doubt you will continue to make progress. You will. This is just for today to survive.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement, swallowing down the pain and knowing it was best… For now. “Katrina, I was hoping you could also help coordinate with purchasing and getting us in more food, along with some of the aides. If we spread some of this around, there are fewer questions. I know the beef farm can ramp up with the hobgoblin magic there, and I’ll tell them to do it.” 
 
    “Yes, and I can get my family involved to help in a way that they won’t realize what’s going on,” she muttered, jotting down notes. 
 
    “And what do they want in return?” I asked, knowing that tone. I didn’t need the ability to read auras to know when someone was in trouble, flinching when I had a guess. “The council made a move.” 
 
    “Yes, and the move some powerful warlocks were trying to make with the dragon royals—” 
 
    “The council wants to get involved in the glamours and wards on all the Veritas Portas stores,” I whispered in horror. 
 
    “Yes, yes they do,” she chuckled darkly. “We just received notices they would be inspecting them after the new year and had decided to aid us since none of us could have the power they do to keep them going. Oh, and they will be adding tariffs for the cost of that, and access to our records.” 
 
    “So they’re taking over.” I sat back in my chair and scrubbed both hands over my face. “Wow, the fuckers aren’t even trying to hide it anymore.” 
 
    “You are more than able to keep up your glamour, Katrina,” Iolas stated. “You could make tier eight crystals when I last saw you. Have you been injured in a way that you cannot anymore?” 
 
    “One, you can’t out people on the levels they can make, as it’s dangerous,” I explained, my voice tired. “Two, the current warlock elders ruling the council can only make tier five, and some forced children of fairies to mate them since they could make tier ten. Three, just assume everything is constantly fucked up from what you knew. It will save time and generally be the answer.” 
 
    Neldor snorted. “Unfortunately, she’s right. It’s distressing and I itch to handle it constantly, but we are not in that position to yet.” 
 
    “Not yet,” I sighed. I glanced up at the Iolas who looked irate. “Can you make tier ten crystals?” 
 
    “Of course I can,” he whispered, affronted I would even ask. 
 
    “Mate, I have no idea how this all works, okay? I mean—I never mean offense unless I really mean it, and then I’m not subtle.” 
 
    “I understand.” Clearly, from his frown he didn’t, but I appreciated the backup and that he didn’t want to be a pain. 
 
    “Then let’s work tomorrow on getting some of those and recharge those glamours. We are not letting those stores and a family who has been helping make our world better get taken over by those corrupt bastards.” 
 
    “People will know it was you,” Katrina warned. 
 
    I shrugged. “And what will they do? Come after me? I’ll pencil them in for every other day instead of once a week. The idiots never stop coming for me no matter how many times they fail. I’m seconds from…” I slowly smiled. 
 
    “Oh no,” Mrs. Vogel smiled. “That’s your evil grin. No good comes from that.” 
 
    Dean White snorted. “Lots of good does, but it’s normally messy. You laughed last time.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I did,” Mrs. Vogel confessed. 
 
    I didn’t actually know what they were talking about as there were so many instances of my misbehaving, but I was glad to entertain everyone. At least I got the job done, right? 
 
    I did that night. We all did as we plotted out what we had to and got more handled in one shorter after-dinner meeting than most governments could over months and months. 
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    “Can I ask you something I shouldn’t, love?” Craftsman murmured in my ear. 
 
    In another dream. They had been going on for weeks now. I couldn’t stop them… And I didn’t want to. I had missed him—us—and even if I only got this fake time in dreams, I was clinging to it. 
 
    “No, no serious,” I grumbled as I ducked under the covers and curled away from him. My body deliciously ached like it would in real life from him making love to me in a dream. All of it in my head. It was so real that I couldn’t believe it. 
 
    But I knew it wasn’t healthy either. I had made a deal with myself to enjoy this over break and get closure from him. When school started again I was going to ask White about sleeping draughts and get help. 
 
    I clearly needed help. 
 
    He followed me, cupping my ass as he kissed along my neck. “You want me to show you something winning again? Is that it? You want to bask in your win and let me celebrate with you?” 
 
    I didn’t know how to reply. I did want to bask in my win.  
 
    It had been a big fucking win after all. 
 
    After the meeting to figure out what to do with the fairies I was going to unfreeze, everyone had worked the next week and a half like crazy. And much to my shock, it had all gone well. Even Neldor hadn’t started shit and was busting his ass to get things going. We all agreed to get more in place before waking more up and that was the smarter move.  
 
    We also handled the situation with the Calloway family and their stores. When one of the fae dogs reported in that the council decided to start with Katrina’s store and make a huge show of their mercy to help her after she went against them and told such lies… I acted first. With the help of crystals Iolas easily made, the stores were all recharged. 
 
    My contribution was the large ice sculpture of Wile E. Coyote out in front of Katrina’s store to greet the councilmen when they arrived.  
 
    Oh, and the supe media standing by that the councilmen didn’t know were there. They caught it all live when the councilmen ordered their guards to seize me without any reason, subdue me however they needed to without injuring my magic or killing me. 
 
    But anything else was fine. Several of them said it exactly like that, live on camera, about a woman who did nothing wrong and wasn’t a witch. They also told them to hurry so they could declare me a witch. 
 
    All of it for the whole supe world to see. 
 
    And they also got to see how none of their esteemed and powerful elders could break the barrier of a twenty-year-old undeclared who was new to this world. I simply stood there and smirked as they tried and tried and tried.  
 
    “You guys see a resemblance?” I had asked, gesturing to the statue. “Because I do. Too bad you don’t drop anvils on yourselves as well.” 
 
    “Enough of this!” one had shouted. “You are a witch and will answer to us.” 
 
    “No, I won’t. I wouldn’t even if I was a witch because you’re corrupt fuckers. And you can’t make me because you’re all frauds.” I’d winked at them and thumbed over my shoulder at the store. “And I took care of all the stores with the crystals I can make that are more powerful than yours. So the Calloways don’t need your help anymore. They can stay free of you taking them over. Your offer sucked.” 
 
    Then I disappeared on all of them and watched as they chased their tails, the cameras catching it all. I had laughed for a while after watching the news and all the angles. It was a very public spanking. 
 
    “It was fun,” I chuckled, turning to Julian. “I needed a win.” 
 
    “You win more than you see,” he murmured, giving me a soft kiss. “I love you, Tamsin.” He wrapped his arms around me when I flinched. “I won’t leave. I won’t. I swear it to you, love.” 
 
    “What did you want to ask me?” I deflected, snuggling against him.  
 
    He sighed. “Now it would be crass. I want you back, love. For real.” 
 
    I knew the real Julian did too, but I was curious what was going on with the one in my dreams. Or my subconscious really. “It came up first. What were you going ask?” 
 
    He rolled us so I was staring up into his gorgeous emerald eyes. He studied me for several moments. “I’ve always wanted to know if there was a time you thought about doing something you haven’t with me before. That one time you were friendlier with my cock than normal and I thought, I wondered if maybe you were thinking of oral and it’s always killed me.” 
 
    I frowned. My subconscious knew that answer. “Killed you? Why?” 
 
    “Because I could have been your first, and it was one more thing I fucked all up.” He kissed away whatever scathing reply was on my lips and chuckled. “I want all parts of you. I know I was the first to truly make love to you. You wanted to give me your first time doing oral sex. I wanted that. I was your first overnight. I want as many of your first and parts of you no one else has had I can get, love.” 
 
    “Spoiled. You’ve always been spoiled,” I grumbled as I flipped over. 
 
    He wasn’t deterred, spooning me and running his fingers along my thigh. “I love spoiling you too. You know it.” 
 
    “Except when you left me,” I whispered, hating it still hurt so much. “This has to stop, Julian.” 
 
    “No, no it doesn’t.” 
 
    I bit back a sigh. Of course my mind said that. I was happy here with him. There was one week left to break and then I would stop this. “Yes.” 
 
    “Yes? Yes, we can keep going?” 
 
    I shook my head. “What you asked me before.” 
 
    He took in a sharp breath before nibbling on my ear. “Were you going to lick me, love? Was my sweet fairy going to wrap her lips around my cock and suck me?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I chickened out and now I’m glad I did.”  
 
    But that was a lie. Even with the way things had all happened, I had thought many times that I wish I’d still done it with Craftsman, given him my first blow job. 
 
    And maybe then he’d have stayed. It was stupid as I knew that had nothing to do with any of what happened and he wasn’t that shallow… But pain isn’t logical.  
 
    “I can’t see your aura, but you don’t sound like that’s true,” he murmured. “I don’t deserve it, but I know you still love me. I’m selfish and want you to love me forever. I’ll deserve it and treat you as I should this time. Give me the chance, Tamsin.” 
 
    I blinked at him. I didn’t believe that at all. I knew that.  
 
    So why was he bringing this up? Why was my subconscious bringing this up? 
 
    Was this my closure? I could have this moment, even in a dream? As crazy as that seemed… It made sense. Finding out about my family was nothing like how I’d hoped. I was disappointed with the fairy I’d gotten. My relationship with Julian had ended and crushed me. 
 
    But this? Maybe I could have the first time I’d always wanted in my dreams. Maybe my mind was trying to give me something like I’d wanted. 
 
    Fuck it. 
 
    “I wanted to,” I confessed. “Even after you left me, I wished I’d given it to you. I wished…” I wasn’t going to admit I thought it might have made him stay. Even in my mind, saying that was too pathetic. “I want to here.” 
 
    His shock was amusing given this was all in my head. 
 
    I took advantage of it, flipping around so I was on top of him. I kissed all along his neck, knowing it was a hot spot for him too. Then I moved lower. I paid attention to his chest that was as muscular as always and down his abs that were more toned and defined than what I remembered. 
 
    Apparently, I was a bit shallow and wanted him in better shape?  
 
    Yeah, that was what I should focus on among all of this crazy. 
 
    I kissed and licked his hip bones, loving when he did that to me. Then I nuzzled his groin the way Darby loved, wondering if Julian would like that too. 
 
    Yes. The answer was a resounding yes. 
 
    Well, my dream Julian did. 
 
    “You don’t have to, love,” Julian whispered, swallowing loudly as if worried I might truly stop. 
 
    I winked at him. “It’s just a dream, right?” I didn’t give him time to respond, licking the head but then freezing as if something big was going to happen. I mean, sure, he got harder, but like… Somewhere in my mind I had thought the moment I gave a blow job, I would be demeaned.  
 
    Even in my dream I had expected that.  
 
    I mentally snickered at myself and licked him again. I frowned before glancing at him. “You don’t taste like me, but we had sex.” 
 
    He smirked at me. “I wouldn’t ever let you have something you might find distasteful, even in here.” 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    I kept licking, smiling when he begged me for more. Oh, I might like this in real life if it drove men this crazy. I dipped my tongue in the slit as I pumped his cock, going faster when I could tell how much he liked it. Then I ran my tongue around the head before taking only that in my mouth. 
 
    And I sucked as hard as I could on it while licking his slit, still pumping him faster and faster. 
 
    “Coming!” he warned in next to no time. 
 
    I was so shocked I simply kept going instead of worrying what happened next. It made sense he would finish fast in my dream so I didn’t have a difficult first time. 
 
    He finished in my mouth and I hurried to swallow, not particularly fond of the taste but not thinking it gross. I doubted that would be true in real life. 
 
    Then again, women did give oral sex often so… Maybe? Maybe it didn’t matter much if you cared for the guy? 
 
    He moaned and then moved his hand to my cheek as he curled up a bit. “I need a moment, love. It’s supersensitive like you are after you orgasm.” 
 
    I slowly pulled off of him with a pop and glanced down before smirking at him. “Oh, that could be a fun game.” I chuckled and stroked him when he gave me a confused look. “You always keep playing with me when I say I need a break.” 
 
    In a flash, I was on my back. “Yes, yes, I do because I love watching you climax. You know that. Nothing is sexier than my sweet fairy finding pleasure and gasping my name, crying it out if I’m lucky.” He kissed my deeply, not caring what I’d just swallowed. “That was everything, love. Gods that was the best I’ve ever had. By far. Did you hate it?” 
 
    “No, not at all,” I mumbled, staring up at him and thinking this was the closure I’d needed. Hopefully. “Make love to me?” 
 
    His eyes flashed shock but then he smiled. “Always. I’ll always make love to you because I love you with all of me, Tamsin Vale.” 
 
    I just wished I believe the real Julian the way I believed the dream one in that moment. We made love twice and when it was over, I tried to convince myself that I could now close the chapter on him and move on.  
 
    I needed to move on and keep my sanity.  
 
    Because all I wanted was to forgive him and have him with me again. 
 
    And that was insanity after what he’d done to me. 
 
    I woke that morning feeling sated, as if sex dreams could give me relief in real life. 
 
    Well, that would be nice. I was never that lucky though. 
 
    Before I changed my mind and caved, I grabbed my phone and texted White, asking her how sleep draughts worked and how hard would it be to get some that didn’t let me dream. It killed me to do it, but I needed to. I had millions of fairies relying on me to stay focused and keep my head. 
 
    And that meant it was time to move on. 
 
    Maybe after I run several miles and get a nice breakfast.  
 
    Sure, that was how life worked.  
 
    I rolled out of bed, sighing that I was still alone in it, and changed. I was mostly okay with Lucca and Darby again, but… Hesitant. That seemed to be most of our relationship but, well, I couldn’t help how I felt when they hurt me. 
 
    Maybe they could stop doing it and we wouldn’t have any problems. 
 
    Iolas was already in the gym and I simply gave him a nod before hopping on a treadmill. Things were strained between us after he told me what Katrina had insisted he needed to. 
 
    Namely, he’d been madly in love with my mother. 
 
    Yeah, that wasn’t weird for me. 
 
    At. All. 
 
    So he was grieving the loss of my mother. They had been childhood friends and apparently, my mother had felt some puppy love feelings for him that she’d grown out of, but Iolas had felt more, even if she wasn’t his mate. 
 
    Which made him the wrong person to ask about my father like ever. I left the pin in all of that since I had enough to deal with.  
 
    But how had Katrina known that? 
 
    Iolas had been a decent enough guy to admit he was in love with someone else when they’d had their few flings. Katrina supposedly hadn’t minded as he’d healed some of her hurt after she’d been heartbroken, and she had comforted him as well from all his heartache. 
 
    That was about as much as I could hear about it all. Talking much about his love for my mother who I didn’t know—and didn’t respect since she sold me—and had fucked up by giving me the life she did, wasn’t something I wanted to do. 
 
    Ever. 
 
    Though he did get a few breadcrumbs of trust from me given he wasn’t pushing taking over my sword training. And clearly, there was a lot he wanted to talk to me about, fill me in on, but wasn’t pushing. I think he respected my position that the past was the past and while I’d need to hear it one day, it wasn’t as important as right now. 
 
    And right now we had serious fucking problems. 
 
    He finished before I did and it was nice to have my gym alone for the last three miles and cooldown stretches. My stomach growled loudly and I was more than ready for breakfast after pushing my workout. 
 
    The kitchen was pretty much packed already, Izzy coordinating whatever place we were tasting the menu of and enjoying the fun. Craftsman and Marshall looked barely awake, both probably working on projects until late.  
 
    Which meant more coffee. I headed right for the French press Mel had bought for such times and pulled it out of the cabinet. The kitchen was free of hobgoblins, so I assumed they were handling everything at the hotels like their usual now. I honestly couldn’t keep track of it all. 
 
    “Morning, love,” Craftsman muttered, trapping me against the counter and lowering his head to mine. 
 
    I froze, too shocked to stop the kiss. 
 
    Tension shot up in the kitchen to levels even I was drowning in. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I breathed when he leaned away. 
 
    He gave me a sleepy grin. “We’re still doing this, huh?” He did a double take and seemed to only realize who else was there. “Right. They don’t know.” 
 
    “Know what?”  
 
    He sighed. “I didn’t mean to say anything before you were ready, but no hiding it now.” 
 
    “Hiding…” I couldn’t breathe when he gave me a look not to be silly. My barrier went up without even meaning to and he went flying across the kitchen, one of the fairies catching him with magic before he crashed through the terrace doors. “It was real!” 
 
    “Oh, this is rich,” Neldor chuckled darkly. “You were so worried about my doing to something to you in your sleep and being the underhanded bastard around you and your own mate—who betrayed you once already and you stupidly still trust—was the one to do something to your dreams.” 
 
    I couldn’t even deal with his smugness, tossing up a barrier around him as well. Let the asshole sit in a bubble for a time out. 
 
    “Tamsin. Come on, Tamsin,” Julian whimpered, pounding against my barrier that shook me out of my shock 
 
    “It was real?” I rasped, my tears blurring him. “How could you?” 
 
    “I thought you knew,” he whispered. “I would never—we talked about things you didn’t know. How could it have been a normal dream?” 
 
    “How would I know people could invade my dreams?” I threw right back, my voice getting hysterical.  
 
    “We checked for magic on your bed when you thought Neldor was doing something,” he reminded me gently. “I wasn’t trying to trick you, love. I have many, many faults, but I’ve never tried to trick you of anything. I swear I thought you knew it was a dreamscape.” 
 
    “No, no,” I choked out, covering my face and giving a wordless scream. “All I did. What I let you—no, it—how could it have been real?” 
 
    “What did you think it was, agra?” Darby cut in. “However long this was all going on?” 
 
    “My subconscious trying to move on,” I whispered. “Work through my issues with him and how bad I felt about myself that I couldn’t let him go after being apart much longer than we were even together. I mean, it’s almost a year since he started drifting and really, we were done. I can’t let go. I thought I finally—I thought if I—this might help me.” 
 
    “No, please,” Julian begged. “Please, love. Please don’t say it.” 
 
    I had to, meeting his gaze and taking down my barrier. “I thought last night was closure. I texted White this morning asking about sleeping draughts that wouldn’t let me dream anymore.” 
 
    He reacted as if I slapped him. Julian backed away from me and towards the terrace as his magic ramped up. He was losing it. 
 
    I didn’t know that was possible for him in regards to his magic. My eyes went wide as he threw open the door and hurried outside, falling to his knees on the hard stones and letting out a bellow.  
 
    “No!” someone shouted as I rushed towards Julian. I didn’t even realize I was doing it but suddenly, I was.  
 
    I wrapped a barrier around us so his magic didn’t hurt someone or do something unintended. Tears ran down my cheeks as I felt his pain, his agony at my rejection and the loss of me all over again.  
 
    And the guilt ate at me. I’d jerked him around once by letting us have sex and not realizing what it’d meant, but he’d thought this was us making progress. 
 
    To me, it had been… I still wasn’t sure. I simply knew I loved him and that love was killing both of us. It had to stop. 
 
    “No, it means we should be together,” he choked out. 
 
    I winced, realizing I had been projecting what I’d felt and been thinking. “I can’t, Julian.” 
 
    “It was all real, love,” he pushed. “You talked to me. You shared everything with me again. We were…” He trailed off when I looked away. “Can you please, please, take today and think over what happened now that you know it was real? Please?” 
 
    I nodded. I could do that. I owed him that much. 
 
    Though I wasn’t sure how I felt guilty when he should have made extra sure I knew it wasn’t a dream. 
 
    “You’re right, I should have,” he agreed. “You said something that first morning that teased me and I winked at you. I thought that was our understanding. I thought we—I would never have tricked you. I would never want—” 
 
    “I know. I know that,” I whispered. For all of his faults, Craftsman would never try underhanded anything to trap a woman or control her. 
 
    Not after his family had spent his whole life trying to do that to him. 
 
    He moved his forehead to mine as his magic started scaling back. “It was real and we were happy. I could make you happy like that for real again. I love you so, so much, Tamsin. I know I messed up so much, but I’m ready this time. I’m ready for my feelings for you too and be the man you deserve. I swear it. Give me the chance, and I swear to you that you won’t regret it.” 
 
    I sniffled loudly and kissed his cheek before taking down my barrier and pushing to stand. I would have gone right back down if he hadn’t caught me.  
 
    The look he gave me let me know he understood where my mind had gone. 
 
    Why weren’t you there to catch me before? How can you say you love me when you let me fall and get hurt? 
 
    I muttered a thank you and pulled away. I headed inside and ignored everyone, going right for the stairs and the portal to Faerie. I wasn’t sure it would help me at the moment, but I needed away from everyone else and it was safe at least. 
 
    Figuratively speaking. I didn’t think the planet had it out for me. It was simply selfish in that it would put itself and the survival of the millions of fairies trapped there before my safety. I couldn’t blame it for that. 
 
    I just wouldn’t trust it until everything was stable. Maybe not even after that. 
 
    Yeah, fine, I was one of the most distrusting people ever. I had reason to be. 
 
    I walked out towards the darkness, going behind the portal where it wasn’t as far to go. We all agreed it was better to leave an area close in case we needed it as a reference or to study it. 
 
    Or simply as a reminder as to what had happened and we were undertaking. What we were trying to overcome. At least, that was part of it for me.  
 
    I plopped down near the boundary, feeling like I was about to fall over the edge into the abyss, into the darkness I couldn’t get back out of. It had all been real. Everything I’d done and said. Everything I’d let him do to me… And it had all been wonderful. 
 
    And I could have it if I could just let him back in. 
 
    But I didn’t have it in me. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t. I couldn’t open my heart to him again.  
 
    And that broke my heart all over again. I broke down crying, sobbing that I’d lost the love I’d always wanted and didn’t know how to get it back. It wasn’t even about pride or I was disappointed in myself for still loving him. 
 
    I was too broken to know how to move on and try again. I didn’t have the emotional depth or capacity to give another chance like this and I’d always known that.  
 
    My magic might not have been stunted from my time with the humans, but my emotional growth and capacity to love certainly had been. 
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    I flinched when my large metal water bottle touched the back of my hand. I quickly mopped up my face and glanced over in time to see Hudson plop down next to me. 
 
    “Hydrate,” he chuffed, River riding him hard. The dragon hated to see me upset. “It’s some juice infusion from fae fruits and fae tea—which I didn’t know was a thing.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” I muttered, taking it from him. 
 
    “Apparently, Neldor gets bitchy without his damn tea and they managed to clear one of the areas where it grows closest to what was already open,” Darby explained as he sat down in front of me. “He has been nicer the past week.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to blast the dark prince but sighed, realizing it was him who let them in to see me. Lucca sat down on my right, so all three of them had dropped everything and come when I was losing it. 
 
    Which was super sweet. Two weren’t staying with me and busy. 
 
    I sighed. “I can’t even give him shit about this one. I would have done the same if I’d known it was a thing. We aren’t from your world. Our stuff, it’s like… I can’t even describe it to you what it’s like to have our food.” I thought about it a moment as I also accepted several bags of fast food breakfast. “It’s like this. When you have such a craving for whichever place and you go just stuff yourself with it.” 
 
    “You feel that every time you have fae food?” Lucca asked, not hiding how crazy that sounded. 
 
    I nodded. “It’s that satisfying. The juice is better than refreshing water. The produce more than it is for you guys, and you guys say it’s so magical for you to.” 
 
    “It is,” they all agreed, Hudson added a grumble to eat. 
 
    Pushy dragon. It made me smile though and dig in. I tried the tea and groaned, like groaned. “Shit, I’ll be cranky if I’m denied that now that I’ve tried it.” 
 
    “He said it’s not caffeine like we think of it,” Darby muttered. “But it has like, fae caffeine?” 
 
    I snickered. “I have no idea. I’m shocked he was so talkative with you guys about any of our stuff since he’s so tight lipped.” 
 
    They shared a look as I stuffed my face, Lucca clearing his throat and fielding whatever was going on. “They were worried you were going to walk into the darkness. All the fairies were. They said what they were sensing off of you wasn’t normal for a fairy and… They begged we go after you and help you as your mates.” 
 
    I swallowed my bite loudly. “I’m not a normal fairy, am I?” 
 
    “No, you’re meant to lead and be—” Lucca agreed. 
 
    But Hudson cut him off. “That’s not what she meant.” He sighed when I nodded. “I’m not a normal dragon royal, my princess. I wasn’t raised how they were and I get being… Different. You think you’re emotionally stunted compared to—you’re not. I feel the same all the time.” He snorted when I shot him a look that he was crazy. “I think the same about you. Different is just different. It’s not worse.” 
 
    “In this, it is,” I rasped.  
 
    “Will you tell us what happened?” Darby asked gently. “We get it was a mistake. Craftsman is—he’s not the type to trick you like that.” 
 
    “No, no he’s not.” I took a bite larger than was polite. “I don’t think I can without crying.” 
 
    “Then cry,” Hudson huffed. “Just don’t choke as you eat and I’m going to hug you. Get it out. You can’t keep holding it all in alone. You have to be able to talk to someone about all of this.” 
 
    Like I used to with Mel. My lower lip quivered. “I miss her.” 
 
    “We know,” they said together again. 
 
    “She was the one person you never thought would bail,” Darby whispered as he rubbed my knee. “The idea of letting someone back in when that has happened, and we were both such duffers, is valid, agra. You’re not broken. You just can’t keep this in anymore. Even if we’re still rocky, let us help you.” 
 
    That was all it took. The flood gates opened and I confessed it all while I stuffed my face. I wasn’t sure it made sense all the time as I rambled on, talking with my mouthful and doing everything so attractive like that, but they diligently listened. Lucca rubbed my back while Darby ran his hands over my legs and Hudson kept kissing my hair. 
 
    “Can I be honest?” Hudson asked when I was all done. He sighed when I nodded, my body tense and waiting for him to tell me I was stupid. “I wouldn’t have figured it out either but I think subconsciously, you did. You knew someone could mess with your dreams, and you’ve said multiple times this is a world with magic and to not believe what you see.” 
 
    “We’re not picking on you, agra,” Darby said quietly. “You’re exhausted and have so much on your shoulders. But I agree. I think you knew somewhere in your mind it wasn’t just dreams, and it was your way to try and make up with him.” 
 
    I could almost accept that except… “Then why did I text White to make it stop?” 
 
    Lucca snorted. “I’m conflicted about how I feel about Craftsman and I wasn’t in love with him. I hate how he treated you but I understand it. Maybe better than any of you can. He comes from a controlling and messed up family. Yup, check. He doesn’t want to be like them, and it would spiral me out if I thought I was. Yup, check. I wasn’t ready to find my mate at my age. Yup, check. The list is…” 
 
    “Yeah, but you weren’t already with her,” Darby sighed. 
 
    “No, but I was trying and honestly, I could have fucked it up just as badly. Maybe.” He leaned in and kissed my cheek. “You see Craftsman as a real adult because he’s got his doctorate and a teacher, but he’s only a bit older than us. He’s not even Mel’s age. Even for humans, he’s considered a twit kid still, basically. For us who live so much longer, he is a twit kid to most.” 
 
    That was true and fair. I did judge him harsher because I saw him as a real adult. “I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “Give him another chance,” Hudson whispered, the other two nodding, which shocked the shit out of me.  
 
    Something I didn’t hide well and amused them. 
 
    “You love him so much, agra,” Darby murmured. “You do. We—you are not weak for still loving him. It’s real. You lost him. Why does that matter that it was a breakup and not death? It’s all grief. The difference here is you can have him back.” 
 
    “He’ll leave me again,” I choked out. 
 
    Lucca snorted. “That’s your pain talking because that man will not leave you. He will not make the same mistakes. Different ones? Oh yeah, we all will, but Julian Craftsman will not risk losing you again when it’s destroyed his soul and risked his one chance at happiness.” 
 
    Wow. Just wow.  
 
    “I can’t let him back in.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but you were happier, agra,” Darby whispered. “You have been for the past few weeks and we thought…” 
 
    “It was you making up with us,” Lucca grumbled. 
 
    “That’s helped,” I defended. 
 
    “And me,” Hudson added. 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s not mutually exclusive.” 
 
    “That’s fair, but it’s been noticeable,” Hudson pushed. “We thought it was getting real help from these new fairies.” 
 
    “Again, that’s not wrong.” 
 
    “Yeah, but part of it was Craftsman being back in your life. You were—the dark clouds around you were less. That makes more sense now.” 
 
    I sighed after a few moments of eating. “I can’t disagree with that since I can’t be objective. Yes, I’ve been enjoying the dreams, but because I thought they were dreams. I thought I could have… I gave myself this break to be selfish, and then I’d move on.” 
 
    Lucca squeezed my shoulder. “What we’re trying to say is that you don’t have to choose, kitten. Tell him what you’ve told us and you can have him too.” 
 
    “But it can’t work.” 
 
    “Maybe not. We think it will, and it’s worth the risk because you’re drowning without the part of yourself you gave to him. We think it will work out but if it doesn’t, we’ll still be here to help you this time.” 
 
    “Will you? Will you really?” I whispered, not having as much faith in them as I should either.  
 
    Or maybe they did deserve it.  
 
    “Has being there when you needed me been one of my faults?” Hudson asked when the others didn’t seem to know what to say. 
 
    No. I didn’t even need a moment to debate that. He was there after what had happened with Mason. He was there so many times when I needed to talk or a shoulder, the support of someone. He messed up in other ways but giving me strength—lending me his—was something Hudson always did. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can do this.” 
 
    “You don’t have to know,” Hudson comforted. “You only have to admit you love him and you want him in your life. You want him back and the rest you let him fix like I have.” 
 
    I blinked at him. Could it really be that simple?  
 
    No, because I fully expected Craftsman to realize I wasn’t worth the fight or what he wanted and walk away again. In other words, I was about to do something completely stupid and maybe overly selfish given there were millions of people counting on me to have my head on straight. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    We sat in silence as I kept eating, chilling a bit when I was finally done.  
 
    Then we headed back.  
 
    I paused at the portal, reaching my hand out to it but not activating it yet. “None of you will think any less of me for giving him a chance? I’m not a doormat for even trying to take him back?” 
 
    “No, because he’s done a lot, been there for a lot that you’ve missed when  you’re in so much pain,” Darby immediately said. “You also didn’t see how much pain he was in struggling with his own demons and then when you said you were done. He tried to get you back, but everyone closed in around you. You closed yourself in like with a barrier. I tried too. You shut down and missed it.” 
 
    I nodded I heard him, several others having said the exact same to me before, and activated the portal. We went through and headed upstairs. I apologized to Izzy for messing up her hard work but she waved it off, saying others were more than willing to fill in and help her out. It wasn’t a bad idea to do that with the fairies now and again anyways. 
 
    They would need some fun to help them get over what they’d been through as well. 
 
    Craftsman wasn’t in the kitchen though, when everyone else was, clearly trying to see if I was okay without bothering me with questions. Was he trying to give me space? Did he change his mind? Had he reached his limit of my jerking him around? 
 
    If that was what I’d been doing even. 
 
    “Dr. Craftsman took a bottle of scotch from the assortment you keep in your study for the guards and went off on his own,” Irma told me gently. “I believe the library but I’m not sure. He’s still here though.” She gave me a soft smile when I stared at her. “Go after him, child. He’s convinced he won’t like your answer.” 
 
    Oh. Oh. Well… I wasn’t sure he would still but I would be dying not knowing, so no matter how spun out I was, it was time to talk to him. 
 
    I asked for a refill on the juice-tea infusion and headed out to possibly make a huge mistake. Hopefully not. 
 
    But I wasn’t an optimistic person by nature. 
 
    I tried the library first, not hearing anything and thinking Irma was wrong… Until I heard sniffling and the distinct sound of liquid being displaced when a bottle is flipped upside down. 
 
    Like when people are drinking heavily.  
 
    His hand froze in lowering the bottle and his eyes filled with more tears. “Please don’t. Please don’t say it, love. I can’t. I can’t lose you again and know I did it all to us. I can’t.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly, hating I couldn’t say what he wanted, but also unable to say what I’d come there to… Not that I was really sure what that was. Something. Some way to try and articulate what I was feeling.  
 
    After several moments of simply staring at each other, I saw his phone sticking out of his pocket and came to a decision. I moved over to him and squatted down, taking out his phone. I tapped in the unlock code and several more times until I found what I wanted. 
 
    OneRepublic’s “Let’s Hurt Tonight” came on and filled the quiet library. Never did the song touch my soul more than in that moment when the gorgeous voice sang about fighting together for what they had, not leaving until they were an us again. Tears spilled out of my already puffy eyes as I stared at him, seeing he was just as affected.  
 
    There was only one thing I could think to say when the song was over. “If you ever leave me again, there will be no third chance, no third strike for you to have with me.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and swallowed loudly before setting down the bottle and looking at me again. “Am I completely sauced already or did I hear you wrong? You walked in with so much sadness and grief in your aura that—how can you agree to try again when you’re so sad about it?” 
 
    It wasn’t the time for lies, my words coming out choked. “I don’t know how to let you back in, Julian. I want to try because I love and miss you, but I—you will leave me again. I won’t be what you want and you’ll leave. I get it’s my past and pain making me more sure of that than maybe what you’ve done. Or because of that, I can’t see how hard you’ve tried to make it up to me, but I’m certain you will.” 
 
    “Then why try?”  
 
    I gave him a look not to be silly this time. Those dreams being real had made all the difference. We’d been us again and shared… Everything. I’d gotten a glimpse at what we could have, only thinking it was a dream and it hadn’t been. 
 
    What sane person would walk away from that chance?  
 
    “Are you sure?” he whispered. 
 
    Again, I couldn’t lie. “No.” I slid the phone back in his pocket and knelt down, sitting back on my feet, staring at my water bottle. I didn’t know what else to say. I knew what I felt, but I couldn’t put it into words. 
 
    I really and truly was broken. 
 
    “I’m going to be a selfish git and accept before you risk changing your mind.” He drew in a slow breath and moved his hand to my knee. “I love you, Tamsin.” 
 
    “I want to believe you, but I think I’m broken, Julian.” I closed my eyes against the tears I couldn’t seem to stop no matter how much I wanted to be strong. “I don’t blame you for leaving me. I understand it. I’m not… There are parts of me missing that other women have. I’ve always known that. I’m different, and I wouldn’t have stayed either.” 
 
    “Stop it,” he choked out, grabbing my arms and shaking me until I looked at him. “You are not broken. You think you are emotionally stunted and different in a bad way, like something is wrong with you, but there’s not. You are wonderful. You are different, love. You are better than all of us. You are not emotionally stunted. You feel more than us. You feel more than any of us. That takes a toll on you.” 
 
    It did. I knew that. Just as seeing injustice and not being able to fix it injured me in ways I couldn’t put into words. “I don’t know how to do this.” 
 
    “You don’t have to,” he rasped. “All you have to say is you want to try. The rest is on me to fix. I broke us. I will do my best to fix this if you let me. That’s the permission I need.” 
 
    I gave a watery chuckle. “Oh, you’ve been waiting for my permission?” 
 
    “No, because I’m a selfish git—as previously stated—who needs you too much. Please give it though. Please give it. Take me back, Tamsin.” He let out a choked sob and lowered his forehead to my shoulder. “Please take me back, love.” 
 
    “Okay,” I breathed. 
 
    He pulled me onto his lap and hugged me with all he had. I soaked up his determination and certainty. He was completely sure we would work and make it this time.  
 
    And I didn’t think he was lying to himself. It wasn’t him blowing smoke or having more faith in himself. Or us. He was simply certain. 
 
    I was not, but maybe I wasn’t as certain we would fail. Maybe? 
 
    “Thank you, love,” he rasped as he kissed my temple and rubbed my back. “I won’t let you regret it, I promise.” 
 
    I nodded as he kept whispering sweet things and promises to me. I wasn’t sure what else to do.  
 
    I did know what to do when he tried to kiss me. “Slowly.” 
 
    “Right, you thought the dream was…” He let out a slow breath. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I know, but I don’t regret them,” I admitted. 
 
    “I’m glad.” There was an awkward pause and he cleared his throat. “We also need to talk about something else difficult.” He gave me a worried look when I glanced up at him. “You broke the mistress charm.” 
 
    And now we were back together. Fuck.  
 
    It wasn’t as if we were going to jump right back into doing dirty things all over his lecture hall—far from it. But our auras had gotten us busted more than once. If his wasn’t full of so much grief and upset, it would get us caught.  
 
    Or him in serious trouble for having such strong feelings for a student. It wasn’t against the rules, but someone would bust him and start shit because they could. Because it involved me. 
 
    Probably that would be the culprit. 
 
    The problem was we had to have sex to activate a new charm. 
 
    “Okay,” I breathed, not sure what else to do. The last thing we needed was more trouble. 
 
    “We can go back to slow after,” he murmured. “I understand you weren’t ready for everything in the dreamscape.” He sighed when I flinched. “I didn’t mean that. I meant naked snuggles in bed or any of it. I knew that without even knowing you thought it a normal dream. It’s easier there. It was for me too. You’re still asleep.” 
 
    I considered what he’d said and nodded. “Yeah, it was easier. Calmer. Not so much of everything conflicting. It was like how River or Lucca’s bear thinks and feels as opposed to Hudson or Lucca.” 
 
    “I never thought of it that way. I don’t… I’m not a shifter or dragon. It’s not something I can comprehend well.” 
 
    I snorted. “My telepathy was the only way I didn’t completely lose my mind trying to understand it all. I could hear the thoughts and get it better then.” I cleared my throat and gave him a tentative glance. “Before break ends. We’ve got a week still.” 
 
    “If that’s what you want.” He kissed my forehead and didn’t push it. 
 
    He also didn’t let me go for a while. At least a half an hour, he held me on his lap and we snuggled without saying a word. It meant something. There was meaning to it, I was sure of that, but I had no idea what. 
 
    I rarely did. 
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    The Friday before school started again and I needed to return to campus, we decided it was time to unfreeze more fairies. Everyone else was already back at campus—even Izzy—and had brought my stuff, but I was more than safe with all the fairies now staying at my house.  
 
    My magic was doing that weird spidey sense thing and had been for a few days. I didn’t think it had to do with the plan, but some sort of warning. Something was up and it was trying to let me know. 
 
    Why the fuck couldn’t it just send me a damn text? 
 
    It got worse about an hour before we were to start and for some reason, I knew to head to sitting room in the other wing. I didn’t worry that was creepy or question it, simply throwing up my barrier and cloaking myself from everyone before heading that way. 
 
    And was I ever glad I did. 
 
    “You’re not hearing me,” Neldor sighed as I slipped into the room since the door was ajar. “This won’t work if we’re not a united front. She’s an idiot to unfreeze more dark fairies, but we have to use that to our advantage.” 
 
    “It’s fair and so is she,” Cluym defended. “As fairies, we praise fairness, not criticize it.” 
 
    Neldor shot Cluym an amused look. “Only when it’s not being stupid. It’s putting her at a disadvantage for the power struggle we’re in.” 
 
    “You’re in, Neldor. She’s not playing this game with you. You’re the only one focused on the struggle between the thrones of the two realms. Her priorities are on saving all fairies and our planet.” He sighed. “And honestly, I’m disappointed that’s where your focus is.” 
 
    Neldor stopped in his tracks and gave Cluym an unfriendly but mostly confused look. “What?” 
 
    “We’re in crisis. Serious crisis. All our focus should only be there and yours is not.” He held up his hand when Neldor went to argue. “There is looking ahead and planning properly and there is what you are doing. It will take years before we can recover all our people and have some sort of life like we once had.” 
 
    “I know that,” Neldor snapped.  
 
    “Do you? Do you really?” Cluym pushed. “I think you are forgetting that, skipping thoughts of the recovery because of guilt. But the guilt is not yours, Neldor. Your mother did this, and we did all we could to try and stop her. If you continue on this path, the guilt of things going wrong when they didn’t have to will be yours.” 
 
    “I’m seeing the ripples and how it will shape the reformation of our world in the wake of all that happened. If Tamsin keeps being at the center and the one to handle all the droplets, all the ripples will be hers, and that will be a mistake for us.” 
 
    Cluym didn’t answer for several moments. “For you, maybe.” 
 
    “Excuse me.” 
 
    “You are forgetting something important here.” 
 
    “Oh? I am? Enlighten me please.” 
 
    “I switched sides as you did. We swore our allegiance to the light.” 
 
    Neldor frowned at him. “Of course I know that. We sided with Queen Meira as was the right move because—” 
 
    “And her daughter,” Cluym growled, stopping Neldor in his tracks. “I swore my allegiance to the side of the light, Neldor. Many of us did to try and stop the war. Yes, I, at that time, agreed with your mating the heir of the light realm and combining the realms, a king maybe what we needed. Things are different but my allegiance is not. I am on the side of the light. I am on the side of Queen Meira’s daughter.” 
 
    “No, that’s—” 
 
    “And so are you. You are supposed to be, by your oath,” Cluym cut in. He sighed when steam practically came out of Neldor’s ears. “You swore it. Do with that as you will, but people know you did.” 
 
    Neldor deflated as he seemed to realize something. “It’s why you stopped referring to me with certain titles since you came back.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cluym confirmed. “I’m not a subject of the dark realm anymore, but the light. And with all due respect, you are not the dark realm heir. Even though you are the only royal still alive, you cannot be the heir.” 
 
    “I know that,” Neldor snapped.  
 
    “Do you?” he challenged. “Because you seemed to think I would address you as ‘Your Highness,’ as we do heirs instead of ‘Your Grace,’ as I would any other royal or commoners do nobles.” 
 
    It was Neldor’s turn to be quiet for a bit. “I don’t know what I expected, Cluym. I wished I could turn back the clock and this not be our future. I’m not so shallow I was focusing on the titles. I think I was shocked you didn’t immediately refer to me as your prince, but it was an afterthought of everything else we face.” 
 
    “I am glad to hear that because I haven’t been happy with your focus,” Cluym said gently. “And I’m sorry, I won’t side with you on this. I won’t push for her to honor the betrothal. I don’t think it’s what’s best anymore.” 
 
    “How can you say that? She knows nothing about our people, our world, and needs—” 
 
    “You don’t even respect her, Neldor,” he whispered sadly. “I’m ashamed at how I’ve seen you treat her, and I believe the others that you’ve been curbing it now that we’re here. But I don’t think she needs anything. I think she is exactly what we need.” 
 
    “You are mad,” Neldor scoffed. 
 
    “No, you are blinded with fear and guilt at what your mother did. She is what we need. Please just listen to me, Neldor.” 
 
    “Fine, enlighten me.” 
 
    “She doesn’t see me as a dark fairy.” 
 
    “That’s it? That’s your argument? That’s she’s ignorant and—” 
 
    “It’s not ignorance,” Cluym snapped. “She knows I’m one. She’s not daft. You take all of her different opinions as her being stupid. It’s not. She’s highly intelligent. She simply doesn’t agree with you. But hear me on this because this will touch all fairies as it has touched me. She does not see me as a dark fairy. I am simply a fairy to her. I am like her and that’s all that matters. I’m a person.” 
 
    “Yes, she’s a bleeding heart, according to all the supes and—” 
 
    “Kind! We need that to heal. No more wars, Neldor. Wasn’t that the dream? That was the goal and it was her first push. She stepped up and did what no queen has for over a thousand years and demanded champion warfare.” 
 
    “Only because she’s stronger than me,” Neldor argued. 
 
    “She wouldn’t have agreed to curb her power then. We need her, and I cannot push for the betrothal when I do not think it in the best interest of our people or what Queen Meira even truly wanted it!” He cursed several times and winced as rage about poured out of Neldor. 
 
    “What madness do you speak of?” Neldor demanded, his tone cold and deadly. 
 
    Cluym swallowed loudly, fear filling his eyes. “Queen Meira had visions. We all know this. She saw much. It was why she smuggled Princess Tamsin out of Faerie. She thought ahead to get the one person out of Faerie who could save us all because of the counterspell Queen Meira would place against your mother’s magic. She knew this future was a possibility.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you, I know that as well. I spoke with Meira about the plan to get Tamsin to your mate. He was a wise choice, but everything went to hell from there it seems.” 
 
    Cluym sighed, looking ready to pull out his hair, but what he was alluding to hit me like a ton of bricks. I couldn’t even contain my hope. 
 
    I didn’t even care that I would out myself as having eavesdropped, taking down my barrier and showing myself to both of them. “You think she never planned for us to truly mate but to have Neldor switch sides, swearing allegiance to the light—which you said transfers to me—so he didn’t try to take over the instant I started unfreezing people. She had no idea what age I could get back in and do it.” 
 
    Cluym’s gaze stayed on Neldor as he answered me. “Yes. Yes, that’s what I believe, and I’ve told my mate the same. I think Queen Meira proposed the idea to try and bring peace to the realms as her visions were never certain. But if things went the worst path then there was protection for you should she die when she saved us all. She was wise like that, and my heart tells me this truth.” 
 
    “You can’t know that,” Neldor hissed. 
 
    “You’re right; I can’t,” Cluym agreed, before meeting my gaze. “But we can’t know I’m wrong either, and it kills me that you have the impression of your mother that you do. She would never have sold you. Queen Meira was maybe one of the kindest, most selfless women I have ever met. She was beloved. She proposed an idea, but would never have forced you.” 
 
    “She still promised—” Neldor argued. 
 
    “You are being as evil as your mother became by pushing this,” Cluym snapped. “You know Meira would never have promised this for Tamsin. You know this. She would not have sold her beloved daughter. She made the promise of hope of an alliance. She could not make the promise for her child. It is against our ways. We do not believe in forcing matings.” 
 
    “She still signed her name on the line for something that wasn’t hers to give,” I whispered, trying to swallow the idea that things weren’t as bad as I’d first thought. I didn’t have it in me to hope though after everything had been pulled out from under me once.  
 
    We’d never know for sure, after all. Was there any point in even speculating? Fine, it was great to know that Neldor had actually sworn his alliance to the light, meaning it was to me, but I didn’t put much stock in any of that. I couldn’t even accept I was the heir. 
 
    “No, please, you have to understand what I’m saying and stop listening to his poisoning of you against your mother,” Cluym begged me as he moved closer. “He has an agenda in this, and I wish to be fair.” He waited until I nodded. “It is against our ways, unlike supes. We do not push for alliance matings or selling off our children like you have seen with the elite children at Artemis.” 
 
    “He is right,” Neldor sighed. “And I tried to explain some of this, but she would not even listen to me.” He shrugged when I shot him a nasty look. “I didn’t say it was unfair. You should listen to those more knowledgeable than you though.” 
 
    “I do. The ones I can trust,” I sneered. I gestured between them when he tried to object. “My magic was warning me something big was going on here. That’s how I walked in on this. You were pulling shit again, Neldor. I’m not an idiot for unfreezing dark fairies next. Of course I know you’re going to try to sway them to your cause. I don’t care.” 
 
    “What?” he whispered. 
 
    Cluym chuckled at his shock. “You truly need to start listening to her. Even I know this, and I’ve known her only a short time. Every fairy and fair folk in Faerie could want her to mate you to join the realms and she would not cave if she didn’t think it best for our world.” 
 
    I shrugged at Neldor’s gobsmacked expression. “Even then. I’m not for sale. There is always another way. If we’re smart, there is always a better way than the one in front of us, but time might limit us. So try and sway all the fairies you want to your side. The only thing it will make me do is walk away from all of you.” I shrugged again. “I’ve lived just fine without you all these years. I would again.” 
 
    Cluym swallowed loudly, believing me whereas Neldor didn’t. 
 
    Which was stupid since I’d already showed him I was a woman of my word. 
 
    “For fairies, it’s different,” Cluym explained, bringing my focus back to what he was trying to say. “It’s a blessing on an idea. It’s meant to bring… Well, this time peace but normally, it’s prosperity on houses or businesses that joining bloodlines can happen in the future. But lots of times they never do, and that’s fine. There is never bad blood if the children’s hearts take them to another.” 
 
    “You are not wrong, but you speak on matters you should not,” Iolas said from behind me, all three of us jumping like we were caught doing something wrong. Mostly, it was his super pissed tone that even I shivered from. “Her father should be the one telling her all of this when we find him.” 
 
    “With all due respect to you and him, but she is struggling with this misconception of her mother,” Cluym argued. “My mate has mentioned several times that it has broken her soul to learn that her family sold her after all she has struggled through. We don’t know where her father is—I don’t even know who he is, nor does she. But she trusts my mate.” 
 
    “He’s right,” I cut in before there was a fight. “And I should know if there is some disparity in what I believe before we awaken more. Hell, I need a full download on our fucking culture. I know no one seems to give a shit that I wasn’t raised as a damn fairy and have barely any knowledge of our people, but it—” 
 
    “That is not true,” Neldor whispered, his face filled with horror. I did a double take at seeing that expression and grief in his eyes. “We are all devastated you did not grow up as you should have. Cluym is not wrong that there may be benefits and opinions we need with your being raised as an outsider, but—” 
 
    “But it injured your soul as a fairy,” Cluym rasped. “We all see it, Princess. You suffered so much, so young. And you did it so you could save us instead of us protecting you as we should. But you hold us no ill will for that. It’s amazing. We all grieve the childhood you should have had in Faerie—the childhood we were all blessed to have. All fairies will.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Iolas agreed. “And he’s right that your mother would never have pushed you to mate Prince Neldor. To fairies, a parent setting up a betrothal is a blessing on a path. It’s different than what you’re used to. We thought you understood that.” 
 
    I opened my mouth but then closed it, shaking my head. How would I know that? And that made no sense as to a difference. It really didn’t. People couldn’t actually force their kids to mate or marry, human nor supe. It was a blessing on a path and pressure to do what they wanted.  
 
    So what they fuck were they even trying to convince me of? Something I couldn’t comprehend since I wasn’t like them and wasn’t a real fairy basically? 
 
    Hey, thanks. 
 
    “We’re wasting time and energy on this. We have fairies to help get their lives back and our people moving forward so we’re all safe.” I shot Neldor a warning look. “Cluym made it clear he’s mine or whatever I don’t get. Don’t start shit with him over it. He’s Geiger’s mate who’s my friend, so I would go to the mat for him anyways. I don’t give a fuck you’re the prince of anything. Don’t forget that.” 
 
    I walked out of there shaking my head. I wasn’t going to speculate over what a woman I didn’t really even know had been thinking or plotting when she was gone and couldn’t answer for herself… Especially when I was pretty sure there was no mistake that I was lost in the human system, but that was her plan all along. 
 
    And all I suffered was just a byproduct of her Machiavellian fucking plans to be so selfless for her people. Yeah, it wasn’t all that selfless when she involved more than herself. 
 
    Instead, I focused where I should have and brought back five fairies from the darkness. I threw Neldor in another barrier, noting he wasn’t furious this time, but was annoyed like he simply expected it. 
 
    Kind of like I expected him to say and do a lot when I was at school keeping up public appearances. I didn’t really care. I focused on the five fairies and everything we’d been working on. 
 
    And Cluym was right… It didn’t matter one bit to me that they were dark fairies.  
 
    We were all just fucking people and we all needed to remember that more often. 
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    When I arrived at school tired and drained, I was eternally grateful that Izzy had handled getting my books and even unpacking my room. She simply gave me a hug and told me she was proud of me. It might have seemed silly but it meant a lot. I think she saw something in my aura I needed to talk about. 
 
    So I did. I told her what they’d tried to tell me about my mother. 
 
    “Why don’t—you stopped telling me stuff, Tams,” she rasped. “Do you think I’ll bail like Mel?” 
 
    “No, it never crossed my mind,” I promised, giving a guilty look at her covered wrist. The one that had the magical tat that locked her mind with my secrets. “I hate to hurt you when I update that thing. It hurts you, Izzy.” 
 
    “You idiot,” she sighed and then shocked the shit out of me by smacking me several times. “You’ve been hurting me by not talking to me anymore. I thought I’ve been… We can’t not talk. We’re family now. You promised we were. You’re all I have now too, Tams. I don’t care if they call you as theirs. I did first. I called you like shotgun and licked you like the cookies I want later.” 
 
    I couldn’t even hide my shock at her outburst. The second I recovered, I pulled her in my arms, hugging her as she broke down crying. “We’re family, Izzy. I don’t care what they say I am. You can be my witchy advisor or—we’ll figure out something. We ride or die in this family. That doesn’t change because—it’s not fucking changing, just like they’re not getting me to stop cussing.” 
 
    She laughed even as she cried. Yeah, there was no chance of that and the fairies kept being shocked at my potty mouth. 
 
    They could fucking stuff it. They were just words, and people took it all way too seriously sometimes.  
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t think to ask you how you’re doing with this,” I whispered, disappointed in myself. 
 
    “You’ve been drowning, Tams,” she forgave. “I didn’t mean to let it all out like that. I—things have been scary for me too.” 
 
    “No, we should check in more. I just…” There was no good way to say I hurt so much that I hadn’t been able to see or worry about anyone else really.  
 
    She leaned away and tucked my hair behind my ear. “You’re just like every other fairy, Tams.” She shook her head when I went to argue. “You were locked in the darkness too. It might not have been the same stuff they were, but you were too. Just think about what I’m saying, okay? Give yourself a break and hear one of us that you’re a superhero to us.” 
 
    “I’m not. I’m not enough for what they all need.” 
 
    “You’re more than what all of us deserve.” She leaned in and kissed my forehead. “You were stuck in the darkness, but refused to be trapped in it like they all were. You were too strong to be trapped in it. You fought not only what you were stuck in, but to free all of us who were too. If that doesn’t make you a super, super-sized hero, then there’s no such thing.” 
 
    “Thanks, Izzy,” I whispered, touched beyond words because I knew she meant it. 
 
    “That’s what I’m here for.” She rolled up her sleeve and offered me her wrist. “Update me and there’s a message for you on your bed that you need to handle. You got this.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking she meant the strength to do something that hurt her, but she meant the message. It was from Craftsman saying he got an aura muting charm from Calloway that she charged to my account because I would kick her if I let him pay for something so expensive. So he was warning me about that. 
 
    And delicately letting me know we didn’t have to use the mistress charm. Except an aura muting charm would still get him busted as there were people who watched him. People would notice him suddenly wearing one and would want to know why.  
 
    Which would lead to problems. Fuck. 
 
    Which meant it was time to go have sex with my teacher, and the man who was now my lover again, and I was sure would destroy me. Again. 
 
    Maybe Izzy wasn’t wrong about that darkness.  
 
    I stared at the note for several moments and pulled out my phone, my heart hurting when I realized I didn’t even know where his campus apartment was. Did that make me a bad lover or him? 
 
    Or was I fixating on stupid stuff when he had a room at my house he’d called home and didn’t care about his place on campus? Yeah, probably that. 
 
      
 
    Tamsin: Got your note. Don’t think that’s smart. Can I come over with Portal Chow or something? 
 
    Craftsman: You’re always welcome here and I can cook for you, love. I think the other matter will be fine until we’re ready. There’s no rush or danger that people would immediately notice. 
 
    That wasn’t true since some people could sense the magic of charms just like I could when people wore telepathy blocking charms. 
 
    Tamsin: It’s fine. I’m in the mood for Chinese if you’re game? 
 
    Craftsman: Always. You know which is mine? 
 
    Tamsin: No, and I need to shower. Could you pick up the food and I’ll portal to you once you’re back in your apartment? Is that okay? 
 
    Craftsman: Of course. Whatever you want. 
 
      
 
    I frowned at my phone. That didn’t sound fair. It sounded off. Did he think I’d change my mind if he didn’t agree to Chinese or wouldn’t pick up Portal Chow? I sighed, my brain unable to figure out the minds of men. I quickly sent back a message thanking him and hurrying to order. I forwarded the details—careful not to order all I wanted so he didn’t carry a ton from the student union—and got in the shower. 
 
    And almost broke down crying as I showered for sex I wasn’t ready for. I mean, I wanted Julian. I’d always wanted him. I simply wasn’t emotionally ready to go back there with him. 
 
    I couldn’t have uncomplicated sex with the man I was so deeply in love with and had broken me like he had. Call me crazy, but I wasn’t a robot. 
 
    Somehow I managed to keep it together, wondering how much this would scar me or set us back from moving forward, and finished getting ready. I kept my clothes and makeup casual. I dried my hair because it was cold out and he deserved better than my showing up like a drowned rat without putting in any effort. 
 
    My phone beeped that he had the food and was back in his apartment right as I finished. I took a few deep breaths and opened a cloaked portal to him, stepping through it and into a small studio apartment like Mel had. I immediately threw up a barrier no one would feel so we were covered and none of the other talented teachers around would hear us or sense me.  
 
    “This isn’t nearly as much food as you probably need,” he grumbled as he set it all out from the delivery box. 
 
    “I didn’t want you to tease me for overeating again,” I joked, looking around and thinking the space was very much like him. It was inviting, but chic and full of books. Everything Craftsman was could be how one described an apartment. 
 
    “I apologized for that,” Craftsman whispered. 
 
    I did a double take when I glanced at him. “You did. Sorry.” I let out a slow breath. “Sorry. I just didn’t want you to drag it across campus when I asked you to pick it up.” 
 
    “You need to recharge after unfreezing others,” he muttered. “We can order more or I can cook for you too.”  
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    He didn’t answer, finishing his task and setting the box on the side of the tiny two-seater. “I’m sorry too. I’m nervous.” 
 
    I nodded, knowing the feeling. “Let’s eat.” 
 
    He grabbed my arm when I moved closer, waiting until I looked at him. “I love feeding you. I adore watching you eat. That was why I thought teasing you about how much you eat was ever acceptable. I never meant to make you feel picked on or all alone. Some of my favorite memories with you are us enjoying food and you eating. I’ve never once thought you eat too much or judged you for it.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Hear me on this because I’m serious,” he begged. “You appreciate every ounce of food the way most never do. You’ve been without food and even after years of being able to eat when you want, you still appreciate it. You watch the artistry of the cooking and appreciate it. You value the people who make it for you. You enjoy the tastes and textures, and it’s happiness come to life in the simpleness of eating.” 
 
    I felt my face flush lava hot. “Thank you.” 
 
    He leaned in and kissed my forehead. “Thank you for giving me the chance to explain. It’s always bothered me I never handled that better and I hurt you about that.” 
 
    Me too. I hated we even had the smallest rift over that topic because I loved our memories eating together or taking baths with ice cream. I was glad to have even the tiniest bit of healing on the topic.  
 
    We sat down and the awkwardness didn’t get better as we ate. We hadn’t talked much when I’d agreed to get back together or since. We had, but not about that. 
 
    And I… Well, not wanted to, but I wanted to be able to. It made sense in my head. 
 
    Then something hit me. “Did you make your abs more toned in the dream? I thought I had and I was shallow.” 
 
    He choked on his lo mein, thumping his chest as his face turned red all the way up to his ears and down his neck. “Um, no, that’s the way they look now. I got it in my head that maybe you’d take me back if I was in better shape. I know you’re not shallow, but I was… I’d lost weight anyways, so I thought I’d get in a better routine to keep up with you.” 
 
    I stuffed my mouth with an egg roll so I didn’t admit how damn sexy that was. He was so confident and stylish, the chic Brit that everyone on campus drooled over that I couldn’t believe he did that to try and tip the scales so I’d take him back. He looked mortified I’d busted him on it, so I decided to be overly honest as well. 
 
    “The reason I wanted to do that in the dream was that evil voice in my mind told me that if I’d done it to you for real, you wouldn’t have forgotten me,” I confessed, feeling pathetic saying it. “That I wouldn’t have been so forgettable to you and maybe you wouldn’t have wanted to spend time with Campbell over me.” 
 
    “You never, not ever have any reason to be jealous any woman—that woman especially,” he whispered. “You weren’t forgettable at all, love. I get tunnel vision. Sometimes I would intentionally jump into a project so I didn’t bug you or be the weird one, and then I would blink and days had passed. I… I’ve always done that. I’m not good with people. I never have been. I’m awkward.” 
 
    He seemed even more embarrassed to admit that. 
 
    I had a different reaction. That wasn’t anything to be embarrassed about. “I wish you had told me some of that sooner.” 
 
    “Me too. You would have understood, but others haven’t and mocked me for it. They always tear the mickey out of me.” He shook his head. “And Campbell… I’m sorry for whatever you heard in her thoughts, but I never sought her out. We had meetings and yes, we talked magic at meals, but I would have talked about that with White or Edelman.” 
 
    I realized I’d been stupid. “She kept inserting herself but in her mind, it seemed as if you only opened up to her, and that was the perspective I saw when you were forgetting about me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, love.” 
 
    I nodded, the hurt not healing, but some of it lessening. It had faded enough that I could start to hear some of this. It might be sad that it took almost a year for that to happen but… Life happened, and mine wasn’t calm or easy. 
 
    “What else is on your mind? Something happened that has your aura all over,” he muttered as he handed me another container. 
 
    I was going to brush it off at first, but then I realized of the four men I was involved with, he might be the one I could talk to about this. He’d lost a parent. Sure he loved his mom and still had her, so Darby might be the better one, but given how messed up his family was and it all centered around their hunting fairies, that seemed a topic to stay away from. Always. 
 
    “How old were you when your dad died?” I asked, hoping I wasn’t pushing or prying too much. I hated when I felt forced to talk about myself, and I never wanted to make others feel that pressure. 
 
    His eyes flashed shock. “Young. Eight.” He studied my aura and understanding filled his eyes. “I was angry too. I hated him for a while. I hated how my mum and I were treated because he wasn’t there to protect us. I blamed him because he hadn’t set things up better to make sure we were taken care of as we should have been. I couldn’t even grieve for him until I was older. I was too angry.” 
 
    “I get that,” I whispered. “I hate her. Them. I don’t care if she was the most wonderful person ever born to everyone else. She sold me, Julian.” To be fair, I told him what had happened and how a betrothal wasn’t the same to fairies as other supes. 
 
    “How is that really any different?” he asked when I was done. 
 
    “Right?” I growled. “It’s still another person dictating on something they shouldn’t. She didn’t have the right to set up anything for my mating. She sold me for peace. I don’t care how noble the reason, how selfless others think her for doing it. She wouldn’t have had to pay the fucking bill. I would’ve! I won’t!” 
 
    “Good. Don’t. You’ll come up with a better way and you already are, love,” he comforted. “There’s more though.” 
 
    “There’s more.” I wasn’t ready to talk about it yet, my theory that my mother didn’t want me to end up with Geiger and how conflicted I was about that. I liked the person I was.  
 
    I simply wished I hadn’t gone through as much pain as I had to get to being me. I knew the journey made me who I was, but… For the love of fuck. Maybe I could have turned out the same with a few more breaks.  
 
    Maybe I’d be less broken.  
 
    “How did you get over the anger? I can’t be distracted right now on so many fronts. Too much is at stake.” 
 
    “You’re right, there is,” he sighed, tapping his chop sticks against the box.  
 
    He was good with them but honestly, I ate too much and too fast where I needed a fork and to shovel it in or all I would do was eat. For real. There were times I used the bigger spoons in my flatware set just to make eating go faster. 
 
    Fine, most times. 
 
    And I brought some from home to use in the cafeteria. Those cute little soup spoons just didn’t cut it. 
 
    I couldn’t really have been the only one who thought that, right? 
 
    “My mum got fed up with my anger and sat me down at our table, two seconds from blowing her lid at me, which I’d never seen her before like that,” he told me, bringing me back to the conversation. “She said my anger was valid but it was misplaced, and my da loved us too much to have been careless with us. But I was too angry to see the truth and it was time to get that out, as it hurt her.” 
 
    “And you are a momma’s boy,” I teased, smiling when he didn’t deny it, opening more cartons for me. 
 
    “She’s a wonderful woman.” 
 
    “She is. I like her a lot.” 
 
    “She adores you.” He shook his head and sat back in his chair. “She beat me with everything in the kitchen when she learned I’d messed us up. Here I don’t tell her because I think she would be disappointed in me for dating a student, no matter how young I am or you’re a year older than the others your grade and much more mature. And she knows and is pissed I lost the best thing that ever happened to me. 
 
    “She barely spoke to me for weeks, only yelling at me. She thought I did something stupid—well, other stupid because I’ve not dated much and I didn’t treat you right as a woman. When she finally calmed down enough to let me tell her, she was… She, White, and Edelman were the only way I survived.” He cleared his throat. “I don’t know how you went through ending things with all of us alone.” 
 
    “I wasn’t. Izzy and Mel were there. Ray and Zack were a huge help. White and Calloway. Even Mrs. Vogel that night everything went down with Darby’s grandpa.” 
 
    “Someday I want to hear about all of that from you.” 
 
    I nodded, not wanting to get into that again. I’d broken down sobbing to him in the dreamscape, begging him to explain to me why he hadn’t loved me enough to come the night I’d been abducted like that. To me, that was bigger than any fight or issue we’d had.  
 
    He didn’t have much of an answer besides he was trapped in darkness, and he’d heard White say there had been a blowup with the Moore family, and Zack and Ray had lost me. He had thought when he wasn’t in the headspace to hear much that they didn’t like me and I’d taken off. He’d thought he was the last person to try and chase after me and he couldn’t even help himself then. 
 
    How could he help me? 
 
    I understood but I didn’t, so it was best to leave it alone and try to forgive him for the mistake. It wasn’t malice or him being a dick, but a bad mistake because he’d been buried in his own shit. 
 
    Who hadn’t been there? 
 
    “But my mum sat me down and gave me my da’s stationary set and told me to write letters to him. I got mad that it was stupid and he wouldn’t see them, and I think that was the first time she was a 100% pissed at me and at her limit. She said, ‘If you don’t think he would find a way to check in on us and see what you’re writing him, then you didn’t ever deserve his love because we were everything to him.’” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “I started crying and writing, blubbering that I was sorry she was mad at me,” he admitted with a chuckle. “I did it because she wanted me to, but then I kept doing it for me. I didn’t show her at first, but once I got past some of the anger, that energy out, I realized I had real questions and issues I wanted to talk about. That was the point she wanted me to reach. 
 
    “Unfortunately, the answers didn’t make things better and scared the shite out of me, but I wasn’t angry at my da anymore. I was angry with the rest of the Craftsman family and the universe for taking my da from us.” He rubbed his hand over his neck when I gave him a confused glance. “My da set up a lot to protect us should he die.  
 
    “That lovely git you’ve met now walked right into the attorney’s office and said he would bury the man if he did any of what my da wanted, and the man’s family right next to him. He cheated and broke so many laws, I lost count. All to fuck my mum and keep me within reach. Even after I gave up my trust to break free, it was only in name, and he laughed later I was an idiot who gave up the money for nothing as he owned us.” 
 
    I snorted. “That’s not being an idiot. Taking the money was allowing yourself to be whored out for what he wanted, how he wanted. You drew a line in the sand that he broke the rules to keep coming at you. You weren’t complicit in any of the games or bullshit the moment you gave back the money.” 
 
    “This is why I love you so much,” he whispered, that love thick in his eyes when I looked at him. It shocked me, and he seemed to comprehend I didn’t understand. “Most wouldn’t see it that way, Tamsin. Most would think I was an idiot for not taking the money if I was going to get fucked anyways. I might as well have gotten the money and comfort instead of scholarships and traps with the previous headmaster.” 
 
    I shrugged. “They were in it together, and their punishment wasn’t enough for all they did. It will be one day.” 
 
    His eyes went wide. “One day?” 
 
    I nodded. “One day.” I shrugged when he tried to push. He wouldn’t have a problem with what I had planned, but there was no reason to talk about it since it wouldn’t be anytime soon. 
 
    But one day, I was taking that man and the whole Craftsman family down for what they had done to Julian alone. That was the one good thing I felt about learning of my lineage. 
 
    I had the power to punish a lot of bad people. Legally.  
 
    And I fucking would. 
 
    With a big, fat, glorious smile. 
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    “Um, can I use your bathroom?” I asked when I was done eating and everything was cleaned up. 
 
    “Of course.” He stopped what he was doing and moved to show me the way. It was sweet, but there weren’t a lot of options of where it could be. 
 
    Then I realized it was to hurry and pick up a few things.  
 
    “I’ve never had a guest here, sorry,” he muttered. 
 
    I bit back a smile, but then something the others had said sank in. “I’ve never seen this side of you. I’ve only seen the adult with his shit completely together. The adult who helped me get my shit together. You’ve never seemed like…” 
 
    “Your age?” he offered. 
 
    “Yes, but I mean… No, not really. I mean, Mel is, but not really. I just—you were in the same category to me, but she’s almost the same age gap as we are. I never really thought about it.” 
 
    “I’m not a real adult.” He snorted. “I wish I had my shit together. I do in runes and in teaching. I tried to for a lot of stuff so you felt at ease in this life, but I’m not a real adult, love.” 
 
    “I hear that’s overrated,” I joked. 
 
    He laughed, but then moved out of the way for me. “Do you want to watch a movie or something?” 
 
    “Oh, um, I was going to freshen up so we could…” 
 
    Sadness filled his eyes, which I wasn’t ready for. “You’re not ready, Tamsin. That’s okay. I got the aura charm.” 
 
    “That will get you in other trouble and cause problems we can’t risk,” I argued. “I’m okay.” 
 
    “I can’t. I can’t do this if you’re not ready.” 
 
    “I am,” I promised, knowing it was on the line of a lie.  
 
    He moved to block me with his arm when I tried to duck in the bathroom and avoid his knowing gaze. “Love, I won’t be able to perform if you’re not wholeheartedly willing. I love you, Tamsin. I can’t be with you when you’re only having sex with me so we can activate a godsdamn charm.” 
 
    For some reason, my brain only processed part of that—of course the bad part—and I blinked up at him. “You don’t want me?” 
 
    “What? No, of course—” 
 
    “Are you saying if I get naked in your bed, you won’t get hard for me?” 
 
    “Of course I will.” He let out a slow breath. “I get a stiffy for you all the fucking time, love. I’m saying I will deflate if you aren’t into it. I can’t push you when you’re not ready.” 
 
    “But you still want me? I mean, I know you wanted to be together again, but physically?” 
 
    “Yes.” He searched my eyes. “Why are you asking that? We had sex at the arena and in all of those dreams. Why would you think I didn’t want you?” 
 
    I didn’t have an answer. I opened my mouth but then closed it. The moment he glanced away from my eyes and to my aura, I ducked under his arm and slid into the bathroom, closing the door behind me.  
 
    Why had I asked all of that?  
 
    I’m spiraling. I’m spinning out and so terrified I made the wrong choice taking him back that I’m freaking out over any little thing. 
 
    Awesome. Seriously, that would be awesome. 
 
    I’m fine. I can do this. I love him. I’m fine. 
 
    I was fine. 
 
    I would be fine. 
 
    I saw his towel hanging on the wall and decided it was better just to get to it. I quickly stripped off my clothes and freshened up—which I didn’t need since I’d come right out of the shower and only eaten since then. Then I used the bathroom and freshened up again. I probably spent fifteen minutes stalling, but then I walked out of his bathroom in nothing but his towel. 
 
    “Bloody fuck, love,” he whispered from the kitchen area. His eyes raked over me, but then he looked up at the ceiling. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but let’s—” 
 
    “Julian, if you seriously reject me right now, I don’t know if I will ever be strong enough to ever get naked for you again,” I blurted, clutching the towel to me. I stared at my feet and fought tears, feeling so fucking stupid and like this whole thing was a mistake. There was no way I could seduce him. 
 
    Why didn’t he want me anymore? 
 
    “It’s not a mistake,” he rasped, pulling me to him. 
 
    Shit, I was projecting again. He was as easy to let into my thoughts as Lucca was now that our magic had played together or whatever. 
 
    I swallowed a yelp as he lifted me in his arms. I let go of the towel and held around his neck. My clutching the material had messed up where I’d tucked it though, so I felt it slipping. 
 
    He gracefully laid me on the bed and moved over me. He mashed his mouth down to mine letting out a growl when I didn’t respond. “I want you so much it hurts, but you’re not ready.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I am, Julian,” I confessed. “You switched gears so fast, it shocked me. We need to. I mean, we really should if we’re going to do this.” 
 
    “We don’t have to. Why are you so…” He lowered his forehead to mine. “Everything won’t be okay if we have sex, love. I didn’t leave you because of anything you were lacking. I got lost and I was coming back, but—” 
 
    “No, I know. I didn’t mean—” I blew a raspberry. “You’re such an idiot sometimes. Most of the women and gay men on this campus are totally into you. They watch you all the time. If you suddenly start wearing an aura muting charm, they will tell people. I won’t be the reason your mind gets melted when we can just have sex and I love you. I just—we can just get over this part and…” 
 
    Yeah, I really had no way of trying to smooth over blurting all that out when it was so lovely to say. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m doing, but this is so sure to me. I can do this.” 
 
    “I know you don’t mean it as insulting as it’s coming out, so I’m trying not to get upset.” 
 
    “I’m trying to do the right thing to protect you, even if it’s fast for me,” I muttered. “Does that make sense? If we’re getting back together then I’m going to protect you too.” 
 
    “We are back together,” he growled, kissing me again.  
 
    I returned it, but I knew he felt how hesitant I was. I wasn’t sure about any of this.  
 
    Except I wanted him safe. 
 
    He leaned back and pulled off his shirt by the collar, which I always found so sexy and seductive for some reason. And then I got to see his more defined abs and chest for real instead of just in the dream. 
 
    “The heat in your eyes makes every fucking push-up, dip, sit-up, leg lift, and exercise I’ve done to tone up worth it,” he whispered, shivering as I reached out to touch the lines without even realizing it.  
 
    I blinked up at him. “I’ve always loved the way you look, Julian. I think I’m just shocked you could get this toned.” 
 
    “I think you just insulted me, love,” he chuckled, his face flushing as he ducked his head. 
 
    “I didn’t mean it that way,” I promised, touching his cheek instead of his body. I waited until he looked at me. “I’ve seen you eating all break, and it’s not only chicken breasts and broccoli like the human fighters I knew or movie stars bitch about when they get ripped. You’re not a bear shifter like Lucca or a dragon like Hudson. Hell, Zack and Ray aren’t as defined as this.” 
 
    “I went a bit far and I was a bit frustrated staying with you,” he admitted. “It was hard for me not to act on the dreams. I mean, I thought you knew.” He caught my hand when I went to pull away. “Don’t you dare apologize again. You did nothing wrong. I should have made sure. It was a mistake.” 
 
    “Will you show me the differences and things I should notice so I don’t ever make the mistake again?” 
 
    “Yes, and I’m glad you asked because I wanted to bring it up, but I wasn’t sure how. You should know that.” He leaned down and brushed his lips over mine. “I love you so much, my sweet fairy. I’ve missed you so, so much. Thank you for taking me back.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what I was going to say to that, but he took me at my word that I was really going to do this and kissed along my jaw and down my neck. Then his lips worked all over my collarbone, stopping to leave kiss marks we both knew were meant to be possessive but would heal. My skin felt on fire as his hands slid under the towel and he opened it up like a present for him. 
 
    But my heart was still conflicted. 
 
    “I love you. This is right and we’re meant to be together,” he rasped as he kissed down to my chest. “I’ll cherish you. I won’t let you go this time, I swear it.” 
 
    I blinked against tears as I stared at the ceiling. I didn’t want to cry then—or ever really—but I couldn’t stop feeling so… Wounded. He had hurt me so badly that I couldn’t see how I could truly ever heal from it.  
 
    He lavished attention and praise on my breasts before he kissed along my stomach, saying he was going to kiss every inch of me to memorize my perfect body again. The moment I felt a tear on my hip, my own leaked out of my eyes. I’d hurt him so much by not taking him back quicker, by not being able to forgive him sooner. 
 
    By still not being able to forgive him. 
 
    “I’ll give you everything they all do combined, my sweet fairy. I swear it. I swear my love is true and my soul is yours. Please just don’t leave me again. I can’t survive in this world without you. I’ll do anything, be anyone you want, but love me again and let me in someday. You’re all that matters.” 
 
    I hadn’t realized I’d turned my telepathy on, quickly shutting it off as my eyes overflowed. 
 
    But it came back on. He turned it on. Somehow him being my mate and able to join our magics let him control my telepathy when we were this close or intimate. It took me a few moments to realize that and right as I was about to panic—not about him being able to do that, but the idea of losing control over the power again—he licked me in the best spot. 
 
    Julian Craftsman had a lot of faults—as we all did—but knowing how to touch a woman and please her was not one of them. He gave his full attention to her enjoyment and made sure it was one of the best experiences she’d ever had. 
 
    Fuck, I’d missed it. Not to say the others were lacking, but this connection and treatment from him was… It was part of why I hurt so badly that he’d faded and forgotten me. He paid so much attention at times that when he didn’t, it was as if all the sun was gone and that warmth of love turned into freezing rain. When he took his gaze off of me, I felt cold and alone more than normal. 
 
    His fingers digging in my skin made me realize he was hearing my thoughts. Shit. 
 
    I turned it off and focused on the pleasure he was giving me. He flipped it right back on, but I kept my attention to where it should be. 
 
    Three times in a row. 
 
    Wow. 
 
    I gasped for air as he rolled off the bed and went for his drink, wiping his mouth before taking several long swigs of it. I knew him well enough not to be offended. He’d done it dozens of time before and I found it oddly comforting. He loved the taste of me, but he was always considerate of me and didn’t want me to be turned off by tasting myself on his lips. 
 
    He smiled when he saw me watching him. Setting down his drink, he moved back by the bed. “We can stop here. This was everything and—” 
 
    “I won’t risk you any more than you’d risk me, Julian.” I shook my head when he went to argue. “My gut is telling me not to be stupid on this, and I’ve survived a lot listening to my gut. Maybe it’s pushing me when it shouldn’t but… Trust me, okay?” 
 
    “Always. I always trust you. I just can’t hurt you again.” 
 
    “You will. We both will. I’ve hurt you so much too,” I whispered. “Hopefully, we just won’t make the same mistakes. That’s what I hope, I guess.” 
 
    “That’s a good hope, love.” He cleared this throat as he eyed me over. “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Get in the bed, Julian, or I’ll leave.” 
 
    He tried to get his pants off so fucking fast, he tripped. 
 
    Twice. 
 
    Taking off the shoes first helped. 
 
    And then he was naked on the bed with me and I was scared again. 
 
    “Don’t be scared,” he breathed before kissing me. “We’re meant to be. I know it.” 
 
    I nodded, not sure what else to do. But he did. He knew I couldn’t take any more lead up or checking, I just needed to… Not get over this, but move forward if we were going to do this. 
 
    Except one thing. 
 
    “Where’s the charm? You got a new one, right?” 
 
    He sighed. “I almost forgot it. Shite. Sorry, love.” He rolled off the bed and grabbed it from his dresser, sliding it over his head before rejoining me. “I forget everything but you when you’re around.” 
 
    I glanced away. But you haven’t lots of times I’ve been around. You forgot me and faded. You will again. 
 
    “I won’t,” he rasped. 
 
    “Sorry,” I breathed, moving my hand over my face. “I can’t control it around you anymore. Something about our magic playing together makes you able to flip it back on. I’m not trying to keep bringing this up.” 
 
    “I know that. I would never think that of you, Tamsin.” He didn’t give me a chance to respond, kissing me before spreading my legs. He lined himself up and pushed inside of me as his other hand held my face so I stared into his eyes. “We’ll be us again.” 
 
    I turned my head the other way. I couldn’t look at him when he said stuff like that. Not when we were having sex. Not when I was trying to hold it together. 
 
    Not when I was trying to keep from crying again. 
 
    “Don’t hold it back from me,” he begged as he kissed my neck. “I want the good and the bad. You’re not trying to hurt me. I know this. I want to share your pain so you can heal.” 
 
    Was that how it worked? Wouldn’t we both simply be in pain then? 
 
    Wouldn’t he resent me for not getting over it? 
 
    I gasped as he thrust in me deeply. 
 
    “I love you and this is real,” he grunted as he picked up the pace.  
 
    I couldn’t hold back the tears then, crying even as I nodded and wasn’t sure I believed him. Could I feel all of that and his love for me as our bodies came together? 
 
    Fuck if I knew, but I was.  
 
    “Hold on. Hold onto me,” he begged as he interlocked our fingers.  
 
    I moved my other arm around him and my legs, not sure if that was what he meant, but it seemed to be right since his other hand went to my lower back to hold me closer. It made me realize I wasn’t the only one crying, his tears landing on my neck. 
 
    “This isn’t a mistake,” he chanted, his voice cracking as we moved faster, as more tears fell. He lifted his head and I saw he was as much of mess as I was. His hand came to my face and he pressed his lips to mine. “Believe in me again, my sweet fairy. I won’t take my eyes off of you this time, I promise.” 
 
    I silently sobbed even as my orgasm slammed into me, his words hitting one extreme of my feelings as his body took every nerve I had the other way. He followed me right over, and I wasn’t sure if the orgasm was the best ever or the worst as I was emotionally exhausted as well. 
 
    Both? 
 
    Sure, both could be the answer. 
 
    We stared at each other for several minutes as we gasped for air, not seeming to know what to say. Finally, he swallowed loudly and broke the silence. 
 
    “That was everything, but now we’re going to go slow because I’m so bloody in love with you that I cannot rush you again. You pushed yourself so I was safe and protected, and now you’re going to let me protect your valid hurt and pain and help you heal as I should. Okay?” 
 
    I let out a shaky breath and said the only thing I could. “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay,” he sighed, relief thick in his eyes. 
 
    Okay… So now what? 
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    Loud banging woke me with a start, a strong arm keeping me from leaping out of bed to handle whatever was going on. 
 
    “You’re all right, love,” Craftsman whispered in my ear. “It’s just—” 
 
    “Oi, get your ass up and let’s go, Craftsman,” Professor Nelson said from the hallway before banging again. 
 
    Craftsman moved his hand over my ear as if it would help much before shouting back. “I’m running late. Go ahead and I’ll catch up, mate.” 
 
    There was a short pause. “You have a barrier up. I’d ask if you had a woman in there, but you wouldn’t even look at one besides the one you—is she in there? Oh fuck, if she’s taken you back, I will kiss her feet. You no longer a demon would be great.” 
 
    It took all I had not to burst out laughing. Craftsman tickling my side didn’t help. 
 
    Until I realized that he could call out through my barrier if he wanted. Damn, he was seriously talented to have figured that out already now that he could play off my magic. It was cool and scary that he could do so much to my power. 
 
    “He’s such a dog,” I chuckled when Nelson asked more questions. 
 
    “Yeah, but it comes from somewhere—he’s a decent man who can’t get his head on straight. He’s been good to me.” 
 
    Well, that was enough for me to do Nelson a solid then.  
 
    I wiggled out of Craftsman’s arms and slid on his shirt from the floor—giving him a nice view of my everything as I bent over—and headed for the door. Seeing that much of me distracted him a moment and I reached my goal before he could barely hiss at me to wait. 
 
    I opened the door and winked at Nelson. “Yes, I took him back.” 
 
    “Holy fuck,” Nelson whispered, his eyes going bug wide. 
 
    “It’s okay, you won’t remember it’s me,” I teased. “But I’m going to do you a favor since you’re tight with Julian. Your former conquests are banning together to try and get you into serious trouble. Screw who you want, Nelson, but stop making it sound like there’s more to what you’re doing.” 
 
    My accusation shook him out of his stupor. “I don’t make—” 
 
    “You’re doing something that leads so many to think it’s more than a fling,” I argued. “So, so many of them. I hear it all. A few, sure, I would think it was them being stupid, but this place is a pit of vipers, not lambs to fall for shit. You’re leading them on.” I gave him a sad smile. “You’re hurting some of them the way she hurt you, and you don’t mean to. So cut it out before you ruin your life.” 
 
    He was gobsmacked that I was not only lecturing him, but I’d listened to his thoughts enough to know about the ex-lover who had crushed him completely. I knew from listening to his mind right then. But he believed me, which was great. 
 
    Good. 
 
    I reached out to grab his wrist and used a fairy rune to alter his memory and what he saw right then. He’d remember what we’d talked about, but not the setting and the decisions we’d made. Nelson would also think he saw Craftsman’s mystery lover, seeing me completely different than I was. Just to be extra careful, I made him lean towards my being a fox or deer shifter. 
 
    Hey, more confusion and subterfuge always worked for us. 
 
    Once it was all done and I’d played the part, starting the introduction over, Julian joined me at the door and wrapped his arm around me from behind.  
 
    “I’ll catch up with you, mate. I need to say good morning to my love and send her off right.” 
 
    “Of course you do, cheeky Brit,” Nelson drawled. “Fine, just don’t be late for the meeting in an hour.” He muttered it was nice to meet me and clearly, having an accent worked out for some men. 
 
    Twit. 
 
    “You didn’t have to do that,” Craftsman murmured once we were closed back in. 
 
    “People will notice you’re different. They’re too nosey and judgmental of everyone all the time here to miss it. I’ve told you tons of times that not having an answer or story ready is how people get caught.” 
 
    “I only caught about half of that,” he chuckled, nuzzling my neck. “I’m too focused on you being naked under my shirt and having woken up in my bed.” 
 
    I flinched. “I didn’t—you said—” 
 
    “Slow. I said we’d slow back down and I meant it. I’m not forgetting what happened or pretending it all okay now.” He lips pressed against my skin as he hugged me under my breasts. “I’m just not going to hide how bloody happy I am you’re here and we’re back together.” 
 
    I nodded, snuggling back against him for a moment before pulling away. “You’ve got to get ready for your meeting.” 
 
    “I need to know you’re okay more,” he worried, snagging me again and turning me so I was facing him. He cupped my cheek and studied my eyes. “I love you so much, Tamsin. Tell me I didn’t hurt you by caving last night.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You would have hurt me by denying me and I know that doesn’t even make sense, but I’m all muddled. I’m fine, Julian.” 
 
    He studied my aura and seemed fine with what he saw. “Okay, but you’ll recharge a lot today, yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure Irma’s already loading up trays and extras for me so I can unfreeze more tomorrow. It really was okay.” 
 
    “Good. I don’t care if it’s selfish, but you mean more to me than all the fairies in that world and Faerie itself. I hope they all come back, but not if it hurts you ever again.” He pressed his lips to mine before I could respond. “Keep the shirt. It looks better on you.” 
 
    I snorted. Only because it wasn’t a long shirt and barely covered my ass.  
 
    Still, I had tossed any of his clothes I’d had, so it might be nice to have a few things again. I was pretty sure he knew that and wanted pieces of himself closer to me again, even if it was just his shirt in my closet. 
 
    “Can I see you later? Tonight? We can…” He trailed off when he saw whatever was on my face. “Sorry. It’s hard to come back to school. I love teaching runes, but it’s like I lose you.” 
 
    “I’m here too,” I mumbled, not understanding since I’d shut back off my telepathy. 
 
    “But we can’t be us. We go from living together on breaks to not being able to stay overnight with each other. I can’t just sit with you at meals. It’s hard.” 
 
    And I didn’t suffer through it as much because I had the others. That was what he was too kind to say, not trying to make my seeing others a thing when he didn’t feel it an issue. I couldn’t give him as much time as I did them. 
 
    “One day, I won’t have to hide, or I’ll finally get outed,” I whispered, standing on my toes and brushing my lips over his. “And on that day, I will do that in front of everyone. I’ve never, not ever been ashamed or wanted to hide I’m with you, Dr. Julian Craftsman. It was to protect us both. Only that. Always.” 
 
    “I know. I want to protect you too.” He kissed me this time. “I lost you because I couldn’t tell you how I felt the right way and let you in. I swore to myself if a miracle ever happened and I got you back, I wasn’t going to make that mistake again. So this is me keeping that promise. I have a hard time losing what we share on break.” 
 
    “Me too.” I pulled away to get my stuff but paused on the way to the bathroom where I’d left it all. “Thank you for telling me. It’s nice to hear. You said a lot of nice stuff I liked hearing in your head, and it always upset me that you cut me off when you realized I’d heard. It hurt sometimes.” 
 
    “White explained to me I was an idiot and how of course, that would hurt a woman—anyone. I couldn’t see it like that. I always wanted to melt into the floor that you would hear my thoughts gushing about you, love. I’m not smooth and confident like you are. I’m as new to a real relationship as you are.” 
 
    I smiled at him. “I’m not the only one with self-esteem issues. You really can’t see yourself if you don’t think you’re smooth and confident.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m not. I’m a bookworm geek who sticks his foot in it all the time.” 
 
    “That’s really not true, Julian, or you wouldn’t have a huge fan club that I constantly get jealous over.” I shrugged when he gave me a surprised look I’d admitted that. “You know I feel good behavior should always be rewarded. If you’re going to work on letting me in, I can do the same. Yes, I get ridiculously jealous at their thoughts and fantasies because you were mine.” 
 
    “Are.” He smirked at me. “I am all yours, my sweet fairy. Every other woman can sod off. Well, not our friends and allies.” 
 
    “Yeah, not them,” I chuckled. 
 
    I really did get my stuff and leave then so he could get ready and head out. I chuckled at Izzy when she made sounds like porn music when I stepped through the portal and back into our room.  
 
    “You okay?” she checked. 
 
    “I’m okay,” I answered, feeling it was mostly true. I didn’t think I’d just be fine for a while, but I wasn’t freaking, and a bit shaky was okay.  
 
    That was better than yesterday, so it was also progress. 
 
    I quickly showered and changed, grabbing my stuff to check over for the semester before we headed out to the cafeteria. Izzy had already gotten our books and supplies, but I wanted to make sure everything was as it should be and I didn’t need to smack anyone around before classes started Monday. 
 
    “Oh, it’s the murderer,” Holly greeted loudly after we swiped in. “How are you, murderer? Did you murder anyone else over break? Any more vampires you slaughtered and won’t be punished for killing?” 
 
    I felt the tension in the cafeteria shoot up to extreme levels and realized I’d walked into a trap.  
 
    Amateurs. 
 
    I glanced around and took in the scene, seeing several people filming the altercation for what they undoubtedly thought was proof. The one thing I focused on were the two guys who were holding Darby towards the back of the group. “Let him go before you piss me off and we have a problem. I’ll play this act and enjoy it but if you cross the line and touch my boyfriend, we’ll dance and you will hurt.” 
 
    They were smart enough to let him go, but Darby didn’t push things and stayed where he was on the outskirts. 
 
    I glanced around again and saw the teachers were staying out of it, meeting White’s gaze and feeling better when she gave me a nod to handle this. 
 
    “Take ten steps back so I can throw up a barrier before anyone tries to touch me, and I’ll play your games,” I told the crowd… Of vampires. 
 
    Confusion was all over Holly’s expression but she came to some sort of decision, snapping over her shoulder to have everyone move back. The confusion turned to pure shock when I took off all my charms and protective magic necklaces, handing them over to Izzy. 
 
    Who muttered I had balls the size of Canada. 
 
    Sure I did. 
 
    “I like you, Holly. You’re my favorite person ever,” I said so everyone could hear. I glanced around. “You could all tell I was lying there, right? No charms to block my reactions or keep me safe. You could smell it, yes?” I waited until over a dozen nodded. 
 
    Including Holly. 
 
    I met her gaze full on. “I’ve never murdered anyone. I have killed people in self-defense. Some of you have witnessed that and honestly, that’s a drop in the bucket. But I have never committed murder. I’ve never gone after anyone to kill them. I did not murder Jordan Holmes and the others.” 
 
    “She’s not lying,” someone whispered, a few others muttering agreement. 
 
    Holly wasn’t giving up though. “Fine, but you were—” 
 
    “Playtime over,” I chuckled, taking back everything from Izzy. “You’re not the cops or anyone I ever have to fucking answer to. Any of you. I don’t owe you answers. You don’t deserve shit from me after how you’ve treated me.” I glanced around and let that sink in. “I answered that one question because some of you were truly afraid. 
 
    “Your community—those guys and their families starting most of it—is spreading all kinds of shit that I’ve got a beef with vampires and now I’m a murderous monster. I have a problem with assholes, and those guys and their families are assholes, but I still didn’t murder them. So, I was fair and answered so you’re not scared you’re on campus with a murderer.” 
 
    Well, not me, but Jordan Holmes and the others had been murderers, and I doubted the only ones. Really, I did. 
 
    “Someday, someone will bust you on what you are, and this shit will end,” Holly threatened under her breath when everyone else seemed satisfied and moved on. “All you’ve really been up to will come out, and this image of you being a saint we’ve all needed will be destroyed.” 
 
    I wasn’t stupid enough to respond where others could hear, flipping on my telepathy as I smirked at her. “Yes, one day it will come out, but not by you and your stupid ploys, Holly. And when it does, you will not be happy with the answer, so I suggest you stop trying to rush that day. Because I swear to you that the attention will never stop being on me then, and that’s the opposite of what you want.” 
 
    “You’re not as special as people are pushing you up to be or think you are.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m that special at all. I simply have the courage to fight when others won’t and the determination to go all-in. You’d sell anyone out—and have—to save your own ass, which is why no one will ever take much note of you. But whether I’m special or not won’t change the fact that the attention on me will get worse when people get the answer. I’m doing you a solid—stop trying to get it.” 
 
    “Whatever, freak. You’ll burn out soon enough like the other unknowns and probably die young.” 
 
    Which was Holly’s biggest fear. She stormed off, but I had already long known that secret. She hated me because I was always around and her biggest nightmare. It was stupid of her to react that way but in her mind, her logic was like having a fear of spiders and being forced to be around them all the time.  
 
    So not the same, but it was the core of why she hated me besides I had the attention she wanted. She was forced to see me all the time when her worst nightmare was to be an unknown who never got blood or learned she was a vampire. 
 
    “She really is damaged,” Izzy muttered, glancing at me to where Holly was walking off. “And for the record, I learned a lot about auras over break. Someone worked with me to win me over that he should be forgiven.” 
 
    I bit back a smirk. “Did you?” 
 
    “Do you still hurt?” She snorted when I didn’t answer. “Then fuck no, I don’t forgive him yet. I think he might deserve you again, but I won’t forgive him until you stop being in pain from what he did.” 
 
    It would’ve sounded almost childish coming from anyone else but Izzy was so pure, it was almost like a hobgoblin being mad at you and your soul hurt. And I loved her for being on my side like that. 
 
    We loaded up on food, Irma and the others doting on me as usual, and then sat down where I could finally look at my schedule. Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, my schedule was: 
 
      
 
    Power Training I 
 
    7:45-9:45 
 
    Instructor Rothchild 
 
      
 
    Botany 102 
 
    10-12 
 
    Professor Pillay 
 
      
 
    Lunch 
 
    12:15-1:15 
 
      
 
    Shifter Culture II 
 
    1:30-3 
 
    Professor Puth 
 
      
 
    Tuesdays and Thursdays were other classes: 
 
      
 
    Physics 102 
 
    8-9:30 
 
    Professor Richardson 
 
      
 
    Magical Advancements102 
 
    9:45-10:45 
 
    Professor Campbell 
 
      
 
    Potions 102 
 
    11-12 
 
    Professor Kramer 
 
      
 
    Lunch 
 
    12:15-1:15 
 
      
 
    Runes 202 
 
    1:30-3 
 
    Dr. Craftsman 
 
      
 
    The only real difference besides moving onto the next semester of all my classes was the new potions teacher, Professor Kramer. White had assured me he wasn’t associated with the council in anyway and was actually their first choice originally, but the council had flexed their muscles and Edelman had picked his battles, letting McGrath have the position. 
 
    Well that had backfired onto the council in a lovely way. 
 
    The ripples of which I was still enjoying and pissing people off all over the place. The warlock elders were busy with it all the time, and McGrath was still trying to get me messages he would burn the elders if I helped him. 
 
    Idiot. I didn’t need his help to burn the elders. 
 
    And I wanted a predator like him to fry too. 
 
    So with the humans in prison he would stay, and that made me smile every time I thought about it. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    18 
 
      
 
    By the end of the first week of classes, I’d learned a lot outside of the curriculum. Some of it interesting and other stuff disturbing. A few hurtful so overall, it was too much and my head was spinning. 
 
    A per usual. 
 
    While anyone was better than McGrath to teach potions, my new professor had a serious crush on me. It was genuine and not with any nefarious purpose, but it made me uncomfortable. A man in his forties shouldn’t be that hot for a twenty-year-old he was supposed to be an adult figure for. 
 
    Then again, his thoughts weren’t his fault and he had no intention of acting on them. That was clear in his mind. He had no clue I knew any of it, trying to be respectful and using a telepathy blocking charm around me so he acted appropriately. 
 
    Those simply didn’t work with me anymore. So as long as he kept behaving as he should, we wouldn’t have a problem. Craftsman was not happy though, as he had caught lots in Professor Kramer’s aura when focused on me. 
 
    Oh boy. 
 
    I also learned that besides Holly’s stunt, the vampire council had made a formal request to Artemis to block a murderer from being on campus with their poor, poor people. Funny, because they had no problem with Jordan Holmes and those guys who were actual murderers and were convicted of a bunch of heinous crimes.  
 
    But me? Me, they went after without any proof or convictions. 
 
    Geiger had a field day with that. For real, he was almost giddy. His fighting spirit had been renewed, recharged, and kicked up to the max now that his mate was back and safe. I was happy for them, and seeing them together helped me stayed charged to keep going and free more fairies. 
 
    Which, I’d learned I could now do ten with the same power already. That had been another shock and left me a bit extra depleted, but ten every other day was better than five. And so far things were going well on that front, everyone in shock but glad to be free. 
 
    I also learned that Mel still wasn’t going to talk to me and try to resolve what had happened. She barely grunted at me when she had to deal with me in class and let Instructor Larson completely handle all my training. Yeah, that hurt, but we were getting to the point where it would stop hurting and there would be no repairing that relationship if she didn’t stop blaming me for how I’d saved her life. 
 
    Because everyone agreed, I’d saved her life. She would have gone after Ainsworth and died. 
 
    As one last solid for her, I petitioned the wolf council to let her be the executioner when they finished getting every ounce of information from Ainsworth and convicted him. It seriously went against their customs, but I thought they might truly consider it because of all I’d done to help them too. Alpha Geoff submitted the same request without me even having to ask and that carried a lot of weight. 
 
    I really liked that man and the hobgoblins lavished his pack with goodies for helping out. Even if it didn’t go our way, he did me a solid in trying and I wouldn’t forget that. 
 
    I learned that Holly had taken my warning seriously and had stopped trying to learn what species I was. She’d started brushing it off at every pass and was now spreading a theory that I was a new form of shifter species, some mutation that left me with no council. She kept coming up with ridiculous animals that people look down on like frogs, but her pushing that rumor was honestly the nicest thing she’d ever done for me. 
 
    So I took her and her family off the blocked list with the hobgoblins for a month, sending her a huge basket from the bakery with a note saying that. I didn’t sign it but she knew it was me. From her thoughts, she knew it was me and was considering not fighting me anymore, as I might be a better… Well, not friend. We would never be friends. 
 
    Not enemies. That was the best we might ever get. 
 
    I doubted even that. But it was nice to have peace between us. For the moment. 
 
    I learned that Professor Campbell had stepped up her dislike for me. Sure, she didn’t remember finding out about my relationship with Craftsman and all I’d told her, but the feelings were still there. And she’d built on them. She blamed me for her relationship being strained with White, Pillay, and a few others of the faculty.  
 
    She fully believed that I had swayed them to my alarmist and over-the-top way of thinking, and that had done the damage since she was the realist. Funny, since she had her head so far in the sand, it was a miracle she could still breathe at all. All that she’d seen, all the evidence in front of her, and still she couldn’t see the truth, believing the lies that made her feel safe and less stupid she hadn’t missed so much. 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    And the last important thing I learned was that Hudson and I were done with our slow. We’d barely gotten to see each other over break, we’d both been so busy and we had to keep our relationship quiet. The moment we’d seen each other on campus, the bond between us had roared to life even with our dampeners and had been driving me crazy. 
 
    Apparently, I wasn’t the only one from how he’d snagged me after dinner Friday night and carried me off, growling for a barrier. I didn’t even hesitate, needing him just as badly and done with the cute foreplay and clothes on-only stuff. 
 
    Well, for the moment. I was honestly enjoying him being so adorable and that stuff with him. We needed to keep doing that for sure. 
 
    We just needed sex too. Yeah, with our hormones and crazy chemistry, we were going to lose our minds if we kept trying to hold back any longer. So we were on the same page on that. 
 
    He barely got us inside the building that housed most of the normal, human-type college classes and lectures before he found an unlocked room anyone could have stumbled upon. Well, not after I used magic to lock it but still, he could have gone up a couple of floors to be safe. 
 
    Or not. From the way he plopped me on the desk and yanked off his jacket so fast seams tore, I was guessing he wouldn’t have lasted a few flights of stairs. 
 
    I wasn’t judging. I was just as bad, my shirt practically in tatters after I got my coat off. Somehow we knew to switch, and I worked on his belt while he ripped my bra off and focused on my jeans next. 
 
    Which he tore off of me. Straight up tore off of me like paper wrapping, he was so strong. 
 
    So I was gonna have to portal back to my room. Yeah, whatever, time for sex. 
 
    Our mouths mashed together as we hurried to get off socks and shoes and whatever else was left. Once we were fully naked—or so I hoped—he was the intense and amazing Hudson I remembered dying for, his fingers immediately going to my pussy and teasing me as he tried to devour me. His tongue mapped out my mouth as I gave as good as I got. 
 
    “Fuck, I’ve so needed you, my princess,” he groaned as I got close. “Soak my hand.” 
 
    “You want me dripping? You better lick it up if I give you all the orgasms my body can handle, you pushy dragon.” 
 
    He growled before chuffing in approval, loving when I used my telepathy to talk in our minds. It was so extra intimate and we’d both missed it, but we were there again. Or mostly.  
 
    Mostly was good.  
 
    “I’m going to lick every fucking inch of my mate. I’m going lick, suck, bite, nibble, and fuck you until you barely have the energy to open a portal to get us to my room. And then I’m going to do it all over again and all night until you pass out and beg me for that kind of treatment all the time. That’s how badly I need you.” 
 
    Yeah, sign me up for that. 
 
    I orgasmed so hard that my body practically seized around his fingers. He didn’t even give me time to think about recovering. Yanking my leg so I fell onto my back, he lifted up my lower half and bent down, attacking my pussy without any warning. 
 
    It was magnificent. I cried out in bliss and begged him for more. I climaxed the moment he sucked on my clit and didn’t stop for several minutes as he kept going. Spots blocked out most of my vision at one point, and I was pretty sure I whimpered for him to be inside of me before he made me pass out. 
 
    “I want to eat you more,” he bitched. “I like the fun, flirty foreplay and puppy love over-the-clothes stuff. I do. I’ve never had that before like we’ve had.” 
 
    “I like it too,” I promised, gasping each word out as my body still twitched and freaked out.  
 
    “Good,” he chuffed. “I want that too. But I miss fucking you. I miss this. I want both.” 
 
    “Pushy damn dragon,” I teased, yelping when he thrust in me without warning in “punishment.” 
 
    Yeah, poor abused me. Uh-huh. 
 
    “Is your mate’s pussy the best? You’ve missed it so much, you’re gonna come in me right now?” 
 
    He lost his shit when I started talking dirty in his mind. Not that he had much control when I started, but I was expecting him to break the desk, he fucked me so hard on it. He pounded into me, my body smacking against the wood from the force of it. 
 
    And I loved it. 
 
    “Oh fuck. Yes, fuck. Are you trying to see how wide you can stretch me?” And spread my legs? He had me almost doing the splits and loved it, from his thoughts. He couldn’t decide if he liked watching his cock pierce my body more than getting to stare in my face or see my breasts bounce all around or how flexible I was for him. 
 
    His mind raced with all of it, starving for me and everything my body could give him. The way he saw me made me feel like the sexiest woman alive, a true goddess he wanted to worship always. 
 
    We finished, but he was far from done with me. He barely gave the last thrust of one orgasm and he was already chasing our next climaxes. Hudson lifted me up so my legs were over his arms and every inch of me was pressed against him. I moved my hands in his hair as I hung on and kissed him. He moved my body like I weighed nothing, pulling me down hard on his dick as he thrust up. 
 
    “You love this position. You love when I fuck your tight pussy like this. It’s mine, my princess. All of you is mine. One day, I will claim you as my mate and the world will know you’re mine. I will stand at your side and we won’t hide anymore. I’ll drag you off like this every damn night and make love to my mate.” 
 
    Apparently, the constantly hiding was grinding on more than just Craftsman. It was valid and I felt it too. Lucca was getting miffed with it, and I was waiting for him to offer to lock up his father somewhere so we didn’t have to worry about the man. 
 
    The idea had merit. 
 
    “I’ll still make you chase me. I’ll use that fairy rune and run and let River fly around Faerie to find me before you can have me.” 
 
    “That is the hottest fantasy ever.” 
 
    And somehow he fucked me faster. I didn’t think he had more in him but I was wrong, the pain almost as much as the pleasure, he was going at me so forcefully. We finished again and the moment he pulled me off of him, I was lying face down on the desk. 
 
    “Wait, wait,” I gasped, my body aching. “Too much. I need—let me take us to your room. The desk is too much when you’re this rough. We haven’t been going at it.” 
 
    He leaned over and kissed my shoulder with a chuckle. “And the others can’t give you this like I do.” 
 
    That wasn’t completely true. Lucca could.  
 
    I simply wasn’t allowing it. I’d mostly forgiven him and let his bear finally orgasm from that weird one sided sexfest of an apology, but I’d made it clear he didn’t get his super-hot bear sex until I got proof he would be a much more loyal mate. I thought it was fucking fair. 
 
    He thought he was lucky I hadn’t dumped his stupid ass. 
 
    Yeah, that too.  
 
    Either way, Lucca and his bear were basically pacing me waiting for the signal to jump me again. It was nice that they were on their best behavior, so I didn’t think he’d have to wait too much longer. He was normally really well-behaved, and we all slipped. 
 
    That didn’t mean I wasn’t going to make him suffer a bit when he did. 
 
    Duh. 
 
    “Grab our rags and me, and I’ll open a portal,” I said instead of answering. 
 
    “Rags?” 
 
    I snorted. “Yeah, formerly known as our clothes. We both shredded most of them.” 
 
    “Always fun,” he teased. He was quick about it, setting a lot of it on me and then lifting me in his arms. 
 
    I held out my hand and opened a portal to his room, relived when we walked through it and it was the right place. My magic had never failed to do what I wanted in that way, but nothing was perfect and I was still new to all of this. 
 
    And I didn’t even know what I was doing. It just happened. It was hard to have much faith in that. 
 
    Maybe faith wasn’t the right word. I had faith in my magic. It was still too new to accept as my norm. Lots still made me flinch or worry. I would think that was normal. 
 
    Prudent at least. 
 
    He tossed me on the bed, his chest heaving, and not from carrying me. He was part growling and snarling, his thoughts showing me what he wanted.  
 
    “Do you really deserve that?” I taunted as I threw up a barrier and magically locked his room. 
 
    “No, I don’t deserve shit because I’ve fucked up too much,” he admitted, meaning it. 
 
    Right answer. We were still making up and he should understand that.  
 
    However, Hudson was a good guy among too many dogs in the world, so I did spoil him too… Like right then when I took down my hair, facing away from him so I could show him my nape.  
 
    And then submissively offered myself to him. I stuck my ass up right there and let him see all of what he wanted, both of us knowing the lower I sank my shoulders in his bed, the hotter he got.  
 
    Sure enough, I didn’t even get a chance to so much as wiggle my ass at him and he was on me. He pressed my legs together so I was up higher and moved on either side of my knees, thrusting in me so forcefully, it took all the air out of my lungs. 
 
    “Mine!” he snarled. 
 
    He was normally a bit pushy and possessive, but I could hear in his thoughts this was over the line for him and he knew it was because he’d almost lost me. Otherwise it would have worried him. Which meant it didn’t worry me then.  
 
    We needed what we needed and Hudson was amazing at giving me what I needed. There were a lot of men who wouldn’t have fought to win me back or worked to fix what had happened with us. But he had.  
 
    I could be what he needed as a dragon too, because some of what we’d gone through had to do with my being a fairy. I understood that now. 
 
    We had two incredibly hawt rounds that way before I tapped out that I needed a break. He mumbled an apology and said we could take a time-out before flopping onto the bed next to me. 
 
    Sure, that was like halftime? A sixty-second time-out called in sports or however long they were.  
 
    I was going to thump the pushy dragon. 
 
    “So we should talk,” he muttered as he pulled me against him. 
 
    “Do we have to?” I grumbled, glancing up into his amused gaze. “Don’t ruin an amazing afterglow with talk, okay?” 
 
    “Amazing?” 
 
    “You want to argue that?” 
 
    “Nope. I might have added some extra glowing adjectives, but I’ll take amazing.” 
 
    “Every inch of me is mush, and my brain got rattled around too much to think that hard.” 
 
    He flinched. “Was I too rough?” 
 
    I didn’t want to lie. “A bit for all the time or just getting back, but I love it. You know that.” 
 
    “I do too.” He kissed my head as he ran his fingers through my hair, chuckling when they immediately got tangled. He loved my mane of crazy curls that could not stay neat and combed out for more than two minutes. 
 
    No matter how Izzy tried with every product known. I just had too much wild hair for something not to tangle up the moment I moved. 
 
    “So we’re back to this?” he checked after a few moments. “Like, are we back to being back?” He sighed. “My mind’s not working fully either. Did that make sense?” 
 
    “Only because I speak Hudson,” I teased, circling his nipple with my finger. “It feels like we are. We agreed we want to keep having our time for lunch and high school puppy love or whatever. I like that addition.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s nice. Fun. We can’t date like others, but it’s us and our way.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He didn’t let it go though. “And the rest? Are we… Okay?” 
 
    I appreciated him wanting to be completely clear but I wasn’t, so I didn’t know how to answer. “I think so. I’m still hesitant. I don’t want to compare you to the others, but Darby and Lucca were one-time problems. Yes, not telling me we were mates was how it blew up and that whole thing with your parents, but it was an ongoing and compounding issue. I’m going to still worry.” 
 
    “That’s fair,” he accepted after several moments. “I still worry I’m going to fuck up too. Miss something I should get and not see the ramifications. And I’ll lose you for good this time.” 
 
    “I don’t want that, but I’m glad you’re taking this seriously. That helps me move forward. We can’t be an out-there us, but if we’re going to be together then you’re an idiot who needs clear lines that we’re an us. No more making decisions for me or us. That’s what a lot of this boils down to.” 
 
    “I like when you’re just the boss until you let me be the boss,” he murmured, his hand traveling down to my ass and giving it a squeeze.  
 
    “Basically, you’re checking I won’t beat you bloody if you carry me off to have your naughty way with me when you want or if this was a one-time pass?” I drawled, not hiding my sarcasm at all, even as I pushed my ass against his hand. 
 
    “Yeah, but you know it’s more than that with us.” 
 
    I smiled up at him. “Yeah, it’s more than that with us.” 
 
    He gave a grunt when that was all I said. “So what’s your answer?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” I smirked and gave a shrug. “But I’ll give you tonight to convince me.” 
 
    It was a challenge he gladly accepted it.  
 
    Accepted so many times, I lost count and every inch of me deliciously hurt the next morning even after using a healing rune before I passed out. Nice. 
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    I decided to skip a Saturday morning workout given the one I’d had the night before and went straight for the cafeteria… After I had to portal back to my room naked because my clothes were all toast. Even my damn socks. 
 
    For real. 
 
    At least the shoes I liked were fine. I could replace the jeans since I’d loved them.  
 
    Izzy was sleeping and there was a note she was going to skip breakfast since our room was stocked from the bakery. 
 
    And could they please stop doing that so she didn’t get fat? 
 
    Oh boy. I was not telling them to give me less food. The hobgoblins would panic something was wrong with me then. 
 
    Just thinking of that had me loading up my tray to recover from my fun with Hudson. I’d need the energy since I was unlocking ten fairies today at lunch. We found that worked best so instead of freeing hobgoblins, I was freeing fairies. We were getting back to the hobgoblins—and soon—but Neldor was still hitting up places to make a show. 
 
    We just thought it smarter to get more help and do it better so we could move faster than here and there. There were a lot of balls in the air after all. 
 
    I made sure to say hi to the hobgoblin kids, a few bringing me extra fruit or food to have, which I always found adorable. I was almost done with my first tray when my keys on the table flared with bright light. It startled me so badly, I jumped to my feet and almost fell to the floor. I blinked my eyes to adjust to the sudden brightness and then realized what it was. 
 
    And then my blood went cold. 
 
    It was one of the warning charms I had on my keys to signal that there was trouble. After the one Hudson had gotten me had proven so badass when Darby’s grandfather had abducted me, I’d immediately gotten them for the ones who meant everything to me. 
 
    I glanced around and found who I wanted. “I need permission. Give me permission. Now!” 
 
    Dean White’s eyes went wide as I jumped the table with my phone in my hand, already texting for back up. She knew what I was talking about. She’d see it in my aura or knew me well enough where I didn’t need to waste time explaining. “No. If you out that then you will—” 
 
    I said the only words I think that could stop even her from arguing with me, holding up my keys as proof. “It’s Izzy.” 
 
    She pressed her lips in a line and nodded. “Yes, I give you permission. Leave it open and I will follow with the guards and help.” 
 
    “Thank you, Anya,” I breathed… Before holding out my hand and opening a temp portal right there in the middle of Saturday morning breakfast service at the busiest time where probably over a third of the campus would see it. 
 
    I didn’t care. Izzy was in trouble, and I would deal with the fallout later of outing I could do that. Her life was more important. 
 
    She was more important to me. 
 
    I ignored the gasps and stepped right into the portal, knowing it would take me to where Izzy was. I heard people yelling my name in the distance as I went through, probably trying to warn me it could be a trap. I knew that. Of course I knew that. 
 
    It was still Izzy in trouble. I didn’t care about a possible trap, but people would die if they touched one hair on her head trying to get me. 
 
    I only needed seconds to take in the scene, people everywhere and upset. A dozen were focused on one spot they couldn’t get to. 
 
    Izzy’s gaze snapped to mine and relief filled her eyes from where she stood behind the barrier my charm provided her. “I love you for being the most paranoid person ever.” 
 
    I snorted. “I keep telling you it’s only paranoid if I’m wrong, which I rarely am.” I gestured to all the people. “Clearly, that emergency charm to warn me if you’re in danger and a panic room barrier until I get there was needed.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was,” she squeaked as some of the guys going after her sent more attacks. 
 
    “Get off of her!” I roared, shooting a power clap at the group and scattering them like bowling pins, only two managing to keep their feet. 
 
    “This is official business,” one of the two snapped. “You just attacked guards.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” I snarled. “She was asleep in our dorm not ten minutes ago, and we’re not on campus. If this was official then you wouldn’t have to pull shit.” I glanced at Izzy for a split second and saw she was holding what looked like a package from Amazon.  
 
    She nodded to confirm my suspicion. Her thoughts told me that there was something magical in it that opened a portal under her that had taken her from the guard station on campus where we picked up packages and brought her to this spot. Fuckers. Legal and legit my ass. 
 
    “You have no stance here to involve—” a man started to inform me. 
 
    And I used that term loosely as he was a snake. Mr. Kincaid, Izzy’s father, was the lowest form of snake and person there was. 
 
    I didn’t hide my hate for him as I focused on the piece of shit. “She is protected by the dragon royals and your abducting her very much involves me, you psycho.” 
 
    “How dare you speak to me in such a tone,” he seethed. “I will do with my daughter as I wish, and you will learn—” 
 
    “Yeah, try it,” I taunted, smirking at his sons standing behind him. “You’ll get the same ass kicking I gave your two loser sons, no matter how they lie I was crying in a corner.” 
 
    “You are both women and—” 
 
    “I get it,” I snapped. “We’re not worth what you mighty men are. I understand your point of view. I don’t fucking care. It’s bullshit. Tell me your views until you’re blue in the face. I don’t give a flying fuck if your council backs you on this. It’s not happening. Izzy is not a thing you can just take because you say so.” 
 
    Two of the idiot guards realized they weren’t ever getting through the barrier protecting Izzy and came for me. I wrote the rune on my arm for show and shattered their legs, my gaze never leaving Mr. Kincaid’s. 
 
    “Your opinions or whether you agree with me don’t matter, nor do you,” Mr. Kincaid informed me with a straight face. 
 
    I snorted, enraging him. “Your opinions or whether you agree with me don’t matter, nor do you,” I parroted. “You’re the only one who thinks like this, asshole! The rest of the world does not agree with you. To humans, you are trash. The humans you all look down on would arrest you. It’s called human trafficking. You are the lowest of the low to them. They have long since evolved from these ways. 
 
    “So you’re the one who doesn’t matter. You can look down your nose at me all you want, but you are the antiquated nothing whose ego is deluded into thinking you’re important. You’re so fucking pathetic, you have no chance against me and had to hire goons to abduct your daughter to sell her to your corrupt council. Explain that away as we’re just women all you want, but it’s bullshit.” 
 
    The rest of the guards tried to rush me all at once, but I had way better training and fighting skills. I didn’t even have to use magic or runes to beat them. I threw punches and kicks as they came at me and in under a minute, they were all unconscious or too injured to get up. 
 
    “I really hope you didn’t pay much for them,” I muttered, almost annoyed how easy that had been. They really only brought that for me? 
 
    I was honestly insulted. 
 
    “We ride or die in our family, and I knew you would come,” Izzy called over.  
 
    “What does that nonsense even mean?” Mrs. Kincaid demanded. “You’re being obtuse, and I’ve had enough of this with you, Isabella.” 
 
    Izzy looked at her mom with tears trailing down her cheeks. “And I’m done making excuses for you, Mother. You’re as bad as Father, worse for selling out another woman, your own daughter. You buy into this bullshit that women are worth less and only exist to birth more warlocks. It means we’re all-in. I knew Tams would come, and you guys never thought she’d show just for me. 
 
    “But that’s because none of you would have come for me if I was in trouble. I’m just the girl. I’m just the expendable and easily sold female, not really family or worth risking yourselves for. That’s not family. That’s fucking sick. All of you are deranged. Tams risked everything to come for me when I was in trouble without even thinking about it, just as I would for her. That’s family.” 
 
    “Yes, she risked a lot,” a man chuckled from my left. “Your daughter was the perfect bait to draw out Vale. I’m glad we made it in time when I received word through my office you’d set this up.” 
 
    I glanced over to see it was one of the warlock elders, two more at his back… And a fuck ton of council guards. 
 
    Oh no, I was so, so worried. 
 
    I snorted. “And that’s all you brought with you to get me?” I chuckled when the group frowned. “Bitch, please. You better at least triple that amount.” 
 
    “Oh, we are,” that elder taunted as two more temp portals opened behind them. 
 
    Well, I got my wish as the rest of the elders came out with probably every single council guard they had. 
 
    “You are in such deep shit for poking them, Tams,” Izzy grumbled. 
 
    She wasn’t wrong, but I was pretty sure this was going to happen whether I had or not. 
 
    She cursed when more and more kept coming. She gave me a look like she was going to strangle me when I glanced at her in confusion. “Those aren’t warlocks. They brought shifter help.” 
 
    “Ooooh, fun,” I chuckled, rubbing my hands together. “I didn’t have my normal workout this morning. I could use the exercise.” 
 
    “Come with us quietly and we will leave Ms. Kincaid alone,” that councilman offered. “We won’t remove the magical tattoo and will even cancel the summons for questioning.” 
 
    I snorted. “No.” 
 
    He clucked his tongue and shook his head at me in such a condescending way, it was overly dramatic. “And here you give such lectures about loyalty and whatnot. I thought—” 
 
    “I’m not coming quietly and you’re not getting Izzy, asshole,” I drawled, rolling my eyes to be just as overly dramatic. “I’m up to tier eight crystals now and her barrier is powered with that. It means it’s going be a while until you can get it down and if I wanted, I could throw up one around me. Of course, I called for help. So you’re not getting us, and I’m going to have fun until you guys run like normal.” 
 
    Rage flashed in his eyes. “Your continued disrespect grates on my nerves, Ms. Vale.” 
 
    “I have no respect for any of you and you’re all trash that should be in prison, probably put to death for your crimes once we get the full list.” I smiled evilly at them. “And one day, I will be there for when it happens. There will come a day when you are all brought to justice, and I will sit front and center to bear witness to what you have done.” I looked at the Kincaids. “As well as you.” 
 
    That seemed to be the line, the first group of council guards rushing me.  
 
    And they were no joke. They weren’t like squaring off with idiots at the Power Playoffs, but more like how I saw our magical football team play. This was a squad that trained together or something. Three were the physical fighters that came in for that, while two others were trying to hit me with the right runes, and the last of the six was quickly healing them. 
 
    Cool.  
 
    A real challenge. 
 
    I had fun sparring with the three that were good, much better than most warlocks—definitely at school—but not even close to the Rothchilds. One was the level of the human MMA fighter’s I’d gone up against before, but I was way over that level now. It was much more difficult with two guys tossing runes and spells at me and three on one in a fight was never easy. 
 
    Plus, that jerk insta-healing them was kind of annoying. But the challenge and experience of it was great. Exciting and invigorating for sure. 
 
    Fine, I was demented and would absolutely get in trouble later. It was still cool. 
 
    “Magnificent. She’s a magnificent creature,” one of the councilmen praised. 
 
    Gross. I launched a bolt of electricity at him with a sneer. “I’m not a fucking mare, you sick fuck.” I laughed when he easily deflected it, but it had made them all jump as if they remembered this was like a real fight they were near, not watching video later. They really were creepy fuckers. 
 
    “We cannot leave you alone ever without you finding trouble,” Zack bitched from behind me, letting me know the adults and backup had arrived. 
 
    “Trouble?” I called over my shoulder. “This is my idea of fun, mate.” Just to make my point, I changed my attack to combine my electricity rune—visualizing those whips I’d used before—and inverting a channeling rune. It was meant to focus power like when I’d pushed power from my reservoirs out into Faerie, but in a rune, and combining magic. 
 
    Inverting didn’t always work but in this case, it was the rune for weakening and used to keep prisoners chill in cells. I had a different intent, wrapping my electric whip around the arm of the healer and focusing on his magic. I smirked at him when I felt a rush of power. 
 
    His power. 
 
    “See, fun,” I mocked as the guy dropped like a rock, passed out and wiped. I quickly did it to the five others while they were shocked and then turned to see who all had come. 
 
    Everyone. Just about everyone, and people were still coming. All the normal everyone who rushed into the fray. From the look on Zack, Ray, White, Craftsman, Edelman’s, and several other faces, they had been there a bit too. 
 
    Oh boy. I was in trouble this time. 
 
    “Stay out of this, wolf, or we will contact your elders,” one of my least favorite of the warlock elders, Councilman Harjo warned. “They are both witches and ours.” 
 
    “Tamsin Vale is undeclared and has repeatedly said she does not recognize your authority,” Hudson declared loudly.  
 
    Oh shit. 
 
    “And both women are not yours or anyone’s,” he continued. “Isabella Kincaid might be a witch and once under your jurisdiction, but your corrupt ways and mistreatment of half of the population you are sworn to protect incited my family give her protection. You risk war with our family with this madness.” 
 
    “No, you do, and you are but a prince who will rule one day,” Harjo snapped. “Your father is wise and would never stand up to us over two women. It’s why he has not made a move yet or—” 
 
    “I haven’t needed to,” Mr. Vogel said from behind me. “Ms. Vale has always spanked you and yours by the time we get to show up to whatever insanity you pull each time. I think her labeling you all Wile E. Coyote was rather fitting.” 
 
    “You did laugh, and for a while,” Mrs. Vogel chuckled. “They have our protection. I tire of having to repeat that and so does my mate and our friends.” 
 
    “They are witches and our concern,” a different councilman snapped. “It is insanity you would risk so much over them.” 
 
    “And yet you keep trying for her, so you understand her value,” Mr. Vogel threw right back. “You think you do. We actually do, and what she stands for is more important than one woman so yes, we will risk war to keep her out of your hands. You keep saying that we won’t honor our word or it’s all rhetoric, but hear it from my lips that we will keep our oath and protect her.” 
 
    “It’s insanity,” he whispered, several echoing him. 
 
    “As is what you are trying to do to her who you fully believe is a witch you are supposed to protect,” Hudson shouted, sounding seconds from losing it. 
 
    No one seemed to know what to do or say next and I sighed, turning so I could face them all. “So you’re not going to let me keep beating them all up, right?” 
 
    The looks I got promised several were going to strangle me. 
 
    “I believe you had other plans for your energy today,” White reminded me, taking the rest of the fun out of the idea. 
 
    I was about to agree when I remembered the Kincaids. “Fine, the council and their idiots can all leave, but not the others.” 
 
    “You don’t tell us—” Harjo started. 
 
    But I ignored him, pointing at the Kincaids. “They abducted Izzy off campus and were going to hand her over to have her mind melted. They don’t just get to walk away from that.” 
 
    “Yeah, except they’re the ones that would punish them, Tams,” Izzy reminded me. 
 
    I frowned at her even as relief filled me when I saw Geiger, Edelman, and several others standing by her and the barrier down to signal the danger was over and she was protected. “That’s not fair.” 
 
    “No, but there’s nothing you can do about it,” one of the council guards taunted me. “This is the place of witches and soon it will be yours. The council will get you one day and then you will know your place and know it well.” 
 
    Oh, wrong thing to say, buddy.  
 
    Wrong. Fucking. Thing. 
 
    I heard people shout my name and felt a few try to reach me, but they were too late. I wrote something on my arm for show, but then launched the magic at the four Kincaids. 
 
    “What did you do?” Harjo demanded. 
 
    “Karma. I gave them a bit, a sliver of karma, and a down payment on the justice they will get one day for treating their own family as they have,” I answered with a smile. 
 
    “You attacked—” he started, but I laughed. 
 
    “Yeah, and?” I mocked. “There’s nothing you can do about it, right? You going to start this fight?” I chuckled when the elders shared a look. “I’ll tell you the same I told Ainsworth. Please do. Please do come at me. Head on. Launch it. Launch it all. I didn’t need the backup. Did you see me wait for them? Why wouldn’t I wait?” 
 
    “Because you’re a stupid little girl who is too cocky,” Harjo snapped. 
 
    “Because she’s confident and knows her abilities,” Mr. Rothchild drawled. “In a man, you would commend it. We do as dragons. She can best me with a sword. You’re all idiots to keep treating her like that and try so hard to get her.” 
 
    “It’s all bluster,” Mrs. Vogel argued, waving to the group gathered. “This is all the council guards, none probably left to protect any estates and at least three full shifter packs or groups. They aren’t underestimating her anymore and know just how capable and powerful she is. They are running their mouths to try and seem more. This is their ego and trying to save face now.” 
 
    “There is none left to save,” Mr. Vogel chuckled.  “Not one council has any respect left for the warlock elders. And I include ours.” He glanced at me. “What did you really—” 
 
    He was interrupted when Mr. Kincaid groaned and grabbed his head. 
 
    I smiled at my side. “Pain. I gave them pain. Every time they think of Izzy, they will feel pain as they should. When they say her name, they will feel pain. If someone speaks of her around them, they will feel pain. A photo? It will hurt. Any of it.” I glanced at Izzy who had her mouth open in surprise. “Because that is what you feel all the time because of them and I cannot stand it anymore.” 
 
    Tears filled her eyes. “I love you too, Tams.” 
 
    “You’d think she was raised by her fairy parent,” one of the elders bitched before opening a temp portal, clearly saying the matter was over. 
 
    For now. None of us believed they were really going to leave me alone for good. 
 
    I could always use more fun… Which was why I decided to poke back.  
 
    “Who says I wasn’t?” I called over with a smirk, the elder freezing in his steps to enter the portal and glancing at me. I waggled my eyebrows at him. “Maybe I was?” I burst out laughing when everyone around him stared at me, completely gobsmacked. “Or maybe I am the last fairy? Sure, go tell everyone that. I’m the last raised by my fairy parents. Burn the last of your credibility with another stupid rumor.” 
 
    What came out of his mouth was enough to cover the ears of kids and something his other elder friends would have looked down on if it was said to anyone other than a lowly woman they couldn’t get under control. Still, saying it in front of Mr. Vogel and other important males was very telling that the guy was at the end of the rope. 
 
    Did he want help tying the noose? I could give a hand with that. 
 
    “Thanks for coming,” I said to the everyone when the council, the guards, and their extras all left… Along with Kincaids, making a hasty exit with their goons. 
 
    “I’m trying not to throttle you,” Mrs. Vogel growled. “How could you taunt them with that?” 
 
    “It was quite genius,” Geiger defended. “Normally, I would agree, but it was the one time to mock them with it. She was calm and laughing at the idea while all of us panicked.” 
 
    “But not for the reason the council will assume,” White grumbled, sighing when several nodded. “They will assume we worry for your safety should that be the next rumor; the Underground would go nuclear if they thought that, for one. None of them would assume it was the truth and we worried. You stopped any of them from going any further on that line.” 
 
    I nodded. “They’ve been progressing towards the answer. First, I had a grandparent. Then two. Then both sides. Now a parent? They keep moving the line and making it seem like that’s been my fun to mock them for taking the bait means—” 
 
    “Their egos will stop them,” Mr. Rothchild sighed. “It’s smart but dangerous.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s all dangerous.” I gestured to Izzy. “They took her to melt her mind just to find out what I am and get proof to control me. All of this is dangerous.” 
 
    “Thanks for coming, Tams,” Izzy whispered as she came over to me. 
 
    I hugged her with all I had. “Always. I promised you the day we met that I would be a loyal friend as long as you didn’t tell my secrets and you never have. I need you too, Izzy. No one else can deal with my hair or put up with my shit. They can’t have you.” 
 
    She started with a laugh that turned into a sob as she clutched me. Shock and adrenaline were funny like that, spinning us out and not letting us get our feet for a while. It was understandable. Her parents hadn’t wanted to simply mate her off to raise their standing. 
 
    They’d been willing to completely sacrifice her, leave her nothing more than a vegetable to get in with their corrupt council. Their actions showed how little she mattered to them, even her mother who she’d truly loved. 
 
    If someone didn’t break down sobbing from that then they had no soul and were made of stone. 
 
    And I preferred my friends to have a soul. I would simply bring tissues and fae treats when we needed it. 
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    A couple of weeks later, I was recharging from unfreezing fairies with piles of fast food and a night alone… And a plan to finally tackle something I’d been dancing around.  
 
    When I’d asked Craftsman how he’d coped with losing his dad, the idea of writing letters had sounded helpful to my situation. However, the execution of it hadn’t been working for me. Mostly because I was too angry to focus, stuck in the midst of the storm and getting tossed around with it. 
 
    But anger was distracting and that was dangerous given how much I was handling. And I always had people around me, guards I paid to do that to protect me, and the eyes didn’t help. 
 
    So I’d ditched everyone and was done with the hemming and hawing. I was hidden in one of my favorite places after it had closed and ready to get down to it. 
 
    Katrina Calloway wouldn’t mind. She had said I was always welcome at her store after all. I’d spent so much money there that I doubted she’d really be miffed if she found me sitting among her stockpiles of books trying to write a letter to my deceased mother who was the queen of the light fairies and I’d just found that all out. 
 
    Yeah, I would have let that one go too. 
 
    Hell, I wished it wasn’t my reality. 
 
    I shoved my chalupa in my mouth and sighed, not letting myself reach for anything else until I put something on the damn paper of the journal I’d bought just to work on this. It seemed silly to buy a fancy journal to write angry letters to your dead mother but she had been queen and… I was an idiot. I had wanted to do this respectfully when I knew it would get ugly. 
 
      
 
    M, 
 
    Did you even love me? Could you even love me at all and use me like this? Were you one of those parents like I’ve seen so many times living with humans? Those ones when asked why they had children, they reply, “Because we wanted to.” Well, that’s great… For them. What does that do for the child? You wanted kids and had some.  
 
    Awesome. How selfish. 
 
    Are you capable of giving them what they need? Are you mentally fit to shape and mold another living being and raise them to be useful members of society? Did you think of what they wanted? Would they want you for a parent?  
 
    No? It was all about you?  
 
    How selfish. Good job, you flunked the first test of being a good parent.  
 
    People like that have always irked me and they never understand how horrid their answer is, getting miffed and accusing you of hating kids when you point out what they’ve logically just said. They can’t see past themselves and worry for anyone else. 
 
    So as much as I want to accuse you of being one of those people, I don’t think that’s your damage. I think you’re selfish, but not in that way. I think you love being loved. Maybe. Everything I’ve heard about you was that you were the nicest, kindest person ever. Hearing that constantly has to be wonderful, nice, and soothing. 
 
    Addictive even.  
 
    I wonder what someone would do to keep hearing that, being beloved like that? It sounds crazy to put it in that context, but people kill to keep love. They knock off the spouses or lovers of the people they want thinking they’ll have a chance. Certain people can get twisted up and warped. 
 
    Neldor’s mother makes it clear that fairy queens aren’t exempt from that, so it seems fair to ask… What was your damage? What warped and twisted you up enough to sacrifice your own fucking daughter as you did? 
 
    Because let’s be clear—that’s what you did. You sacrificed me. How could you do that and ever love me? People talk about how selfless you were, but you put this all on me. Fine, you died to save them. I can’t overlook that. 
 
    But if they were all dead, they wouldn’t live to love you and keep saying how awesome you were while I was the one you sacrificed to live a shit life alone. You set me up to never be one of them and looked down on as being an unknown who lived among the humans, risked my magical growth and more not actually giving me over to Geiger.  
 
    Why? So I wasn’t as powerful as you and they wouldn’t love me like they did you? You think I give a shit about that? I don’t want to be a princess or queen or any of it.  
 
    I wanted a family who loved me. I wanted anything but the shit I got and to be sold like I was nothing! 
 
      
 
    I threw the journal across the room, knocking over a stack of books that I promised to set right later. I angrily wiped the tears trailing down my cheeks and focused on my Taco Bell. 
 
    “It’s admirable that you’re trying to deal with your grief,” Katrina said softly from the other side of the room, startling the shit out of me. “I know you’re here cloaked, but I’m a powerful witch, darling. I know when someone comes into my store after hours.” 
 
    I took down the barrier and blinked at her. “Sorry.” 
 
    She waved it off and came over. “No apology needed.” She nodded to the space on the other side of my haul. “May I join you? I would love to steal a few tacos if you could spare some. I know Taco Bell can’t be considered Mexican food, but there is something about it that can simply heal and comfort just as a good burger or fried chicken.” 
 
    “It can,” I agreed. “Help yourself. I can always get more.” I shrugged when she snorted. No reason to deny it. “The program we started is going well. I think it’s time for fifteen at a time, so I’m restocking more calories.” 
 
    “And eating your feelings.” She gave me a sad look as she sat. “I met your mother once. She was an odd one and I don’t mean that as a slight, as I think the finest people are all a bit odd. Outstanding doesn’t lead to being normal, as the definitions themselves conflict.” 
 
    That was fair. I nodded, accepting that as I sorted out what I had left better so she could select. I even gave her one of my Mountain Dews and then settled down with a stack of Chalupa Supremes with steak. Well, I had ground beef and chicken too, but I was starting with steak. 
 
    I was in a chalupa mood. So sue me. 
 
    “I shouldn’t care enough to ask,” I rasped, angry I was crying again. Calloway was so strong and I was acting like a weak little girl and I hated that. 
 
    “I can see you chastising yourself in your aura. Stop it,” she scolded. “You are not weak for caring about your family. You are a loving woman. I have cried many tears for you and finding Queen Meira was gone. Do you think me weak?” 
 
    “No, never. You’re always calm and collected,” I whispered, not able to hide my shock at all. “You—really? You and White always have your shit together.” 
 
    “Oh, darling, no we don’t,” she chuckled darkly. “And it’s not always because of good reasons, we keep it all so repressed. Witches are raised in certain ways that it’s expected of us. Even in decent families like mine and White’s. We’re taught it in school and by our families to survive. You also learn it with age. You are so, so young. You simply don’t feel it from all you’ve been through.” 
 
    I mulled that over as I kept eating. That was fair. “What was she like?” 
 
    “Gorgeous. Maybe the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever seen in the flesh,” Katrina admitted. “Graceful. Grace practically oozed from her pores.” 
 
    Well that clearly skipped me. I tripped and fell all the time. I was only graceful in a fight or in training. Dancing too, but no one would ever use that description on me. 
 
    “Troubled,” she sighed, nodding when I gave her a curious look. “It was only a flash but I saw it. I saw her mask crack for just a moment and her aura flashed bright with pain… But in the dulled way that I now know is your fairy rune. Her eyes glazed in a distant kind of look and then in a moment, she was back.” The seriousness in Katrina’s tone and eyes made me put it together fast. 
 
    “You think her visions hurt her.” 
 
    “Yes, exceedingly so.” She gave a one shoulder shrug before taking a bite of a taco and chewing it. “I don’t think I put it all together until knowing you. I’ve only met a few telepaths in passing. Most don’t tell, as you’ve seen the prejudice against them and flags sent up at their power. With how sexist our societies are, that’s dangerous for women. Most hide it.” 
 
    “Yeah, but even my telepathy has hurt me a ton of times. I never thought of that. How the visions could hurt her. My head feels sensitive when I get images, not just hearing stuff, and linking minds has given me nosebleeds. Seeing the future had to hurt a lot.” 
 
    “It makes sense if you think about it, but I doubt most do, focused more on how exceptional the talent is. How only a few in history have had it. Or so they’ve said.” 
 
    “True, but that doesn’t defend how—” 
 
    “I’m not defending her,” Katrina argued, shaking her head when I raised an eyebrow. “I’m not, Tamsin. I met your mother once. I didn’t know the woman or really have an opinion for her one way or the other besides she was fair with Iolas, who was in love with her.” She held up her hand to hold me off. “But you are my friend. I bring this all up because I care for you. I care deeply for you, darling.” 
 
    I gave her a watery smile. “You realized I have no one to talk about this with because she’s not just my mother, but Queen Meira, and no one has a bad word about her.” 
 
    “Yes. But she’s not Queen Meira to you, and every daughter has the right to say whatever she wants about her mother. Gods knows I did and have, even if she’s gone. No woman is perfect. You are a wonderful daughter to protect the legacy of your mother, but you cannot keep this in anymore. It’s eating at you and I’m worried. I doubt I’m the only one.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” I confessed, gesturing to the journal I threw. “Julian said his mom had him write letters to his dad after he was gone and it helped. I was finally making myself try it.” 
 
    “Did it help?” 
 
    I didn’t answer right away, eating two chalupas before giving a slow nod. “I think maybe it focused the anger. A bit. It could help if I keep doing it. It’s all been this fuming chaos of snowballing rage and trauma that is all swirled around me, but I articulated a few things. I don’t know if focusing anything will help, but chaos is never good to have inside of you.” 
 
    “True, very true and wise.” She didn’t say anything until she’d polished off the tacos she wanted and started cleaning up her wrappers. “You might be completely correct in whatever you’re feeling about your mother. I won’t try and dissuade you, and I’m certainly not here to try and defend her. As your friend, I will say my only advice is for you and if you’re open to it.” 
 
    “From one of my favorite witches? One of the wisest ever? Always.” I smiled at her to let her know I meant it. 
 
    “You are one of the wisest young ones I’ve ever know because you are not quick to jump to conclusions. You are very quick to accurately assess situations and grasp what’s going on when you walk into a room or if there’s a problem. But you do not jump the gun or make judgments without facts. Don’t let your pain change that about you here.” 
 
    “We won’t ever know the answers. My judgments and answers are all I’ll have,” I argued, trying to keep my anger out of my voice. 
 
    I wasn’t angry at Katrina after all. 
 
    “Oh? Really? You think a woman wise enough to lead an entire realm and who had painful future telling visions that saved all fairies wouldn’t think to write any of this down to explain to her daughter one day? Even the men who run the country we live in pass along that football thing with the nuclear launch codes. You don’t think a woman would be smarter and do more than that? I do. I’d bet a lot on that.” 
 
    “Thank you, Katrina.” 
 
    “I’m glad I could help, darling.” She stood and smiled at me. “There is one more thing you are also forgetting. You weren’t born of only a mother. Somewhere out there could still be your father.” 
 
    I winced, nodding though, since she was right. “I think I’m out of hope after the bombshells I learned last time. I’m not sure I can open anymore Pandora’s Boxes and have them explode in my face. I’ve had several the past few years, and that’s taken a toll.” 
 
    “Yes, and you think no fairy will accept you if your father is indeed a dark fairy.” She chuckled when I couldn’t hide my shock. “Iolas. He still had the telepathy rune on from something you were all doing, and you took off your mental shield when you were exhausted. He caught the thought and came to me in confidence on how to help you since you won’t discuss such matters with him.” 
 
    “I know you trust him and I will on certain things because of that, but he was in love with my mother. It’s weird. It’s super weird, Katrina.” 
 
    “Yes, it is, but not to fairies. Love to them is… You were raised human, and I in the prude society of witches and warlocks. To fairies, it’s like breathing and without stigmas. It’s so freeing to hear them speak of it. If your mother did love a dark fairy, it would be an epic tale celebrated of a great romance, even forbidden. That’s how fairies are.” 
 
    “They believe in rules and fight for justice.” 
 
    “Yes, but fairness, not current laws,” she corrected. “Fairies weren’t always separated by their own history.” 
 
    “He knows who my father is, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes, but he wouldn’t betray your mother’s confidence, even now that she’s gone. He made it clear you were worried over nothing and I agree, even if your theory is correct.” She smirked at me. “You love going against the grain and starting trouble way too much to not believe other fairies aren’t the same, darling. They are. Trust me. That’s how they got the myths of being mischievous. They start trouble.” 
 
    “Simply not for trouble’s sake or to hurt the good,” I muttered, bobbing my head. “Thanks, Katrina. Really.” 
 
    “You are not only my dear friend, but I believe my path to redemption for all I did not fight or help with earlier before things became this bad.” 
 
    I didn’t know what that meant, nor was I going to make her say it, switching on my telepathy instead… Which she was ready for. 
 
    Of course she was. 
 
    “You will make a wonderous queen unlike any other, darling. You see how you were raised differently as a fault or something to be looked down on, but I see it as your best fucking asset, Tamsin Vale. You have seen, lived, and suffered through what no other fairy queen has before you. You are the one who will unite the realms and bring peace and prosperity to your people like none before have. 
 
    “And maybe I can work off my penance with any small help I can give you. I firmly believe that. The gods do not push us around like mice in mazes as we have free will, but throw us lifelines and give us chances to change our fates, make the right choices. So remember that next time you write a letter saying you hate your mother. She could see the future and probably knew you would.” 
 
    I nodded, unable to make my voice work. She came over and kissed my hair, muttering for me to get some rest and remember I wasn’t alone before leaving. 
 
    I thought about the last part of what she’d said as I ate the rest, ignoring when it got cold. How far in the future could my mother have seen? This far? Did that mean she knew I would succeed or not? That seemed much crazier than glimpses a few months ahead.  
 
    Honestly, all of it seemed crazy.  
 
    But just to let Katrina play devil’s advocate, I considered her idea that my mother knew I would be here writing a letter that I hated her. She made the decision knowing all I would go through, all I would suffer to be in that exact moment. 
 
    Either she was a psychopath who didn’t care or willing to sacrifice her own daughter for all fairies. Fine, I wasn’t dead, but what I’d been through… It had been close. 
 
    Several times. Dozens of times really.  
 
    And I didn’t think I could do it. I obviously didn’t have a kid, but even with what had happened a few weeks ago with Izzy, I couldn’t sacrifice her. If her charm had flared and going after her could risk all the fairies, leaving her to suffer whatever alone could save them… I couldn’t have left her. Hell, that was what I’d risked as I was the only one who could unfreeze all the fairies. 
 
    I risked that all the time, but I couldn’t trade my friends like that. I understood the life of one wasn’t worth the life of many, but that one life meant a lot to many, and writing anyone off was never acceptable. There was always another way. 
 
    Always. 
 
    But I wasn’t my mother and I couldn’t see what she had. I couldn’t know how much time she’d had to work it all out. That was always a factor in finding a better path or plan.  
 
    Time. We did the best we could in the time we had. 
 
    For the moment, I would try to give her the benefit of the doubt she didn’t have enough time to find a better plan that didn’t sacrifice me. That was about the only inch I could give.  
 
    I thought it was fairly generous given all she’d left for me to handle and on my shoulders. 
 
    After cleaning up my mess, I opened a portal and walked into my garage and was immediately wrapped in a bear hug. I knew they weren’t a threat but it was disconcerting, so I was glad it didn’t last long, Iolas letting me go and shaking me. 
 
    “Don’t do that again,” he begged, several of the Light Guardians standing with him. “We couldn’t track you. Even your mates couldn’t locate you, and that damn warlock refused after he checked you were safe. We won’t intrude but you must be protected, Your Highness.” 
 
    I sighed, stepping away from him. “Yeah, I know, I’m the only one who can do whatever with Faerie and—” 
 
    “It’s not about Faerie!” He cleared his throat and muttered an apology, taking in a deep breath and slowly letting it out. “We could not protect your mother and it crushes our souls. You are the last, Princess. You are the last of our royal bloodline. You are the last of our history. You are our people’s light and hope. Not your power that can unlock us from that magic. You are. You have to live.” 
 
    “You don’t even know me, mate,” I whispered, the tears coming back. “There’s so much more darkness in me than light. Fine, I’m the last, but you’ve gotta look somewhere else for hope because I’m barely hanging on. I have almost none of my own, and I really can’t muster any for others. I’m sorry. I just can’t.” I ignored their shocked looks and left the garage, ready for bed. 
 
    Fine, after I raided the kitchen.  
 
    Then I went to bed. 
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    Darby was waiting for me at the cafeteria for lunch Monday. That wasn’t weird. He was waiting outside to catch me instead of inside. That was. 
 
    “Everything okay?” I checked. 
 
    “Yes. I want to eat off campus somewhere,” he explained. “I got a field trip cleared for both of us. I promised Professor Puth that it ties into shifter culture and you’d learn a lot, so he allowed it. Will you come with me, agra?” 
 
    I would have, even if it meant skipping class. He rarely asked me for anything and he was nervous. We were still… Hesitant with each other and I wanted to move past it. I felt like we were always moving past stuff and it was my fault. I knew it wasn’t, but if he was dating someone else, someone normal when he wanted normal, maybe it would be like that for them. 
 
    “Sure. Where are we going?” I asked as I extended my hand to him. 
 
    He smiled as he took it, bringing it to his lips and kissing my glove. “Hell.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?”  
 
    He chuckled as he pulled me to walk with him. “You’ll see.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I want to now,” I grumbled.  
 
    Which only made him laugh harder. 
 
    Dick. 
 
    We headed to the student union and he used one of my unlimited portal passes that I’d had for a while now. I normally just opened my own temp portal or used the faculty one, but this was an official outing or whatever.  
 
    He didn’t let me see what he wrote down and I played fair by not using my telepathy to listen in. He took my hand again and we went through the portal once it activated and came out into a bustling office.  
 
    I hadn’t realized it, but he had also slipped a glamour charm on over my head at some point because when I caught my reflection in the mirror, I looked nothing like normal. Interesting. Very interesting. 
 
    Darby spoke to a woman behind the desk and showed his ID before signing a clipboard. She handed him a few things and then answered the phone, handling whatever had just happened with efficiency I wish I had.  
 
    “You have to wear this,” he explained as he handed over a guest badge.  
 
    I shrugged, clipping it to my jacket. He did the same, but folded up the paper she’d also given him and stuffed it in his pocket. 
 
    “This is where I went to high school,” he finally explained as we stepped out of the office. “As an alum, I can tour the campus without a guide. It’s one of the best boarding schools our world has.” 
 
    “I thought you said we were going to hell?” I muttered under my breath, taking everything in with interest. 
 
    “I was accurate,” he drawled, smirking at me when I glanced at him. “You act like they have to be mutually exclusive. They’re the same, believe me.” 
 
    I thought about it a moment and nodded. “I do.” I’d gone to a shitty public school for a year and it was hell. I was an abused foster kid and everyone had known that, bullying me as if it was my fault. No one cared and I was already an adult’s punching bag, so the kids all thought that gave them a free pass. Plus, with red hair that was too red to be real—but truly was—I was tormented constantly. 
 
    “I spent a lot of time here,” he told me as we stopped at a set of double doors… That had the sign “Infirmary” above it.  
 
    “What?” I gasped, glancing from him to the sign. 
 
    He wouldn’t look at me though, swallowing loudly. “At least twice a week. For getting the best grades. Not having money. Someone’s girlfriend talking to me, but that was always because they wanted me to do their homework. They normally threatened me with their boyfriends who would beat me up anyways.” 
 
    “And the teachers did nothing?” I seethed. 
 
    He shrugged. “It wasn’t simply jumping in on bullying, but going up against the important parents who would start shit, and they didn’t have someone like Edelman to back them. I honestly never blamed them. Some kept me after class when they knew it was a prime time for me to get bullied. They did what they could without making themselves a target too.” 
 
    “I guess, but it seems like crap to me too,” I grumbled, shrugging when I felt his eyes on me. “You take the job, you promise to protect the kids. I sort of understand Craftsman’s conflict that White says all teachers at that level go through and misuse what they teach. He taught me the stuff that I used to hurt others with. But these teachers promised to protect you and didn’t to save their own asses because shit was complicated. Boo-hoo.” 
 
    “I love how you see the world, agra,” he praised as he squeezed my hand. “Let’s go have lunch.” 
 
    I nodded, curious at a chance to learn more about Darby and his past more than whatever he wanted to teach me that allowed him to count this as a field trip. I was fairly certain I wouldn’t like that if Professor Puth agreed there was something I would learn about shifter culture.  
 
    Sure enough, we were in the cafeteria no more than five minutes and I hated the place. I agreed with Darby’s assessment of hell for sure. Everyone was segregated by their species and it was also clear who were scholarship students or lowest on the totem pole. 
 
    “Well who do we have here?” a guy a few years younger than me asked as he joined us at the trays with his buddies. “You are one hot piece of…” He frowned. “What are you sweetheart?” 
 
    I snorted. “Way out of your league. That’s the answer you’re looking for.” I went to turn away and the idiot had the balls to grab my arm to stop me. “Take your hand off of me or I’ll break it.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea who I am? No one talks to me like that,” he seethed. 
 
    I glanced at Darby. “This is what you wanted me to see? That it starts this young? This little douche is already wielding his parents’ power or money like this and it’s accepted?” 
 
    “No, that wasn’t the goal,” he sighed, rubbing his eyes and pushing up his glasses. “But you attract assholes in record time, so it was stupid to think it wouldn’t happen.” He stared down the guy. “Take your hand off my girlfriend.” 
 
    “Who are—” the guy started. 
 
    “That’s Darby Moore,” one of his buddies muttered. “I’ve seen him on the news. Dude, let go. He’s dating Tamsin Vale and she goes out in a glamour charm. She’ll break you.” 
 
    “She’s not as tough as people say,” the complete moron argued. 
 
    I took off the glamour charm since I was busted… And then broke the guy’s hand. “I’ve taken on councils and all their guards. Yeah, you’re baller compared to them and super scary.” 
 
    “How dare you attack a student!” someone yelled at me. 
 
    I met the irate administrator’s gaze without flinching. “How dare you teach those you are meant to educate and mold into competent members of society that they have the right to touch any woman they want. I suggest you have a conversation with Mr. Geiger before you stick your foot in it any more. And I will be speaking with the women of this school to see who else you blame for defending themselves.” 
 
    “I think it best you leave,” he growled. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s for you to decide,” another man said from behind him. “Mr. Moore is a decorated and valued alum and personally asked me for permission to give a tour to Ms. Vale. Headmaster Edelman was incredibly happy two of his finest students were going to spend time at our institution, and I promised I would make sure they were taken care of. I will keep that promise.” 
 
    The man dipped his head to us and Darby thanked him before we grabbed trays and continued on our way like there wasn’t a huge thing going on in our wake. 
 
    Huh? 
 
    He waited to explain until we were sitting at an empty table in the corner. “You’ve done a lot to help supe schools at the college level. You’ve also done a lot to help the young women who walked into the same traps Izzy did in the high schools. That was the principal, and he didn’t hide he hoped to be on your list of places you might help if you had a tour of the place.” 
 
    My mouth dropped open. “Do all the adults seriously just expect me to save the world? Can any of them do a godsdamn thing on their own?” 
 
    “You have a lot of help they don’t,” he reminded me gently. “They don’t have Geiger and the Vogels and a growing group of backers to help them. This world is terrifying for those who try to go against the grain in a way the human world is not. You have seen it, but you are powerful. Most of us are not. You have to take that into account.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No, no but this time, agra,” he whispered, leaning over and rubbing my shoulder. “I know you judge the teachers who didn’t protect me, but I don’t. Well, not as harshly. They tried. Some really tried but they had families. They weren’t the only ones on the line. Mel told me there were fights you cut from because it could hurt her or others you protected. You know that line.” 
 
    I opened my mouth but then sighed. “You’re right. You’re right. Sorry. I had the luxury to cut and run if things got too hairy. I wasn’t a respected member or society or whatever. That comes with a cost. I know that it’s just…” 
 
    “You can’t live with injustice as others can,” he murmured under his breath, referring to my being a fairy. He kissed my hair when I nodded and we focused on our food. “This really wasn’t what I wanted to show you, but it is smart you see it’s at all levels. The corruption starts early. I went to a lower-level, common-type supe grammar school, but it was even there.” 
 
    “It’s so extreme, even to human rich school.” I shook my head when he tried to argue. “We worked a lot of problems and corruption in the rich circles, Darby. That was where call girls and forced mistresses are abundant. There’s a lot of darkness when people have money to buy their way out of anything, not just with supes. Supes just take it to extreme levels where it’s everywhere.” 
 
    “Living longer doesn’t mean living better,” he agreed. He let out a heavy sigh and rubbed his eyes again. “I can’t say what I want to show you is any brighter of a topic, but I didn’t mean for our outing to take this dark of a turn. I’m sorry, agra.” 
 
    “I’m not.” I bumped his shoulder. “I’m having fun with you, even in hell.” 
 
    “I love you too,” he breathed in my ear, sending shivers down my spine. 
 
    Something we both noticed and neither of us could hide our shock from. Things hadn’t been like that between us for… Too long. Personally, I thought we both kept trying too hard to force things to get better and with how complicated my life was, it never worked out. We became discouraged and defeated and then it was a vicious cycle of being hesitant and not wanting to try. 
 
    Or lowering our expectations. At least I did. 
 
    Constantly. Which was sad since I loved him, and we’d hit such levels of passion and fire, that I longed for it again with him. 
 
    Who knew high school could bring that out in us? 
 
    Yeah, simply thinking that made me feel weird. Him too, from the frown he sported as we kept eating. 
 
    “We’ll pick up more food later, but you have too many eyes now for second and third trays,” he warned as we wrapped up. “People are already chatting and texting everyone they know.” 
 
    “I’m shocked they let the kids have their phones during the school day at a fancy boarding school.” 
 
    “I meant the adults,” he drawled. 
 
    Ahh, yeah, they were pains too. 
 
    He showed me the dorm for vamps where he told me several stories that hurt my heart, namely how no one wanted to room with him so they weren’t a target too. Next, it was the lounges where people had fun or saw their families when they visited… Which his never did since they objected to him going to a fancy school and accepting charity. 
 
    We went to some of his classes, keeping quiet because they were currently in session. But nothing he told me made me happy and my soul ached for how horribly he had been treated. It was all I could see and feel, and I really didn’t understand the point of the field trip besides he was trying to let me in more. 
 
    I was glad for that. I wanted to know more about Darby and see this side of him. 
 
    I simply didn’t understand the master plan, and my boyfriend always had one. 
 
    Always. 
 
    He took me out to the football field and led me up the bleachers. “I spent a lot of time here. It was required for scholarship students to come and cheer on the teams, show our school spirit, and support the school that was giving us a better life.” He snorted as we sat down. “I raised the school’s GPA and test scores, tutored half the idiots in my class, and was forced to help them cheat. Yeah, a better life.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I whispered, hugging his arm to me. “I really am.” 
 
    “I know you are.” He kissed my hair and gestured out to the empty football field. “This is what you missed, agra. This is the normal that makes you feel so weird and different from the rest of us because you missed.” 
 
    And there it was. The master plan. It hit me hard as I stared out at the snow covered grass, not even knowing what state we were in. I couldn’t even make my mouth work as I tried to take in what he was pushing me towards. 
 
    “While you were out there saving people and learning more than in any book, I was here being bullied and dealing with every stupid cliché we hate. You were doing something real and making a difference, and I sat in chemistry getting spitballs thrown at me or stuffed in lockers. That’s what you missed.”  
 
    He turned to straddle the bleacher and made me do the same so we were facing each other, cupping my cheeks as he stared into my eyes. 
 
    “You are so much more than normal. You are extraordinary, agra. You are what people aspire to ever be, and you are only twenty. I know you feel alone and different, an outcast because you weren’t raised like them nor us. But you were never going to be like any of us because you were always going to be more, and I’m not talking about who you were born to. 
 
    “I don’t care about that and I never will.” He moved one of his hands to over my heart. “I mean here. This is what matters. Your heart. Your soul was never going to be one of a normal woman who experienced anything ordinary. You were always meant to be above all of this. You were never behind us, no matter your education, but lightyears ahead of us, and that’s why they’re all so fucking jealous of you.” 
 
    I was fairly sure he had more to say but I didn’t give him a chance, leaning in and kissing him with all I had. A lot of people had said basically the same thing, but no one had ever gotten me to truly hear them like Darby just had. 
 
    He broke the kiss and rubbed his nose against mine in the way that always made me melt. “So stop wearing it as a strike against you that brings you shame. It should be your shield of pride. You were doing more as a kid than even fairies do. I heard the Light Guardians talking about it, and it’s unheard of to go out in the world solo to right wrongs before a fairy has their wings. You’re amazing, agra.” 
 
    “Thanks, Darby,” I whispered, leaning in and snuggling with him, laying my head on his shoulder for a few minutes. I knew that was all we had but I wanted to enjoy it. 
 
    We continued with the tour. He was shocked at that after I discovered the purpose, but I had demanded to see everything and get to know more about his past. I wanted to know more about him, and I think that meant a lot to him. 
 
    Silly man. Of course I wanted to know everything about my prickly pear. I simply didn’t know how to say that always, and I wasn’t great at pushing. 
 
    He had opened a lot of old wounds by bringing me there and trying to help me. That was obvious by the time we reached the end. He was lost in his head—bad memories probably—as we walked down the aisle of the school theater. 
 
    “Were you into theater?” 
 
    “Not really, but the theater teacher was nice.” He shrugged and wouldn’t look at me. “I liked helping with the sets. It was a safe extracurricular as the guys who were in theater were popular and appreciated the grunts. I was into a few of the girls who were into theater too.”  
 
    And they’d hurt him. Or at least one did, and that was what he didn’t want to say. 
 
    “Was she pretty? Or them?” 
 
    “She was. They both were, but yeah, she was. Is.” He cleared his throat. “I mentioned her once. She wanted help getting into college. She doesn’t go to Artemis. Even her money couldn’t buy her in there with such shitty test scores. Not when there are elites who do test well and have money like Lucca and Hudson. They work too. I’m not disparaging them or—” 
 
    “I know. I get it. I’m sorry she hurt you.” 
 
    “Me too.” He glanced around again and shook his head. “I was stupid. All the signs were there it wasn’t real.” 
 
    I snorted. “Been there, done that, and went back for more like an idiot.” 
 
    “Yeah, same,” he whispered. He showed me around backstage and then the storage area, even a few of the sets he’d worked on that were still there. There was the prep and theater classroom. “This is the chorus classroom. There wasn’t a chorus class or group anymore, so it was more the cool kids’ hangout area all the teachers pretended not to know about.” 
 
    “Ahhh, we had that. It was the condemned old school that was never torn down because that was smart to have around, but funding ran out or whatever,” I muttered as I looked around. “Or they were supposed to get funding to turn it into an extended area, but it never happened. Public schools are funny like that and never know what’s going on. Or lie. I found there was a lot of lying.” 
 
    “I think that’s any school.” 
 
    “True.” It was a much nicer hangout area than ours was, which was expected with a fancy school. “So this was the high school version of bringing someone to the stacks? You bring anyone here?” 
 
    He snorted. “There are places like that all over Artemis. Let’s be honest that it’s not just the library. That’s every college campus.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “And no, I never brought anyone here.” He rubbed the back of his neck as he looked out the window. “That’s where she brought her real boyfriend. I wasn’t cool enough to hang out here. We should get going.” 
 
    “Nah, I think you need some better memories of this place,” I purred as I dropped my jacket on the ground. 
 
    And pulled off my sweater. 
 
    “I’m over this place and this crap,” he lied. He sighed when I didn’t reply, turning around to say something, but his eyes going wide to find me mostly undressed. “Tamsin!” 
 
    “Darby!” I teased as I peeled off my pants, my shoes already gone. “I put up a barrier. Are you saying you don’t want your agra?” 
 
    “I always want you. You know that.” 
 
    “Then be naughty with me in the cool kids room like we never got to. Give me my fantasy, my sexy Irishman.” I winked at him and teased the front clasp of my bra. “Unless you don’t want to?” 
 
    He was on me before I could get my bra off. His hands moved to my ass as his lips found mine. He kissed me silly before pulling away. “You are much prettier than she is. Don’t be jealous, agra. You’re a twenty and she’s like, an eight. No, you’re at least a thirty on a scale of ten if she’s an eight.” 
 
    “I wasn’t being jealous,” I defended. 
 
    “Sure,” he chuckled, kissing me quiet. 
 
    I hadn’t thought I’d been but maybe. “You’re much more handsome, definitely sexier, than that idiot I gave my virginity to. He was so fucking stupid and I love how smart you are. And your glasses always get me hot how you fidget with them.” 
 
    “You’re the only one. I think I love that you were raised with humans for the single fact you adore my glasses and they have a thing of sexy geeks,” he mumbled against my lips in between kisses. “You want to give me my fantasy?” 
 
    “Yes, always. Let’s play.” 
 
    “Anything I want?” 
 
    I nodded, knowing he wouldn’t push too much or take things over the line. 
 
    He smiled against my lips. “I’m going to bang you against the wall and make you scream my name while all the little shits are in class and I get the prettiest woman ever they could never dream of.” 
 
    I groaned. That was so fucking hot. 
 
    Mostly because he meant it. Darby completely felt that way about me. No reservations or doubts. To him, I was the hottest woman ever, the best all-around and no one better possible. 
 
    He was totally delusional, but I liked he appreciated me that much. 
 
    I had my bra and panties off by the time he got his jeans open and pushed down, giving me a curious look. I shrugged. “I assume the fantasy had me totally naked for you.” 
 
    He threw back his head and laughed. “Agra, all of my fantasies have you totally naked.” 
 
    Okay then. 
 
    He pushed me up against the wall so I was facing it and knelt behind me, giving me some serious fun with his tongue and fingers. I cried out his name twice before he spun me around, hard and ready for me. He lifted my leg and plunged into me, loving to surprise me and my body with the sudden first thrust. 
 
    And I fucking loved it. I felt so full and his need poured over me, egging my own desire higher and higher. 
 
    Darby lifted me under my legs and pressed me flush against the wall as he pounded into me without giving me any time to adjust. I wrapped my arms around his head and held on for the ride. He ran his fangs along my neck, making my shiver, but both of us knowing he would never bite me again.  
 
    I trusted him enough to let him near my neck and to tease me with his fangs, and that meant the world to him. He’d told me that several times, and I was glad we were back to the place I could trust him and not flinch at the idea of him near my neck. 
 
    It had been dark times for us when I couldn’t. 
 
    I think that relief overwhelmed us both since it had been just over a year since it had happened. I kissed him with all I had as he moved faster, took me harder.  
 
    “I love you, Darby,” I rasped, my heart soaring at being with him, but my soul also hurting at all we’d had to suffer through to get to this point.  
 
    And I doubted it would be the last of our pain. Call me pessimistic, but I saw it more as reality. 
 
    “I love you so much it hurts, agra,” he grunted in between thrusts. “Come for me. Show me how good I make you feel.” 
 
    That wasn’t hard to push me into since I was already right there. I screamed out his name as I did, not holding back at all since I knew he wanted that for his fantasy. I hated feeling like I was obnoxious but now and again, my men could get the win of making me have a porn-type orgasm. 
 
    I’d give them much more than a bit of embarrassment on my part. 
 
    He brought me again before finishing but apparently, I wasn’t finished with him.  
 
    “Again,” I demanded. 
 
    “Really?” he asked, gasping for air and not hiding his shock. He shook his head when I nodded. “We have to get going before someone comes looking for us.” 
 
    “Fuck me again or we won’t have sex like this for a while,” I threatened, both of us knowing I wouldn’t carry out that threat now that the passion was back between us. 
 
    A slow smirk crept on his lips. “I’m gonna bend ya over something and drill ya hard if ya gonna be a brat with me, agra.” 
 
    “Fuck me then, feed me more, or I’m gonna get really hangry with ya, my sexy Irishman,” I teased in my best Irish accent.  
 
    Apparently, it wasn’t half bad, or it was horrible, and my teasing still turned him on because moments later, I was bent over the teacher’s desk having my world rocked by my boyfriend. Going to hell apparently had a few perks. 
 
    As long as I was involved. 
 
    A sentiment Darby agreed with and said the moment we finished. I laughed so hard I couldn’t even stand or clean up. It took me several minutes to calm down and explain he’d said exactly what I’d been thinking, and then he was just as amused. 
 
    What wasn’t amusing—but also not unexpected—was the group waiting for us at the main office when we went to sign out and return our badges. I didn’t wait for the normal bluster and bullshit, finding Claudia in the group and going right on the offensive. 
 
    “Thank you for coming so quickly. I need a police report filed as a student assaulted me while I was here and wouldn’t let me go after both of us warned him. I had to forcibly remove his hand from my body.” 
 
    “You broke my son’s hand and—” a man started. 
 
    I gave him a bored look. “He’s lucky I didn’t break his arm and face. He clearly was about to do the same to me for the way I disrespected him by telling him no when he assumed I was no one. You should be teaching your son manners and vital necessities, like self-preservation, as he’s stupid and so entitled, he’s crass by human standards.  
 
    “It’s disgusting and uncouth that I’m disappointed he attends this fine school. I’ll make sure I mention to Headmaster Edelman that I don’t think he’s Artemis material, and several other of our fine colleges could do without such an uncivilized and ill-behaved boy. He goes out in the real world, and his actions could land him in human jail and risk all of our society.” 
 
    “Why, you stupid little bitch,” he seethed as he reached through the group of people for me. 
 
    “Clearly, we can see where he gets his lack of self-preservation,” Claudia drawled. “And also, his trashy behavior.” 
 
    “Touch me and I will break you,” I warned the man as he reached me. “I don’t care how archaic and behind the humans you’ve been allowed to behave towards women, but I don’t put up with that shit. It’s not only ridiculous, but it risks all of us.” I ignored his bluster and focused on Claudia. “It will be a lot of hours, but I want your interns or junior associates to interview every female student here.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at that. “To what end?” 
 
    “I want to know who else that little shit has put his hands on like he’s entitled to any and every woman he wants. I want to know how bad this rape and abuse culture runs. And I want to know if there’s another option for the ten-year celibacy rune. If there is not, I want to set up a research fund with a million dollar prize for the one who creates a two-year rune.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed shock. “Why?” 
 
    “Because that’s going to be the new punishment given by the councils to anyone who rapes their people. It’s disgusting it’s not already. This world has magic, but it’s not magical or better at all. People simply use their power for more corruption and to get away with more crimes. If they want to keep playing that way, so will I. I simply have more power than they do.” 
 
    I winked at her and grabbed Darby’s hand, thanking the principal for the lovely time and tour. I ignored the man trying to “put me in my place” and all that stupid sexist bullshit and left. If he thought barking at me that I needed to shut my mouth and stand off to the side like a woman should after all I’d been through when bigger and badder had already tried… Well, I couldn’t fix the stupidity of others. 
 
    But I could punish them for their misdeeds. 
 
    And soon, I would. Legally, once I was out.  
 
    I was starting to honestly look forward to that day. 
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    The next few weeks were actually calm and pretty great. After what happened with Izzy being taken off campus, we expected pushback on demanding stricter security procedures but before we could say anything, Mr. Von Thann was formulating plans for the school board to implement. It had taken me a few moments to catch up, but Lucca had filled me in. 
 
    Someone had found a weakness and publicly exploited it. Others would try it next, and that risked all the wealthy, high priority targets of the elite families attending Artemis. It had nothing to do with Izzy or I and everything to do with protecting their kids, which they didn’t mess around with. 
 
    Fair enough. I’d always known that given the amount of security guards compared to the number of students at such a small university. There were cameras and protection measures all over, plus the wards and barriers.  
 
    Hey, I wasn’t complaining.  
 
    And our school wasn’t the only one who had stepped up. At first, the warlock elders had assumed it was their time to shine and get something out of the deal. Some needed goodwill when so many were pissed at them either for the ongoing crap with McGrath, Ainsworth, or that elder who had been willing to work with a leader in the Underground to take me out. 
 
    Instead, the school boards approached the Calloways and asked how to figure out what to do. They had some ideas but in the end, I had asked the fairies in hiding at my hotels for help. It was a chance for us to help our allies and protect students, which we needed to, and they agreed. 
 
    Unfortunately, the answer they had would have been busted as fairy magic in a few minutes flat. 
 
    Of course it would. 
 
    It had been an all-hands-on-deck situation since the longer we left the door open for baddies to slip in, they would want to use it. Iolas, Katrina, and Craftsman came up with the answer after he was able to create a new rune based on a fairy one, but only because of his link to my magic and being my mate. 
 
    We were going to leave that part out of story. Definitely. 
 
    There were currently magical items that scanned for magic. I’d used one several times when we’d been interviewing people to work at HAVEN and hunting Underground. There were ways to cloak magic though, like how White had that safe in my closet or her purse blocked crystals from me at times. 
 
    Or I cloaked myself all the damn time. 
 
    So that was a factor. There were lots of factors, and we had to be smarter than the bad guys. Iolas, Katrina, and Craftsman all said my not growing up in the supe world was truly my biggest asset sometimes, as it was my weird way of seeing our world that had given them the visual of what to focus on, try for. 
 
    “Why can’t you just have a damn black light you turn on in the security room?” I had demanded. “Like when police or forensics scan for blood or bodily fluids with lights? Bring packages into the room and flip on the switch to activate the bespelled light that will flare up anything that’s not what it’s supposed to be. Either magic or ill intent or just that the fucking bad guys sent it.” 
 
    Sure, I’d been mostly sarcastic and a bit snippy because they’d been discussing magical theory and all the stuff I didn’t understand. But it was also how long they’d been going on, and it was way past when we were supposed to have eaten. 
 
    Hey, I warned people I got hangry.  
 
    After they’d gotten over their shock that I’d come up with such a simplistically complicated genius idea, Katrina had muttered something about getting me a warning shirt. I wasn’t sure how something could be simplistically complicated until they all pointed to the reservoir on the counter. 
 
    That made sense in a magical context. The concept was simple. It held magic until one needed it. It stored it for later. 
 
    However, it was ridiculously complicated to make, layers and layers of crazy to put it all together. Fine, but it still sounded like an oxymoron. 
 
    And the wench really did have a hoodie made for me that said “WARNING: Suffers from extreme cases of Hangry. Feed immediately for the safety of everyone.” 
 
    I think all of my friends are still laughing. 
 
    I’ve worn it because it’s not wrong. Unflattering, but not untrue. 
 
    And it’s super comfy. 
 
    After a lot of work, they’d pulled it off with my helping Craftsman and managed to get it set up in the guard station. Score one for the good guys. The past couple of weeks had been going good with the testing of it, and we were ready to figure out how to get it into the other colleges as well. 
 
    Except now, the councils and important peoples were all demanding to purchase the system and how it was all done. So instead of simply basking in the glory of doing something good to protect people and things turning out well, I was stuck in a Saturday early morning meeting debating how to handle this new development. 
 
    And my eye was twitching. That was a new thing when I was seriously stressed. It was pretty valid. I had been fine with pushing back my first real chance at Valentine’s Day because this was important, unfreezing fairies was super important, and all the other important fucking things, but I was supposed to have my belated fun that day. 
 
    Not more of this shit. 
 
    Sure, Darby and I had been dating last year, but after what had happened with him drinking my blood on New Year’s and Mason almost killing me right when we’d gotten back to school… Valentine’s Day had been the last thing on our minds. 
 
    Really, it had been. 
 
    “Tell them I was involved and give the power part that I won’t share how to do,” I interjected when the debating and back and forth went on for too long. 
 
    “We’re trying to limit the amount of threats against you and reasons people come for you, Princess,” Iolas reminded me. 
 
    “Yes, but let’s be honest that one more thing really isn’t more than a drop in the huge ass bucket right now,” I drawled, crossing my arms over my chest while staring him down. “Make a deal with the dragon royals that we will put this at their guard stations to scan everything coming in their castles, and they’ll back us in throwing down. We’re not putting this in every corrupt fucker’s house.” 
 
    “You’re already on thin ice now that you’ve outed yourself as being able to open temp portals on the fly,” Edelman worried. 
 
    I shrugged. “And? I’ve been seen dozens of times now while hobgoblins are escaping. At events. It’s all over that it can’t be me.” I glanced over at Cluym with a smirk. “And we have an idea on the next step with that.” 
 
    “Oh goodie,” White groaned, massaging her forehead. “Let me guess? You figured out how to make that portal charm that you’ll probably give to the fae dogs to drop off to captive hobgoblins?” 
 
    “Yes.” I smiled when several people started cursing.  
 
    “If one person gets their hands on the charm, they will trace that magic back to you,” Edelman argued, reminding me of why no one would show me how to make them. 
 
    “Then let them!” Neldor snarled. “It’s not one or two of us anymore. There are hundreds of us and we can take on any group. Let them start to worry. We cannot keep allowing fair folk to be treated like this!” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said before people started arguing. “On that last part. Not the first. We’re not ready to out that fairies are back, but the fae dogs know that and won’t let themselves get caught. They can turn invisible and burn anything to ash in a flash. They won’t let the charms get caught. They are smarter than people understand. If something goes wrong, they burn the charm or swallow it or whatever.” 
 
    “That would work,” White admitted. “There are also dozens of people who have spoken up—powerful people saying they cannot stomach the mistreatment of fair folk. There’s been a lot of speculation of who is helping them besides Tamsin. And as much as we want fewer targets on her, keeping her the focus means we’re not spreading our efforts too thin.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong,” Iolas begrudgingly admitted. “Worrying they’ll come after Katrina or Craftsman now, instead of the princess for the moment could distract the visible protection. That would lead to others trying and might out our being back or position before we’re ready. I don’t like it but it’s smarter.” 
 
    “Good, then someone make the call and get the royals on board.” 
 
    “My parents will be fine with it,” Hudson promised, as annoyed about the meeting as I was. He couldn’t even hide it from where he stood leaning against the wall of my party room with his arms crossed over his wide chest. “We’re done now, right? We can actually get to the plans for today instead of this crap?” 
 
    Edelman raised an eyebrow at him. “I would think as a prince you would have more patience for politics.” 
 
    I quietly cleared my throat, trying to remind Hudson that by some miracle, Edelman didn’t actually know about us yet. And it was smarter to keep it that way.  
 
    Hudson sighed, wiping his hand over his face. “Tamsin’s my friend, and I’m tired of all this always getting dumped on her. I would bet a few are pushing for this system so hard because they think she’s behind it, and it will be another bullshit reason to try and get her into custody. It’s constant and the same games. She needs a damn day off and we’re cutting into it. Again.” 
 
    “You might be onto something there,” Geiger muttered, sharing a look with Edelman and then White. “Something to check into. The crystals, they couldn’t make stick as an actual security threat, but this could be. It’s a security invention she will deny some because of corruption—a judgment they won’t allow her to make. This could be a trap.” 
 
    “Then we need to investigate the ones pushing the hardest and see what we come up with,” Iolas stated firmly, giving me a glance not to argue and he would handle it. 
 
    Fine. By. Me. People could handle a lot more of everything, in my opinion, as long as they did it right. 
 
    And Iolas always did. 
 
    “Okay, meeting over then,” Darby announced as he came towards me with an evil grin.  
 
    And handed me a blindfold. 
 
    Huh? 
 
    I took it from him with a frown. “I’m not wearing this while getting naked.” 
 
    “Jesus, Tamsin,” he hissed, as half the room burst out laughing while some of our teachers and important school people looked like they were as embarrassed as Darby. 
 
    Oh geez, grow up. 
 
    I put on the blindfold and promised I couldn’t see anything and I had my telepathy off. I even yelped as he picked me up off the chair and carried me away.  
 
    Except I knew when he took me to the portal to Faerie. I could feel it. So that blew the surprise that our first fun was in Faerie, but I wasn’t going to bust him on that. 
 
    I was too excited at the prospect of a morning picnic there. That sounded amazing right then. Or always. Yeah, always. 
 
    The portal was already activated and we went right through. He took off the blindfold and smirked at me, letting me know he assumed I could feel the portal. Which meant he didn’t want me to see what had been set up on the way there?  
 
    Huh? 
 
    I turned towards the portal just in time to see Irma and the hobgoblins from school come through… Along with all their kids who had never been to Faerie. I gasped as my hands moved to cover my mouth and tears immediately filled my eyes.  
 
    And I wasn’t the only one having that reaction from the other fairies standing with us to witness this. There were hundreds of us now, and this was maybe exactly what we all needed to keep pushing forward with what we needed to do. 
 
    “Tamsin, it’s Faerie!” Elasha squealed so loudly it echoed above all the others. She’d been my first little buddy who had come over to see my hair and meet her first fairy when I was still new to everything. I’d been so scared and too afraid to even admit that to myself, and she was one of the few to reach out to include me, welcome me.  
 
    Even if it had only been to bring me an apple. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s Faerie, Elasha,” I rasped. I kissed Darby’s cheek and hurried over to the kids, picking her up first and swinging her all around before we all ended up on the ground in a pile of tickling and giggling and just pure joy. There was no other way to categorize it other than blissful joy. 
 
    More and more hobgoblins came through the portal with their kids who couldn’t even contain their excitement at getting to see their homeland for the first time. In a way, they were Earth’s ultimate refugees. It was so weird to think about that, but it was true. 
 
    And I was still an alien. 
 
    Oh well. 
 
    Even all the adults who hadn’t been there in twenty years, or were born there and didn’t remember it like me, all had bright yellow skin with joy like the kids. All the fairies joined in the fun. 
 
    Or so I thought. It was all the light fairies at first, making me realize it was hobgoblins that had lived with light fairies. Maybe? I wasn’t sure how that worked. 
 
    I wasn’t sure I cared. 
 
    I picked up a giggling, squirming pile of love—also known as Elasha—and handed her to the nearest dark fairy. At first, he simply looked at me like I was nuts, everyone around us going quiet. I simply smirked at him and dropped her, knowing full well he’d have the reflexes to catch her. 
 
    Sure enough he did, Elasha squealing in delight like it was a game and peppering his face with kisses, asking him to toss her again.  
 
    I kissed the man’s cheek on the other side. “Yeah, do it again. Have fun, mate. This is a celebration. It’s a win for all of us.” 
 
    “You’re right, it is, Princess,” he mumbled, giving me a funny look. 
 
    Darfin was there next begging to be tossed… So I did, sending him towards another dark fairy who was more than ready. I’d also specifically picked the ones I recognized who were Dark Guardians—the royal guards for the dark fairy royals, just as we had the Light Guardians—since they were the ones who I thought were struggling the most. 
 
    Their queen was gone and had done this to all of Faerie and her people. They had no heir to take over their realm, only Neldor. I wasn’t going to vote for him to be leader of anything because he was an asshole, even if he was behaving better, but it was sexist that only the eldest daughter could rule.  
 
    It was. I was fighting that bullshit all over the place in reverse, with only men being elders and the bosses. It wasn’t any less sexist because the gods declared it so and said it sided with women. From what I’d read, men had had their chance and blown it, and the gods had decided the daughters of royals were the better choice to give balance in a world that gave too much to men. 
 
    I didn’t disagree, but I would call a spade a spade. 
 
    But another day, as this was the day to celebrate and enjoy a win. We needed the wins we were getting.  
 
    “This is like, the best present ever,” I praised Darby, wiping away happy tears for like the hundredth time. 
 
    “It wasn’t mine, agra,” he admitted. “The picnic and day off with all the fairies was mine. The rest was his.” He pointed behind me and I followed the line of sight to see Hudson standing off to the side watching all the fun with a smile. “He lost his patience that the hobgoblins couldn’t come visit and it was a risk that the kids might talk. He worked it out so the castle staff took over at Artemis today so this happened.” 
 
    Damn.  
 
    And just for the icing on the cake, packs of the fae dogs started coming through the portal. The ones sworn to me had been there several times, but there was no easy way to facilitate getting the others ones in all on my own without stepping on the toes of my packs. 
 
    Apparently, we were all taking a break from turfs and sides for the day and simply celebrating. 
 
    Wouldn’t it be nice if we could have more days like that? I wasn’t delusional to think every day could be like this, but just more of them would be my fondest wish. 
 
    “A picnic is still an awesome present, my prickly pear,” I praised, giving him a soft kiss. “And I will thank you for it tonight again and again and again.” 
 
    “Agra,” he groaned as I backed away from him. 
 
    I let out a laugh as I bounded over to Hudson. He saw me coming at the last second and barely had time to catch me as I jumped at him. I wrapped around him like a monkey to give him a heated kiss that got us a lot of whistles and cat calls. Then I climbed up on his back so I could still keep watching the fun and snuggle with him. 
 
    “Having fun up there?” he teased me. 
 
    “You get to see so much more than I do being this tall,” I complained playfully. I pressed my lips to his ear before he had a chance to snark back. “Thank you for this, my dragon. I needed this and it’s like, the best present ever.” 
 
    He turned his head so our lips were almost touching and he could look into my eyes. “I wanted you to have some fun. You did all of this, Tamsin. This is all because of you. You’ve had help, but you started this and have pushed them, just like you did those guys who are now playing with the kids. It’s what you do, but you don’t always get to see the good. You need to stop and see the ripples, the good.” 
 
    “I do,” I agreed, giving him a soft kiss. “Thank you for making sure I do.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “I appreciate it.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “No, I really appreciate this. Which is why you’re going to get a special present too. I’m going to reserve a weekend just for us at one of my resorts and it’s going to be a magical weekend as well. A naked weekend with lots of healing runes and offering myself to you the whole time, my nape showing and no clothes.” 
 
    “For the love of fuck, Tamsin,” he growled, reaching behind him to try and grab me. 
 
    I crawled up him the other way, nipping at his ear. “No, but I’m going to love you fucking me. As hard as you want. As deep as you want. River can even drive and let you do me however he wants his mate. Spread wide or maybe some of that nuzzling I’ve given Darby he gets some jealous of? I think I want to try nuzzling my dragon?” 
 
    “I’m so fucking hard for you,” he snarled, catching me on the other side and yanking me around with a fake out. He wrapped me around him and kissed me like no one was around. “That sounds like a great present, but watching you smile and finally getting to enjoy your home instead of wincing at the mention of it or being scared it might only hurt you was the best thank you I could have asked for.” 
 
    Damn, he was good. Tears burned my eyes yet again as we kissed. That was amazing and snapped the final thread of what I’d been trying to deny. 
 
    “I love you, Hudson,” I breathed against his lips. 
 
    His eyes went wide and then he simply blinked at me. “Really? I mean, really?”  
 
    He waited until I nodded before letting out a huge whoop and tossing me up in the air like the others did the kids. He easily caught me and spun us around until I was dizzy, finding the nearest tree to press me up against and attacking my mouth, making sure to hide me from the others as if they didn’t know what we were doing. 
 
    “I love you too, Tamsin. I really do. I want you to be—I want us to be real. This isn’t just friends with benefits and hookups for me. And this isn’t about us being mates. What I feel is—” 
 
    “It’s not casual anymore, and it wasn’t even before everything happened,” I admitted. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s been more for a while.” He kissed me when I nodded. “I know we can’t be out, and I’m not saying we announce we’re mates. I just want us to be on the same page.” 
 
    “We’re on the same page, you pushy dragon,” I promised. “You’re mine and I’m yours. The rest we’ll figure out as we go. It’s dangerous for both of us to try and go public as things are, so keep up appearances as you need to or take dates to things, but no more betrothals or anything else, or I might claw some bitches up.” 
 
    I’d never seen Hudson laugh so hard. Apparently, the damn dragon liked my jealous side. 
 
    Glad to hear it, because I didn’t. 
 
    The next crazy fun came when Chief trotted over with the football I used to play fetch with the pack. Most of the fairies looked at me like I was nuts when I took the ball and threw it as far as I could. 
 
    Especially the dark fairies. The fae dogs who weren’t sworn to me were used to working with dark fairies and were hanging with them… Except I knew the truth. 
 
    “I hear their thoughts,” I busted the dogs, smirking at the group of Dark Guardians. “They’re dying to join in and wished you guys gave them as much TLC as I give my packs.” I looked at the dogs with an evil grin. “Whoever brings me the ball back next, I’ll deliver a live cow to the pack to eat, warm and fresh.”  
 
    And then I tossed the ball to Hudson to throw since he had a much better arm than I did. He didn’t hesitate, launching the damn thing so far, I lost sight of it. 
 
    The packs also didn’t hesitate, taking off the moment the ball left his fingertips and racing for it. The ground shook as all the huge dogs raced in the same direction acting like excitable puppies instead of terrifying beings of legend that most thought of as hellhounds. 
 
    I was dying as we watched them speed away. Honestly, I was laughing so hard, I would have fallen over if Lucca didn’t wrap his arm around me to keep me standing. It wasn’t only the way the fae dogs acted, but the shock on the faces of all the fairies. 
 
    Except Neldor. He actually stood there with a smile on his face, shaking his head. “Glad to see I’m not the only one with that reaction to your antics.” He shrugged when people looked at him. “I was just as surprised, but she can hear their thoughts, and I’ve seen how much they enjoy it. I’ve played with the packs for hours while staking out estates that keep hobgoblins or to reward them for doing a good job.” 
 
    I hadn’t known that, and I was a bit surprised to learn he could actually be nice to them, but then I realized there was something I needed to say before the packs came back. “The fair folk have been through a lot more than you all have been caught up on while you were frozen. The fae dogs were chased out of safety. Constantly, for the past twenty years by the dust collectors. They need fun too. They need love.” 
 
    “So we add these dust collectors to the list of who we will seek justice from when we are able to say we’re back?” a Dark Guardian asked me. 
 
    I smirked at him. “Oh, they’re already on the list, mate. Believe me, they’re already on the list.” 
 
    Neldor snorted. “You have the ones highlighted who attacked you in the media for costing them jobs and their livelihoods, all over animals.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Yeah and the idiots actually gave me the names of a bunch of their friends when I challenged them on how many jobs it could really be. I mean, it’s hard not to laugh when they’re that stupid.” 
 
    I wasn’t the only one who laughed at that. Really, people were sometimes so stupid, it shocked me it didn’t hurt them. 
 
    I noticed Darby ducked through the portal to get more balls or frisbees to play with, the fairies he handed them to hesitant with him. He went back for another errand and I stared down the group. 
 
    “He is one of the main reasons we’ve made it as far as we have,” I reminded them. “He’s done everything he can to help us and the hobgoblins adore him. The fae dogs as well. I understand we have history with vampires, but they’re not—” 
 
    “It’s not that, Princess,” one of the Dark Guardians interrupted, glancing at the portal quickly to make sure Darby hadn’t returned. “It’s shock. Some of us were filled in on how his family was one of the branders who abused fairies and used them as blood cows they bred for that purpose. It’s unheard of that a vampire would go against their own clan to fight against that and help disable the network.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding the hesitation better. “It’s who he is. It blew up because we were together and he didn’t know, but I’ve heard his thoughts time and time again. He would have done it even if we weren’t dating. His family stopped being his family to him the moment they treated people as food and behaved like monsters. He’s on our side all the way. He’s one of us.” 
 
    “Plus, I love you, agra,” Darby said from behind me. “I don’t care that he’s my grandda. He wanted to brand you as property and force you to make babies with lots of people he would feed from. I love you, and he would have done that to you. That’s no blood of mine. He could put money and feeding before the love of his own kin and that made him no clan of mine.” 
 
    I smiled at him over my shoulder. “I’m sorry it took me so long to see that and worried you’d regret giving up your family for me. I’m sorry I doubted your love.” 
 
    He gave me a watery smile. “You were sort of traumatized by what he did to us. You have not a damn thing to apologize for. I thank the gods you gave me the chance to win you back. Chances even, and I don’t deserve you.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Iolas grumbled from my left. 
 
    I used the wind rune to send him flying as I reached with my right hand to pull Darby in for a kiss, amusing lots of the fairies around us. And a lot of the hobgoblins, from the way the kids cheered. 
 
    “Darby’s the best boyfriend ever,” Elasha bragged to the Dark Guardian still holding her. “He made her an ice sculpture before they were dating. He said she was like Maleficent when she was good and fighting for everyone. He was super in love with her then. And he models for the co-op to help Tamsin when she’s nervous. He protects her at the photoshoots from all the dogs. Momma calls them dogs.” 
 
    “I think that’s enough of you repeating the adult talk,” one of the hobgoblins said as she changed colors to show she was embarrassed. 
 
    I didn’t focus on that though, but the first part of what Elasha had said, blinking at Darby. “You knew before I told you. Did you know then?” 
 
    “No, no I didn’t,” he chuckled. “I had no idea before we started dating. I figured it out when you were preparing for the Power Playoffs. You were reading a book written in Faerie. I thought I’d lost my mind, but you had been for a while and set it down and it slid off the pile after you left the room. I picked it up and it was in Faerie. I swore it was the wrong one, but then I started checking the books you read.” 
 
    “And you busted me,” I sighed, shaking my head when he nodded. “Yeah, I got a bit lax. My mind was focused on keeping all the runes straight and which ones I couldn’t use that would give me away as being a fairy that Craftsman had busted me a few times too.” I gave him a sweet kiss and brushed my nose against his. “That statue did mean everything to me. It touched my soul, my prickly pear.” 
 
    “It’s still how I see you, agra. You fight for what’s right and will never stop fighting, even if you lose your wings—even if you don’t have your wings yet.” 
 
    “Who’s Maleficent?” someone asked quietly. 
 
    Not quietly enough since we all heard him. 
 
    “Way to ruin the mood, jackass,” someone else replied. 
 
    I glanced up to see a light fairy ribbing a dark fairy and I didn’t give a single flying fuck that they’d ruined the moment I’d been having with Darby. The two guys were joking around and not giving a shit they were light or dark. 
 
    And that was one of the best presents ever. 
 
    And then we all enjoyed a massive brunch spread. The hobgoblins had brought a ton of food; so had others coming from the hotels, and a fuck ton from deliveries as well. We had blankets set up and runes to keep us warm in the winter weather. 
 
    It was honestly one of the best mornings of my life. There was only one thing—one person missing, and I was honestly tired of missing Mel, so I told my heart to stop. I wasn’t going to let her ruin this for me when my soul needed this. 
 
    Oddly enough, it worked. Sad, but it did. We all had a blast, and Faerie got to have some real joy liven it up in a way it hadn’t in twenty years.  
 
    Even if it was just one section of it. 
 
    Even if it was a fraction of its population. 
 
    Even if it was just for a morning. 
 
    It was a huge fucking win that we all appreciated. 
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    After the picnic and it was clearly time to come in from the cold—since even magic could only do so much—I decided to push a bit. Everyone had been enjoying themselves so much and crossing the lines that I couldn’t help myself. 
 
    Plus, I thought it might really help us. 
 
    I walked right up to Taeral, a captain of the Dark Guardians who was a trusted advisor to Neldor’s mother and still fiercely loyal to her. Basically, Iolas’s counterpart in the other realm. 
 
    And supremely distrusting of me and Neldor’s biggest fan because of it.  
 
    Needless to say, the Light Guardians weren’t a fan of my ever approaching him or going near him alone. Which I counted on, Iolas at my side before I even reached the darky fairy. I glanced between the two of them and tried to keep my nerves at bay, projecting my calmest smile. 
 
    “I’d like a word with both of you in private at my house. Please. I found something and I need seasoned eyes to look it over and see if it’s worth putting time into the idea.” I held up my hand to hold off what I knew Taeral would say first. “I’m going to ask Neldor to join us also. This is about our world. He’s not wrong my magical educational is lacking compared to most fairies. I get that.” 
 
    “You’re much more powerful than him already,” Iolas defended. 
 
    Taeral gave me a surprising inch with his reply. “I agree with some of the others that your unconventional upbringing might be what we’ve needed to solve age-old problems. You’ve shown exceptional intelligence to move us forward from unprecedented problems, Princess.” 
 
    “Thank you. Will you review what I’ve found then?” 
 
    He dipped his head to me. “Of course. I thank you for finding me worthy to ask my counsel.” 
 
    I gave him a genuine smile. “If Neldor’s mother found you a worthy mind to bounce ideas off of, I would never be so pompous to think I could do better or know more.” I headed out on the win they would at least hear me out, asking the guys to give me a bit for some fairy stuff and then turning to talk to Neldor… Who had steam coming out of his ears. 
 
    “What are you plotting with Iolas and Taeral?” he demanded, cornering me away from the others. 
 
    “I asked them to help me look over something and—” 
 
    “How dare you seek counsel from a Dark Guardian without me,” he blasted. “And a captain, on top of that! You have four men in your bed, no matter what I have demanded and repeatedly told you how it’s improper for you to behave. And still, you flirt with any man who looks at you, kissing cheeks as you wish and—” 
 
    “Do we need another talk, Neldor?” I asked, miraculously keeping my voice even. “I’m getting really tired of this. You’ve been behaving so differently since the other fairies have been coming back that for a moment, I thought maybe this shit with you was just shock getting unfrozen and adjusting. But it’s all an act, you behaving well because you’re around them—isn’t it? 
 
    He grabbed my arm and tried to pull me closer, pissed when he couldn’t move me. “Your behavior is unacceptable and needs to stop this instant.” 
 
    “As does yours, Prince Neldor,” Taeral seethed from behind us. The man was seconds from raging out when I glanced over my shoulder. “You dare grab any female fairy like that, much less the light realm heir? Your mother would fall to her knees and beg Princess Tamsin’s forgiveness were she alive to witness this. Have you gone mad?” 
 
    Neldor instantly let me go and stepped away. “I lost my head.” 
 
    I had a totally different reaction. “She would have?” 
 
    Taeral glanced between us, focusing on me in the end. “Yes, she would have. Women are not allowed to be treated this way. Not in either realm, as your mother wouldn’t have allowed it either. It was why I found these whispers among your people of Prince Neldor’s behavior so distasteful and below you to spread to push dark fairies to your side of the rift.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not trying for any of that. None of this is about power to me, Taeral. Neldor’s all about taking over Faerie and being king or whatever. I just want our people all unfrozen and safe. All our people. I don’t give a fuck who’s light or dark. I truly don’t.” 
 
    “Forgive me for doubting you, but you are the first fairy I’ve ever met to feel that way. It is quite the pill to swallow. I believe that is still a phrase used that makes sense to you. I do believe you now, after seeing this display. I never thought our prince capable of such behavior.” 
 
    “It is not the first time,” Iolas bit out. “Princess Tamsin has forbidden us from getting involved or handling the situation as she does not want any more conflict between light and dark. Prince Neldor does not worry over such matters.” 
 
    “That is not true,” Neldor snapped. “I want the warring to stop just as much, but I actually know about fairies and our world, not these fanciful ideas full of ignorance that fill her airhead and will never work.” 
 
    All of the dozen fairies—both light and dark—who were standing there were completely horrified that he had spoken of me in that way. I felt… Not vindicated, but relieved that Neldor truly was an asshole and not of the normal fairy mindset or whatever.  
 
    Yeah, it was a relief for sure. 
 
    “Not today,” I cut in when Iolas looked like he had lots to say. I glanced at Neldor. “I was coming to invite you to join us. I think I found something. I wanted all the adults to discuss it and see if it could work.” I should have left it there, but I was a bit salty he was shitting on my awesome day. “Or, if it’s another of my fanciful ideas full of ignorance that would never work, like the one that fucking saved your ass.” 
 
    I felt better when several people snorted, turning on my heel and heading for the portal. Chief had hung back even though the pack had gone through and bumped my leg, so I turned on my telepathy. 
 
    I sighed and glanced at him when I heard what he wanted. “No, you can’t come to the meeting. You’re still grounded from coming into the house.” I stopped and faced him with my hands on my hips when his thoughts argued with me. “Do you remember why you’re grounded from coming in my house?” I nodded when he ducked his head. “That’s right, you burned an expensive and old rug.” 
 
    “Neldor jerk. Got mad.” 
 
    “I know Neldor was a jerk, but he might be again, and I need my house not set on fire, Chief. I can handle Neldor. Okay? Have some faith in me.” 
 
    “We do. Take shield.” 
 
    I couldn’t hide my horror as he sent me an image of Elasha’s face. I reached out and thumped him on the head. “No, I’m not taking one of the hobgoblin kids with me so Neldor behaves and doesn’t touch me. Don’t ever suggest that again. They’re not—you don’t risk kids like that, goof. If he’s bad, I’ll beat him up again, I promise.” I turned for the portal, clearly saying the conversation was over. 
 
    But Chief pushed on, not liking how Neldor never quit, and it upset all of us. He never took the punishments or lectures seriously, so I couldn’t even threaten another lecture from Irma.  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at Iolas as I kept walking. “Can fae dogs give only a burn? Not just turn people to ash with their fae fire or whatever? I mean, I’ve seen that, but Chief is trying to—it’s like a mark.” 
 
    “Yes, and one that cannot be healed with any known magic except by the fairy the pack is sworn to. It’s a mark of dishonor given by fae dogs to those who shame their master.” 
 
    “That’s cool,” I muttered, glancing at Chief. “You guys are full of the neatest tricks and do all the best stuff.” I reached over and rubbed his head, glad when he soaked up the praise. “But no, you can’t fucking mark Neldor if he’s rude to me. He’s rude to me any time he talks to me. Let’s be realistic.” 
 
    “Lovely, even the princess’s fae dogs are at their limit with your behavior towards their master,” Taeral seethed. 
 
    “Enough with the judgment,” Neldor warned, his voice cold and dangerous. “You’re not my father, no matter how much you wish you’d been.” 
 
    Oh good, so Taeral truly was Iolas’s counterpart, down to loving the queen he served. Geez, this was fun. 
 
    “No, may the gods rest his soul. He was a great man who is probably trying to return from the afterlife to beat your ass all over the place for even speaking to the princess as you did, much less grabbing her.” 
 
    I snorted. “If only that’s all he’s done. Hang around more often, Taeral. You try and get him to behave. I give up.” I sighed when Chief practically knocked me over bumping into me again. “Fine, okay? Fine. You can give him that burn if he super upsets me again. If it comes to the point I would beat him up or he seriously demeans me, you can burn him instead.” 
 
    That seemed to make Chief happy. 
 
    “For the record, you’re not really doing much but taking my fun away since I enjoy beating him up when he’s a dick,” I reminded my dog as we reached the portal. “It’s funny when I kick his ass and he pretends like nothing ever happened, like that night I froze him in the pool after he…” I smirked at Neldor over my shoulder. “Oh, you’d be in huge trouble if I snitched on that.” 
 
    Neldor went pale as he glanced at Taeral and a few of the other Dark Guardians. 
 
    I laughed as I went through the portal and didn’t stop for several minutes after we were all in my kitchen. Damn, it was funny. He’d honestly deserve my snitching, but I wanted us all to work together and get along, not more bullshit. 
 
    “Just the four of us for now,” I said to the group. “Help yourselves to food, or you can take the ATVs to load up from the greenhouses to take back to the hotels if you want.” 
 
    One of the Light Guardians took the hint, nodding. “I know where everything is. Thank you, Princess.” 
 
    “Always.” I smiled at them and then led the three men towards the secret rooms I’d added to the Townsend estate.  
 
    “Conall Townsend was a great man,” Taeral muttered. “It was a great loss for Faerie when his bloodline was wiped out. They were a clan of goodness and the best of your kind.” 
 
    I stopped our procession and spun on him, jabbing my finger in his chest and staring daggers at him. “Our kind. We are all fairies. Change your fucking vocabulary. You are a leader as a captain of the Dark Guardians, and it is unacceptable for you to be so fucking racist!” 
 
    “Princess, he’s not—” Iolas tried to defend. 
 
    But I wasn’t having any of it. “No, it is, Iolas. We are all fairies. We might be different races, but we’re not different species. It’s not our kind versus their kind. It’s not human versus fairy.” I gestured between them. “You have blond fucking hair and he has brown. Brown eyes versus blue. Oh my fucking gods. It’s life altering differences. Crazy differences. You’re even the same fucking height and build.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and stormed off when they simply stared at me. I was not the weird one there. For real.  
 
    “You’re right,” Taeral muttered as they caught up to me. “I apologize. The way we were all raised, its not meant to be racist or a slight but…” 
 
    “The difference between wolf and bear shifters,” Iolas offered. 
 
    “Yes, like that,” Taeral agreed. “They’re shifters, but simply different.” 
 
    I sighed. Heavily. “I sorta get it, but not really. They turn into a wolf or bear. You guys have different fucking hair color and eyes. I mean, really. Yes, I understand you have different natural magic tendencies or whatever, but so do witches and warlocks, and they’re not separate races. Izzy’s not an aura witch because she’s got a knack for auras and someone else, a potion species. Get over it.” 
 
    “We can try. Today was a good start,” Taeral replied. 
 
    I let it go because he was right and earlier was a good start. I didn’t want to ruin that, but sometimes people were so busy looking at the differences and only seeing the few before them, they missed the glaring list of all the similarities. Which really mattered in the end? 
 
    “This is clearly not to be shared with everyone,” I instructed as we reached the area. 
 
    “I didn’t even know about it and I’ve been living here,” Neldor grumbled. 
 
    “I trust Taeral,” I threw right back as I unlocked the biometrics. “And apparently, he’ll smack you back if you go too far over the line since you won’t listen to me for shit.” 
 
    I didn’t give him a chance to respond—not that he would have a valid defense—and headed right for the book I wanted to show them. I brought it over and opened it up, pointing out the passage and handing it to Iolas first. 
 
    “What I think that’s about is how fairies put up the first glamours over the huge area of the dragon royal castles. That’s what it sounds like. Instructions how to recreate that sort of massive barrier and ward that has glamours and all kinds of goodies included.” 
 
    Iolas scanned a couple of pages. “Yes, it looks to be exactly that.” He handed the book to Taeral. “I’ve heard stories about it and studied it somewhat in school. It took massive amounts of power to build the original glamours. You should absolutely study and learn from these writings, but another time when you have less to currently focus on, Princess.” 
 
    “She clearly thinks they’re applicable now, Iolas,” Taeral muttered as he studied the pages. “She is a woman of focused priorities and determination any royal would be proud of. This has to be relevant to…” He blinked at the page and then at me. 
 
    “You’re seeing what I did?” I checked. 
 
    “Maybe,” he hedged. “This speaks of building the vast power because of a rare alliance between light and dark fairies.” 
 
    “Yes, it does,” I agreed. “What if we weren’t erecting a barrier or glamour, but pushing life and power back into Faerie? It could maybe work, right? I mean, the theory isn’t that far off?” 
 
    He looked at the book again and quickly read several paragraphs, slowly shaking his head. “No, you’re definitely not wrong, Princess. I think you are absolutely correct that if we applied this theory of power gathering, we could pump vast power into Faerie and revive her well ahead of our best estimates. We need more information on how this yin-yang power-building theory works though.” 
 
    “Then we start focusing on paths to both our royal libraries,” Iolas suggested, reading over Taeral’s shoulder. “I believe this is a much better idea than our groups focusing together with larger reservoirs, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Good,” I sighed. “I was worried it was stupid and completely off and I would waste our time.” 
 
    “While your education is lacking—through no fault of your own—and your ideas might be too fanciful of hope people will be good, your logic is rarely stupid and you never really waste time,” Neldor muttered as he read over Taeral’s other shoulder. 
 
    I met Taeral’s unamused gaze and smirked. “That’s actually one of the nicest things he’s ever said about me. Ask the hobgoblins if you don’t believe me. I think Irma is constantly red around him and has threatened to make him sleep in the garage with the dogs multiple times.” 
 
    The top of Taeral’s head was seconds from popping off, he got so pissed, so fast. I wasn’t trying to get Neldor in more trouble; I was just glad the dark fairies were seeing it wasn’t me or bullshit rumors spread by my people. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have ever thought to invert this sort of power gathering,” Taeral admitted as he tapped a spot on the page. “It’s specific to protection. It’s why light and dark are allowed to combine in such a way that compounds magic so fast. The gods bless magic being used to protect always.” 
 
    “Yes, but it is protecting still,” I pushed. “It protects us and all fair folk to have Faerie alive and safe. We’re not safe here as we are there. That’s why I thought it could work here.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Taeral agreed. “I think you’re absolutely correct. I’m simply saying that’s why I wouldn’t have thought of it that way. I see Faerie as a constant. You see it as a haven the fair folk have been denied of these past twenty years. It’s another example of your perspective being different from ours as an asset, not a strike against you.” 
 
    “You keep bringing that up,” Iolas grumbled. 
 
    “Because it surrounds her like her mental shielding. She wraps it around her in the same way as a protective barrier, but with spikes in it to protect her.” He dipped his head to me in apology that he was speaking of me while I was standing right there. “You do. And I understand it. You will need that in the days to come. I simply want you to know that any with a brain will spend two minutes with you and see it as an asset.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I rushed the conversation along since I didn’t want to discuss that with them. “I leave this matter with you then. Let me know if or when I’m needed. I would bet it required a queen, heir, or royal. All the big stuff always seems to.” 
 
    “You are not the only—” Neldor started. 
 
    “I said if,” I sighed, giving him a tired look. “It’s why I brought you in this. I don’t care if you tell everyone it was your idea even, Neldor. Take the win. Brag if you get it done. Just get it done if you can. If not, let me know. I just want Faerie healed and our people safe.” 
 
    “You can entrust this assignment to us, Your Highness,” Iolas promised. 
 
    I smiled at him and Taeral. “I never doubted it. You work tirelessly for our people. It’s why I plan on offering you both positions as commanders in the Fae Guardians I will be creating that will be peacekeepers and protect all people in our world, as there will be peace. No more wars. No more killing each other. Not while I’m alive, even if I have to kick every fairy’s ass to make it happen.” 
 
    The three of them were gobsmacked at my announcement, Taeral finding his voice first. “You might need to if you want that dream to become reality.” 
 
    I threw back my head and laughed as I headed for the door. “I can always use a sparring partner--or fifty.” 
 
    “She will definitely not be like any queen we’ve ever had,” Iolas muttered as I left the room. His tone didn’t seem as if he was sure that was a good or bad thing. 
 
    I wasn’t sure I cared since I hadn’t said I’d actually accept the job yet. 
 
    They maybe should remember that instead of assuming it was a given. 
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    The next part of my fun day was seeing more progress. I got to see how the fairies were doing in the hotels and how the expansions were all going. Then it was the havens and how all the hobgoblins I’d rescued were settling in. That made my heart hurt as I desperately wanted to rescue the rest and pushing that back had made me cry in my sleep many, many nights.  
 
    I knew I couldn’t do it everything all at once, but I wanted to fucking try at least. Fine, I would only hurt myself doing it, but we had to do better. 
 
    We just had to. 
 
    As if knowing my mood had taken a turn, the next stop was a massive spread of all my favorite takeout and something planned at my home theater. It was Julian’s turn for the present, from the way he was so excited, Lucca, Darby, and Hudson joining us on the sea of floor pillows instead of the huge sectionals.  
 
    It took me a moment to understand it was so we could all lounge and lie together… And Izzy had clearly purchased them, so she was in it. It was her classic and perfectly coordinated style. I’d have to thank her later as it was perfect. 
 
    “I used your account for all the food since you’d get mad I spent my salary feeding you,” Craftsman muttered as we started getting everything out.  
 
    “I did buy something coming, but it’s special,” Darby interjected. 
 
    “But my present is actually something else besides coordinating your feasts of all feasts.” 
 
    “Not sure I have anywhere to put all of this after the massive brunch and all the samples from the bakery,” I muttered as my eyes ate up the feast. 
 
    The four of them shared a glance and burst out laughing. 
 
    Assholes. 
 
    Not really, but they weren’t wrong either. 
 
    “There better be gyros for this abuse,” I grumbled, holding out my hands and curling in my fingers like a petulant child. 
 
    “Of course, love,” Craftsman chuckled, putting three huge containers in my grasp and stealing a kiss. “But I have something you’ll like even better.” 
 
    I was skeptical of that since there was a place we’d found a while ago with the best gyros like, ever. I hurried to open them and dive right in, barely noticing as he turned on my system and what he was putting on as I moaned in bliss. 
 
    “We warn you this feed is coming in live, streamed over social media,” a voice said from the TV. 
 
    I glanced up when I sort of recognized the voice as one of the supe news broadcasters and frowned when the picture was bouncing all around as if someone was running. My eyes went wide as the camera leapt over a huge wall with ease like I didn’t think even Hudson could do. I’d only seen the fae dogs do… I dropped my gyro as my brain caught up to what I was seeing. 
 
    “The GoPro’s are picking up the live footage as fae dogs are breaching estates all over Africa where hobgoblins are being kept against their will,” another commentator said, the screen splitting into several feeds. “We received the tip moments before they went live all over our social media.” 
 
    “Stop right there!” a guard shouted as he pulled his gun on the dog. He didn’t get the chance to fire, another fae dog from the pack crashing into the man and a few of the other guards. It turned on its flames in warning as the dog with the GoPro continued on his way.  
 
    I assumed the one with the GoPro was he since all my Alphas were male and if I had to guess, they were the ones in charge of this. It seemed a good assumption.  
 
    But honestly, the female fae dogs I knew would be just as crazy to do this sort of stunt. I would. 
 
    The dog barreled through a few doors and reached where the hobgoblins where being held, whimpering when he saw how they were being treated. He crept up to the fucking cage and tossed in a charm. 
 
    One of my portal charms. 
 
    “Once we realized you had figured out how to make them, even though we refused to teach you to keep you safe and you made the valid argument that the fae dogs wouldn’t ever let you get caught, I came up with an idea and asked for help,” Craftsman explained. “Eat your gyro. They suck cold, love.” 
 
    “Yeah, they do,” I whispered as I scooped it back up. My eyes itched and my heart soared as the nearest hobgoblin picked up the charm and figured out how to activate it. 
 
    “Save us,” she said, the portal flaring up to take them to the main HAVEN estate. She hurried to usher the others to safety before turning to the dog, reaching through the bars to pet him. “Thank you for your kindness. Get to safety, but remember this place for when the fairies return. It is full of evil and must be added to the list of where justice has to be found. We were not the only ones abused here. Do not forget.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I whispered, leaning into Craftsman and blinking back tears. 
 
    “All the fairies are watching this in the hotels,” he promised, sounding choked up as well. “Getting them out is more important than the pound of flesh that they deserve, but you will get it for all of them. None of us doubt that, love.” 
 
    The fae dog easily escaped the estate without so much as a scratch, but my jaw fell open when it stopped right by “me” standing there.  
 
    And clearly, I wasn’t there and had no knowledge of it. 
 
    The fake me looked right into the camera and smiled evilly. “I stand with Tamsin Vale and will no longer stomach hobgoblin abuse.” She took off the glamour charm she was wearing to reveal she was actually Tanesha Jameston, Mrs. Vogel’s sister, and dragon noble. “She may be the face you all focus on in this fight, but there are many of us who stand with her. Never forget that.” 
 
    “This is unreal,” the broadcaster whispered as the feed changed. 
 
    I gasped as I saw what the guy meant, the screen splitting again to show several more taking off glamour charms to show it wasn’t me, but other important people. “Your dad?” 
 
    “And Mother,” Hudson chuckled. “They both insisted when they heard the plan. 
 
    I saw Mrs. Vogel on another feed seconds after Mr. Vogel, unable to make my mouth work. Juan’s parents were there. Mr. and Mrs. Diaz. Mr. and Mrs. Courtenay. All of the dragon royals and the heads of their dragon ninja clans.  
 
    “My gods,” I rasped when I saw Mr. and Mrs. Brooks, along with a few of the wolf shifter councilmembers.  
 
    “They insisted as well, once Mrs. Brooks heard from Mother what was going on,” Hudson explained. 
 
    “Mother and Father wanted to as well,” Lucca confessed. “But the bear council doesn’t have the power to stand up to the warlock elders and the vampire council, and that’s where they’re getting hobgoblins from. They’ve pissed off people on the wolf council, so there’s no chance for an alliance just yet. They did give blanket permission to rescue any fair folk without punishment, as they’d ordered they be released.” 
 
    “I heard,” I said as I tried to mop up my face when the tears started. “This is amazing.” 
 
    “This is the movement you started,” Darby praised. “This is what you’ve done for our world. For the world you were always meant to be part of. For your people. You did this, agra.” 
 
    “No, you guys did.” I gave Craftsman a heated kiss—not caring we both tasted of gyros—before doing the same for each of them. Then we ate and ate as we continued to watch the coverage of hobgoblins being rescued. 
 
    And no, the fairies weren’t all at the hotels watching passively. There were at least four times I caught a fae dog being injured and miraculously healed like nothing had happened with nothing more than the video getting a bit shaky, like we hadn’t seen what we’d thought. 
 
    But I knew enough to know when I was seeing fairy barriers and healing magic pulling fast ones.  
 
    I did it often enough, after all. 
 
    Plus, there were certain places where fires were started and reported as happening because they’d injured the dogs or tried to hurt the hobgoblins. My suspicions were confirmed when Cluym came in about an hour after we sat down with several other dark fairies, loaded to the gills… With fairy artifacts. 
 
    “You were right,” he seethed, setting down a bag in front of me while others piled them up along the far wall. “Everything not held in the trust was completely raided for any fairy magic.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Lucca asked, glancing between us. 
 
    I sighed, rubbing my hand over my hand. “Geiger was given dozens of estates to take care of for wealthy light fairies. Those weren’t the only people from Faerie who had residences here. Yes, it was mostly only nobles or people who could afford two houses, just like most supes who can’t afford a second house, but—” 
 
    “There had to be hundreds of fairy residences that weren’t wealthy enough to be estates to be protected or put into a trust,” Craftsman whispered in horror. “How could we not know about this?” 
 
    “Who would be the first people who would go after them?” I pushed, leading him to the conclusion I had come to a while ago. 
 
    “All the corrupt and evil people,” Darby growled. “Like monsters who keep hobgoblins as slaves and won’t let them go, even when their councils order them to. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph! This is un-fucking-real! Why didn’t any of us bloody fucking think of this.” He jumped to his feet and started pacing, his Irish coming out full-blown, he was so pissed. 
 
    “Because you’re a decent person who would never steal from fairies, even if you thought they were dead,” one of the fairies muttered, rubbing his neck. “We didn’t even get everything we could have, Princess. We grabbed what we could fast, but we should go back fast and get the rest before they realize what we did and move the items to where we can’t find them.” 
 
    “I agree, but talk with Iolas and Taeral,” I sighed. “This wasn’t my show tonight. I said we should check next time we go in so whoever is coordinating this—” 
 
    “They weren’t involved either,” Cluym confessed. “I knew Adrian was helping tonight with the dragon royals and we decided to join in on the fun to make sure everyone was safe. We came straight to you.” 
 
    “Then do what you think is right without getting caught, but loop in the Light and Dark Guardians to help. None of us can get caught. We’re not ready. Our people are more important than stuff. We can get the stuff later.” I was glad when they all agreed. “For now, bring it all here and we’ll lock it somewhere in Faerie so that Iolas and Taeral can figure out who what belongs to. We need to get it out of bad hands.” 
 
    “This is a good win, Princess,” Cluym said with a wink. “One that has helped morale.” 
 
    “Mine too.” I smiled at them, shaking my head as they snatched some food on the way out, not caring it was cold. 
 
    Hey, I had been eating all day, and they had finally ordered too much for me. 
 
    Probably, I’d been more focused on the news and watching it all than eating for once. 
 
    “What about the dark fairies?” Hudson asked when we were alone again. 
 
    “Neldor keeps telling me not to worry about it,” I admitted, nodding when all of them cursed. “I would guess they had something similar set up with Geiger and the firm, but I could only access the light fairy trust. It’s fine.” 
 
    “It’s not,” Lucca bitched. “You let him in on all fairy stuff, and he’s being an asshole, keeping you out of dark fairy stuff. He wants the win of—” 
 
    “I know.” I shook my head when he opened his mouth to push. “Let him be petty and a jerk, Lucca. The fairies are as good as everyone told me. They see it.” 
 
    “They are busting him fast. They seemed shocked at his behavior,” Darby agreed. 
 
    I thought back to what Mr. Rothchild had said to me about how the magic could maybe affect the fairies locked in it, or simply Neldor, because his mother had done it. I sighed. “Another problem for another time. I tried to talk to him about it once and he blew at me. He accused me of trying to have him committed basically. I can’t be fighting with him and unite the races. It’s so stupid there are races of fairies even.” 
 
    “You’ll get there. You’re making such progress and we all see it,” Craftsman comforted. “We’re taking the win tonight.” 
 
    “Yeah, we are.” 
 
    And we did. More and more fairies came with reclaimed fairy belongings and magic, journals enough to line the hallways of my mansion and fill up the whole party room. People were going to be pissed when they realized what else had been taken besides hobgoblins. 
 
    Good. Let them report it. Let them report how much they stole from others. 
 
    But that meant it was time to warn some people for more than they knew. Hudson said he’d handle telling his parents and the Diazes while he headed out to meet up with Juan’s parents while Darby went off for whatever surprise he had. 
 
    To say they were shocked was an understatement. 
 
    Even more so when Iolas and Taeral, who they both recognized, stood at my side. They had a ton of questions, but understood they couldn’t have answers yet, simply that fairies were coming back soon, and I was the representative of the queens, here to make it happen. 
 
    Well, it wasn’t a lie exactly. I also locked their minds of that knowledge so it was safe. 
 
    Then I went to meet up with the Courtenays, and they weren’t the ones shocked. 
 
    I was. 
 
    “Yes, I’ve known you’re a fairy,” Mrs. Courtenay chuckled. “I was there the night you were born, Tamsin. Your mother and I have long been friends. I’ve missed her so much. Now that you’re telling me, that means she’s coming back, right? How much longer?” 
 
    “You knew of my birth?” 
 
    She frowned. “Of course. Didn’t Meira tell…” Her eyes filled with tears as her hand moved over her heart. “No. No, please don’t say it!” 
 
    “Queen Meira fell protecting all fairies,” Iolas told her gently. 
 
    I felt the painful wail she let out in my soul, knowing the friendship they had shared was true and more than casual. It made me feel… Well, I knew that loss and was currently experiencing it, even if Mel was still alive. 
 
    “I didn’t know, and I’m so very sorry for your loss,” Mr. Courtenay said as he comforted his mate. “Your mother was a wondrous woman. She will be mourned by many. This is a travesty.” 
 
    I simply nodded. I felt a fraud accepting condolences for a woman I despised. Maybe one day I could understand what she’d done if I had more answers but right then… I couldn’t feel anything for my mother other than hate. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but we have to lock this knowledge away,” I whispered as people gathered around the barrier, anxious and worried their queen was so upset. “You have to understand that—” 
 
    “Of course,” Mrs. Courtenay agreed, between sobs. “Of course. Do it. I will do anything I can to protect Meira’s daughter. She was—I loved your mother like a sister, Tamsin. We will always be here for you. For all light fairies.” 
 
    “Thank you but I’ll be there for all fairies, not just the light ones.” 
 
    Her eyes filled with more tears as she gave a firm nod. “Meira would be so damn proud of you for that. She hated the divide. She hated it. Her mother…” She glanced around and saw the crazy before holding out her arm. “Lock it away. Quickly. We will speak more later when there is less confusion. There is much to tell you now that I know you were in the dark.” 
 
    “Thank you. I need—” I swallowed loudly. Yeah, I needed information, but not right then. Later. 
 
    It seemed that was always my answer, and maybe that made me weak… But there was always a lot of fucking information too. 
 
    Some days, I just needed a fucking break instead of more bullshit. 
 
    I quickly put the magical locks on what they knew and checked the other fairies were cloaked before lowering the barrier and heading out. I knew they were going to hide themselves from everyone besides the royals, but it was always smart to double check given how often I had eyes on me. 
 
    And it was smart to assume, more than I ever realized. That had kept me alive more times than I could count. 
 
    I left Iolas and Taeral to handle coordinating the fun of helping get hobgoblins out and handling the recovery of stolen fairy belongings as I headed back to enjoy my delayed Valentine’s Day celebration.  
 
    Only to find a cotton candy burrito filled with ten scoops of ice cream and tons of toppings. Two of them. Just for me. 
 
    “I love this fucking holiday,” I whispered as I took in the monsters Darby had waiting for me. “Can we make this like, a monthly thing?” 
 
    Lucca snorted, the others trying to hide their amusement. “We can definitely have a day a month we spoil you, kitten, but I’m not sure we can top this every month. We’re only mere men.” 
 
    “Fair enough. But I can get stuffed like this?” 
 
    “Of course your mind goes to the food,” Hudson grumbled, pulling the first one closer. “Yes, we’ll make sure you get a day of buffet and nummies.” He waited until I was moaning with my first bite before moving in closer. “But we’re going to spend all night stuffing you with other things besides food.” 
 
    I took another few bites before smiling brightly at them. “I get sex toys as a present too?” 
 
    The list of names they called me as they cursed and adjusted how they stood was amusing. And two ice cream-filled cotton candy burritos that large was too much sugar even for me. I was practically bouncing all over the kitchen. 
 
    Luckily, they had several plans on how to use all that energy. 
 
    And they involved sore muscles, lots of moaning, and the need for healing runes afterwards. 
 
    My favorite kinds of plans. Valentine’s Day was worth the wait if it involved them. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    25 
 
      
 
    The win with getting all the hobgoblins out of Africa was huge. Alpha Berman was oddly quiet about the whole thing and we knew why. He’d “acquired” crystals of mine “illegally” and paid a hefty sum for them. He thought he’d fooled us all and was sitting pretty to get what he needed to keep his people safe, looking the hero. 
 
    For the next few years at least. So, he basically told them it was the cost to keep their castles safe and let us have the win while his contact stayed in my camp and kept smuggling out crystals. 
 
    All while we were intentionally selling them to the asshole so we could have complete access to their security when the time came. Sometimes, I almost felt sorry for the assholes when they were so damn egotistical, they couldn’t see how stupid they were being. 
 
    What did shock me was that some people actually had the balls to report the thefts of what was taken, even making up bullshit paper trails of how they’d legally acquired it. Some were real and it gave us everything to go after bad people later.  
 
    But all the royals and those who had helped were ready, giving the brush-off and statements to the press that they should check their own houses. It was amusing to see how fast it got turned around when the hint that guards so lacking in morals as to help estates holding hobgoblins as slaves would steal during the chaos.  
 
    Ignoring the fact that those families were the ones giving the orders. So there was internal fighting and a lot of everything blowing up. It was great, and I wasn’t the only one sitting back and wanting popcorn to watch it unfold. 
 
    What wasn’t great was the next wave of them demanding women get back to their places and all of this turmoil in the supe world was because women were stupid enough to believe they should have any sort of equality or freedom. People were doubling down on that and pushing harder, as if thinking that was the only way to put the stopper back on the progress being made. 
 
    It wouldn’t, but it was making my eye twitch more and more from stress and the need to beat the shit out of some people. 
 
    Several. 
 
    Okay, a fuck ton. 
 
    I was so going to end up in jail. 
 
    I hit my limit just over a week after my belated Valentine’s Day celebration. I finished classes for the day to find some of the most pompous master’s students gathered around, listening to one of the biggest windbags give another interview. They all looked at me with smirks, and the timing worked out I’d had my telepathy on, so I heard everything they were thinking. 
 
    All their bile. 
 
    All their bluster. 
 
    Their absolute concrete beliefs the their side would win and women would get shoved back into corners to be quiet, into kitchens to cook their meals, and pop out their sons like we were bitches to birth their pups and nothing more. More and more were coming to their side, as no one had the balls to step up and fight against sense and knew the truth was being spoken. 
 
    It was simply a matter of time before all of us wild women were handled and the havens were found and shut down, as they should be. And all of those women given back to their husbands and the men of their families, as was right. 
 
    Given back to. That was the actual phrases in their minds and being used in the interviews. 
 
    I blew my lid. I was shocked the top of my head didn’t pop off like in a cartoon. My eye twitched so badly, it actually distorted my vision as I headed right for the guard station. 
 
    Another day, I would have been amused at the confusion coming off of them when I signed out to go off campus and didn’t have my bike or a vehicle. One of them was smart and radioed for Zack or Ray, but they were two late. I left my bag with one of the guys I trusted and took three steps off campus before opening a temp portal to where the asshole was giving his press conference. 
 
    “Tamsin, don’t!” someone bellowed from behind me. 
 
    Too late. My temper was full out blown. I stepped through and arrived somewhere I didn’t recognize, glancing around and finding my target.  
 
    Carson Leisser. Fox shifter, and one of the loudest voices who’d started most of this bullshit about women staying in their places with their families and doing what their betters, their male betters, told them to. And how everything bad that happened to them in their lives was their fault for being weak. 
 
    And he was Councilman Leisser’s eldest son, up for the seat one day. 
 
    Only if he lived until then. 
 
    “I have had it with your lunatic rantings,” I stated as I walked over to him. I vaguely drew something on my hands before shooting out barriers to contain his security and posse. “You bark and bark and bark like a rabid dog about being better. Well, it’s time to put your money where your frothing, hysterical mouth is.”  
 
    I moved my fingers along my forearm after pushing up the sleeve of my sweater and launched my attack, breaking his hips and shoulders right there in front of all the cameras. 
 
    “Arrest her!” Carson howled as he crumbled to the ground. 
 
    Predictable. I moved closer so we were about ten feet apart, smirking at him. “Isn’t this your fault for being weak? Isn’t that what you say about the lowly women? Are you saying you can’t be held to the same standards as weak women? You rant and rant about how it’s their fault for being weak when they get hurt or abused, but one little rune you’ll heal from and you want me arrested? Do you need a bra, Miss?” 
 
    His eyes filled with rage, his fox moving behind them, and the idiot took the bait. “I’m no woman and you are all weak. I’m tired of you not being shown your place and causing problems in our society.” 
 
    “I feel the same way about you,” I purred. “You’re a hysterical relic that the humans would look down on as outdated as you bark about idiot ideas they’ve long moved past. Is the world still flat to you? Do you want me to be sold for two goats? Traveling by train can cause instant insanity? I mean, even you can learn like the humans, right? Or do you believe I’ll be reborn as a vampire because I’m redheaded?” 
 
    “You need to shut your mouth and learn respect,” he snapped as he healed, yanking off his jacket while pushing to his feet. 
 
    “Respect is earned and you’ve done nothing to earn mine,” I jeered glancing at his groin. “Your tiny penis certainly won’t help you here. Let’s be honest about how small it is. We both know that’s why you bark so loudly about how great you are. Humans compensate like that too. Normally, it’s with obscenely big trucks or tiny red sports cars, but we all can recognize what you’re doing.” 
 
    Someone from the media snickered and my eyes went wide as I heard her thoughts. 
 
    He had an array of tiny red sports cars. 
 
    “Well, well, I guess you’re just like the humans in some ways,” I mocked. “Tiny red sports cars are your thing, huh?” I eyed him over. “Yeah, that still wouldn’t get me near you. Your poor mate.” I snapped my fingers as he finished healing. “I bet you have a lot of hot security or staff she hangs out with at home while you travel around barking women are so stupid and beneath you, right?” 
 
    I didn’t get anything off of his security, but I glanced at them and laughed like I had, snapping the final thread of Carson’s temper as well. He launched at me and I easily deflected him, throwing a quick jab to his face. 
 
    “That’s it? Weak. Guess your daddy needs to take care of you too, huh? We can’t have you off-leash walking all around to cause trouble for your family.” I ducked as he came for me again. I realized he’d still been healing because then his third hit actually had something behind it. 
 
    But nothing like mine. 
 
    I gave him an uppercut that knocked him off his feet, his eyes full of shock as he pushed back up. “See, this is what happens if you don’t intentionally keep women weak. We’re not. You cheat and don’t give them the same training as men and then bark and rant how they’re useless. You engineer it that way by keeping them in kitchens and teaching them fucking knitting and then they can’t fight.” 
 
    I spun on my foot and landed a beautiful kick to his stomach that made him double over. I changed legs to give him enough time to get a breath before slamming my knee up in his head, blood spurting all over for the cameras to catch. 
 
    “But clearly all your bitching and hysterics were a front to hide how weak you are and that women scare you.” I studied him. “You sound like a closet case. One of those crazy ass humans who are so far in the closet, they lose their minds from denying who they truly are and try to hide it by going so ultra conservative and prudish in the hopes no one will notice that it’s insane.” 
 
    Steam about came out of his ears at the suggestion he was gay and he tried to punch me. I grabbed his wrist and yanked it behind him, hurting him but careful not to break his arm or dislocate his shoulder. 
 
    I wanted this fight to last a while. I had a lot of issues to work out with this asshole. 
 
    “Pathetic. Someone even suggests you might be gay and you flip. Seriously? You’re that fragile you take it as an insult? I think everyone in the LGBTQ community just fucking cheered you’re not one of them.” I shoved him away and smirked at him. “How’s that respect you’re teaching me? Going well?” 
 
    He rallied, kicking it up a notch for the next series of hits. 
 
    Well, attempted ones. I blocked them all with ease which severely pissed him off from the way they kept coming faster and faster. 
 
    I reached past one block and thumped him in the forehead with the heel of my hand, smirking at him when he couldn’t hide his shock I’d gotten the drop on him. “Come on, deep down we both know you won’t win this. You can’t seriously think you have a chance, right? I mean, you bark and bark your nonsense because you assumed my guards wouldn’t let me walk into this.” 
 
    “I assumed you would know your place and never be so insane as to come after an adult male.” 
 
    I snorted. “I train with Nathan Larson. I beat him all the time. Everyone talks about it. I’m sorry your ears don’t work, along with your brain, but it’s also well known I train with Trigger Rothchild because I’ve worked up through all the levels of the Rothchild clan’s training program. I’m at the level of the big boss. The head of the clan. You were never going to be a match for me. I’m not even breaking a sweat.” 
 
    And he was. A drop of it ran down his cheek in that moment just to prove it and set off his temper to another level. 
 
    Carson was trained though. He wasn’t the normal rich slouch. I was fairly sure he went to Artemis and Coach Khan had probably paid attention to him as a male shifter. But the elites had been badgering everyone to go easier on them, give them breaks, and with that meant lowering the bar. 
 
    Setting the new standards well below what they used to be.  
 
    So Carson still didn’t make the cut compared to who I was used to squaring off with. 
 
    Every few times I blocked his attempts, I threw out a hit of my own that actually landed. I fractured a rib or his cheek. I grabbed his hand and broke a finger instead of simply blocking. Little things he would heal from as a shifter. 
 
    Until his energy was completely wiped and then he wouldn’t. A few more hits there, a broken arm there, and we went longer than human prize fighters could without all the dancing around. We also didn’t take breaks.  
 
    It took that long for more people to show up, the fox elders… Including his father who was just as much of a pain in the ass. I bit back a smile when I saw them all come pouring out of the building we were by, like dogs smelling something they needed to come check out. 
 
    Actually, that was insulting to my dogs. They had better sense than these men. 
 
    I kicked out Carson’s knee, snapping it and breaking a few bones just for good measure. 
 
    “You are feral!” Elder Leisser roared. “You’ve done it now, you trash. You attacked my son and will be finally controlled as you should be.” 
 
    I smirked at him as I punched his son hard enough that blood went everywhere. “I’m trash? According to you and your vile son, this is all his fault for not being strong enough to defend himself against me. He’s so weak that he’s a burden on our society and must be managed accordingly. Isn’t that the argument you and your minions keep spewing?” 
 
    “That is for—” 
 
    “Women, yes, I know,” I drawled, giving a hard kick to break the whole side of Carson’s ribs when he tried to get up. “My ears and brain work just fine, no matter what your outdated and delusional mind thinks. I know you say it about women. As I asked your son—are you saying he’s too weak to be held to the standards of women? Or are you willing to admit your whole rantings are bullshit?” 
 
    And just like that I had them, all of them, and Councilman Leisser knew it from the way he looked at the cameras catching every second of this. 
 
    “Your choice, Leisser,” I taunted as I stepped on his son’s broken knee that wasn’t healing it. I ground my foot to shatter it into tiny pieces, several people around us wincing. “Admit it’s all bullshit and this is wrong, that it’s assault, and no one ever deserves it, and you can call the police. Hell, you’ll be a hero for finally having a valid reason to take me into custody.  
 
    “I’m doing it live on camera. But others can’t file the report. You or your son have to. That’s the law. The others can call the police as to a disturbance, but it’s on tape that Carson agreed to this and said he would teach me respect. So now you can stop this. All you have to do is admit it’s bullshit. Just say the words. It’s not hard. I’ll do it for you.” 
 
    “You can’t—” he tried but I kept talking. 
 
    “Women are equal to men and it’s not about them being weaker than men, but there is always someone stronger. There are always people out there who will hurt any of us, and that’s not their fault. They are not property or slaves who deserves what happens to them if they disobey the men in their families. They do not need to be controlled so your society runs well. Say it and have me arrested.” 
 
    He wasn’t going to. It was all over his face. He would let his son suffer just to not concede. He would take all the flack later that he had me when others were dying to get their hands on me, but he was so sexist and a true believer women were below men that he could not say it. 
 
    So I broke his son right before his eyes.  
 
    I used the rune to shatter Carson’s other leg as I taunted them both into calling the police. Then I practically shredded his feet, trashed his hips, and kicked his groin a few times. Much more and I could really kill him, so I decided to end it before I did. 
 
    I really didn’t want to commit murder on camera. Even I had limits, no matter my temper. 
 
    Pulling him up by his hair, I grabbed his arm in my other hand and twisted it back at an ugly angle, smirking at the councilman as I did. “Last chance. I do this and he might always limp in his fox form. He might never have full use of his arm again getting injured this badly when he’s not healing like a shifter should. Admit women are equal and you were wrong and I’ll stop.” 
 
    “Women aren’t equal and you’re only proving my beliefs that you all need to be controlled as this insanity is your idea of a valid way to prove your point,” he sneered. 
 
    I snapped Carson’s arm and tore out his shoulder before I even consciously realized I was doing it. I dropped the wailing man to the ground and stepped over him towards his father. “I used my words, but none of you blowhards could hear me over your own barking. And if I raised my voice, I’d be a hysterical woman. That’s how it works, yes?” 
 
    It was in his eyes that clearly that was how he thought it was all going to play out. I would get angry and throw a fit. They could all point to that and treat me like a child having a tantrum as that was how they saw women. 
 
    “Too bad you weren’t man enough to take me on yourself, Leisser.” I glanced over at Carson and snorted. “Clearly your son wasn’t, and I bet that apple didn’t fall far from the tree.” I held up my hand to hold off what he was about to say next. “And don’t give me this bullshit that this is insanity. Your counterparts and even some on your own council have wanted and tried to do much worse to me.” 
 
    I didn’t give him a chance to reply, walking over to the media so they had a clear shot of me. 
 
    “The next person who opens their mouth and spouts such nonsense that women deserve what they get for being weak will have the same talk I just had with Carson to prove them wrong. I will show up and you will recant it on the record for all to see, or it’s an invitation for me to disprove your point.  
 
    “This was a one-time chance I allowed for them to get the police. I won’t again, so don’t try it for a trap. I’m not stupid enough to fall for that, no matter how many of you seem to forget that or spin your wheels. Any of you come for the havens or make a play against HAVEN and I will do more than possibly disfigure you permanently. You have my promise on that. And I will do it with a smile.” 
 
    They shouted questions after me as I left—pulling down my barriers so Carson’s people could attend to him—ignoring them and focused on someone surprising instead. Captain Reddy of the supe police who had come to investigate me about Jordan Holmes and his friends. 
 
    I held out my arms towards him. “Going to arrest me?” 
 
    He shook his head as he tried to bite back a smile. “As you said, others could call the police to report a disturbance, but what I saw was clearly a demonstration.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “I highly doubt that’s considered a peaceful protest, Captain.” 
 
    “I didn’t say peaceful but you did demonstrate a lot, Ms. Vale.” 
 
    Fair enough. “You’re going to get in trouble for not picking me up when you had the chance.” 
 
    “I believe I am,” he agreed, glancing out at all the cameras and crossing his arms over his chest. “I was told I’d be demoted if I let my personal opinions and beliefs stand in the way of my orders and duty to my chain of command.” 
 
    “Meaning ignore their corruption and follow their personal opinions and beliefs,” I drawled. 
 
    “I took it as that as well.” His lips twitched when I snorted. “But I wanted to make sure to be the one to answer the call after seeing our normally hesitant and typically conservative head of council make such a bold move like breaking hobgoblins out of other shifter estates and supporting you.” 
 
    “The Brooks’s like me,” I teased. 
 
    “Yes, yes they do.” 
 
    And I could get word to them that one of theirs was being fucked with at the supe police department. Well then. I waited until he’d met my gaze again before I spoke in his mind. 
 
    “I’ll talk to them either way, but just so you’re clear who I am, you won’t ever find those vampires.” 
 
    He slowly raised an eyebrow at me. “I’m fully aware. Nor four members of a fox shifter family. The son knew one of them from Jordan Holmes’s new school and apparently, the younger sister told a crazy story to her aunt that the parents sold her older sister and then they all disappeared, along with that brother. The aunt said it sounds exactly like something her brother would do and doesn’t care if he’s found.” 
 
    “I didn’t know who was involved, but I’m glad the other kids had family to go to and won’t be sold like property by their parents or male siblings,” I replied, barely able to keep my rage in check. 
 
    “You are not the only one, which is why the notes from that interview were burned once I read them, and the female officer will never speak of what she learned. We both assumed what you did was in self-defense.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong, but I promise, I’m covered. You’ll find out one day, and I promise you that you’ll be on the right side of it. I also will tell you that it’s worse than what you learned.” 
 
    “I did some digging into those men and I absolutely believe you. I lose no sleep over scum like them being gone, even if it’s against my oath.” 
 
    “We cannot protect you if you don’t fucking let us,” Zack snarled from behind me, interrupting our mental conversation. 
 
    Which had probably been the point since he didn’t like my tendency to overshare. 
 
    “Good to see you, James,” Captain Reddy greeted Zack. 
 
    “Yeah, you as well, Reddy,” Zack grumbled, sounded anything but. “You going to try and take her in again?” 
 
    “Nope,” I chirped, popping the P. “He came by to say hi and enjoy the show.” I winked at Reddy before looking at Zack. “Can we stop for food on the way back to campus? I’m hungry and I should treat you guys for giving you such a hassle.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at me. “What else did you do that you’re being so sweet?” 
 
    I snorted. “I’m sweet a lot, but it gets overlooked by people focusing on how much of a loudmouth know it all I am. Even other women think that of me too often because they judge women like that whereas if I was a man, I’d be smooth and assertive. I’d be confident and kickass.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong, but sometimes you are a bull in a china shop and miss some things,” Zack replied, being fair like always. 
 
    “You’re not wrong,” I agreed, shrugging. “Which is why I’m offering to treat you guys and all the guards. I’m not perfect and I blew my temper, which makes a mess. Food soothes wolf shifters after a mess. Burgers? Steak? Ohh, Mexican?” 
 
    “All three,” Zack snickered. “The guys were freaking out we couldn’t hurry to follow and had to call for help. You gotta at least let us come with when you do that, Tams.” 
 
    “Then you’re accessories to what I do,” I sighed dramatically. 
 
    Captain Reddy shocked us both by throwing back his head and bursting out laughing. It took him a few two minutes to calm down enough to talk. “Oh man, you’ve got your hands full, James. You might have jumped ship from the corruption and red tape bullshit, but you have your hands full, my friend.” 
 
    “Yeah, but she pays better and does treat us amazingly well,” Zack praised. “And she really is easy most of the time. She’s a pain in the ass because she’s always protecting us instead of letting us protect her.” 
 
    “I woves you guys too much to let you get hurt,” I purred, opening a portal for us to get back to campus and figure out food. “See you soon, Captain.” 
 
    Reddy glanced at me and sighed. “Probably. I doubt things could be calm around you very long.” 
 
    Zack and I both snorted before stepping through the portal. 
 
    He wasn’t wrong, but it normally wasn’t my fault; that was the truth. 
 
    “I’m getting tired of this shit with the councils,” I grumbled. “It’s dragging on too long and like, enough already.” 
 
    “We all feel that way, Tams. If it was easy, anyone would have done it. This isn’t fiction where someone comes in and snaps their fingers to just handle all the bad guys and wrap it all up neatly in four or five books. Real life is dirty and messy and takes a lot of fucking time to handle things. Otherwise, there wouldn’t be any corruption in the human governments.” 
 
    We shared a look and snorted. Yeah, like that was ever going to happen. 
 
    The best part of all of that was by the time we went to pick up the gobs of my apology food, women were all over supe media were standing up and echoing what I was saying. They were standing up to their mates even and giving interviews saying they were tired of hearing they were weak and useless and if the men wanted to stay mated, they needed to stop it. 
 
    I thought about what Zack said as I took gobs of the food and brought it back to my room, wanting to talk to one person in particular. Izzy was sitting on her bed and watching it all on her laptop. 
 
    “You okay,” she asked. 
 
    I nodded, holding up food. “Can we talk?” 
 
    “Always.” She frowned and closed her laptop, bringing everything we needed to the floor so we could have a picnic. “What’s wrong? You had a big win.” 
 
    “We did. I do a lot of this for us, Izzy,” I muttered, playing with my fries. “I know I don’t talk it all out and Zack’s right that I’m a bull in a china shop, but this is for us. It’s not about me and my fight. I know I blew my temper, but it was for all of us who have been treated like this. It was as much for you and every woman we care about that—” 
 
    “Tams, I know,” she whispered, reaching over and patting my arm. “I know, Tams. We all do. This isn’t about you being righteous up on your pedestal. It’s never been about that to you. You don’t do this shit for the attention or to hear yourself speak, yell the loudest. You would be happiest reading journals or beating up bad guys instead of making a huge splashy statement like that. 
 
    “You went because you could. You could take on that asshole and win. You could go up against them and make the statement the rest of us can’t. Anyone paying attention understands that about you and sees the layers to you. Just because you don’t sing it from the rooftops or list it always like a bio, it’s right there to see. If people take the time, it’s all right there and they love you for it. 
 
    “I love you for it. I love you for taking up the fights I can’t. I love you for being my friend and coming here and making sure I knew you were fighting for me too. I love you because I know you will cry tonight because you hurt that man, no matter how much he deserved it. I love you because you risked yourself by putting it all on the line to make the statement none of us have the guts to. You were awesome.” 
 
    “Thanks, Izzy,” I rasped, leaning in and kissing her forehead. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Let’s eat. Cold fries suck.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah they do.” 
 
    We gobbled it all up—mostly, I did—and I felt worlds better getting to talk to her about it all. Not because she praised me, but the reassurance she understood what I was doing. I knew it could come off as my crusade to be awesome or a hero, but it was about so much more than that. 
 
    But she was right that all the signs were there if people took the time to see that. 
 
    The problem was that some people wouldn’t or didn’t have the depth to peel back the layers of the onion. Maybe they were stuck in their own head or way, unable to see the path before them  to help others? 
 
    Maybe some people were just assholes. 
 
    Yeah, probably that. 
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    I thought I was done with any crazy for the quarter. We reached review week and I was sailing through everything, not even worried a little bit about finals. I genuinely thought I was ready to close the book on another part of my time at Artemis. 
 
    But it wasn’t done with me yet. 
 
    I was journaling another letter to my mother she would never read, finding it as emotionally helpful and soothing as Craftsman had said. Not because I thought I’d ever find the answers like Katrina had hinted, but because it helped me focus my mind from spinning out when it all overwhelmed me. But it was supposed to be an easy night. 
 
    Silly me for ever thinking I got those. 
 
    My phone vibrated on my desk the same time that Izzy, Lucca, and Darby’s did. We glanced at each other and then all dove for them at once, knowing something was seriously up. 
 
    I reached mine first, answering Zack’s call. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Alpha Geoff’s pack is under attack,” he blurted. “Wolves of his that work for you and guarding the havens are asking permission to leave their posts and give aid.” 
 
    I only needed two seconds to come to a decision, thinking about what happened with Carson Leisser and the lingering threats of those assholes who wanted to find the havens and shut them down. “No, call the Rothchilds and Silvas to see if they can send reinforcements to the havens in case this is a trap.” 
 
    He sucked in a harsh breath. “The wolves go and the havens are easier to take. Shit. Fuck! The attack is real and has to be bad. Geoff wouldn’t sound the alarm—” 
 
    “Geoff will get aid, Zack. I got this. Protect our people. You and Ray are in charge to speak for me. Do me proud, my friend.” I hung up, already grabbing what I needed. “Help at the havens or whatever you need to, but you cannot come with me.” 
 
    “Be careful, Tams,” Izzy begged, not about to argue with me. 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    “Come back to us,” Darby whispered, making me stop for a kiss. 
 
    “Always,” I said, both of us knowing one day that might not be the case, but I would always do my best to make sure it was the truth.  
 
    I kissed Lucca next and then opened the portal to the hotel where the light fairies were staying. They were shocked to see me walk right into the middle of their dinner and quieted down.  
 
    “One of our allies who has helped save and protect hobgoblins is under attack. I know nothing more than that. I’m going to help and save who I can. It might out us early, but they are an honorable pack and their leader my friend. Any are welcome to join me.” I glanced over to see Taeral there speaking with Iolas. “All fairies. They’ve helped all of us. I welcome any fairy to fight at my side.” 
 
    Taeral dipped his head to me. “It would be my honor, Princess. We will join you as soon as we—” 
 
    “Catch up,” I chuckled, opening another portal to Geoff’s pack and leaving enough power in it so they could follow. 
 
    I was not surprised when I heard lots of cursing behind me. 
 
    I was surprised to walk into something out of my nightmares since I’d learned of the supe world and magic. I didn’t hesitate, taking out my sword and throwing up a barrier to protect several of Geoff’s wolves who were taking hits from magical attacks. Opening a portal to my garage, Chief and his pack were ready, somehow knowing I was in need of them. 
 
    “You know what to do,” I greeted them. “Make it look like wolves if you can, but not at the cost of yourselves. Go.”  
 
    They gave barks of acceptance and took off. 
 
    “You’re a fairy,” Geoff’s mate gasped from behind me. 
 
    I turned to answer and saw a hawk coming straight for her. I shoved her out of the way and flipped up, slicing the hawk’s wing off and then stabbing the shifter when it landed on the ground. “Who?” 
 
    “Underground,” she answered, knowing what I meant. “They—we were set up. It’s Underground. I don’t know where Geoff is. They breeched the alarms and we had no warning. We’re spread all over and—” 
 
    “Help is coming,” I promised. I opened three more portals to other packs who would heed my call but not sworn to me, glad when they came through. “Our allies need aid. Lead the children and wolves of this pack to safety at the Alpha compound. The enemy has them spread out and is picking them off. Change that.” 
 
    They gave me barks to confirmed they understood their orders and took off. Fae dogs were so much smarter than people gave them credit for and way more than most animals.  
 
    “Get to the compound and secure an area for those they’ll bring to you,” I told her, glad when fairies started coming through the portal. “Secure the Alpha’s mate and set up a safe area to bring people to.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “Wait, I’m one of our best fighters,” she argued. 
 
    “You’re also a pack leader people will listen to in all of this chaos,” I reasoned with her. “More are coming. Let us help you.” 
 
    She glanced over and her eyes went wide as more fairies came out of the portal. She darted over and gave me a quick hug. “Thank you, Tamsin.” 
 
    “You guys have been good to us too. Go.” I told Iolas and Taeral what I’d done as I opened portals and called more packs not sworn to me. The ones that were guarded havens, the co-op, and other key places we couldn’t leave defenseless in case this was a trap. The fairies and dogs didn’t hesitate, jumping right into the fray. 
 
    Just as I tried to. 
 
    Every time I tried to take on an attacker or jump into a situation to help one of Geoff’s wolves, a fairy was there to handle it before I could. Light or dark, it didn’t matter, their goal was twofold. 
 
    Help Geoff’s pack. 
 
    And make sure I didn’t get a scratch on me. 
 
    “Seriously?” I growled at Taeral when another Dark Guardian took out the guy I’d been trying for. 
 
    “It’s taking everything we have not to carry you out of here to safety, Princess,” he replied as he slashed at magical attacks aimed at us. “You are the only heir Faerie has left. The only way to awaken the rest of us.” 
 
    “I survived just fine before all of you,” I reminded him. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have had to,” he seethed. 
 
    Well, he wasn’t even a light fairy so… Men. 
 
    “Let no enemy leave here with the knowledge of us,” Iolas shouted when a group of Underground tried to flee. He glanced at me when a dozen fairies broke off to handle that. “You do have a plan to handle your allies finding out, right?” 
 
    “Was I supposed to?” I teased him, both captains giving me looks like they might strangle me. “We have those memory wiping runes or whatever. We’ll figure it out.” I gestured to a few of the fae dogs racing by with kids riding on their backs, clearly having rescued them from danger. “Should we have waited to discuss a plan?” 
 
    “No, you jumped in as we always do,” Iolas agreed. 
 
    I appreciated the we there. It was nice when I got them given I was so different in more ways than I was like anyone. 
 
    We were maybe ten minutes into the fight and greatly turning the tide when I caught something important. “Wait!” I shouted over to a darky fairy who was about to kill a jaguar shifter, which I didn’t know was even a thing. 
 
    And his thoughts told a very interesting story that people needed to know. 
 
    “Keep him alive for questioning,” I instructed the fairy. “Knock him out and stick him in a corner or something, but we need the information he has.” I glanced over at Taeral. “There’s more to this than just the Underground attacking a powerful and respected wolf pack.” 
 
    He nodded, ordering the capture of a few more of the jaguar shifters for interrogation, and I smiled as there was a pile of them minutes later. It was so, so nice to have super-sized kick ass help like that.  
 
    When I saw we were clearly winning and more fairies came through the portal who didn’t look like fighters, I decided to change assignments. “Can all fairies heal? Can you help heal those who are injured?” 
 
    “Yes, all fairies can, and we would be honored to help, Princess,” the light fairy at the front answered, dipping his head to me. 
 
    Awesome. 
 
    Three temp portals opened and people started pouring out. We were instantly ready to handle the next threat. 
 
    “Stand down,” I bellowed when I recognized one of the guards from Councilman Brooks’s estate. “They’re allies.” I pointed to the guy. “Well, he is. I think the cavalry has arrived.” I winced. There was going to be a lot of explaining to do and memories to wipe. “Shit.” 
 
    Councilman Chin came through with several other members of the wolf shifter council I had only met in passing, plus tons of their guards. He blinked at me and the chaos all around him. “You’re a fairy.” 
 
    “Um, well, there’s a funny story with that,” I hedged. 
 
    “She saved my pack and her people, my life,” Geoff said from my left. 
 
    I gasped when I saw the state he was in, practically being carried by two fairies. “Why didn’t you heal him?” 
 
    “He demanded we not until his people saw how close to death he is, Pri—” he answered, snapping his mouth shut when he almost let it slip who I was.  
 
    Geoff’s gaze never left mine. “You’re going to take the memory that you are fairies and bringing fairies back. Do it. You saved my pack at the risk of your people. You have my permission as Alpha to do it and our eternal thanks for the thousands you saved today.” 
 
    “That many?” Councilman Duncan whispered, his eyes going bug wide as he looked past us. “My gods.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder and saw the fae dogs coming towards us. “Stand down. They’re not here to fight us.” 
 
    “You’re more than just any fairy to be commanding packs of fae dogs and in charge of all these warriors,” one of the other councilmen accused, setting off all the alarms on my side. 
 
    “Don’t do anything stupid when we came to save the lives of wolves today,” I warned him and his people as the fairies around me started to move in closer towards me. “Being the one to send off flares we’re back or you know who I am is not worth the shit we will bring down on you.” 
 
    He held up his hands in surrender. “You saved one of our largest and most honorable packs with kind people. I was merely making an observation, not a threat.” 
 
    “His thoughts say the same,” I promised the others, everyone backing down a bit. I went right to Geoff and shook my head. “You got enough witnesses now, stupid? Like they wouldn’t have believed your word when you can all tell who is lying?” 
 
    “Seeing makes all the difference,” he defended as he glanced around. He found someone he wanted. “Call everyone from the Alpha compound and—” A coughing jag interrupted him, his whole body slashed and bloody from whatever had happened to him.  
 
    The moment I saw blood fly from his mouth, I ignored his wishes and moved my hand to his arm, pushing a slow stream of strong healing magic into him. I felt the moment he was out of danger and started to pull my magic back, knowing I had a lot left to still do and how resilient shifters were to heal themselves. 
 
    Geoff pulled me into a hug and kissed my hair. “Thanks, Tamsin. I was toast without your help, and I just found out I’m to be a father.” 
 
    I blinked up at him. “Now I’m really glad I demanded your mate go handle the people we sent to the Alpha compound. I would never have forgiven myself if she had lost your child in this attack.”  
 
    He gave me a watery smile. “Yes, because it would have been your fault if it had happened.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what I would have said, but we were interrupted by a fairy pulling me away from Geoff. 
 
    “Please remove your hands from our princess,” he said firmly. 
 
    Everyone stared at the fairy with wide eyes and for a range of reasons. 
 
    Mine was for outing me. 
 
    That was the reason of a lot of the wolves and others there, but there was also more too it. 
 
    The fairies all stared at him like he’d grown another head because he was a Dark Guardian. 
 
    “You are not a dark fairy,” Councilman Brooks hedged, glancing between us. “Though I have a feeling I’d already learned of your birth and you took the memory of it because I’m not as shocked as I should be.” 
 
    “That’s a funny story,” I mumbled, wondering if that was going to be my tagline of the night. 
 
    The fairy ignored the councilman and focused on all the surrounding fairies staring at him, squaring his shoulders and staring right back. “She made it clear we are all fairies and her people. I agree, and that is a future I will fight for. She is my princess and I care not that she is light or dark. She is the heir of all Faerie and not because she’s the last. She saves all of us and is our leader.” 
 
    I patted his chest, interjecting before any issue broke out. “Thanks, mate, really. I appreciate the backup tonight and I’m cool with you too. Let’s handle the piles of issues in front of us and the rest we can figure out tomorrow.” I smirked at him. “And maybe you guys can all get over this crap about how men can’t so much as look at me, like I’m a damn nun. He’s mated, and his mate and I are cool.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” he sighed, scrubbing his hand over his head as if that was a big pill to swallow. 
 
    “Seriously, is that so weird?” I grumbled, glaring between Iolas and Taeral. I wasn’t comforted when they shared a look. 
 
    But it was Councilman Chin who actually answered. 
 
    “The queens of Faerie—and by extension, the heirs—are almost revered as saints to put it in a reference you would understand being raised as human,” he explained. “Not everyone is allowed to simply touch or shake hands with the pope, but kiss the ring. Touching a saint was completely unforgiveable unless they allowed it or to heal. That is the best comparison I can think of for you.” 
 
    “He’s not wrong, but it is a bit more complicated,” Iolas muttered. “You are blessed by our gods to rule, Your Highness. You are divinely blessed, treasured, and not to be treated as people normally would.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to snark something, but even I knew when to shut my mouth and not shit on people’s beliefs. Well, I tried to. Sometimes it was hard and I didn’t mean to be a jerk. Sometimes I was so deep in the middle of it all, I couldn’t see how it all came off or I was being a brat. 
 
    I wasn’t perfect. Who fucking was? 
 
    “We can discuss this later, but I appreciate everyone understanding I wasn’t raised that way,” I replied, glad when everyone seemed to accept that. Good. That seemed like a fair answer. I glanced between Geoff and Brooks. “Do we know what happened here?” 
 
    “It was a trap,” Geoff answered as Brooks shook his head. “One of our security teams was hired to transport and protect a load of items for two days while work was being done at an estate to update their security. The right everything was being installed so all the items could be stored there and protected.” 
 
    “How does that lead you to knowing it was a trap?” Iolas asked, the same question on everyone’s lips. 
 
    “Because two hours on the dot after we brought it in, our magical barriers all went down,” Geoff said with a growl in his tone. “At the same time, we found out the payment was faked and a worm was put into our systems so the paper trail and all proof we had taken the job or worked with them would disappear. We were about to sound the alarm something was going on when everything went to fuck.” 
 
    I trusted him and his judgment, so that left only one question. “Who?” 
 
    “Councilman Shurr.” 
 
    “Why would a vampire councilman work with Underground and set you up to be taken out?” I muttered before gesturing to the unconscious jaguar shifters. “And what do they have to do with this, and how did I not even know there were jaguar shifters. I’ve been in this world a year and a fucking half now, and I’m still finding out there are more shifters I didn’t know about?” 
 
    “Princess, there are going to be more you learn about,” Taeral warned me gently. “From what I understand, the caste system has not gotten better, but worse with supes. That means you were probably only introduced to those who were elites, not the ‘working class’ shifters like jaguars or others.” 
 
    “You have been fairly secluded from what I know,” Brooks agreed, holding up his hands in surrender when I shot him an unfriendly look. “You’ve been rather busy. No one can deny that. I’m simply agreeing our world is rather vast. You have only experienced a small tip of the iceberg, Ms. Vale.” 
 
    I gave a sharp nod. I knew I’d not had a chance to have the full supe experience. “What I heard from the jaguar’s thoughts was he isn’t Unground. He’s the Alpha of his shadow, like Geoff is his pack except, they aren’t part of the supe system, which I thought wasn’t an option. I’ve heard repeatedly that it’s conforming with the corruption of the dictator councils or the Underground.” 
 
    “You’re smart enough to know when you’re being fed bullshit,” Geoff drawled. “You met Melody Rothchild when she lived away from our society and she wasn’t Underground.” 
 
    I nodded again. That was fair. “But she was on the outskirts like others. This guy is Alpha of a whole group. There are others. They helped the Underground this one time because they were promised an area and to be left alone to do their own thing when the Underground takes over. His thoughts were very specific that he made the wrong choice, and this wasn’t the way to protect his people as he’d thought. 
 
    “However, there are a lot more Underground than you all believe and talk about. It is not as fringe as you think and I got the feeling—and it’s only a feeling from this guy’s thoughts—that there are an astounding number of outsider supes like him. Like astounding. His thoughts were racing, but he was thinking he should have gone the way of some other alliance. I think you all have lost a lot more of your society than you think.” 
 
    Brooks shared a look with several of his colleagues and nodded. “Yes, we believe so. While other councils keep their heads in the sand, we do not. Dragons do not ‘lose’ many as they don’t have options to shift safely, and their royals do a much better job by their people than our councils do. But technology has helped us understand we’ve lost more than we ever thought. 
 
    “And for generations. There are remote packs that started as a few who left our fold generations ago and are now hundreds and have no idea our society and councils even exist. Some do and hide—and with good reason, as you’ve seen the corruption. You came in as an unknown, but protected by Geiger and your wealth. Could you imagine a remote family of vampires being brought into the fold?” 
 
    They’d be chum in the water and everyone’s ignorant dog to kick. It would be horrendous and anything would look better than that. I would think any of those people would immediately turn to the Underground as a viable alternative, no matter what they did. 
 
    This “society” I stumbled upon a year and a half ago kept getting worse and worse, more like levels of hell and a deep cesspool. I couldn’t even hide my upset that the shit we had to handle was worse than I’d thought. 
 
    “I still don’t understand why a vampire councilman would take out a wolf pack and toss them to the Underground?” a fairy asked. 
 
    I closed my eyes as tears burned, suppressing the urge to scream when I put it together. I wiped my hands over my face and met the Alpha’s gaze, seeing he had figured it out too. “I’m so sorry, Geoff.” 
 
    “It’s our fight too, Tamsin. My pack knew the risks and stood with you.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Iolas admitted. 
 
    “They were going to blame me,” I rasped. “We hired Geoff’s wolves to help protect the havens and facilitate interviewing hobgoblins. The whole thing would have been spun to look as if he had focused on his wolves instead of my stuff and crusades to upset their society I’m not really a part of, the Underground wouldn’t have had a chance to wipe out a strong pack. 
 
    “And it was a warning.” I glanced at Brooks. “How would it have hurt your standing and strength as a council if you’d lost one of your biggest packs that brings in the most income? Would you have lost face along with the hurting vampire and warlock elders? You work with me, we get along, and your standing gets hurt. No logic needed, that’s karma for you.” 
 
    He opened his mouth but then closed it, shaking his head. “Normally, I would say that is insane, but no one seems to be acting rationally in our world anymore. Yes, losing this pack would have hurt us as a community but… I honestly can’t see how the ripples would have played out. I’m still reeling at the idea a councilman set this all up and orchestrated the slaughter of thousands to smear you.” 
 
    “This is bigger than her, Councilman,” Geoff argued. “She’s simply the poster child for the movement, and they need to cut the head off of her to even have a chance to stop it. Women are standing up for themselves. People are calling councils out on their corruption. They’re demanding justice and fairness. Thousands have been killed to stop less.” 
 
    “And she saved us with her quick actions and help,” Geoff’s mate said as she hurried towards him. 
 
    “How many were lost though?” I seethed. 
 
    “We know of a dozen at least,” she admitted as they hugged.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “How is it your fault?” she asked. She shook her head when I went to answer. “I heard your theory and you might be right, but you killed no one, Tamsin. The people who came here today did. The councilman who set this up did. None of this is on you. Please do not take the honor away from the wolves who fought to keep our pack safe tonight. They died protecting us. That’s theirs. Not yours to bear.” 
 
    “I think it’s both,” I rasped, wiping my eyes and crossing my arms over my chest. “But thank you, and I’ll try.” 
 
    “Good. And I thank you for grieving our people. You are a true friend to our pack. Your people always treat ours wonderfully. You never demand anything extra on the jobs and always appreciate us. Our pack joined this fight you started the moment you didn’t hesitate to save our injured wolves once before. We saw the woman you were then and that you just want to help everyone.” 
 
    Geoff cleared his throat. “And she’s the next queen of Faerie.” 
 
    “Oh, well, fuck,” she whispered. 
 
    “I say the same fucking thing every time they remind me of it,” I grumbled. I shot Iolas and Taeral a nasty glance. “Come off the swearing thing. Just enough. It’s not going to happen. I’ll burp the alphabet again if you push me.” 
 
    “Yes, and it’s lovely you know how to do that,” Iolas drawled. 
 
    “Backwards even,” Taeral sighed, glancing at the sky as if praying for patience. 
 
    I felt the same about them sometimes. Then I really cursed up a storm. “Neldor is going to chew me out. I forgot him. He’s going to think I intentionally—” 
 
    “We informed Prince Neldor of the situation and he agreed with your assessment this could be a trap to get at the havens and hobgoblins,” Iolas informed me. “He led two detachments to support the people you sent in case there was any trouble. He understood there wasn’t time to go through every proper channel or phone chain.” 
 
    Well, that was something for once. 
 
    “Thanks. Okay, well, we have a lot to handle here and need to think up a cover story.” I glanced around at the fae dogs. “I vote we turn a lot of people to ash and say the attack wasn’t as big as it was, the idiots overestimating themselves. The rest we take into custody for questioning. Yeah, burn the ones with sword wounds and hide we were here.” 
 
    “Smart,” Taeral agreed. “And adjusting the memories that you came with help, but the details vague. You worked with the wolf guards and elders who showed up sooner. Something along those lines. That leaves what to do about the vampire council and the Underground. Neither will sit idly by or take this lying down.” 
 
    “I’m getting really fucking tired of the councils and this bullshit,” I seethed. But he was right. We needed a plan and to start hitting back for real now that we could. 
 
    And we would. It was time to start attacking, instead of playing defense, and getting justice for all the wrongs they’d done. It was time to give them a taste of their own medicine and show them they weren’t top of the food chain anymore. 
 
    Even if it was only from the shadows. 
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    THANK YOU for reading this book!! 
 
    Thank you so much for coming on Tamsin’s journey with me. I woves all of you lots for your continued support and wanting more of my books. Please, please leave a review. It really helps me out to know which series people are eager for. And it’s encouraging to get back to series when people are excited for more. I appreciate the time it takes and hopefully you guys love Tamsin and this world as much as I loved writing the series!!  
 
    As of this moment, book 9 is in editing and I’m writing book 10. To say I will finish it next… I commit to nothing in 2020 and I doubt 2021 will be any different. I just know this is what I need to get out of my head right now. After that… I think I know where my mind is going but it’s an idea I’m not sure how people will receive so I’m still mulling. I might post about it and get feedback, but I reserve the right not to listen at all. Heh. 
 
    I hope everyone is staying safe and has a VERY happy holidays and we ALL have a better fucking next year. Seriously, I can’t take another year like this and if it gets worse, I rage quit life and am sailing away. 
 
    Wear your damn masks, social distance, and get drunk. My orders. Pot is allowed too where legal… Or at least don’t tell me otherwise. Kisses to everyone from Vader. I’ll give a virtual high five. For those of you who have met me, you know that’s not a pandemic thing, I’m not much of a hugger.  
 
    All my best, 
 
    Erin 
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    Accidentally Wolf: Seraphine Thomas 1 
 
    Gives New Meaning To Workplace Injury 
 
      
 
    Special Agent in Charge, Seraphine Thomas, lives for her job at the FBI. One of the youngest female agents with her own team, she thrives in undercover work to make the city she loves safer. But Sera’s on-track life is thrown into chaos when she’s attacked during a bust gone bad and is left figuring out what it means to be a werewolf. 
 
      
 
    Right away, she learns that she’s more powerful and able to do things that she shouldn’t be able to do so quickly after her transition. The rules of her old life don’t seem to apply to much now that she’s a shifter, and knowing who she can trust is even more complicated. 
 
      
 
    When she’s transferred to a special branch of the FBI made up of paranormals policing others of their kind and given a promotion, things start looking up—until her abnormal level of power creates a list of enemies for her before she’s even learned who her allies are. 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Upended Life: Artemis University 1 
 
      
 
    My name is Tamsin Vale and my life is about to get real… Really complicated and ridiculously dangerous. Which is almost funny given at nineteen I already know too much of the darkness of the world and people, the secrets they keep. 
 
      
 
    Or so I thought. 
 
    Turns out those quirky abilities I’ve been keeping secret expose me to a world I didn’t know existed. Sure, I knew I wasn’t human—but how exactly do I find out more without ending up in the wrong hands? 
 
      
 
    And I’m not so sure I’m in the right hands now given some of the reactions to finding me. They say I’m the last fairy. I’m not sure I should trust them when their thoughts are mostly of power and how to use me. 
 
      
 
    But I’m also not sure I have much of a choice. My powers are dangerous and I don’t know how to use them. They promise to teach me what I need to know and give me a chance at something I’ve never had before. 
 
      
 
    A normal life. I don’t think anything about Artemis University and those who attend is normal, but it’s still better than the life I’ve been living if they keep half their promises.  
 
      
 
    I think hoping they’ll keep half is generous. 
 
      
 
    Artemis University is a hot burning reverse harem, university-age paranormal academy series with darker elements, strong language, violence, and a heroine who follows her own moral compass of what is right… And who she ends up giving her heart to.  
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    No Longer Home: House of Garner 1 
 
      
 
    My name is Inez Garner, and my story has sort of been told… But not. I’m turning twenty-three and find out I’m not human; I’m apparently a vampire. Sure, who hasn’t read that story? Oh, but I’m a princess. And there’s a zombie apocalypse—although I’m debating where the line is of apocalypse vs. post-apocalypse. There’s also a quest that I’m compelled to be on, and it might all be coming from the Goddess.  
 
      
 
    Awesome. It seems She has big plans for me. And I have to deal with ghosts. When I kill corrupted—the nice PC name people call zombies, as it’s not their fault they eat people—I then have to deal with their ghosts. Which is super when being hunted for years by some guys I don’t want to know better. 
 
      
 
    Add to everything, I have to apologize to heroines for judging them when they fall in bed with the hot guy and buy the story he gives. I get it now. Sex is splendid. I’m not one to believe a con, but he’s got answers I need, like why I have no memories before I was eighteen.  
 
      
 
    Plus, the fangs sort of sold it for me. I hope he forgives me for shooting him. 
 
      
 
    House of Garner is an apocalyptic hot burning WhyChoose romance with darker elements, strong language, violence, and a heroine that doesn’t let anyone get in her way. 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Undisclosed Assets: Untraceable Succubus 1 
 
      
 
    A succubus working as a stripper sounds like a cliché or start of a bad joke, but Lola Chase is in a human only province in Canada for other reasons. Someone is murdering women society looks down on, and she’s there to stop it. As a demon, she’s bottom of the supernatural food chain and knows how often people ignore crimes against them. 
 
      
 
    From the start there isn’t much to go on, and she ends up getting in a bit of trouble following any leads she gets. Things get complicated when an ancient, big name vampire takes interest in her and getting away from him proves to be much harder than her normal admirers.  
 
      
 
    Thankfully, although her cover is a stripper, Lola loves to dance and the fun she has helps balance out the stress and worry of the case. 
 
      
 
    Plus, she finds some very hot men to play with and feed from. The question is whether or not she can balance it all and find a murderer before he kills again. 
 
      
 
    Untraceable Succubus is a murder mystery series where the sex is hot and often and the main character kicks some serious ass on the road to finding out if she can have real love in her life even if it comes from multiple men. 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Demon of Death: Enchantress 1 
 
      
 
    Soraya Devil is the Enchantress, one of the most powerful magics in the world… But she’s so much more than that, and everyone’s constantly attempting to unravel her past and secrets. She’s not worried though, as many have tried and never find out the truth. 
 
      
 
    It’s safer for everyone that way. 
 
      
 
    The owner of Paranormal Investigations—among other companies—she has her own answers to find. Though she’s continuously pulled in too many directions, she always answers the calls that make even her magic tingle in warning at the danger.  
 
      
 
    When a sprite begins killing people in Chicago, she has to team up with SPU—Supernatural Police Unit—to figure out who summoned the demon and why before more die. While that’s enough of a challenge, the main hurdle is the team lead on the case who loathes all magics. But when he can’t seem to get past his hate and do his job, can Soraya make an ally from an enemy, or will the evil unleashed in the city she loves win the day? 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Rough Beginnings: Karma Bakery 1 
 
    Starting a New Business Takes Magic 
 
      
 
    Imagine there weren’t three main gods of Olympus, but four. A sister who went through something so horrible, so traumatic she left and was written out of history.  
 
      
 
    Arabella Baker and her two adopted daughters are moving to Boston to open a new business and start over. Things will be different this time with the new names and new life. The twins will live on their own at college—though still right in Boston—and experience something a bit more normal. The store she bought has a hefty price, but the location is fantastic, and she got the best spot in the new development… Which apparently comes with an immensely attractive man who owns it all. 
 
      
 
    Nothing goes smoothly in opening a new business though, sample days, crazy busy, and fluff interviews taking dark turns. Honestly, it leaves Arabella asking one main question—why did she think opening in such a large city and right before the holidays was such a great idea? 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Meave: Naughty Witches 1 
 
      
 
    Leaving NYC and a troubling past, Meave Washington is starting over. She has a good plan, but she’s probably bit off more than she can chew. So she embraces the chance of fate that lands help at her feet—and if he’s smoking hot, all the better. 
 
      
 
    Distracted by a text while driving, Ashton Perry injures Meave. He’s horrified that he could have killed someone, and steps up to make it right… And not just because she’s the most beautiful woman he’s ever seen. 
 
      
 
    Sparks immediately start flying and the desire is undeniable but it’s not that simple to take the leap. But Ashton’s barely a man, and Meave is hiding something important. When the woman is older, age isn’t just a number and Meave isn’t sure Ashton can be who she needs. 
 
      
 
    Ashton steps up to prove he’s not just a man, but the man his bewitching lady deserves. He doesn’t care what she is—only who she is. And he’ll do whatever it takes to prove it. 
 
      
 
    Naughty Witches is a burning paranormal romance novella series with strong female leads, fun so sexy it raises the temperature, and mismatched people who find HEAs that give us all hope fate won’t forget us. Each book is a new pairing in the same world, with an overall series arc. 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    The Turning: Dr. Kelly Murphy 1 
 
    One Bite Can Change Everything 
 
      
 
    Graduate medical school, start competitive internship, don’t get cut from the program, become a surgeon. It was a great plan. One Kelly Murphy loved and had dreamed of most of her life… And it was blown to hell in a night with an uninvited bite. 
 
      
 
    Now she’s missing three days of her life, trying to handle her freaked out best friend and parents who called the police when she went missing, all as she realizes she’s not the same person she was before. She’s different. Like has fangs different. 
 
      
 
    When he shows up on her doorstep claiming to know what happened to her, Kelly’s not sure that makes things any less confusing. But at least he can guide her, right? Either way, she has a plan and a choice she didn’t make won’t stop her… Even if she might have the urge to bite her patients from now on. 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Owned: Secure Settings 1 
 
      
 
    Kate Boyle has lived through more loss than most people twice her age. She’s strong and independent, so letting people in to help her handle her grief or problems is next to impossible for her. 
 
      
 
    The owner of a successful company, Secure Settings, Kate devotes all her time to keeping people safe and rescuing those who can’t save themselves. When she gets the call that her grandpa died and she’s now inherited his ranch, a storm of epic proportions starts. Smart enough to know she can’t watch out for danger while grieving, she calls in a favor for help. 
 
      
 
    Jared and Dean Acker just got out of the Marines and are a little lost as to what comes next for them. So when they’re asked to back up a friend of a friend, they’re in… And meet the woman of their dreams. Now, if they could just convince her. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Wounded: In My Dreams 1 
 
    Authors Dream Of Their Happiness Too 
 
      
 
    Gas station coffee is the highlight of Lily Slone’s boring outing until fate intervenes… Along with the barrel of a gun and a lost soldier who saves her life. 
 
      
 
    Jasper Hutson—a homeless Marine, discarded by his family after returning home from the war wounded—reacted on instinct. But this one act brings him to Lily’s attention, and not because he saves her life. She sees something else in him. Something no one else sees. 
 
      
 
    Refusing to give up on him when everyone else does, Lily offers Jasper a place to stay and an opportunity to get back on his feet. That one offer will change her world. When they grow closer and Jasper makes Lily’s life so much easier, she’s not sure she can go back to living without him. 
 
      
 
    As life moves forward and they get into their own rhythm, Lily discover something about Jasper that he’s kept hidden. Will she continue to reach for her happily ever after or will they both remain wounded? 
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