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    If you bought your copy, thank you. OR if you used your Kindle Unlimited, thank you. OR if you read this from Kindle lending, thank you. Any legal means, thank you. Thank you for respecting me and other authors for their hard work, understanding this is our job, and while we love it, we do deserve to be compensated for all the hours, and hours, and hours we put into it. 
 
      
 
    If you did not… Go buy one! You are a thief and your parents and grandparents and cute animals all around the world are ashamed of you. There is no justification for committing this crime because it is a crime, no different than walking into a physical bookstore, taking a print copy off the shelf, and walking out of the store without paying for it.  
 
      
 
    There is no such thing as a victimless crime. If you truly believe that, you’ve never been a victim. And the victims aren’t only the authors, but the fans who lose authors that quit over our constantly being stolen from and mistreatment. Mistreating the authors that write the books you like or read—not liking them isn’t an excuse for theft, it’s just extra weird then—that’s not a fan. Fans leave reviews to support. Fans send messages of love. Fans… Well fans are nice. Be nice. 
 
      
 
    There are lots of ways to fight eBook piracy, reporting the site even if you’re not the copyright holder is always a good option. If you want to help in the fight, Google it and you can see there are many ways. 
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    My name is Tamsin Vale and… I’m stressed. Shocker, I know, but being a college senior at the top supe university is hard. Well, now that the curriculum is what I need and challenging.  
 
    And I’m also the ruler of a whole world including two realms that have been warring for thousands of years that I’m trying to bring together. I also have five mates. 
 
    Do I really need to justify anything else or why I have a temper? 
 
    However, I finally feel as if I’m walking the same direction as most of the people in my life. I’ll always be different as the heir of Faerie or the daughter of a demigod, but I’ve found my team and people. Mostly. Nothing is without issues.  
 
    I just feel like my inner circle is finally all on the same side with the same goals. So I can handle the stress with their support.  
 
    I simply wish to get over those speed bumps and issues faster than is actually possible. My magic isn’t that powerful, and I feel more deeply as a fairy. 
 
    Then again, I’m pretty sure no matter the species, we all wish we could let people who have broken our hearts back into them. 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *This book is part of a series and cannot be read as a standalone. Like all my books, this is not light and fluffy and includes dark themes and events some may find triggering. Reader discretion is advised. 
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    “How was the launch?” Darby asked when he saw I was waking up. 
 
    Not enough to compute what he’d said though. I’d been working crazy long hours on school, Faerie—everything. He had been too for his master’s project to graduate, so we’d barely spent any time together that wasn’t just studying or working. 
 
    Which was why we were completely cutting ourselves off from everyone for our last spring break together. No Faerie. No school. No nothing but relaxing and each other. 
 
    “She has no idea,” Julian chuckled from across the room. 
 
    Right, and Craftsman. I needed him because of the dreams and issues still. Not much, but I had too much stress to worry someone wouldn’t be there to catch me if I got stuck in a dream. 
 
    Which was something I truly worried about. 
 
    “She came here and crashed. Full face-plant and didn’t even wake when Irma tried to get her up to eat.” 
 
    “Ahhh, that explains why I walked in and Lageos was fussing over her.” 
 
    “She called my dad to snitch?” I groaned. “Is he pissed?” 
 
    “No, proud,” Julian promised. “Very proud. Apparently, so proud he praised me for helping you when he couldn’t and gave me a huge rush of power. He knocked me up a few levels.” 
 
    “Good,” Darby and I said together. I hadn’t known that could be a thing, but when a demigod was involved, I found there wasn’t too much that was impossible. 
 
    “Why is he so proud?” I asked with a yawn as I sat up. I saw Darby was reading something next to me and scooted closer to get snuggles much to his amusement. I sat up with a gasp. “The launch. You asked about it. How was it?” I glanced around and winced when I saw sunlight was pouring in. “Wow, next day?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s the next morning,” Julian chuckled as he stood and went to the door. He opened it and hollered out his next words. “Irma, she’s up. You can stop fretting and feed her.” 
 
    “If you don’t stop being sassy with me, you’re not getting food, mate of hers or not,” Irma yelled back.  
 
    Okay then, so clearly I missed a few things.  
 
    Julian sighed when I glanced at him with a raised eyebrow. “I napped a bit next to you. I’m sorry, that’s the only way I can tell if you get sucked into a memory and still sleep.” He glanced at his watch. “You slept for twenty hours.” 
 
    “It’s fine. I’ll tell Irma,” I said, glad when Darby snickered. So he found it amusing and wasn’t upset that Julian had slept in the same bed as me when I was out.  
 
    Julian would never do something bad, maybe snuggle, but that was it. 
 
    “To answer your question, you’re sold out,” he told me with a bright grin. 
 
    It took me a few moments to register, my mind seriously sluggish. I gasped and scrambled out of bed to get my laptop. 
 
    “No electronics, agra,” Darby reminded me. “No work.” He laughed when I whimpered and gave him a pout face. “I’m teasing. Just make it quick.” 
 
    I opened it up and my eyes went wide at what I found. I logged into the website to see the sales to confirm what Julian had said before checking out social media. “Two of the influencers we gave prototypes to each bought a thousand blankets to give out as gifts to everyone they know and prizes to their followers for raffles. There’s a whole article on it of them gushing.” 
 
    “That was a really smart marketing move on your part,” Julian praised. “A thousand each? Wow. They were five hundred dollars?”  
 
    “Three,” I corrected. “I couldn’t stomach the price being that high. I know that the value is there, but people don’t, and most normal people can’t afford a five-hundred-dollar throw blanket.” 
 
    “I think you’ll have to raise the price a bit,” Darby muttered. “You can have sales, agra.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what Shael said,” I sighed. “Or we’d have money to donate some too.” I blew out a harsh breath. “Wow, we really sold a hundred thousand in a day.” 
 
    “In an hour, Tams,” Julian chuckled, nodding when I blinked at him. “Plus, Edelman called and told me that even the school board said that no student at Artemis had ever had such an amazing senior graduation project.” 
 
    I threw back my head and laughed, ignoring when it turned watery, and I sank to the bed and then slid off the side to the floor. I ended up crying in relief and exhaustion. This idea had been so much more difficult than I’d thought, people trying to block it at every turn. 
 
    Mostly to try and steal it from what I’d learned, but I couldn’t prove it, and there were rules against using people’s thoughts against them without concrete proof. 
 
    “Oh dear, this was why I said we should have woken her to eat,” Irma lectured as she came rushing in with Izzy and food. “She was too low on the tank.” 
 
    Izzy sat down next to me after setting a tray in front of me, Darby already on my other side. “You did great, Tams. It’s okay, I know. I know.” 
 
    “I’m confused,” Darby admitted under his breath. 
 
    “You were buried in your own stuff, mate,” Izzy explained. “Everyone and their brother tried blocking her from making this a reality. They wanted to steal the idea. Said it was too dangerous now and a risk with magic they couldn’t confirm since only fairies could do it, and then they’d try to be the genius who worked out the kinks later. Like no one would notice it on the market.” 
 
    “And fairies weren’t happy that I would use the power of their last female royal for something so basic like a magical blanket. They’re so fucking judgy! Just when I get them on my side, they blow up at every little thing to be outraged.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong, but there was more to it, Your Highness,” Iolas said gently. He shrugged when I sighed. “We arrived to congratulate you and heard you crying. Of course, we came rushing up.” 
 
    “Let’s have breakfast at the table and talk,” Stefanie said gently. “If you think fairies weren’t on your side, you are mistaken, and I hate it’s hurt you.” 
 
    I nodded, smiling when Darby stood with me in his arms, kissing my hair several times. I could more than walk, but I wanted the snuggles. We arrived in the kitchen to find it packed. “Vacation, guys.” 
 
    “Hey, I was invited,” Lucca said brightly, coming over and taking me from Darby. He gave me his patent bear hug and spun us around. “You are so amazing! Sold out in an hour. Everyone is talking about it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled when he set me down. I smiled at the others to take the sting out of my reprimand, clearly seeing they wanted to congratulate me, not bug me. 
 
    But it was still my vacation, and my kitchen was packed with the usual suspects. I snorted when Katrina was having coffee on the terrace with Anya White. The two of them had become really close with all of the crazy keeping me safe before—and after—fairies had come back. 
 
    Onas was there talking with Shael. Taeral sitting with Lageos. Geiger and his mate Clyum. Neldor and Hudson were off to the side along with Queen Sasha which surprised me. She had been fighting with King Xavier, but I had thought it had gotten better.  
 
    Probably not if she was crashing my vacation when they were so busy. 
 
    Irma and the hobgoblins loaded up plates in front of me and gave several lectures about taking better care of myself. I nodded in agreement and promised to visit the hot springs at my castle as I stuffed my face. They were completely right that I needed to take the vacation to rest up and recharge. 
 
    And it wasn’t lip service. I reminded them that I had massages scheduled and that had been the plan. I’d pushed too hard to get over the finish line of this project, and that happened for normal college kids. They backed off then and just reminded me they loved me. 
 
    Awesome because I loved them too. 
 
    “Originally, you announced a prototype with your magic,” Stefanie said, probably wanting the record straight for everyone there. I understood that, rumors and tidbits spun out all of the time.  
 
    Mostly because supes gossiped worse than humans, but it happened all the time in their world as well. 
 
    “I wasn’t supportive of the idea, but I think you are mistaken on the reason. Your plate was overflowing, Your Highness. You were recovering from something major with your magic.” 
 
    “You were also upset I went to White behind your back,” I added, giving her a look to not bullshit me. 
 
    “I was, but not because it was behind my back,” she clarified. “That I failed you and you weren’t able to come to me again.” 
 
    When she put it like that, I felt small. “I could have come to you, Stefanie. Especially you. I’m sorry you felt that. I wouldn’t have hidden this from you. I’m used to working with White on my magic stuff. Yes, I wanted this for Faerie, but it was my senior project. She is my advisor and the person to speak with. Sontar knew I was up to this too.” 
 
    “Thank you, that eases my own upset,” she accepted, waving for me to eat more.  
 
    Geez, didn’t these people know it was bad for digestion to shovel food in? Then again, one of us not eating for twenty hours while sleeping was like a human not eating for three days. Inhaling food was probably better. 
 
    “The idea was astounding, revolutionary even,” she praised. “Comfort runes have never been used outside of simple things like humans patting each other on the back in support. It’s not a concept we thought to harness. You did. Your perspective of this world made you see an opportunity.” 
 
    “People were astounded,” Taeral added, glancing between us, realizing he’d missed something. “Fairies are praising your ingenuity all over the place.” 
 
    I snorted, not hiding my disbelief. 
 
    “The princess misunderstood the upset,” Iolas cut in. 
 
    “I’m not an idiot. I heard what I heard correctly,” I drawled. “I make everything about me and shit all over traditions constantly. I demean my position to make trinkets like a human conman and it’s disgusting. My mother would wish I died in her place I’m such an embarrassment.” 
 
    “Your Highness, that was one noble,” Stefanie whispered, nodding when I snorted again. “You heard his shouting like a dog barking at air. He was widely condemned for saying that. Even by other nobles that aren’t your fans. It was so far over the line that fairies have been all over the news saying they lost all respect for that noble.” 
 
    “We sort of tuned out the opinions of Faerie after hearing that,” Darby admitted. “It hurt me for that to be said about her. Tamsin was devastated.” 
 
    “I was for you as well,” Neldor muttered. “But you shut down. I told you several times he’d been raked over the coals.” 
 
    “I was too involved in getting the idea done,” I admitted, letting out a slow breath. “It wasn’t just fairies, but—” 
 
    “Those assholes were truly assholes,” Stefanie clarified. “We know why. They wanted to steal your ingenious idea. They want you to look bad and the perception you went after them for their harsh words instead of the crimes they commit. We all know this, Your Highness. We have stated it publicly.” 
 
    I winced. “I kinda shut it all out. I couldn’t take any more bullshit after all the stuff about Neldor and us being mates.” 
 
    “Yeah, that got pretty bad,” Neldor sighed.  
 
    Yeah, that was an understatement. There had been petitions from supes all over the place that we mate and he take over. More bullshit and some fairy nobles pissed that I had mates and took the most eligible bachelor in Faerie off the market.  
 
    “Fairies really aren’t mad at me?” I asked Taeral, knowing he wouldn’t hide it from me. 
 
    “No, Your Highness, they’re mad at us.” 
 
    “Huh?” I asked several people echoing me. 
 
    He sighed and moved over to the table, sitting when I nodded it was fine. “The ancients are all locked up for corruption. There are now a few elders we’ve released.” He nodded when I winced, hating the topic. 
 
    And with good reason. That whole situation would be in my nightmares for years to come. I’d argued that having knowledge of the corruption and puppetting of the queens was grounds to be locked up. It was like that in the human world.  
 
    If you had knowledge of a crime and didn’t report it, you were complicit.  
 
    Done and done in my mind. 
 
    Except that wasn’t life, and even the “clean” elders argued there was no one to tell. The queens knew of the corruption, but unless they were willing to do what I did, the ancients had too much power to go against. 
 
    And the commanders all agreed.  
 
    So we released a handful that were “innocent” of corruption. For now. Investigations and more were still ongoing, and they had tracer magic in case they were implicated in something later. They all agreed to it from Lageos, so that spoke to their innocence to most. 
 
    Not me. 
 
    I had been there when they’d been released and made it abundantly clear that they would have no place in my rule or government. And to not try to. That they should live quiet lives out of my sight because to me they were complicit in my mother’s death and the wars.  
 
    That didn’t sit well with people, but I even did an interview explaining that I was a daughter who lost her mother, and I didn’t need to always be fair. Governing was a matter of trusting the right people, and I did not trust people who knew of crimes and didn’t even try to fight against what was happening. 
 
    They settled down after that. I think most didn’t like my disrespecting elders but could put themselves in my place having lost people in the warring as well.  
 
    I shook off my thoughts and morose mood at the topic and focused back on Taeral. 
 
    “You have given us the role of your advisors that would normally be given to the elders and ancients,” Taeral continued. “The people of Faerie rightfully blame us for not being better at the role. That you wouldn’t have to work on so many new income streams if we were helping as we should.” He cleared his throat and looked away, all the commanders there going quiet. 
 
    I looked to Neldor knowing he would tell me what they didn’t want to. 
 
    “They want them fired,” he confessed, nodding when I dropped the fork in my hand. “The people of Faerie are so on your side, they want all the old commanders out. They gave the orders in the wars and didn’t protect the queens better. They are terrified that they will allow the same to you, and you once again having this outward image of a magic factory is them abusing you.” 
 
    “Well, fuck me dead,” I whispered as I sat back heavily in my chair. I glanced between the commanders. “I’m sorry. I had no idea that was the current sentiment.” 
 
    “We’re fine, Your Highness,” Stefanie said firmly. “We’re very used to riding the waves and whims of the people. It comes with the job. We were worried you felt the same but if you do not, I have no issues.” 
 
    “A statement saying you don’t feel that way and they have been more supportive of your changes and ideas would be best,” Irma chirped in. 
 
    “Smart,” I praised. “Yes, I’ll get one out today.” I shot Darby a guilty look when he sighed. “I’m sorry, this can’t wait.” 
 
    “Fine, but have one of your aides write it up and you can adjust it,” he begged. 
 
    “I will have her dictate it to me during her massage in a bit,” Katrina promised from the terrace. 
 
    That appeased Darby and we got back to eating. 
 
    “The push was for you to take more off of your plate and not risk someone using items with your magic in nefarious ways,” Stefanie continued. 
 
    I nodded, knowing that. Once we had proof the prototype worked with humans—namely my friend Marisol who knew about us—I presented the idea. I had already worked with the co-op to formulate a new blend of fae material and normal human cotton for the blanket.  
 
    To humans, it would seem like some super high thread count item, but it was much easier for us to make since fae material was already being produced in droves at the co-op. And human cotton was much cheaper, so we could cut costs that way.  
 
    But that was when the outrage had started that I would risk exposing magic to humans for my greed. Funny when all profits would be pumped into Faerie with the company simply owned by me. That was how my clothing line with humans went as well.  
 
    Pretty much all of my companies even. The accusations had pissed me off. Where did they think all of this money came from? Did I shit diamonds or something as the heir to Faerie? 
 
    No, I didn’t.  
 
    Just to be clear. 
 
    But they said they couldn’t believe I was being so honorable when they weren’t allowed to have oversight of what I was doing. Basically, assholes who had come at me from the moment I was dropped into the supe world suddenly decided they should inspect Faerie and that I wasn’t lying about where all the profits went. 
 
    I pretty much tuned out after that to the news and interviews. It was just always going to be the same bullshit and people lying. I knew that now and yeah, so I hadn’t been paying attention to the change in sentiment. 
 
    Again. 
 
    Whoops! 
 
    But because of the outcry, it was decided it wouldn’t be my magic in the blankets. There were some that demanded it for safety reasons as I was known for leaking too much magic out and then that could get us caught. 
 
    I didn’t even disagree with that. I thought it was smart, and I’d said that to the media even. 
 
    Which was why I hired a bunch of fairies who lived in poverty from the six largest cities in each realm to work for this new company. Not only would the profits be pumped back into their communities, but they would have stable jobs with good pay.  
 
    We could hire more hobgoblin workers to help the co-op and all around lots of good stuff.  
 
    The idea was basically to sell the throw blankets as comfort blankies. There were weighted blankets to help with anxiety and sleep problems and it was that sort of market. It would simply be magic and humans wouldn’t know it. So it wasn’t a lot of magic needed. 
 
    I marketed them to last about six months before they lost their “comfort.” They’d still be really nice blankets, but even aromatherapy candles burned out. The blankets had magic to make them always smell whatever scent people chose and not too much. But that was the hook.  
 
    Plus, they would get money towards their next purchase if they returned the blanket to be recycled and respun. That had raised some eyebrows, but I knew how much a lot of humans cared about their planet and constant waste. A blanket meant to last six months would absolutely be blocked as frivolous and wasteful like cheap clothes that fell apart. 
 
    Except the blankets wouldn’t be cheap, so that had to be taken into account. 
 
    We also allowed every council to test the blankets and see if they could use the magic in them or figure out some way to use it in a bad way. Since we still had all of the warlock elders in prison and there was no replacement council yet, there had been a few dozen warlocks demanding to test it in their place. 
 
    Yeah, only warlocks. I wasn’t shocked by that, but it was clearly the ones who thought they’d replace their corrupt elders. 
 
    No, they wouldn’t, but I let them have their chance to try their magic against mine. That was when the shit started of people wanting to block it and steal the idea. I’d been in a meeting with those warlocks and the councils, and my blood had boiled at all the fucking greed. 
 
    It had been my patient and calm teacher, Professor Sontar, who had been the one to blow his lid. He’d gone on the most popular supe news show and blasted all of the assholes that he was supervising my senior thesis project, and if they thought they could challenge his magical knowledge, they could try.  
 
    But to contact him through the school because he was done with the disrespect of everyone under the sun trying to put Faerie’s beloved heir on their level. I wasn’t on their level, I was way, way above them. So he said.  
 
    Like dayumn. Seriously, it was a total mic-drop moment. 
 
    And oddly enough, the challenges stopped after that. 
 
    Yes, please tell me that the world wasn’t as sexist as I made it seem. 
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    I had been pretty stupid to finish my senior thesis the same time as midterms, but I wanted to get the company moving instead of sitting on income potential. So I actually presented everything to the deans a few days before review week and they had seemed accepting of it. I had a business model and everything in the presentation. 
 
    It also had a section on how to hide our magic in plain sight and the possibilities to do more in the future. I discussed the rug-cleaning company I had that had locations in wolf packs we trusted and had linked me with them and the dragons. It brought peace to have connections and security for people, not simply an alliance mating that could fall apart. 
 
    Fine, that had been in response to the pressure on me to mate Neldor, but I hadn’t been wrong.  
 
    But I didn’t get the grade right away, and I knew they were waiting to see how the launch went. Professor Sontar had objected to that given it was normally all hypotheticals. Students didn’t normally start companies from their senior theses. 
 
    Edelman had agreed but said my actually doing it put them in an awkward position because if they passed me and the idea flopped, their credibility would be on the line. I didn’t disagree with him after that, however, my company could flop because people were assholes and hated me. That had nothing to do with it being a legitimate idea. 
 
    Clearly, that hadn’t been the case, and we’d sold thirty million dollars in blankets in less than a damn day. 
 
    Wow. 
 
    I was also glad that I had thought of the marketing idea to gift blankets to over a hundred social media influencers and celebrities. They arrived at their doors or with their people via courier—fairy couriers, of course—and the website went live with the options and date we would start selling. It was promoted on my social media and the hype was good. 
 
    I put that all in my senior thesis, showing the gushing and tons of good feedback from the freebies. We gave a good product out as samples and didn’t have to spend one penny in ads or other marketing. The people who got them did it all themselves instead of having sponsored ads and whatnot. 
 
    And we made it clear on the site that we wouldn’t pay anyone for their endorsements. Only a free sample. 
 
    Especially when I was the damn model once again.  
 
    Stefanie explained that I was mistaken about the outcry at that too. Fairies hadn’t actually liked my modeling again. Many were offended that I was needed to sell the product to make a world better I hadn’t even lived in growing up. I’d heard that much, and it had hurt me that they didn’t want me to be their spokesperson basically. 
 
    But Stefanie explained that it was that I kept having to be the one. Where the hell was everyone else to help me? Not that I wasn’t lovely, but I wasn’t the only lovely fairy, and why did I keep having to market myself like that was all I was good for to help Faerie? 
 
    My mouth fell open. That was the reason that I’d only had one picture promoted then. Neldor too.  
 
    The rest had been the commanders. I had been floored when Izzy showed me the shots from a photoshoot I’d had no idea about.  
 
    And they were good, like amazing. Even I had to admit Onas was a sexy guy when he was sitting with his shirt open, glancing to the side and the throw over his lap like he was relaxing after a hard day at work. Yes, Izzy was incredibly talented and the picture awesome but yeah, I was fair and the man looked hot. 
 
    Too bad his personality ruined it all. 
 
    I was pretty sure a lot of people said the same about me.  
 
    But all of the commanders had taken photos, even Morgan who normally quietly disagreed with me and the ones that didn’t like me. They all stepped up to help Faerie and take this off my plate. 
 
    And I hadn’t understood that. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I wasn’t fair to you guys. I was trying to push through.” 
 
    Onas snorted. “Most focus on college instead of college and ruling a whole damn planet, Princess. Anyone with a brain wasn’t upset but realized we have piles of shit. I can’t keep them straight half of the time and it’s all I do.” 
 
    “Okay, he says one more thing to make me like him today and I’m checking what he slipped in my damn drink,” Izzy accused. 
 
    Everyone glanced at each other before the whole room burst out laughing. It was so like her and such a good shot at Onas that it was just what we needed. 
 
    “We did actually listen to the fair criticism of us,” Iolas said when everyone settled. “When you’re back to reviewing things, we have a list of ideas for possible income streams to bulk up funds for Faerie.” 
 
    Darby sighed when I simply nodded. “Okay, even I’m dying of curiosity. I can’t wait a week to see what you all came up with. Seriously.” 
 
    Yeah, I kind of felt the same, but I’d promised no work. I waved for Iolas to hand it over.  
 
    He gave Darby a sheepish look before sliding his phone to me. “That’s not the complete one, but my personal ones.” 
 
    I nodded and picked it up as I kept eating. 
 
    “Calendars,” Darby muttered. “Smart. None of you care if you’re half naked and those sell big. Hell, the nature ones are great sellers on Amazon, and you could have scenes from Faerie that no one would know were from another world.” 
 
    “Or that they are fantasy digital composite photos,” Izzy agreed, giving me a look it was a good idea. 
 
    “Which ties into the prints idea,” Iolas said. “People were floored with the flowers from Faerie you had printed for Craftsman’s foyer. They want some themselves.” 
 
    “I’ve gotten so many comments on my videos about them it’s crazy,” Julian confirmed. “I also thought about doing a series for human YouTube. No one has to know the changes were made magically. Those sorts of updating videos are well viewed.” He shrugged when I glanced at him. “That could be ad revenue to help Faerie.” 
 
    I nodded, swallowing loudly as I looked back at the phone. Julian had just finished wrapping up his series on all the updates to his house. They had meant the world to me and how much he’d noticed the time and energy I’d put into what I’d done. How I’d thought of him and done it to help more than getting some of my annoyances out. 
 
    And I was pretty sure he was seeing that in my aura right then since I wasn’t wearing my charms. That was definitely a talk that needed to be had later now. 
 
    The rest of the list was good. Finding furniture to renovate and resell. That would be nothing with magic and could go for good prices.  
 
    I mentioned that one and kept Iolas’s gaze. “Even if the commanders or someone known from Faerie did that, Katrina could auction them off like everyone wants my paintings.” I let out a slow breath and decided to address that can of worms again. “And I will be selling paintings soon now that this project is over.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Your Highness?” Taeral worried. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure,” I sighed. “I know it was all crazy to you, but after finding my table in the cafeteria was messed with to siphon me—that’s been a reoccurring theme. I’ve had councilmen plan to do that—our own ancients. It’s a valid worry to stress about.” 
 
    “None of us thought you were over the top about it,” Onas said, sighing when I shot him a look. “Assholes did. So what? They bitch about anything. You could be perfect, and you would be too perfect to make everyone else look bad. Assholes are assholes.” 
 
    “You got enough of that crap at Artemis,” Darby drawled. 
 
    There was more to the list and it was all viable. I was curious to see the other lists later but wasn’t going to get into the details. 
 
    “The calendars, start there,” I decided. “They’re easiest to sell, and people start putting them on in summer for the next year. We could have a bunch by then. Even have a hunky and sexy one signed for supes as a fundraiser.” 
 
    “Smart,” Darby praised. 
 
    “Very,” Katrina said from the terrace. “I will handle that and the launch. You could raise more than the sexy New York Fire Department ones. For sure. That could lead into auctions and stuff.” 
 
    I waved off all of the horrified commanders. “It’s innocent for charity. It’s normally a lunch or quick dinner, a basic ‘date.’ We could do lunch in Faerie—lots of ideas. This is great, really. Thank you.” 
 
    “You might want a council to help with these ideas and fundraising,” Darby suggested, shrugging when I glanced at him. “You’re not a political party to get people elected, but I’m thinking like PACs to raise money for campaigns. You could have a whole team of nobles who need this to work juggling this instead of always you or the commanders.” 
 
    “Agreed,” several people said at once. 
 
    “Good, then no more work,” Darby cut in. 
 
    Fair enough. We’d gotten a lot done, and I wanted to focus on my vacation. 
 
    And Darby. 
 
    And I did. A lot. We had couples’ massages and romantic dinners. We made love and had lots of alone time… Until Julian had to be there for sleep, but we made it work. Three days of that and I felt so much better. 
 
    We did have to interrupt our vacation for one day, and Darby agreed with me that it was the right move. 
 
    Because it was Neldor’s birthday, and he didn’t have family to celebrate it anymore. For better or worse, we were kind of his family now. He’d had a rough time with his wings, training harder and harder, and I knew how horrible that could be. 
 
    So with Darby and Izzy’s help, we had a whole day planned for him. 
 
    He was waiting for me by the water for our early morning run, looking a bit too good as he stretched out. His long jet black hair was in a ponytail like normal and his light green eyes were focused out at the water. He was six feet of pure lean muscle and had the exact body type most would think of a fairy prince. 
 
    But now actually a bit bigger. All the training had bulked him up slightly. I’d had the same happen, but fairies didn’t really get bulky like shifters or dragons. 
 
    Or even humans. It was all internalized in our magic. Lageos told me that it was also so we never looked as threatening. I fully understood that. People underestimating me or thinking me weaker than them had gotten me out of a lot of situations but also had been their downfall. 
 
    “Happy birthday!” I cheered as I pulled the string on some poppers. 
 
    He flinched but then chuckled. “Thank you.”  
 
    “So no training today,” I told him, nodding when he raised an eyebrow at me. “Well, no painful training today. I promise you’re going to get a workout.” I flushed and looked away when heat filled his eyes. I really hadn’t meant it like that. “Come on, follow me.” 
 
    “Wait, are you for real?” he asked as I jogged back to the house. “No way Dalyor approved this. He hates me.” 
 
    “I don’t hate you and I did approve it,” Dalyor said from where he was lounging in the sun with his friends. “Have fun. Let us know if it all works out. We’re interested in this new trend.” 
 
    “Very, very interested,” Rafe added looking like he might wipe up some drool soon. 
 
    I didn’t let Neldor ask them and dragged him to the group waiting in the kitchen. We’d needed him to think he was going running like normal so we could get them all together. Taeral, Cluym, and a few other dark fairies that were closer to Neldor were gathered. Then it was Darby, Izzy, Lucca, Hudson, and Julian.  
 
    I had asked them about why they were willing to come, and they said as much as they didn’t always like Neldor, he’d reached out to them when struggling. Plus, he was always going to be in my life, and it was best we all got along. 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    I opened a portal to my security detail since they had already checked out the area and got us a safe place. I put on a glamour, and everyone else also followed suit before I grabbed Neldor’s arm and led him to a café in Dublin for our first food challenge. Neldor’s eyes lit up as he caught on when we walked through the door. 
 
    “Both of you?” the woman checked in a thick accent, knowing we were coming since we’d called ahead to all of the places. 
 
    Well, I hadn’t, Izzy had. She was awesome like that. 
 
    She nodded when we both confirmed it. “The challenge is a twenty-two-inch-long Parisian bread baguette slathered with Irish butter and filled with ten sausages, ten rashers of Irish bacon, six fried eggs, six jumbo black pudding, six jumbo white pudding, and six thick hash browns, all topped with a large portion of baked beans.” 
 
    “And this box with it will be filled with chips,” an amused guy next to her added, holding up a good-sized takeout box… While eyeing me over like he wanted me to be on the menu. 
 
    Something that didn’t go unnoticed, but we were in glamours. 
 
    “And the rest of our party will be ordering whatever they want,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Aye, lass, ya got the whole party room for ya. Thanks for not doing it during rushes,” she confirmed. 
 
    It might have been five in the morning where we were staying, but that put us at ten in Dublin. So yeah, between breakfast and lunch rush. 
 
    I honestly wasn’t that big of a fan of baked beans, and the whole meal reminded me a bit too much of Julian’s full English breakfasts he used to make me, but it was worth it to see Neldor’s eyes when his meal came out. He was stoked, and I wanted to roll my eyes when his fucking dimples were visible. 
 
    How could the Prince of Darkness have damn dimples? 
 
    “Go, eat it hot,” I told him when he was waiting for me. “We’re being timed. We can compare that.” 
 
    “Yours is coming right now,” the owner told me as the guy from before came with a huge platter. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    We counted down and dove in. Since I didn’t like beans, I started with those and having the “chips.” I could eat fries with any topping, they were so good. These beans weren’t the same as fae beans, but Neldor must’ve liked beans because he was moaning at the taste. 
 
    “Most leave the chips for last,” the owner commented. 
 
    We both snorted, but Neldor responded. “Cold chips are horrid. Trying to eat them last would be a punishment, and that’s not allowed for such a delicious feast.” 
 
    “Aye,” I agreed, winking at Darby. 
 
    He ended up talking with the owner and a few locals that snuck in to watch the fun. He was in a glamour, but that didn’t cover his accent. It was adorable to watch their interactions, his accent getting thicker as he spoke with them. The owner called her husband, and he was a cheerful guy who called Darby “a lost son of Ireland.” 
 
    Neldor and I crushed the challenge. I wasn’t shocked when he beat me by a few minutes. I shot him a look and then glanced towards his back. He nodded. He’d gotten his wings less than two months ago, and that made him a garbage disposal worse than normal.  
 
    Next was a challenge on the East Coast that we reserved for seven in the morning. I thought two hours between challenges would be enough for us. It was another breakfast one. Three giant buttermilk pancakes served with six pork sausages, six strips of pork bacon, six farm-fresh eggs, four huge pieces of buttered toast, two large ham steaks, and a pound of fried breakfast potatoes. 
 
    The employees were shocked that we started asking for more. I wanted fruit to eat with the pancakes—something Neldor agreed with when he heard me—and some jam for the toast. I normally made like breakfast sandwiches with the bread, but I’d seen someone with local jam on their toast as we walked in and it had looked delicious.  
 
    Neldor added the sausage gravy that was an option, but I wasn’t normally a fan of that. I did try his when it arrived and it was good for sausage gravy, but I still wasn’t a gravy fan. 
 
    Unless turkey was dry, and then it was just needed. 
 
    Needless to say, we crushed it and were full of praise for the place. 
 
    The next challenge excited both of us because we could adjust what we wanted. It was basically any four of the specialty items that were big or meant to share or anything on their menu that would be super-sized for the challenge.  
 
    It was two hours after the last one, but it was in Chicago, so that was eight in the morning their time. That was one way to make time zones work for us. 
 
    I went with the steak omelet which was ten eggs with steak, onions, peppers, mushrooms, and cheddar cheese… So everything nummy. A massive German pancake full of fruit that looked mouthwatering, an oven-baked apple pancake that probably two humans normally ate, and a stuffed crepe smothered in cherries that looked like two pounds on its own. 
 
    I texted Dalyor that if the food was half as good as it looked, this place was definitely one to add to their list. 
 
    “Wait, I also want the cheesy potatoes,” I muttered when I saw someone walking by with them. “Can I get those with—” 
 
    “We can get more to go if you’re still hungry after all of that food,” Izzy cut in, losing the battle to laugh. She’d tapped out after the first place. “Seriously, we can take more back.” 
 
    “Leftovers are the best of the lefts,” I muttered after a moment, keeping my menu to see what I wanted later. 
 
    Which amused the crap out of the employees. 
 
    Neldor got the two pancakes same as me, but he got a mandarin crepe instead of cherry and a chicken fajita omelet that made me regret my choice when I saw it.  
 
    We could come back… And I planned to. 
 
    “This is just so fucking good,” I praised after two bites of the apple pancake. “Seriously, I get why you guys are famous for them.” 
 
    “It’s grand,” Darby agreed from the next table where he was eating one too. “This is bloody grand. Can we ask Irma to learn to make these?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Neldor and I said at the same time. 
 
    It was that fucking good. Actually, all of it was, and I wasn’t even rushing when we killed the record time. I patted my stomach for a job well done, happy that it would be happy and all of the energy I was making for my magic. 
 
    And yes, we ordered a bunch of food to go for later and to take back to the hobgoblins so they could have some fun. 
 
    We took a break and went back to the resort. I plopped down on a lounge chair and just soaked up the sun as I rubbed my super flat stomach while imagining a food baby like humans talked of. 
 
    “Full?” Rafe teased me as he sat down. 
 
    “No, just dreaming of that last place. It was so fucking good.” 
 
    “Your leftovers are amazing,” Dalyor called from the kitchen. 
 
    “Ya getting her more tomorrow if ya feckin’ eating it!” Darby yelled. 
 
    “I will,” he promised. 
 
    “Pay for it ya damn self then too,” he replied, lecturing him about how often they all ate on my dime and didn’t appreciate it. 
 
    “Darby, you’re making me horny with the accent,” I whined, mostly to snap him out of his mood. 
 
    It worked. It really worked because we went swimming in the ocean and did dirty, dirty things.  
 
    The next place was actually an extra surprise for Neldor. The restaurant wasn’t open that day, but Izzy worked her magic, and they were doing a party just for us. We would pay for the food challenges, and there would be a lot more than two of us.  
 
    A lot more.  
 
    Everyone who came with us before participated and all of the commanders were already there starting in on their food. There was no way the restaurant could get such huge meals timed to come out at once for so many people. But it was a trip to see Neldor’s reaction to Onas, Shael, and Stefanie stuffing their faces. 
 
    The challenge itself was a five-foot po’boy or really five-foot-long po’boys. Normally, two of them were catfish options for the challenge, but we weren’t really competing… Partially because I had an aversion to catfish. I’m sure they were lovely, but it stemmed from a foster family I’d stayed with and were assholes. 
 
    They were nice about it, even saying they handled that if someone didn’t like catfish. So I had two blackened shrimp, one fried shrimp, and two fried alligator which was fucking phenomenal. Seriously, just chef’s kiss for the whole everything. 
 
    “How are you all so damn fit and put all of that away?” the owner asked when we were done and I was paying the huge bill. 
 
    I shrugged. “We all work out and train a ton. It was honestly so damn good that it would be a crime not to finish, and we were starving waiting for this.” 
 
    The owner took the praise and was happy, so I didn’t mind fibbing then. 
 
    “So what’s next?” Morgan asked when we were done. 
 
    “There’s one more,” Izzy said brightly when it looked like Neldor was going to tell them it was just us again. Yeah, we didn’t want them around much, but it was nice. Even Lageos came for this one, amusing everyone how polite he was to Neldor because it was his birthday. 
 
    We did rent out the restaurant again to be polite and so everyone could join in… Well, not everyone. There was no chance of Izzy or Julian eating this much. Not after everything else we’d already eaten. 
 
    The owner explained at the next place as three of the challenges were wheeled out. 
 
    “Normally, you have just thirty minutes to finish eight ½-pound, 50/50 beef burgers made with 50% beef chuck and 50% beef brisket. They are stacked and layered with eight slices of cheese, eight strips of bacon, and all the fixins. You also have to finish twenty-four ounces of our fries, a large drink, and two large milkshakes. It’s ninety dollars if you lose, but you’re all paying.” 
 
    People looked at me like I was stupid to do that when there was an option for free. “We took over the whole damn restaurant with this big of a group and we still get free T-shirts.” 
 
    “So we can come back and simply buy this, right?” Commander Talila checked, looking like she was about to drool. “It smells divine. My compliments to your chef.” 
 
    The owner gave her a weird look before promising they could buy it. 
 
    She seemed offended when she genuinely meant it, so I explained in her head that “my compliments to your chef” was more a pretentious thing now that people mocked. Or for like fancy, fancy places. 
 
    We all finished and even had a cake for Neldor’s birthday. Then we took a break, and the commanders went back to their lives. Neldor looked happy though that they had wanted to do something like that with him. It was nice. 
 
    “What’s next?” he asked when we were taking a break back at the resort. 
 
    I laughed. I couldn’t even judge since I was the same. 
 
    To stay on theme, we had another crazy burger challenge.  
 
    Then it was a thirty-inch pizza challenge to break up all of the meat. 
 
    And then it was a fourteen-pound burgers, fries, and nachos challenge. 
 
    “Okay, even I’m full,” Neldor groaned when we got back from the last one. 
 
    “The last on the agenda is a ten-pound cheesecake challenge,” I told him. 
 
    He let out a long breath. “Yeah, dessert goes in a different stomach. That sounds delicious.” 
 
    We all laughed so hard that it took a while to calm down. 
 
    And yes, we ate a ten-pound cheesecake each. 
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    My vacation was amazing, but like all vacations, they have to come to an end.  
 
    Unfortunately. 
 
    We’d been back a few days when it was time for Hudson and me to have our couples counseling session. He’d been all for it when I’d suggested it.  
 
    Apparently, actually participating in it was something neither one of us was good at. 
 
    “This is the fourth session and neither of you has said much besides greetings,” Pollae chastised, sounding more like she was trying not to throttle us. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m just not sure what to say,” I muttered, careful to not cross my arms over my chest and show her I was closed off again. 
 
    “I’m having trouble focusing past Tamsin’s fear and upset that I always smell when we’re here.” He shot me a worried look. “I thought we were doing better. Why are you so scared?” 
 
    I winced. “It’s not about us.” I shot Pollae a quick look. 
 
    The fairy cleared her throat. “Do you not like me, Your Highness?”  
 
    I didn’t like her, but I didn’t dislike her. This wasn’t her normal gig, and her thoughts were bored at the idea of listening to us about our menial couple problems. I blew out a slow breath. “I’ve been forced to see counselors. Therapists that worked with kids in the system.” I glanced around and swallowed loudly. “This office reminds me of a social worker I hated.” 
 
    She slowly blinked at me. “Well, this is triggering you then and absolutely won’t help you in the slightest.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me, shorty?” Hudson asked softly. 
 
    “You were happy I wanted to work on us,” I admitted, finding my jeans fascinating as I picked at them. “If I started bitching about going then I didn’t think…” I didn’t trail off because I didn’t know what to say, Pollae’s thoughts cut in and distracted me. 
 
    Now she was excited to work with me. She wanted to be the one who helped the heir to Faerie’s PTSD and traumatic, compounding issues with my past. Her brain was racing with possibilities and the journals she could write on me. 
 
    I shot Hudson a quick look and I was relieved when he caught on something was wrong as well. “Well, sorry we wasted your time, Pollae. I didn’t realize this would be a hiccup for me.” 
 
    “Yes, we’ll find another arrangement for us,” Hudson said quickly as he hurried to stand. “Let’s start with dinner and discuss what we can work on, Tams.” 
 
    “Good, yeah, cool,” I agreed, hopping to my feet and giving him a huge smile. I reached for his hand, feeling like a team with him even if he didn’t understand what was going on. We excused ourselves and ignored when it was clear Pollae wanted to discuss something else with us.  
 
    I waited until we were out of her office and in the main lobby before teleporting us to just about anywhere else. 
 
    “You come to Taco Bell when you’re upset,” Hudson muttered when he realized where we were. 
 
    “It’s normally alone, so take the fucking win that you’re here,” I snapped. I adjusted my neck and let out a slow breath. “Sorry. I’m sorry. That wasn’t fair and you didn’t deserve that.” 
 
    “What’s wrong, shorty?” he whispered, moving closer and half hugging me. 
 
    “I got angry with you for being the reason I needed to go there,” I confessed. 
 
    “Well, let me buy you all the Taco Bell you can eat and let’s talk about that. Talk about what we want to do next.” 
 
    I nodded, leaning against him for a minute before heading for the door. I remembered glamours for us after a few steps and was glad no one was around to see it.  
 
    I ordered a dozen chalupas to start and two drinks while Hudson ordered a taco supreme party box for himself. I moved over by the area to get the orders and was glad that the restaurant was dead. Leaning against the wall, I stared at Hudson’s chest when he came closer. 
 
    “Part of it was Pollae,” I whispered. “She didn’t want to be there and deal with me. I felt like I did when I was a scared kid. People never wanted to deal with the headache, and it involved me. There’s not a big difference between that and not wanting to deal with me. I felt that again, and I swore I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Oh, Tams,” he sighed as he came closer and hugged me. “You have to tell me these things.” 
 
    “I used to feel like I could,” I rasped, accepting his comfort. “But I kept thinking you would accuse me of pushing you off again. Or not hearing you. Or running from you. I was scared you’d say Juan was right about me and I’m drama. I just… I hate feeling like I can’t talk to you. That was the best part of us being us. I could tell you anything.” 
 
    “I know, me too. I’m sorry. I’m so damn sorry.” He kissed my hair as I quietly cried. It was only partially about us. Mostly, it was for the little girl I’d been and always pushed aside and was unable to get anyone to listen to me. That was how I’d felt with Hudson and his tunnel vision. I was trapped in that pain again. 
 
    And I didn’t know how to tell him that. I didn’t know how to talk to him anymore, and it killed me that we had become that. 
 
    Our food was ready and we sat and ate quietly. When we’d demolished that, we shared a look and chuckled knowing we were both going back for more. 
 
    We both got several of the special loaded burritos and a few Crunchwraps. It was probably silly, but we shared a look that at least we were on the same wavelength for some things. 
 
    “Tams, you can’t be triggered for us to heal,” he said gently a few minutes later when we had our new food and sat down. “What else was going on with that place? Or her?” 
 
    “Her,” I sighed. “Both. But yeah, she didn’t care about our stupid relationship issues and was bored until I was being triggered. She’s basically a trauma healer—therapist—whatever fairies call them. But she was giddy at the idea of being the one to heal the heir to Faerie that way.” 
 
    “That’s what I sensed,” he sighed, taking too big of a bite of his burrito. “Whatever I got from her raised the hairs on the back of my neck. I just wanted you out of there.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too. I know people can’t help their thoughts, but I’m so tired of so much being about me being the heir to Faerie instead of the Tamsin people care for.” 
 
    “I cared for you before I knew you were even a fairy,” he said gently, knowing that was all sensitive given we weren’t solid. 
 
    “I know. I liked you before I knew you were a prince too,” I reminded him. I blew out a slow breath. “We do need to talk to someone. I just don’t trust counselors or therapists. I’ve been forced to see them and—yeah, it was triggering me. I can’t have another issue right now. I know that’s not fair, but I just—” 
 
    “Tams, you have millions of people relying on you to keep it together,” he said gently as he reached over and moved his hand over mine. “That’s valid. I’m sorry I missed sight of that and became a selfish fucking prince like I hate.” 
 
    I nodded. “What’s up with your parents?” 
 
    He blew out a harsh breath. “They got a lot of shit about you and Neldor. That’s what started some of it from what I know.” 
 
    That wasn’t true. Queen Sasha was pissed at King Xavier before that, but I wasn’t about to rat her out. 
 
    “But you put out that statement that no one but your mates knew and that should have settled things.” He shook his head and took another huge bite, decimating the big burrito in two bites. “My father has had too much upset in his rule. He needs less. Things finally got quiet and then now they’re not. He doesn’t blame you but is just pissed.” 
 
    “That’s fair, but why would your mom be upset at him for that?” 
 
    “She sees it as him not being fair to you.” He sighed when I didn’t go on. “He thinks you should have already taken out the dragon Alpha assholes.” 
 
    “I don’t disagree with him, but we have to finish this madness with the councils first,” I muttered. “I also don’t disagree with the commanders that we are stretched too thin, and people see that as a time to strike. If we go after one Alpha, the other will undoubtedly attack.” 
 
    “Not Australia,” he countered. “If you go after Africa first, Alec is too much of a chicken. Plus, he has major unrest that they’re cut off because he’s an asshole.” 
 
    I thought about that and nodded. “Okay, we need to schedule a meeting and share intel. We can’t do it just yet but yeah, it’s time to start planning.” I sighed again. “Or at least fill your dad in some. The Underground are trying to make a play for Neldor since he’s still vulnerable with his wings. It would cripple me if they killed him because of our bond.”  
 
    I shrugged. I had no idea how that shit worked. 
 
    “Also, there were rumors of my dad with another woman,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Your mother would gut him if he even thought to cheat,” I said, completely amused until I saw the doubt in Hudson’s eyes. “No way.” 
 
    “I don’t know. No, he’s not lying when he says he’s not cheating, but something is up with that woman. He’s very protective of her and… I don’t know.” 
 
    “Wow.” I wasn’t sure what else to say. 
 
    “What if we talked with Tanesha?” Hudson suggested, changing the topic so fast it gave me whiplash. I understood he didn’t want to speculate about his father’s infidelity when we were having problems. 
 
    Like I might think it ran in the family. 
 
    “I like your aunt, but I can’t talk about us to your aunt,” I said after a moment. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s fair,” he agreed. “Katrina? She likes you better, but I felt off going to a fairy. They would see more from your side as a fairy and not mine as a dragon.” 
 
    “Plus, I’m going to be their queen,” I muttered before eating another Crunchwrap. “We can ask her. It seems fair to go to a different species. We’re both just royalty then, and she’d have to work to understand both of us. Maybe?” 
 
    “Sounds like the best option to me. I like Katrina. Even when she tells me I’m an idiot, she makes me feel like I’m not the only idiot.” 
 
    “Yeah, she has that flare to make you accept her criticism. Mostly because she’s always valid. I mean, some of what she’s told me can be like ouch, but it’s never something I can say later she was wrong about.” 
 
    “Agreed.” He finished his next burrito and wiped his mouth. “I love you, Tams. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I believe you. I’m sorry I couldn’t be enough to cut through your tunnel vision.” I shook my head when he tried to argue. “I don’t mean that as—I’m not being passive-aggressive and the victim. Maybe I’m saying it wrong, but a partner should be able to reach the other no matter what is going on. I’m sorry I couldn’t. I couldn’t support you when you needed it. I’m sorry.” 
 
    I tried so hard not to cry but I did. I truly wasn’t trying to make him feel guilty. I wanted him to know I saw I could have done better. I was lacking the tools or something if he’d been so scared I was bailing. Yes, he was a dummy, but I didn’t handle things to help. 
 
    No one was that perfect, but I wanted to be perfect to him. 
 
    It made sense in my head. 
 
    We finished and ordered more Taco Bell to go. I added a few extra tacos because I knew Katrina secretly liked them. Then I teleported us to her and found her working at a desk with piles of what looked like receipts and ledgers. 
 
    “Seriously?” I sighed. “You’re so busy with your own shit that you don’t have an accountant either? Why are witches and warlocks so fucking stubborn and stupid when it comes to finances?” 
 
    She glanced up at me and slowly raised an eyebrow at me. “My accountant was a council plant to watch me and is now in jail because fairies busted him on that after certain confessions.” 
 
    “Well, I’m now the asshole of the night,” I said with a sigh, Katrina and Hudson chuckling at me. “I brought you some tacos.” 
 
    “I could use them and with wine,” she sighed. “I’m actually auditing the books to see what—that bastard stole from me. Fine, I have a lot of money, but I’m tired of being taken advantage of.” 
 
    “I know the feeling well,” I admitted, opening a portal to who I wanted.  
 
    Taeral and Iolas came through but when Taeral saw who was there, he pushed Iolas back through the portal and shot me a look to close it. 
 
    I did, but I’d opened it for Iolas, so I had no idea what that was all about… Until I heard from Taeral’s thoughts that he was attracted to Katrina. 
 
    Okay then. That took me a second to recover from and remember what was going on. Wow. 
 
    “You know the situation with Katrina’s accountant?” I asked him. He didn’t so she filled him in. “Can we get a fairy accountant to handle this? She’s my trusted aide and—she does tons to help us.” 
 
    “She does, always,” he agreed, bowing to Katrina. “With your permission, I would call my cousin to come help you handle this.” He shot me a glance and cleared his throat. “He was a royal accountant for the dark realm. You are combining the finances and taxes, so there’s not really a need for so many of them.” 
 
    I snorted. “I would think we needed more with all I’m adding and trying to get done.” 
 
    “Yes, but you have accountants for the Vale family through Geiger’s people. They handle all of that and just give the money to the bank accounts for projects. A lot of what you’re adding is for assistants and lower-level accountants to work with the royal accountants. That’s what you need more of.” 
 
    “So your cousin is bored or will be doing stuff under his pay grade?” I asked, not sure how it all worked. 
 
    “Basically. He’s… He wants to step away from it. The war—he was close with Neldor’s mother, as I was, and could use a break from royal everything. I told him I would find another option, so as much as I’m sorry you’re going through this rough time, it’s perfect for my cousin.” 
 
    She nodded. “If anyone could find where the last bastard was squirreling away money from me, it would be a talented royal accountant. If he agrees, I will gladly hand this over.” She shot him a flirty look. “Join us for tacos? Tamsin was about to ask me a favor.” 
 
    “You good with telling this to Taeral?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “Yes, because he doesn’t tell the others when I say that,” I answered as I looked for extra chairs. We ended up moving to a different room so we didn’t risk making a mess on the ledgers. I spent the next few minutes explaining what happened. 
 
    “Yes, I will help,” she said before I even finished. She shrugged when all three of us couldn’t hide our shock. “I hated the idea of you going to counseling after being in the human system. I saw how scared you were about it.” 
 
    “You know me better than I do,” I drawled. 
 
    “I’m not as burdened as you are.” She waited until I accepted that before focusing on Hudson. “You have homework. Ask your mate out. Take your mate out. She’s with Darby to the human world, but there is not only the human world, you rock head. Woo her.” 
 
    He frowned, ignoring the jabs at him. “She doesn’t have time for that—” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” I blurted a bit too loudly. I cleared my throat and focused back on my food. “I would make time.” 
 
    “I’ve never really arranged a date,” Hudson admitted. “I just always go where Tams is or crash her dates.” 
 
    “And doesn’t that seem like a mistake you should rectify?” Katrina pushed, nodding when it seemed the lightbulb went off over Hudson’s head. “Good. We will set a time to talk after your date and see what is next. I will probably suggest another date so maybe plan a bunch.” 
 
    Hudson swallowed loudly, shooting me a worried look that I pretended not to see. 
 
    I caught Katrina’s gaze when I heard her thoughts and nodded. She was going to suggest to Hudson later that he ask Darby for advice. My sexy vampire was really good at planning and plotting what made me happy. He would absolutely help Hudson. 
 
    It made me realize that I needed to do a bit of spoiling. Darby helped everyone all of the time and never started problems when so many others would all over the place. 
 
    Yeah, that deserved some serious spoiling. 
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    I had permission to skip my last class on Friday because Professor Sontar said I was so far ahead that he could use the time to work with Neldor alone. The very old fairy knew something was up though because he gave me a wink and told me to have fun. 
 
    I planned to.  
 
    I was a ball of nerves at lunch acting like I wasn’t up to something. Darby gave me a kiss like normal before heading to class, and I raced for the nearest place that I could teleport from that no one would see me. I’d asked Katrina to hire hair and makeup people for me to pull this off.  
 
    She knew of the right people but more importantly, she knew how to get some fairies that worked in that profession updated. It had been a side project of hers so I could be a fabulous queen who was always put together. She was also working on having the staff at my castle reinterviewed to check they were good enough for me and willing to be updated on trends. 
 
    No more sticking with tradition or favorites of relatives who weren’t even alive anymore. I’d learned that lesson after the debacle with the unicorn caretaker that I was pretty sure was still on the run from Iolas and Lageos. 
 
    The moment I arrived home, I jumped in the shower. I came out in a towel and showed the women waiting for me what I was planning on wearing. Then I got to sit and read realm updates. 
 
    So not fun stuff, but better than messing with makeup and my mane.  
 
    We got done in just enough time for me to get dressed and teleport back to that same spot. Right when his class ended at three, I was leaning against the wall across from the door looking fabulous. 
 
    Like so good even I had to admit I looked fan-fucking-tastic.  
 
    The dress was killer. It was a co-op design that I’d modeled and Darby had mentioned he really liked. It was a black little number and tight. Yeah, I figured most men would like that, but the design was killer with only one sleeve and my other shoulder and arm completely bare. There was a section cut away over my breasts but not over the top. 
 
    And I wore black heels I knew he liked. They would make us the same height and he loved that. 
 
    “Hey, sexy, you wanna go on a date with me?” I asked when I locked gazes with him. It was hard not to laugh when he froze and the people behind him crashed into his back.  
 
    I used my magic to teleport him to just in front of me so he didn’t fall and end up hurt. 
 
    “Agra, you look mouthwatering,” he murmured as he stared me over. “I know you said words, but there is only static in my brain you are so damn lovely.” 
 
    I moved closer to him and kissed his cheek. “I asked you to go on a date with me. You game?” 
 
    “Always when it’s you,” he promised, giving me a soft kiss on the lips. “Where are we going that you’re dressed like that, and when will we be home so I can take it off of you?” 
 
    I threw back my head and laughed, ignoring all of the attention we had. “I’ll answer once we’re on the plane.” 
 
    “Plane?” 
 
    “Mm-hm.” I winked and teleported us to his room telling him to pack for the weekend. He hesitated and I told him to bring school stuff, that was fine. I had some too. 
 
    Which reminded me that I’d forgotten to get that stuff. I teleported to my room and hurried to get what I needed too. 
 
    “You look hot, Tams,” Izzy praised. “Have fun.” 
 
    Her tone wasn’t the normal happy Izzy. “You good?” 
 
    “I’m struggling with my senior thesis,” she admitted with a sigh. 
 
    I frowned. “I’m not the right person to help with that. How about Sontar?” 
 
    “That’s so below his pay grade, Tams,” she chuckled. 
 
    “So what? He got a light class today because I skipped. The man gets paid tons from my pocket because Artemis can’t afford him and they don’t have the teachers we need.” I pulled out my phone and texted him before going over to Izzy and kissing her cheek. “I can’t always help when I want to, but I have the magic to solve problems like a boss.” 
 
    “Thanks, Tams,” she chuckled, sounding lighter. 
 
    I touched her arm and charged her up as well. Then I teleported back to Darby with my stuff. He was coming out of the bathroom in nothing but a towel and looking delicious. “I would say fuck the plans and fuck me if I didn’t put so much into this.” 
 
    “I love you too,” he chuckled, coming over and giving me a soft kiss. “Since you wore my new favorite of your clothes, pick something out for me?” 
 
    Done and done. I loved Darby’s style, but there were several outfits he had from the co-op that I thought complimented him well. I pulled out his black boots to go with his darker boot-cut jeans and then a gray long-sleeve shirt with a black collar and cuffs. It didn’t button up all of the way and actually had a wrap shirt flare to it.  
 
    It was perfect for someone like him with a lean swimmer’s build. It didn’t make him look skinny but accentuated his wide shoulders and lean hips. He got too many looks when he wore it, but tonight he was wearing it for me and would look damn good doing it. 
 
    A smirk grew on his lush lips and his gray eyes sparkled as he reached for his glasses. I loved his glasses. He got a lot of shit for being a supe who needed glasses, but I’d grown up with humans and always loved the sexy geek vibe of rimless glasses. 
 
    His red hair was back to being shaggy and a natural bedhead guys tried to recreate and stuck up for a moment when he ran his fingers through it. He kept it shorter normally now, but he’d been too busy to get a cut. We were both redheads, but his hair was a deep red whereas I had bright red that people always assumed was dyed.  
 
    “You going to watch me dress, agra?” he teased as he dropped the towel. 
 
    I chuckled, walking over to him and catching a drop of water with my finger and bringing it to my lips. “Remember when you stayed with me that first break and accidentally dropped your towel before I came in?” 
 
    “Yeah, I was a twat,” he muttered, his face heating. 
 
    I kissed his cheek. “I love that memory. I love that you pushed yourself to admit you liked me. That always meant a lot to me, that I was worth the risk to you.” 
 
    “You were.” He leaned in and kissed me and not so softly this time. “I better get dressed before I rip that dress off and have my way with you.” 
 
    “Yes, my mate,” I purred, winking at him before turning and giving him my back so we didn’t get wound up. 
 
    “Don’t show me that pert arse when you want me to behave,” he grumbled. 
 
    Yeah, I laughed. Damn, I loved him. 
 
    He got dressed and grabbed both of our bags. I clucked my tongue at him, and he set them down with a chuckle. I used my magic to lift them and kept them in front of us. I’d worked hard to practice, and I’d found it was great to do in a way that also made it a bit of a barrier in front of us.  
 
    So our two overnight bags and two backpacks were three feet in front of us that made it clear we weren’t really open to people stopping us. Or talking to us. I took it as the magical equivalent to walking around with earbuds and people knowing that meant to leave you alone. 
 
    Well, the smart people.  
 
    And those were far and few between at Artemis. Or more they were too selfish to care what the other person ever wanted. 
 
    We walked out of his dorm and he held out his arm to me. I took it with a chuckle and led us to where we were meeting my security detail. Wyn and Rafe had both wanted to be on it after learning why I needed one for the weekend. They liked Darby, and it would be good for all of them to get along since they were now attending Yale Law School with him next year. 
 
    We got a lot of stares and attention that we ignored. Darby signed us out at the guard station while I loaded up our bags in the vehicle waiting for us. I saw the confused looks Darby was shooting me, but we were doing this publicly, and that meant I had to follow the rules I kept harping for everyone to adhere to.  
 
    Even if they were annoying.  
 
    You know what would be worse? Being in government labs because humans found out about us! 
 
    “It will be a few hour flight.” That was all I told Darby, and I could practically smell the curiosity coming off of him. 
 
    We worked on what we needed to on the plane, and Darby was clueless until the fairy pilot had to call in to the airport that we were approaching. I was truly impressed how well a lot of the Guardians adapted back to their previous roles in the human world. We had a dozen that had been retrained as pilots so they were safe to fly. 
 
    Taeral said it hadn’t been that big of a deal. The planes hadn’t changed all that drastically, not even as much as cell phones. It wasn’t like they were going Mach-5 now or something. 
 
    They flew planes and a variety of them. Yeah, I thought that was really fucking impressive. 
 
    There was an additional security team waiting for us. I did a double take when I saw another captain who was friends with Dalyor. I’d forgotten his name, but he’d been the one to grunt mostly instead of using words when he’d reviewed my training.  
 
    But Rafe was a captain too. 
 
    “Why is there so much brass?” Darby asked once we were in the vehicles. 
 
    “The location isn’t being as considerate as they had originally sounded,” Rafe informed us. “They want the draw of Ms. Vale and won’t block as much from their customers as they said. So we decided adding another team as customers was the best bet.” 
 
    “Did they announce I was coming even after I warned them not to?” I bit out. 
 
    “A few hours ago,” Rafe confirmed. 
 
    “Fuckers.” 
 
    “I find most humans are,” the fairy in the front seat mumbled. 
 
    I might have argued with him, but he was much older than me and from what I knew, had a lot of experience in the human world. He probably didn’t see the best of them given Dark Guardians normally cleaned up corruption and monsters.  
 
    So for tonight, I let that comment go. 
 
    We arrived at the seafood restaurant and it was a madhouse. It wasn’t just humans, but a ton of supes who were going to pull the normal shit that it was a coincidence they were there too. 
 
    Yeah, right. We flew into Philly and were now in New Jersey. 
 
    Coincidence my asshole. 
 
    The owner was waiting for us and full of smiles. 
 
    “If you do not work with my security to make this place safe for me and the man I love when I get death threats daily, then you can tell everyone that I’m not showing up and you’re the reason why,” I said evenly, knowing full well that people were filming me. “I made these arrangements in good faith, and it didn’t include a circus.” 
 
    “Now, I admit, things got a little out of hand but—” he started, anger dancing in his eyes. 
 
    “You flat-out lied,” I interrupted. “You promised that you wouldn’t announce this or play it up on social media. I am not actually a moron no matter what is said about redheads. My security is also not lax and checked. The deal was I had a reservation with my security and when people talked about me being here, they could come on out. 
 
    “That I would take pictures after and be polite, but you would not let them all inside. Do you want me to call the fire marshal? Because there is no way you’re not over legal capacity here. And I’m not risking us getting crushed because of that. I’m not having Darby get shot or stabbed because I tried to take him out on a cute date!” 
 
    “It’s fine, agra,” Darby said quietly. “Let’s go somewhere else. There has to be a ton of great places around here that would be happy to have you spend your money there.” 
 
    “I will be the bad guy if we leave,” I argued under my breath. 
 
    “You told us she agreed to host an event, not being forced to ruin her own damn date,” someone called out from the crowd. 
 
    I glanced up and saw it was Luke… But he was wearing a glamour. I could see but others couldn’t. Interesting, so he’d heard the crazy or was pretending to be there for the Underground to get intel? 
 
    Probably both. 
 
    But he got the crowd riled up and pissed, several making comments that the male owner was putting pressure on a woman because he was sexist.  
 
    Whoa, even I hadn’t thought to go there. 
 
    After a lot of back and forth, I made the call, staring down the owner. “First, have you even made the food yet because we’re out if it’s been sitting there this whole time?” 
 
    “No, we figured you’d want time to take pictures and sign autographs,” he told me with a fake smile. 
 
    “I said I’d do that after so tell the kitchen to get cooking.”  
 
    He didn’t seem ready to do it, but Rafe stepped in closer and growled at him. “Now.” 
 
    That worked, and I turned to the poor staff waiting. “If you could set up a party table on the patio or clean some off and pull them together, I would appreciate that.” I waited until they nodded and went off to handle that. Then I faced the crowd. “I will take pictures with people while we wait as long as people understand my no touching rule. Please accept that.” 
 
    I got annoyed when several people groaned. 
 
    “Or she doesn’t have to do it on her damn date,” Darby snapped. “Guys take it as a chance to grab my partner and I’m not having it. So how about I have any who touch her without her permission arrested for assault? You get to come and not be forced to take pictures when you go out, and you’re upset she won’t let you touch her? Strangers touch her.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s okay,” I said gently. 
 
    “It’s not, and I’m tired of people taking advantage of you,” he bitched. “You were so damn excited for this.” 
 
    “I just wanted to have fun with you and we will.” I pursed my lips for a kiss, and he eased down and gave me one. 
 
    It actually wasn’t bad with my security there. I did agree to hold a few kids for pictures because they were dying to meet me since they loved my nap blankie. Yeah, even Darby had that look of aww at hearing that.  
 
    “Thank you so, so much,” one of the moms gushed. “I cannot tell you how much better her sleep has been. We’ve tried everything. She has some medical issues and it’s just a nightmare.” 
 
    “I’m glad we could help,” I said honestly. “I didn’t think it would help kids with medical issues. I just wanted to design it because I have anxieties and I know they get worse if I’m having trouble sleeping.” 
 
    Still, I shared a glance with Rafe for him to add it to the list or ideas later.  
 
    Darby flinched when Luke was up to take a picture. He clearly knew it was the wolf shifter that close or maybe recognized his voice. 
 
    “You’re an idiot for being here,” Luke said softly enough the phones recording couldn’t catch him.  
 
    “Darby deserves a normal date and fun,” I threw right back. I sighed when Luke snorted, glancing around at the crazy. “Or as normal as I can give him.” 
 
    “Just beef up security on your mates, especially the bear.” 
 
    “Why Lucca?” I asked, trying not to react to that news. “The bond is broken.” 
 
    “Yeah, which they think they could use somehow and that he’s on the outs with his family and thinks he’s no one now. I saw him at a bar with friends a few weeks ago and no security. I could have nabbed him and not left a trace. They’re going to move on that.” 
 
    “Shit. Thanks for the warning.” 
 
    “Apparently, that’s what I’m here for,” he drawled, smiling for the picture and moving along. 
 
    “I’ll talk to Wyn,” Darby said quietly when he saw the next people in line were women so he didn’t have to worry about some guy flirting with me. 
 
    The food came out a bit later and we sat down, Darby’s eyes about bugging out. He teased me that he didn’t think even I could eat all of that. 
 
    “Not in an hour,” I agreed, leaning in and kissing his cheek. “But it’s a team challenge. And you’re my teammate. Always.” 
 
    “I love you too, agra,” he murmured in my ear. “Okay, what is all of this besides looking delicious?” 
 
    The owner was more than happy to take the spotlight and brag about the challenge. “There are two pounds each of king crab legs, Dungeness crab legs, and snow crab legs. Two pounds of peel-and-eat shrimp, one pound of andouille sausage, two large lobster tails, and some hard-boiled eggs thrown in. There is also corn, steamed broccoli, and potatoes soaking up all the juices.  
 
    “Then there’s also twelve buffalo chicken wings, twelve lemon dry rub, two taco trio platters which is two lobster salad tacos, two fried shrimp tacos, and two fried crab tacos. And lastly, a twelve-inch shrimp po’boy sandwich with a large plate of fries.”  
 
    He waited for applause and nodded along like this was the most fabulous thing in the world. 
 
    “The drink is a Wrecked Pirate and has twelve ounces of hard booze in it,” he added. “We have only had two sets of professional competitive eaters finish this challenge so let’s see if two normal college kids can win or pay five hundred dollars tonight!” 
 
    “How much?” Darby asked, giving me a side look that I was nuts. 
 
    Right, so how much did he think I spent flying us out there in my private jet? Silly vampire. 
 
    “Okay, food getting cold and will suck then,” I cut in on the owner when he was trying to take pictures and get people more hyped. I snatched the timer out of his hand and Darby took the bibs, hurrying to put them on us. “Where do you want to start?” 
 
    “That po’boy is calling to me,” he admitted, looking like he didn’t want to overstep. 
 
    I leaned in and kissed his cheek. “I’m stealing fries. Ready? Go!” I started the timer and we dove in. I went for the tacos, gobbling up one of each like nothing. I put the other three near him, basically telling him he had to eat those. It was a franchise restaurant that we could get any of this food from, but only this location had the challenge. 
 
    And we would be coming back for those tacos. Un-fucking-real. 
 
    He said the same about the sandwich.  
 
    I saw Darby picking out the steamed broccoli for himself since I only liked broccoli raw. I added the hard-boiled eggs to his plate because he loved them. Plus the lobster tails.  
 
    “Fuck me dead, these tacos are amazing.” 
 
    “Right?” I chuckled.  
 
    I devoured the shrimp as fast as I could get the peels off. I kinda got annoyed that most of the time was getting the food ready to eat. I mean, that wasn’t really fair in a timed challenge. 
 
    Still, Darby worked on some of the snow crab legs because they were harder to get the meat and I got the easier big ones. The drink was also delish, and I asked for another for us and some more garlic butter which amused everyone. 
 
    “You getting me sauced, agra?” Darby teased me. 
 
    I snickered and stuck my finger in one of the dipping sauces before wiping it on his nose. “Yup, I’m saucing you up.” 
 
    “You better be eating me if you are,” he said at a volume the cameras couldn’t pick up… But my security did and looked amused. 
 
    I ended up asking for some extra plates because I saw a lot at the bottom was turning a bit into slop in the sauce and that would be gross to end with. Darby caught on to what I was doing and handled it so I could keep eating. It was cool they brought it out like a huge crab boil in the pan but yeah, I didn’t want the last of the sausage to look like slop for a pig. 
 
    Or be filmed eating that for people to rip into me. 
 
    We finished the challenge with five minutes to spare and I only had five words for Darby. “I have dessert lined up.” 
 
    He laughed so hard that he almost fell off his chair. 
 
    Did I know how to rock a date or what? 
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    I took a few more pictures and asked the staff a few things before we headed out. We weren’t even to the next place before someone was tearing into me on social media. I didn’t know what was going on until Rafe was laughing so hard that I almost thought he would pull over since he was driving. 
 
    “You’re going to like this, Ms. Vale,” he said as he handed back a phone to me.  
 
    We had all agreed that Ms. Vale was best when we were in the human world and fairies were acting as my security. It was in line with how other protective details worked. 
 
    “She has millions and millions of dollars, and she’s so stingy she has to do food challenges to get free food? What a bitch,” the woman complained as she took video of me, someone else making her the focus of their recording instead of me. 
 
    Why show up on a Friday night if you hated me? Seriously. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s horrible,” one of the employees drawled as she came over to the people. She held up the credit card receipt for that woman to see. “She tipped us ten thousand dollars to split with all the staff here and apologized that the owner made this a circus we had to deal with. So she got a free five-hundred-dollar meal and tipped ten grand. What a monster!” 
 
    A bunch of people laughed in the crowd at the first woman and the video cut out. 
 
    “Oh boy,” I sighed, handing back my phone. “Nice that people will defend me.” 
 
    “You seriously tipped them ten grand?” Darby asked, blinking at me. 
 
    “I normally crazy tip when we go out, but I saw one of the servers get pushed down like they were nothing because the owner made it into a mob scene. That’s bullshit, and hopefully now they have a few paychecks in their pocket so they can quit and work at a better place.” 
 
    “You’re all checked into the hotel,” one of our other security said as he read his phone. “And apparently, Irma demanded some food be brought for you like there’s not room service and that’s a perk of going to a hotel.” 
 
    “Irma’s food wins over any chef,” Darby chuckled then did a double take. “Hotel? I thought the flight was just for show and—” 
 
    “Nope,” I purred, popping the P loudly. “I’m making you mine all weekend. Just us, not a posse.” 
 
    “The posse will be staying in rooms below you for show,” Rafe chuckled. 
 
    I did a double take when I heard Darby’s thoughts. I moved my hand over his on the seat between us. “Just us. Really just us. I’m not worried about the dreams for a weekend. I haven’t needed Julian’s help for over a month now.” 
 
    “Really? I don’t want to push you,” he hedged. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I promised. “I’ve been—I didn’t want to feel like anything was a dream again like when I got drunk with Izzy. I had booze tonight and I’m fine. Julian’s right that I’m totally ready.” 
 
    “Wait, Julian is the one who said you didn’t need him anymore?” Darby asked, my security sharing glances as well.  
 
    Yeah, everyone was of the opinion that Julian would milk this chance to be close to me for as long as he could. I kinda didn’t blame them. 
 
    “He’s said it for well over a month now,” I told him firmly, nodding when he couldn’t seem to get his mouth to work. “He was more worried about me feeling mentally strong and that I could handle things than using this to spend time with me.” 
 
    “Wow, even I’m starting to feel like he’s back,” Darby muttered, shooting me an apologetic look. He didn’t need to. I understood that it affected him too and even how he felt. 
 
    We pulled up at Mango Mango and Darby simply chuckled. 
 
    I shrugged. “They have some awesome looking things on the menu, and some of the hobgoblins wanted to sample. It’s not even my fault this time that the order is so big.” 
 
    “I heard Irma told Onas if he brought her one of everything on the menu over the next month, she’ll tell the rest stop places in Faerie that they can feed him again,” Rafe told me. 
 
    “It’s so bad, but I love the fact they all froze him out,” I chuckled. 
 
    “It’s just funny because the moment he gets them to forgive him, he fucks up again.” He cleared his throat and glanced at me over his shoulder. 
 
    “It’s fine.” I ignored the awkwardness. It wasn’t Rafe’s fault or anyone else’s there that Onas was a pain in the butt. The last time he’d pissed off the hobgoblins was when he’d freaked out on me after finding out Neldor and I were mates, thinking we were messing around without telling him. 
 
    Yeah, Onas was really a peach like that sometimes.  
 
    My security picked up everything I’d ordered, but Darby and I went inside to have a few desserts that were dine-in only. We shared four different options including a mango shaved ice I would dream about. Everything was taro balls or jelly or sago or fresh fruit or red bean… And all of it was fucking delicious. 
 
    All around I was in a great mood and ready to undress Darby and with my hands instead of just my eyes. 
 
    So of course, someone tried to ruin it. 
 
    We walked into the hotel, and I heard something hit the floor hard. A suitcase being knocked over kind of sound—nothing major. Still, I looked because it caught my attention. 
 
    And was staring at Rich in the mirror. He was standing there clear as day just like I’d seen him so many days of my life. Smiling and happy. 
 
    Except he was dead.  
 
    It was like a slice through my heart. No matter what my head knew, my heart reacted with joy at seeing my friend only to have that ripped away from me remembering he was gone. 
 
    Especially when it was done intentionally.  
 
    “Rich” turned, and I saw the woman who had outed Neldor and I as mates. She knew her glamour wouldn’t work on me—no matter what bullshit she’d spouted about me being a fake—so she set it up so I would see it in the mirror, and that worked like a camera lens. The magic got mixed up then, or my magic did with cutting through her glamour. 
 
    She beamed at me, not even bothering to pick up the bag she’d knocked over or trying to flee.  
 
    No, she wanted me to make a scene. She wanted me to show I was trash and rabid or break our laws and use my magic.  
 
    “Forgive me for this,” I told Darby in his mind before pulling out my phone and tapping to Facetime Neldor. 
 
    As I walked right towards the woman. 
 
    “Hey, didn’t expect to hear from you,” he greeted, picking up almost immediately, sounding winded. Probably another crazy workout to ramp up his magic. 
 
    “Yes, well, nothing ever goes to plan. I hate to bother you, but I need you to keep a promise you made.” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    I smirked at her now that I was closer. “Did you hear that? He will, of course, keep any promise he made me.”  
 
    Rage about poured off of her.  
 
    Good, now we were both pissed. 
 
    Just to be as cruel as she was to me, I spun things around. “I’m sending an old friend of yours to you that wants to say hi. I’ll have Rafe escort her.” I chuckled when her eyes lit up. “You want to speak to Neldor? Sure, I’ll allow it. Tell him how I’m trash again and everything that’s wrong with me after you explain the stunt you pulled here today.” 
 
    “We can see through her glamour too,” Rafe said quietly in my ear. “I’ll handle this.” 
 
    “Do not lose her,” I warned before slapping on a fake smile to keep the lunatic calm and not cause a scene. “You can bring Neldor and the hobgoblins the cake I got them.” 
 
    “They won’t want anything from you,” she argued. 
 
    At least she didn’t have Rich’s voice. That would have gutted me. 
 
    I watched her triumphantly walk off with Rafe knowing it would be the last time I saw that woman. Turning to Darby, we moved to the elevator before we drew a crowd. Some part of me felt bad executing a woman who was so clearly unhinged, but I didn’t think it was mental illness. 
 
    It was jealousy. 
 
    It was greed. 
 
    It was pride and a dozen other things that had nothing to do with a chemical imbalance in her mind. It was her warping herself being sucked into thinking she was better than everyone else and life had made a mistake making her the worker at the castle and not the owner of it. 
 
    Honestly, it was terrifying. It would also send a powerful message that we carried out our threat of what the punishment was to those who betrayed us. Otherwise, Neldor and I would seriously be dead in our beds one day. 
 
    We still might be, but trying to limit the chances seemed smart. 
 
    “Please tell me what that was about?” Darby asked me once we were up in our room. 
 
    “I second that,” Neldor said from my hand. It startled me so much that I dropped my phone and his face was staring up at me from the ground. “Baby doll, what’s wrong? Who was that man with the feminine voice?” 
 
    Right, glamour would work over Facetime. 
 
    “She was the one who outed us,” I rasped. “She found out what Rich looked like and glamoured him!” I explained the rest to Neldor and how she’d positioned herself in a mirror. I told Darby how much it hurt me in those seconds I thought he was alive again. I accepted his hug and comfort, forgetting Neldor was listening or my security was still with us. 
 
    “Hey, it’s okay,” he whispered when I flinched and remembered they were there. “You kept it together in public. That’s all that matters, agra. Your detail loves you. A few of them are tearing up for you.” 
 
    “I am,” Neldor whispered from my phone. “I’m sorry she hurt you again. I promise you she won’t have a third chance. I will take her head. Gladly for making you cry, baby doll.”  
 
    Then my phone beeped to tell us he hung up. 
 
    Darby brought me over to the sofa and sat me down before I distantly heard him telling my security goodnight and handling getting our stuff from them. I reached up and wiped a few tears that had fallen, but I hadn’t broken down which I felt better about. I didn’t want people to think I was always crying over everything. 
 
    I could deal with some sniffles and a few tears, not even close to a sobbing mess. 
 
    “You okay?” Darby asked as he sat down next to me and put a bottle of cold water in my hand. 
 
    “Why can’t it ever just go right?” I whispered before drinking half of it. “I wanted today to be so perfect for us, and it just can’t ever pan out. The owner was a jerk. Now this bitch. I really try so hard, Darby. I wanted to spoil you and they ruined it.” 
 
    “No, they didn’t,” he promised, hugging me to him and kissing my hair. “Tams, I was spoiled the second you put on a dress you knew I like. I see all the things you do. I see you wearing fairy braids more because I like them, but they still make you feel off, like you’re playing fairy and not really one of them. I see how you constantly try your best. I see it.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “Then I’m the most spoiled man in the world.” He kissed my hair again when I gave a watery chuckle. “Have you seen this fucking room? Yeah, I’m spoiled to the max that you did this for me. You never even batted an eyelash that I live with you. I eat your food. I don’t even do my own damn laundry.” 
 
    “You give so much though and—” 
 
    “I know.” He smiled when I looked at him. “I know I do. I do my best too. And you always recognize that. That’s why our relationship is so strong.” He waited until I nodded. “I’m saying you don’t see all you do for me because you have so much pulling at you. Hell, even sometimes I get down on myself that I don’t do more for you. We love each and want to do better.” 
 
    “But we do a good job. Full stop.” 
 
    “Full stop,” he agreed. He brushed his lips over mine. “What can I do to help you tonight?” 
 
    “You just did it,” I admitted. I finished my water and then stood and went over to the fridge he’d gotten it from. I laughed when I saw everything from the larger minifridge was taken out and left on the table with a sign not to eat.  
 
    Okay, my security really did love me. This suite was thousands of dollars a night, but they didn’t want me to get gouged at the minifridge prices? 
 
    Yeah, I loved my security too. 
 
    I grabbed a no-brand bottle of water that someone had stocked for us and tossed it to Darby. “Drink up. You’re going to need the hydration. I’m going to freshen up.” 
 
    His groan followed after me to the bathroom.  
 
    I could definitely salvage this night. 
 
    I checked my makeup and did everything a woman normally does before she knows she’s about to have hot sex. His eyes were on me the moment I stepped into the living area again. I put a little extra sway in my hips as I got closer, then I leaned on the arm of the sofa as I took off one of my heels. 
 
    It was hard not to laugh when I saw the water bottle was empty and set on the far table. My focus was on seducing my man and from the way he was checking me out, I clearly was doing a great job of it. 
 
    So far at least. 
 
    I slowly took off my other shoe as well before standing back up and walking on my toes to him. The second I was within reach, Darby struck fast and snagged me around the waist to pull me onto his lap. 
 
    “On no, you’re not the boss tonight,” I argued, pushing his hands off of me. “I am.” 
 
    “Is that so?” he chuckled, raising an eyebrow at me. “You like when I’m the boss of our naked time, agra. Don’t I do everything to your tits and sweet, tight, wet cunt?” 
 
    I swallowed down a shiver, loving when he talked to me like that and his accent got just a bit thicker… Kinda like his dick was under me. 
 
    I leaned in and nibbled on his lower lip. “Don’t you love it when your agra does everything to your body? You don’t want me to ride you and put on a show for you?” 
 
    His nostrils flared as his fangs slowly slid out. “Aye, give me a show I’ll never forget then.” 
 
    I reached out and ran my finger over each fang before meeting his eyes. “I’m sorry I can’t ever be what you need in that way. I really am.” 
 
    His eyes filled with shock and his fangs shrank. He stood with me and brought me into the bedroom. “I would live the rest of my life never drinking blood if that was possible to be with you, Tamsin Vale. Not for one second will you ever, not ever again act as if I’m missing out on anything by being with you. You give me everything!” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered, shocked he was acting this way. 
 
    “Do not apologize,” he grumbled. “I’m sorry I didn’t know you felt that way.” 
 
    I opened my mouth but then closed it. “I don’t think I knew I did. I just felt… It’s a part of being a vampire.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes at me as he dumped me on the bed. “That’s just what vampires say and a way to make sex hotter. It’s also being a vampire to see very well.” He took off his glasses and waved them at me. “So I’m already a crap vampire. Whatever. We are people, and everything isn’t always about blood.”  
 
    He shook his head when I tried to argue, actually going so far as to put his hand over my mouth when I started rambling. He gave me a sexy smirk when I simply blinked at him. 
 
    “Agra, I really want that sex and show you promised, so forgive me for being crass, okay? Other vampires couldn’t charge up my magic in my sleep constantly like you do. They wouldn’t have access to fae food constantly. There are a hundred different things you give me so much better than having blood during sex. Fuck, your flexibility makes sex everything. Fuck the blood.” 
 
    “Okay then,” was the only thing I could think of to say when he took his hand away. “And I wasn’t trying to charge you up so you wouldn’t notice. It’s just when I wake up, I take stock of myself and normally you. But I get up earlier to work out.” 
 
    “I know. I know why you were doing it, and I love you for it.” He leaned in until we were nose to nose. “Now I’m going to go sit up against the headboard and I want my damn show.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s still being bossy with me,” I griped. 
 
    “Then come punish me,” he challenged. 
 
    Damn man. 
 
    Still, I caved and crawled over by him, noticing the way he liked watching me do that. I wasn’t sure why, but if it made Darby happy and give me hungry looks like that, I’d crawl all over the floor all the time. 
 
    Okay, maybe not, but it wasn’t a big deal was my point. 
 
    He was good and didn’t touch me, even moving his hands behind his head now that his glasses were on the nightstand. He smirked at me with a look that said “get to it.” 
 
    Uggghhhh, damn sexy, infuriating man! 
 
    I smirked right back and undid his jeans, pulling them and his boxer briefs down a bit. “Huh, not even fully hard for me yet? I’m losing my touch.” 
 
    He swallowed loudly but didn’t say that the interruption and topic probably made him go soft. Yeah, that was fair. 
 
    I had only been teasing anyways. 
 
    I ignored the tension I’d accidentally caused and moved to straddle his lap. I made kissy faces at him. “I’m just going to sit here all night and stare at my sexy mate. I’ll make the show something fun for me.” 
 
    “You’re killing me tonight. So that’s the plan?” 
 
    I laughed so hard that I had to move my hands to his chest not to fall to the bed. That was such the perfect thing to say and I fully enjoyed it. Part of the reason I’d fallen in love with Darby was his prickly pear side. Honestly, it didn’t come out as much anymore.  
 
    He said it was because his life was so much better and he was happy. He’d told me several times how miserable he’d been before he’d met me. Always being bullied and abused by students. Always taken advantage of and for granted by the faculty. Always mocked for his grades and abilities but never recognized for them. 
 
    And I’d stopped all of that. Even before we’d dated, I’d called people on their shit, and I’d made his life slowly become everything he’d ever hoped it could be.  
 
    I resisted the urge to kiss him and started working my hips as I touched my breasts. Longing filled his eyes as he watched what my hands did. I ground my body against his, smirking when he went hard so fast it probably left him feeling lightheaded. I mean, he was fully hard under me, and I wanted to put his fat, perfect dick inside me as much as he did. 
 
    Well, not as much from his thoughts. 
 
    “Turn it off, agra,” he said gently. “No worrying about what I’m thinking or feeling tonight. You spoiled me and it’s your turn. Take everything you want.” 
 
    Yeah, turning it off sounded perfect… And not simply my telepathy. I turned off everything. No worries about school or the other men in my life. Nothing about Faerie or being a fucking princess. 
 
    Not tonight. 
 
    My only focus was having fun with Darby. 
 
    I blocked out the rest and dry-humped my partner in such a pleasurable way that I wasn’t the only one to orgasm. Which shocked me. 
 
    But not Darby from the smirk on his face. 
 
    He leaned in so we were nose to nose but didn’t touch me. “You were so feckin’ adorable when you were eating those crabs tonight, I had a stiffy for you most of dinner. You bit your lower lip as you played with the scissors and then happily hummed when you got to eat. For the record, there were lots of men there turned on thinking about that mouth on them.” 
 
    Then I understood why he had blown so fast. “But none of them can touch me. I’m your agra. You knew they’d be left high and dry and wanting, but you could take me home and do whatever you wanted.” 
 
    “Damn right, I can. And I will. Your playtime is over.” 
 
    I let out a yelp as he flipped us, and I was missing my dress in a flash. I slowly blinked up at Darby. “Okay, then.” 
 
    He chuckled softly before kissing me. “Okay, then.” 
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    He got naked as well and then kissed me breathless. Both of us were panting and smiling after that kiss. Like dayumn, we were good at kissing. 
 
    Then he worked his lips down my body and spent at least five minutes giving each of my nipples attention. He licked them, sucked them, ran his teeth over them, poked them with his fangs—but not enough to pierce the skin—and kissed them until I was boneless under him. I was just a puddle of desire lying on a bed. 
 
    Or maybe something a bit less weird visually. 
 
    Darby kissed all over my flat stomach while still playing with my breasts before going lower and licking my clit. That was it.  
 
    And apparently, it was all I needed after all of his attention on my breasts. I moaned as I had a good, but not world-rocking orgasm. Not all of them could be, but I never had a lame orgasm with Darby. 
 
    Which I was pretty sure was the same thing he’d say about me. 
 
    He’d better. 
 
    He turned me on my side and pushed my knee up to my chest before pushing inside of me. He leaned down and gave me a soft kiss. “I love fucking this tight, hot cunt. It’s the best cunt in the entire world and your world too. And it’s mine. It’s mine to fuck. It’s mine to lick. It’s mine to do everything to.” 
 
    “Shit, you are all kinds of wound up,” I moaned, nodding he was right.  
 
    “You don’t smell lust,” he reminded me. “So much of that crowd was men trying to get on your radar. Supe men who want to take my place next to you.” 
 
    “They won’t. They won’t ever,” I promised. 
 
    He nodded and I saw some of the tension in his shoulders slip away. And I noticed that because I loved watching his lean, toned muscles move when we had sex. I could see every muscle work to make me happy and sated.  
 
    And he knew I loved that, and I would bet he absolutely kept that in mind when picking this position. We finished together, and then he moved me into the same position but on my other side and took me again. 
 
    He didn’t finish that time; I knew he only had one more climax in him and he wanted to make sure I had several more before he was spent. It was just who Darby was and the kind of lover he was. I stared into his gray eyes as he moved, his body fitting perfectly with me as we did in life. 
 
    “I cannot imagine living in this world or any world without you at my side. Please don’t ever leave me.” 
 
    “Never, agra,” he whispered before kissing me with all he had. I finished and kept going. It was like one orgasm just peaked into another and I had no idea where my body stopped and his started. 
 
    When we were done that time, we were both done.  
 
    I snuggled against him, our arms and legs all wrapped around each other, and knew this was where I belonged. Everything else could be up in the air or the normal crazy, but right here in Darby’s arms was my center. It was where I was happy. 
 
    And I would do anything to make sure we could always have that. 
 
    The rest of the weekend was fun. We had a lot of hot sex in between doing schoolwork but also catching a few naps. 
 
    Plus, I had two more team food challenges for us. 
 
    First, there was the five-hundred-dollar steak challenge. We each had a three-and-a-half pound tomahawk Wagyu steak and a three-pound Wagyu Brazilian-type steak. We also had three large side dishes we got to choose and a massive jug of beer. 
 
    Honestly, I had been most worried about the beer. I wasn’t really a beer fan. When I’d admitted that to Darby, he’d laughed his ass off and promised he’d handle both beers. Apparently, one of the options on tap was his favorite, and he had no trouble chugging them down since he wasn’t driving. 
 
    And yes, we killed it.  
 
    The last one was one I was really excited about… Fine, I was excited about any reason to stuff myself silly, but I really, really loved barbeque. The owner was a bit off and seriously thought he might get me into bed if I failed instead of paying five hundred dollars for my meal. 
 
    Which was something my security did not find funny since they wore telepathy runes too. Plus, it was just stupid. I was there with security. Did this fool think that I couldn’t afford a meal and would sell my body so cheap? 
 
    Yeah, not in this lifetime or the next. 
 
    But the food was amazing. It was meant to be a showcase of the menu, so we had four different types of ribs and a full rack of them. There were three different types of sausage and a pound of each. Then there were two pounds of smoked brisket, a pound of smoked chicken—they let us specify we wanted dark meat—a pound of smoked turkey, a pound of burnt ends, a pound of pork tenderloin… So a shit ton of meat. 
 
    Yum. 
 
    We had six massive sides and played it safe with creamy coleslaw and fries for all six. To finish up we had a full eight-inch peach cobbler that was so fucking good I just wanted to have it every day. 
 
    Darby looked a bit nervous on that one because it was a lot of meat. Like a lot of meat. 
 
    Silly man, there was tons of sauce to make it go down easy. I was gobbling up everything the second the timer started. We were close to the timer, but it wasn’t really a fair one. I couldn’t see humans pulling it off without making themselves really sick, the time was so short. I actually didn’t like those challenges, but it was right by the hotel. 
 
    And again, I loved barbeque. 
 
    Monday we were back at school, and I was back to all my normal stress. Honestly, it sometimes was worse when I got a break because it recentered me so I wasn’t as numb to the drama. 
 
    Nope, I was full of fire and pissed the hell off. Something Onas learned when I threw a knife at his shoulder when he got snippy with me during the dinner updates meeting. 
 
    He easily caught it but blinked at it for several moments before slowly staring at me. 
 
    “You get a timeout from giving Tamsin updates until you get yourself under better control,” Neldor declared. “You are speaking to our future queen, not some conquest who dated all of your friends to fuck with you. You are never to snark at her like that again.” 
 
    “I apologize to both of you, but you misunderstand my upset,” he said as he set the knife down. 
 
    “We’re getting vast amounts of pressure that, as your advisors, we should push harder for you to…” Shael trailed off and shot Stefanie a worried glance. 
 
    But I heard the rest in her head. I burst out laughing and had such a hard time trying to talk, I said the rest in Izzy’s mind, and she blurted it out to the others. 
 
    “Take Neldor as a baby daddy if she won’t take him as a mate.” 
 
    The knife in Neldor’s hand shattered and instantly I stopped laughing. I blinked at him, and he didn’t ignore my unasked question. “It just started. It’s fun. I’m sorry I ever thought you had such a hot temper that you shattered metal. Apparently, it’s a damn miracle you didn’t collapse buildings from getting pissed off. I barely get annoyed and it happens now.” 
 
    “Everything is all over the place after our wings,” I sighed. “Glad I’m not the only one anymore.” I shrugged when he shot me an unfriendly glance. 
 
    Darby stayed focused on the topic. “While Tamsin undoubtedly understands that eventually she will have to procreate with a male fairy for an heir, she would never treat her friend and the prince of the dark realm like a stud horse. She is offended anyone thought to demean Neldor to such a role and suggests people focus on fixing the problems of Faerie, not having her pregnant.” 
 
    Oh, he was pissed. 
 
    Like seriously pissed. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said when he realized I—and the whole table—were staring at him in shock. “I’m sorry, agra.” 
 
    “No, I get it. I’m pissed too,” I promised. 
 
    “All this talk of you having an heir is—they want a baby they can influence and abuse. You’re too powerful and now so many are focused on the next generation so they can change things to the nobles having more power. First, that means you’re gone and as the man who loves you, that kills me to simply discuss in passing. 
 
    “Second, that will be your child, and I will love them as if my own. Fairy baby or any child by your mates will absolutely be my child too. And I know what they want to do to them! A baby girl of yours and they want to use and control her—abuse her like they did your mother. No. Enough! You should live thousands and thousands of years. Not pop out a kid in your twenties.” 
 
    “I love you too and I won’t let that happen,” I promised. I nodded when he shot me a look that I couldn’t promise that. “I will figure out anything other than that. Fuck, buy a damn rocket so she can fly to the moon and travel space rather than let my daughter ever be treated as my mother was. Or how they’ve treated me. Or no kids. I’ve said that.” 
 
    “Many, many times,” Stefanie drawled. “I like the statement Darby has said, and I think that’s what we put out. The average fairy will hear that and know why you needed to. They’ll push back, and the whispers in ears and throwing power around will stop.” 
 
    “For now,” I grumbled. 
 
    “For now, but for a while I believe.” She shrugged when I glanced at her. “Many think it would be suicide for you to have a child before you’re at least a hundred. There isn’t the stability, and it would leave the child ripe for everything Darby worries about.” 
 
    “And that means instability to the realms,” Shael added. “People like you, Your Highness. A lot. They see the changes you’ve made now, and the vast majority of fairies are on your team. I have not a doubt that you will sail through that vote of confidence you promised to have.” 
 
    “Agreed,” all the commanders said together. 
 
    Well, that was something. 
 
    I agreed to put out what Darby said and took his hand in mine as a sign of being on his team too. I sighed when I looked at Onas. I’d gotten so angry at him, and then this side topic, that I’d forgotten what he’d actually brought up. 
 
    “Can we just have meetings without bad news?” I bitched, sounding a bit whiney to my own ears. I rolled my eyes when a few people snorted. “Fine, one a week is only good news. We can skip bad news or problems for one fucking day so I don’t constantly dread these meetings and stop eating from stress.” 
 
    Izzy ignored everyone else’s upset at what I’d said and piped up. “I agree. Mondays are hard enough. Only good news going forward on Mondays.” 
 
    “Done,” I declared. “Any problems have to wait until tomorrow. If that’s all we have left, see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Seven of the PIs are asking for additional funds for the retainer. I don’t understand why that job has to be paid up-front but well, that’s where we are,” Stefanie said after reading over her notes. 
 
    “It’s a bill that’s skipped out on most like paying lawyers,” Izzy answered. “Medical bills too, but it’s against the law to get payment up-front so yeah, others that get ditched too often have retainers. It sounds sketchy, but it takes money to go to court and get your money that way. And if the movies and TV are correct—” 
 
    “Which you should always doubt,” Darby interjected. 
 
    “Most PIs follow cheating spouses or track down deadbeat dads who aren’t paying child support. Who wants to pay for bad information that their spouse is a monster, or if they need the child support, they don’t have a lot of money. That’s sort of the stereotypical explanation. Not a hard rule though.” 
 
    “Thank you, Isabella,” Stefanie said, dipping her head to my friend. “You always take the time to enlighten us on what we’ve missed or changes to what we knew, and you do it succinctly and with grace. I’ve not heard one fairy say you talk down to them or aren’t helpful. We appreciate your continued help.” 
 
    “As long as you guys keep being good to Tams, I will be good to you,” she replied. And she meant it. She’d froze out fairies a few times when there had been problems and made sure I received the apologies I should before working with them again. 
 
    She was loyal like that. 
 
    I winked at her but went back to what Stefanie had reported. “That’s a lot of money too fast. We should audit them and check—” 
 
    “I apologize, Your Highness, but I thought you knew we had Faerie Guardians tracking these PIs,” Commander Morgan said, all of them wincing when I couldn’t hide my shock. 
 
    “Why?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “Not why you’re thinking,” he promised. “We thought it a good training exercise for Guardians newly unfrozen. They could cloak easily and have a purpose as they see what this world has become. Those of us unfrozen near the beginning all agreed that we were overloaded, and it brought out the worst in us.” 
 
    “It was needed though as you and many were in gravel peril,” Shael added. “You surviving as much as you did alone was a miracle. We all see that now, Your Highness. No one can see anything but that after your art show. But we have things better in hand, and we need to ease people into things better.” 
 
    “I think it’s a great idea,” I said firmly before anyone else tried to defend it. “There has been some criticism that I would use my family’s money so recklessly as to help humans when fairies need help too.” 
 
    Izzy choked on her drink, thumping herself on the chest a few times as she set it down. “Jesus, do they think you should bleed out forever onto that planet until you’re dead and they get every drop out of you like they fucking own you?” 
 
    I looked away from all the glances so I didn’t catch their gazes. Yes, that was what too many fairies did think of their heir and queen. We belonged to them and everything I did was for them.  
 
    In other words, fairies weren’t as perfect as the history books made them seem. They were just as selfish and dismissive of others at times as every other species. 
 
    “What have they found of the ones burning through the money paid much faster than then estimates?” I asked, bringing the conversation back on track. 
 
    “That the system is extra broken there,” Morgan said, his tone tight. “They were helping the children get to the right people and fill out the correct paperwork to be lost or pictures of bruises weren’t enough. The one had hospital records, but the person was connected, and that mattered more than the safety of three children.” 
 
    “Lovely,” Izzy sighed, tossing her fork on her plate. “Does this have a happy ending?” 
 
    An evil smile slowly grew on Morgan’s lips. “You might have seen some coverage of it on the national news. The PI wired up the kids like a sting operation and caught the abuse live on camera. The PI then gave everything to the media and made it clear the people in charge of the foster care in that city weren’t in it to help children.” 
 
    “Nice,” I chuckled darkly. “Any results?” 
 
    “The kids were immediately removed by the police and are in protective custody as witnesses,” he answered. “The chief of police went on record that his people are tired of taking kids out of abusive homes only to go right back and the social services division of that city is corrupt. A few people have been fired, and there’s talk of child neglect charges being filed.” 
 
    “Well done,” I praised. “Yeah, all of that had to burn through hours. If that PI is that dedicated to getting kids out, give him what he needs and help.” 
 
    “He is the one who was trapped in bad homes as you were,” Morgan said gently. “This is his fight. You simply gave him a way to pay his bills as he fights it. Well done, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Thank you. It’s what we can do for now. What else about the program?” 
 
    “Over two hundred children across the country have been pulled out of bad homes,” Shael said as she read over something. “And the nonprofit you started has raised a million dollars after a few of the investigations have been made public.” 
 
    “That’s amazing, agra,” Darby praised. “You changed the lives of two hundred kids. Already. I’m amazed by you.” 
 
    I smiled at him and accepted his love, my heart hurting to know that was probably such a small drop in the bucket. And it still didn’t fix the system. 
 
    But it was a start.  
 
    It was a damn good start. 
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    “Tamsin! Come on, be okay,” Julian yelled. “Please! Come back to me. We need you.” 
 
    I blinked at him. “I’m fine.” Glancing around, I frowned. “We’re in a blank dreamscape?” 
 
    “Oh thank fuck and praise the gods,” he whispered as he let go of my arms and slid to his knees. He covered his face and let out a wordless yell, probably to help dispel his extra adrenaline since nothing was wrong… But I didn’t know why. 
 
    “Hey, what happened?” I whispered as I knelt next to him. 
 
    “Please let me hug you,” he choked out. 
 
    “Okay.” Instantly, I was in his arms. I melted into the hug because he clearly needed the comfort. 
 
    That was the only reason no matter how my body reacted and liked it.  
 
    “Julian, what happened?” 
 
    “I felt your upset and came into the dream when you didn’t snap out of it like you have been,” he rasped, still holding me tightly like he was afraid I would disappear. “You were there, but I couldn’t get you to snap out of it. You were just staring and scared.” 
 
    “I don’t remember that,” I mumbled as I thought back to everything. “Darby and I took a shower because I was drenched from training. We worked for a bit, and you brought that cake the hobgoblins were messing around with for the bakery. We ate it and went to bed.” 
 
    “That’s it?” he checked. 
 
    I searched my memory and nodded. “Yeah, everything else is blank.” I leaned back and made him look at my face. “What was the dream?” 
 
    He swallowed loudly and focused on my mouth instead of my eyes. “Monstrous things.” 
 
    “What was being done to me?” 
 
    His gaze snapped to mine. “No, not you. It was women though.” He blew out a slow breath. “When I saw what it was, I thought you were triggered from that asshole who gang-raped and killed that shifter. The one who the fae dogs burned with his friends.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly. “Jordan Holmes.” 
 
    “Yes, that monster.” 
 
    That worried me. “Do you think it was fantasy or memory?” 
 
    He swallowed loudly this time. “I think memory. I think there are a group of rich elites that do what Jordan Holmes did to that poor girl. I don’t think it was only that group being monsters.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was afraid of that at the time. It’s not the first time the rich do fucked up shit like that. I was flying solo and couldn’t interrogate them. I just had to stop them. I’ve stayed up a lot of nights wondering who else has been hurt because I didn’t know then what I know now.” 
 
    “That’s not your fault,” he comforted. 
 
    “No, it’s the fault of fairies and their warring. For as much as they resent me for not being what they want always, I resent them for fucking up so badly in so many ways that were completely preventable.”  
 
    Julian couldn’t hide his shock at what I’d just said. 
 
    Neither could I. 
 
    “I hate how relaxed I am in the dreams when nothing else is going on and just admit shit,” I muttered as I stood and moved away from him. It wasn’t his fault, but I just needed space. It made sense because part of my brain was sleeping if I was, but I didn’t always trust Julian with information, and I’d spilled a lot of things I shouldn’t have. 
 
    To be fair, he hadn’t blurted any of it out or betrayed me, so that was something. 
 
    “I don’t know what happened that I couldn’t get through to you,” he muttered as he went to sit on the ground. Then he snorted and changed the scenery so it was my house. The library to be specific. He sat on one of the couches with a huff, lost in his mind. 
 
    But I was focused on where my gaze had landed. I was staring at the spot where I’d found him drunk so many months ago and agreed to get back with him. I’d known it was the wrong thing to do then and we wouldn’t work out. Things had fallen apart so badly, and I’d known we wouldn’t last. 
 
    I didn’t feel that way staring at the spot. I actually felt like we could absolutely work, but there were still risks. 
 
    How could I have more faith in us as a couple when more had happened between us? Was I becoming numb? A willing participant in his mistreatment of me? 
 
    “Don’t you dare do this to me again,” he growled before he grabbed my arm and spun me to face him. 
 
    “Do what?” I gasped, blinking up at him in shock. 
 
    “Shit, okay, you’re here,” he whispered. “Fuck, I thought you were gone again.” 
 
    “No, sorry, lost in thought. Did you say something?” 
 
    “Yeah, I called your name a few times.” He searched my eyes and tried to read my aura even though I didn’t know if those showed in a dreamscape. “What were you thinking about so hard?” 
 
    “Nothing I want to discuss,” I admitted. I pulled away from him and went to sit on the other couch. Something Izzy had said to me rang in my mind, and I felt guilty that I’d not been fair to Julian. I cleared my throat and stared at the far wall. “The videos are really nice.” 
 
    “You’ve seen them?” he whispered after several tense quiet moments. 
 
    “All of them. A few more than once.” I looked down at my hands when he came closer. I was grateful when he sat on the other couch and didn’t push me. 
 
    “I meant everything I said in them. I really did.” 
 
    I bobbed my head as I twisted my hands together. “I believe that. I could see you really like what I did. That it helped.” 
 
    “But?” he pushed when I went quiet. 
 
    “No but.” I shrugged. 
 
    “Then what else do you want to say but are too scared to?” 
 
    “It’s not about being scared,” I snapped. I cleared my throat when he didn’t say anything. “I can admit when I’m scared. I’m not that teenager anymore who was scared to connect or didn’t know how and was scared of rejection. That’s very different than where we are.” 
 
    “You’re right,” he agreed after a moment. “I phrased it wrong. You clearly have more to say but aren’t. Why tell me at all if you’re holding the rest back?” 
 
    I jumped to my feet and let out a growl. “This is why I didn’t want to say anything. I can’t just tell you that I appreciate the videos. Izzy said I was being mean for not telling you they touched me. But it’s always a thing. I can’t just say I like them and that’s the end of it. You and everyone else ask for more.” 
 
    He stared at me as if trying to not spook an animal which was something he’d done a lot when getting to know me. It used to be fair, but now I felt like he was treating me like a hysterical woman. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “For what?” I crossed my arms over my chest and doubted it was for the reason I wanted an apology. 
 
    “For expecting more. That wasn’t my goal.” He licked his lips and studied around me, frowning when he couldn’t see my aura and get answers that way. “You seem unresolved on the topic. I didn’t want you to feel that way about the videos. I wanted to discuss them and how you’re feeling then.” 
 
    My upset slowly deflated. “Thank you.” I let out a slow breath and sat down before studying him this time. “I understand your goal now and appreciate you being willing to talk to me if I needed. It’s not something I need to discuss, and my main worry is saying anything gives you false hope.” 
 
    “Which is why you were anxious. Got it.” 
 
    “Did you go to therapy or something?” I blurted without any finesse. 
 
    “Yes.” He smiled when I couldn’t seem to get my mouth to work. “Yes, I’ve been seeing a therapist. A human one even.” 
 
    “Why?” I cleared my throat and waved in front of me. “Sorry, ignore that. It came out wrong and it’s not my business.” 
 
    “I’d still like to tell you if you’re willing to listen,” he said after a few more moments. 
 
    I hated myself for loving him as much as I did instead of moving on, but I found myself nodding. 
 
    “I told you how I was thinking of working more on dreamscapes and maybe helping people like that as a therapist would? I’ve talked with the royal healers about it?” He waited until I nodded. “They said before I could ever think I could handle that sort of important role, I needed to learn about therapies, and it would be best if I did it firsthand.” 
 
    I threw back my head and burst out laughing. It took me a bit to calm down, but then I only had one question again. “Calarel?” I laughed again when he nodded. “Sneaky fucking fairy.” 
 
    Understanding filled his eyes and he smiled. “Yes, the royal healer that loves you so much you’re her superstar confessed that she mostly wanted me to attend therapy because I refuse to get out of your life.” 
 
    “Oh geez. I’m—” 
 
    “Don’t apologize,” he cut in. “You didn’t do it, and I’m glad fairies finally truly have your back and care that much. She also wasn’t wrong and promised she would have suggested the same professionally.” 
 
    I nodded, it made sense. He was talking about a mental and emotional healer basically, and that wasn’t simply a rune. That would definitely need some on-the-job training or something. “So… Has it helped? I mean…” I let out a huff when he chuckled. Yeah, I didn’t know what I was saying or thinking, too stunned at the development. 
 
    “I would have gone to couples counseling if you had ever wanted,” he hedged. 
 
    “We weren’t really a couple long enough that it was a normal progression,” I chuckled darkly. “How long were we really together before it fell apart the first time? The second? We’ve been apart much longer.” 
 
    “Our feelings haven’t been. Even if you hate that you do, you do still love me.” He hurried on when I shot him an unfriendly look. “I mean the label of being together isn’t what should matter. It’s the feelings. To the supe world, we have been together for a while again, but we know we’re not. My heart is yours no matter the label, and that’s what matters to me.” 
 
    I felt tiny when I had a knee-jerk reaction to throw the therapy in his face because he sounded reasonable when it was a point I was so unsettled with. I kept it in and focused on my hands again. 
 
    “Tams?” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re talking to someone if it helps,” I said quietly. 
 
    “What just happened?” 
 
    “I’d like to leave the dreamscape now.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything but moved because he came into my limited view before kneeling down in front of me so I had to look at him. “I didn’t mean this to hurt you, my sweet fairy. I just—reaching you is something I want most in the world. Not to get you back because I am a better man with you in my life.” 
 
    “It hasn’t been healthy for me,” I reminded him. 
 
    He was quiet a moment before reaching up and wiping away a tear I hadn’t realized had fallen. How that worked in a dreamscape I would never know, but apparently it did.  
 
    “We did well as friends. You’ve made it clear you don’t want to be in a relationship with me. I did that and I wasn’t good to you. I heard you tell Darby that if we could just get to a place of being friends that would help a lot for you. That’s my goal now. I’ve lost the rest and I understand that.” 
 
    “You’re giving up,” I… Accused. 
 
    “No. No, I’m not giving up on being your mate. I’m not abandoning you or taking my eyes off of you. I’m not.” He gave me a moment to soak that up. “I’m listening to you. This is what you said you needed. I’m your mate and we love each other, but that love wasn’t healthy for you. I think I could be a better partner to you now, but I blew two chances. 
 
    “So I’m here for what you need. I need you in my life and if being friends is the only way, then I accept that. If that is what you want, I will put you first. I owe you at least that when I’ve made it clear I can’t let you go. I know I’m only getting the chance at being friends because you needed my help, but I’m not fucking this chance up even if it wasn’t what I’d hoped for.” 
 
    I don’t know if it was shock or any of the million emotions I felt all at once, but I woke up.  
 
    And Darby was awake glancing between the two of us. 
 
    Shit. What had he sensed from us to wake him up? 
 
    Then I noticed he had his laptop out and I frowned at him. 
 
    “Something was going on with you and it woke me,” he defended, wincing at how that sounded like he was blaming me. “I was going to wake early anyways.” 
 
    I nodded and almost asked what he’d sensed from me, but I didn’t want to touch that can of worms if I was honest. “I don’t remember what the dream you found me stuck in was.” 
 
    “Still now that you’re up?” Julian asked… While still holding my hand. 
 
    “No, no clue,” I whispered as I pulled my hand away. 
 
    “You’re mad?” he asked, staring around me to see my aura. “Okay, you’re flashing so many colors and mixes that even I can’t tell what the fuck you’re feeling.” 
 
    “I don’t know either,” I admitted. I felt bad because I knew that wasn’t what he wanted to hear, but it was the truth. I had no clue what was going on inside of me, but it was a lot. “You meant what you said?” 
 
    “Yes.” Julian gave me a couple of minutes with that. “Why are you sad? I’m not giving up on you. I’m not leaving or abandoning you.” 
 
    “There’s a song Tamsin likes, and there’s a line in it like yesterday was the first time you didn’t try to change my mind or call me to take you back,” Darby said when I couldn’t seem to find my voice. “You’re not trying to change her mind or asking her to take you back for the first time, and she’s in shock.” 
 
    He was completely right. It hurt, but I hadn’t been able to put my finger on why. 
 
    “This was what you wanted,” Julian whispered. “Right?” 
 
    “I need time to digest this,” I heard myself saying. I moved to slide out of bed but stopped so my knees were touching Julian’s. “Thank you for listening to me. We’re complicated, and I’m sorry I can’t have a real answer for you, but I hear you that you’re doing this because it’s best for me. So thank you.” 
 
    “I would wait for you forever if that’s what you needed. I’m only doing this because you sounded like it was this or cut off completely.” 
 
    I nodded. I had basically said that and a lot… But my heart said it was a mistake to only be his friend. 
 
    And my head even said I would die inside if he ever moved on to someone else. So that made me a huge pain in the ass, but I didn’t know what to do or how to fix that. 
 
    Fuck. 
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    Two weeks later, I still didn’t know what to say to Julian. He did talk to me again about therapy. He said his focus was on communicating better. Mostly because he’d hurt me by not being to express himself and keeping himself closed off in a way he hadn’t realized.  
 
    Plus, he wanted to be better in other things in life. He was a teacher and communication was important.  
 
    Though, he looked sad when he said he was a teacher. I didn’t touch that, but I sat with him going to therapy and what he wanted to focus on. I’d seen the change. When I’d misunderstood what he’d been trying to say, he hadn’t gotten miffed like I was being a jerk but had backed up and tried to represent his thoughts. 
 
    And I had understood him. Part of that was being so hurt and upset with him that it clouded everything he said and did, but now I felt… I didn’t feel that as much anymore. I could see Julian without the haze of my emotions. 
 
    I honestly hoped we could keep communicating with each other so well. And it wasn’t just him. I knew I had to work on it too and I had been. I had been working hard to not let my everything break because I was so tired and stressed out. It wasn’t easy being the leader of an entire fucking world and several species. 
 
    Or handling so many extra issues on top of my overloaded shoulders. 
 
    Case in point, what I was dealing with first thing on a Saturday morning as a damn college student… Executing a bunch of elders. 
 
    I breathed a shaky sigh of relief when they were all dead. It was like a wave of it washed over me, and tension I hadn’t known I’d still felt broke inside of me. 
 
    My knees actually got weak, and if Neldor didn’t have wicked fast reflexes, I might have ended up on the ground. He slid his arm around my waist and kept me standing, the cloaks from our Faerie Guardian uniforms keeping the gesture hidden. 
 
    But I couldn’t get my voice to work and say what I needed to.  
 
    He handled that like nothing was off as well. 
 
    “Thank you to all who came to witness justice being served. For those of you grieving, we are sorry for your pain and wish you healing. We wish this wasn’t the end result for you, but this is where the criminals led us.” He waited for everyone to accept that. “I know that the press is waiting for us to announce much, but I need a word with Princess Tamsin to report a few developments on some other matters. Please excuse us.” 
 
    He got me out of there without looking like that was what happened. I blinked and we were in a different room and he put up a barrier. 
 
    “What just happened out there, baby doll?” he whispered as he held me against his chest.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted, my voice so soft that I barely heard it. 
 
    And then I broke down soundlessly crying. I was sobbing without a sound, my body such a mess that I wasn’t even sure if tears fell or it was simply some way for me to dissipate the adrenaline in my body? I just didn’t know. 
 
    “You don’t have to ever be scared those monsters will get you ever again,” he whispered as I felt comfort runes on me one after another. 
 
    That helped me settle. Yes, that made sense. I slowly calmed down, thanking Neldor when I realized he was mopping up my face and trying to save my makeup.  
 
    “I think you’re right,” I rasped in between large breaths to calm down. “I didn’t even know it, but I was still terrified that something would happen and they would carry me off into the night. Their minds were always so terrifying that… I was never a person to them. I was a tool, an object they wanted and would do anything to have. I couldn’t ever…” 
 
    Too much always went wrong, and I never had much faith that things would turn out well in the end.  
 
    “They’re gone now,” Neldor whispered over and over again as he held me while we were kneeling. He kissed my hair as I let out shuddering breaths and tried to accept this was real and there was finally one less huge threat gone against me. 
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered when I finally felt okay and mostly settled. 
 
    Until Neldor tried to kiss me. 
 
    I ducked him by my moving my face into his chest instead of pulling away. “Please don’t.” 
 
    “Sorry.” He cleared his throat and kept rubbing my back. “Sorry, I know you don’t want me to kiss you.” He flinched when I didn’t say anything. He moved me away from him to try and see my face, but I didn’t want him to, hurrying to get my feet. “Tamsin, are you okay with me kissing you?” 
 
    I swallowed loudly and lied through my teeth. “No.”  
 
    It was a total lie. In that moment, I clearly had lost my mind and wanted him to kiss me.  
 
    Emotions. Adrenaline. It’s that. I’m all messed up, nothing more.  
 
    I moved towards the mirror hanging on the side of the wall. It was a huge ornate one for decoration, but I was glad for it in that moment. 
 
    Except Neldor moved behind me and we were staring at each other. 
 
    I swallowed loudly again. “You cannot kiss me the one time Darby couldn’t make an event like this. It is his greatest fear that you will replace him in my life. So many fairies want that and it kills him. I can’t ever do that to him.” 
 
    “I don’t want to replace him. I want to be my own man with you,” he murmured. 
 
    “I can’t ever give him reason to worry that could happen,” I clarified. “He doesn’t deserve that.” 
 
    “He doesn’t, but that doesn’t answer my question.” 
 
    Except I had already answered him, so clearly he knew I’d been lying.  
 
    Well, that was life, and we had too much to handle that I’d already delayed. “We have to go.” 
 
    “Fuck the press and everyone waiting,” he argued as he grabbed my arm and spun me to face him. He didn’t try to kiss me this time, simply leaning his forehead to mine. “I want to be with you. I want it to be real, Tams.” He let out a shuddering breath that was warm against my face. “We wouldn’t ever have to tell the world.” 
 
    My brain short-circuited. I replayed what he said in my mind several times before it started to even remotely compute. 
 
    Then I didn’t know how to react. What the fuck was he thinking? 
 
    I pulled away and shook my head. “I could never do that to anyone.” 
 
    “You didn’t suggest it. I did.” He growled when I kept shaking my head and stepping towards the door. “I want you. I want my mate, Tams. It kills me the assholes in the world could ruin that. Fine, fuck them, and it could just be us that knew.” 
 
    “I could never keep that from Darby.” 
 
    “I’m not saying we do. Tell your other mates. We would have to tell the commanders but lock it in their minds. No one else. It would just be for us.” 
 
    “I cannot believe you are even suggesting that.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t blame you for refusing to consider us getting together because of the state of things. It’s not fair, but it’s our lives. I want my mate though. I want to figure out a way to have you and if that means hiding it, so be it.” 
 
    For a split second I almost considered it, but what he said at the end of it made me practically flee.  
 
    Mostly because he sounded a bit too much like Lucca used to about pushing for his mate, and it wasn’t ever about me. I don’t think Neldor meant it that way in the slightest, but it hit me like that after how much I’d gone through because the gods wanted to decide my life. 
 
    So I said nothing and got the hell out of there. 
 
    Cowardly?  
 
    Oh yeah, but I saw it more as self-preservation. 
 
    It meant a lot to me that he let me go and caught up several moments after I reached the commanders. They were on edge and caught something was going on. I told them in their minds that things were fine, I simply had a stronger reaction to a threat gone and Neldor helped me. 
 
    I wasn’t about to bring up the rest to them or to anyone. 
 
    Except Darby. He had a right to know.  
 
    I moved to the podium and adjusted the microphone before glancing around. “This has been a long time coming, and while I know all of us always want results as fast as possible, it is more important to get things right the first time. We had teams of people handling the investigations of each elder. Their corruption and evil were vast and complicated.” 
 
    I gave people a few moments to settle with that before nodding to Shael. She waved her hand and took off the glamour to something we had set up. 
 
    “The warlock elders were executed for an array of crimes, but I want to make it clear that every single one of them was a murderer. In total, they directly murdered or had a hand in the deaths of over six thousand supes.” 
 
    “You lie!” someone shouted from the back of the group. 
 
    I tried to find the voice, but I couldn’t at first. Not until a few Faerie Guardians moved towards a man who they thought a problem now. I stared down the man and realized it was one of the children of the elders. “I don’t.” I gestured to the large electronic display Shael had revealed. “And I have the proof. We have compiled the names and any photos we could find of every victim. 
 
    “We heard the confessions from their own mouths. They gave us details.” I swallowed loudly before continuing. “And we have recovered a lot of the bodies that we are holding until we can match them to their families.” I glanced around and tried not to be annoyed at the shock and outrage. “Several were involved in the black market and selling witches for their magic. 
 
    “They were drained for it. We have it all. The people who were charged to protect you were abducting and selling their own people to die. They all knew. Even if they weren’t part of that directly, they knew. They knew parents who reported their daughters missing were looking for those already dead and lied to them that they would work hard to find out what happened to their child. 
 
    “And normally, they were labeled as traitors, blaming the weak minds of women and the draw of the Underground to those who couldn’t accept their place in society. The only thing I can think of worse than being a mass murderer is to be one in charge of keeping people safe and then labeling the victims as the monsters. It was depraved and they are burning for it.” 
 
    Neldor pretended to point to someone like they’d raised their hand and moved in closer. “Yes, I will get to the question you asked me earlier. I was involved in more of the investigation aspects than Princess Tamsin as she’s a bit busy saving our world.” 
 
    Yeah, yeah, don’t be up on my high horse and let my emotions get to me publicly. We were there to give facts and nothing more. 
 
    Sure we were. 
 
    I stood there and listened as Neldor outlined how the investigation was handled and the stages of it, comparing it to peeling back the layers of the most corrupt onion in the history of our worlds. I was jealous how well he could handle these situations and admitted to myself it was time to let him do it more often. 
 
    The problem was the perception. People would say shit about him clearly taking me over and being the real power of Faerie if I had him do this too often.  
 
    But I made us look bad and started problems when I blew my top. I honestly didn’t know what was best. Sure, in a perfect world, I could get my shit together and stop preaching which annoyed so many people. I didn’t mean to, but I got so pissed when so many were complacent with important matters. 
 
    Shouldn’t more of us blow our tops at that? 
 
    Yes, but now that I knew I was royal I had to curb it better. I did agree with Shael that my calm trickled down and comforted our people.  
 
    I just didn’t know how to fix the problem. Clearly, therapy wouldn’t help, my issues coming to light about it and being counterproductive with Pollae clearly outlined that. 
 
    I had a random thought about Blake Ward and how I had stayed calm when even the seasoned guard got riled up, but then it was my turn to talk again and I lost it. I nodded to Neldor in thanks and went back to my original spot. 
 
    “The witches and warlocks cannot go forever without a council. The corrupt ones we punished didn’t do much to protect them, but they need that protection. All of our people do. After looking at all aspects of the cases and outstanding criminals to catch and punish, Prince Neldor and I agree it is time to start the process of putting new elders on the council. 
 
    “The commanders with all their years and wisdom agree, and we unanimously have chosen the first we will name. No one could suggest a person who deserved it more or that we trust as fairies.” I gave them a moment with that and then dug deep for the patience I would need when people lost their minds at this. “We name Anya White as the head elder of the council.” 
 
    People blinked in shock but then to my shock about half the gathered group seemed happy. A few people from the media even friggin cheered.  
 
    Of course, to ruin that, there was about half losing their damn minds like I expected. 
 
    “The law does not allow women to be elders as they are unfit,” someone said loudly, using their magic to speak over all the others. 
 
    Fine, we were playing that game? I silenced the crowd. 
 
    “You lie,” Neldor snapped as he moved next to me. “You lie and you know you do so enough with the crap. The witches and warlocks are hurting so no more lies!” He sighed when everyone looked at him in shock. “I’m the prince of the dark realm. Yes, I can tell when people lie to me.” 
 
    I gave him a look that he was going to teach me that and he nodded in agreement. It was probably part of the royal secrets he’d told me he wanted to teach me several times and I brushed off because being alone with Neldor working on magic might be bad. 
 
    Probably bad and spark some damn chemistry I didn’t need in my life. 
 
    “As we have repeatedly stated, the previous council was illegitimate because it was not half witches,” Neldor continued. “By your own laws. That is a law of your society, so do not blather about women cannot be elders being a law. You might have magic, sir, but you are not the authority on what the rules are.” 
 
    Who was getting heated and blowing his top now? 
 
    Nice.  
 
    “For as many who constantly complain at me for being too progressive and turning my nose up at tradition, I am pushing to return to tradition,” I said with a smirk. “We are reverting this council back to the founding laws and guidelines. It will be half witches.” I waited until most people nodded in agreement. 
 
    Good, that was progress, and they were getting better at tuning out the noise as well. 
 
    “I know some will object to my choice given she was my teacher and advisor at Artemis, but she was nominated by more than myself.” I let out a slow breath before I let another cat out of the bag. “And she was trusted by my mother, Queen Meira.” I nodded when people couldn’t hide their shock. “Before the war started, my mother was investigating this corruption. 
 
    “She did not like how witches were being edged out and it was becoming this cesspool of greed and only warlock elders. She assigned one of her most trusted friends, Commander Iolas, to find the right person to find evidence to support her worries. Then Captain Iolas took the task seriously and spoke with then Professor White. 
 
    “He was pleasantly surprised to find out she was actually fairy born and kept that fact hidden to keep her safe. Anya and her father were brought to my mother, and she allowed Anya to have great knowledge as long as it was locked in her mind. She magically gave her the gift to speak and read Faerie so Anya could alert fairies if she came across something in the wrong hands. 
 
    “So the trust and faith in Anya White is not only from me, but from Queen Meira. And given that I would not be standing here without Anya White, I know every fairy will stand behind our decision to make her the head of this council.” 
 
    I stepped back and nodded to Shael to take over. 
 
    “From here there is a set process for how the seats will be filled,” Shael said firmly. “No matter what the liars bark on TV, this has been done before. Even Princess Tamsin learned of that in her history classes at Artemis, so I’m sorry people who think themselves important are ignorant to the truth. We will follow the precedence.” 
 
    Daman. Just dayumn. The woman knew how to hurt idiots best. 
 
    She nodded to Onas who revealed what he’d been hiding. “This is where someone is to be nominated. It is magically locked and tamper-proof. If anyone would like to test that, they may, but they must file the request with my office. We welcome that challenge as we want this secure and fair. If the request is not filed, you will be charged and imprisoned. 
 
    “We are drawing a very clear line in this, and there is a warning posted. I suggest the media make sure to show this clip of us outlining the rules and penalties now because the excuse that someone didn’t know will not be accepted. Nor believed when we have telepathy runes.”  
 
    She spent the next few minutes outlining everything and did it in a way that wasn’t too bad and certainly made our position clear. 
 
    “Putting forward your name is not enough,” she continued after I took my magic off the crowd and she answered a few questions from the media. “You need at least fifty non-family adult witches or warlocks to sign their names to your candidacy. Let me be blunt that it is in your best interest that they be uninfluenced signatures. 
 
    “If we find anyone influenced or coerced, you will forever be disqualified from holding any leadership role in your community. It will also be a mark against your family going forward. All the people need to be able to be contacted for that reason, so scribbles don’t count like petitions in the human world. There will be signatures, full names, and phone numbers.” 
 
    “And you have to use our official tamper-proof logs,” Onas added, showing where they could get them from the display he’d revealed. “And ‘non-family’ also means by marriage or business partners.” 
 
    “Once you have the required and validated fifty supporters who are willing to put their name and honor on the line to support you, the vetting process will begin. It is clearly outlined in your laws and in our own procedures as fairies. We have the journals of the previous commanders as to how to handle this situation and have studied them diligently.” 
 
    I swallowed a sigh of relief when I saw the shock in the crowd. I had told the commanders people needed more transparency because too much had been hidden from them. They thought people were just lazy, but I had looked into how to do this and couldn’t find anything. It had all been locked up in Faerie. 
 
    And I was very sure that was on purpose. Either way, I was glad my decision for Shael to state that was the right one. 
 
    Shael nodded for Onas to take over and stepped aside. 
 
    “As is customary, the most senior commander of the dark fairies will conduct the vetting process. In this time, that person is me,” he told them. 
 
    And I had done fucking cartwheels when I’d learned that. One, no one got much past Onas. Two, it would keep him busy and out of my fucking business for a while. Three, the man was just damn good at finding out the secrets of assholes. So it really was a good role for him, and I felt like we would do this well. 
 
    He outlined how the vetting process would go in detail, including making it clear over and over again that we would investigate their entire family, businesses, and everything we could. It would be extensive to make sure corruption did not fill the council once again.  
 
    Still, people wouldn’t listen to us or would think themselves smarter, so they would still try. That was fine, we were building two new prisons in Faerie for all the monsters we were catching left and right. 
 
    Overall it went about as expected, but at least it was finally, finally done. 
 
    When I arrived back home, Julian was pacing in my kitchen, the hobgoblins worried. He didn’t ask for permission to hug me this time, simply pulling me in his arms and holding me with all he had. 
 
    I realized he’d had the same reaction I had as I felt his tears touch my skin. He had been holding onto that worry and fear for years—as I had—that the warlock elders would still win. That they would find some sort of power or way to weasel themselves out of their punishment and come for me. 
 
    I let out several shuddering breaths of relief again as we sank to our knees and held each other, in our own world as we processed what happened. It was maybe one of the most intimate moments we’d ever shared, and I felt our souls practically hug in relief as well. 
 
    “I’m so fucking proud of you, my sweet fairy,” he whispered in my ear after he managed to collect himself. “You did it. You promised you would before you even knew who you were, and you really did it. You did what no one else could or had the drive to, and I’m so proud of you. You put everything on the line and cut out the aggressive cancer we needed gone.” 
 
    “Your mother is beaming with pride wherever she is,” Lageos said as well. He cleared his throat and then shocked all of us. “Your mother as well, Neldor. She was known as a crusader against corruption before she was driven insane by your ancients and more.” 
 
    And then he left. Wow. 
 
    “He went to see her,” Onas informed us, shocking the whole room and especially Neldor from the way he had to sit down. “He heard you went to see her, Princess, and realized he wanted to do the same. He said he could never forgive her for costing him his mate and time with you, but he understood her better.” 
 
    “He sensed something we can’t?” I wondered, glancing at Neldor who stared at his lap. “I know you’ll ask him and I don’t blame you, but please give him time. You don’t understand what my dad goes through.” 
 
    “I do,” he rasped. “I saw it in my mother when my father died. I’m just sorry I couldn’t be the anchor for her that apparently you are for your father. I failed her as a son.” 
 
    And then he opened a portal and went through it as well. 
 
    “I can’t even bitch they end conversations like that when I fucking teleport,” I grumbled, amusing most everyone there.  
 
    Still, it was a huge, huge win for the supe world. 
 
    And then we did it again the next week with the vampire council.  
 
    Fuck. Yeah. 
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    A week after the vampire council was handled, I was anxious and agitated again. Things weren’t falling into place as they should have. People were running fucking campaigns for the seats, and they were worse than American politics with the bullshit and lies.  
 
    And I couldn’t stop it. I couldn’t get involved as now we had to be impartial besides vetting the people. 
 
    It killed me. It killed me to see the car wreck I couldn’t stop. 
 
    Again. 
 
    We named a former vampire elder as the head of the council. He made it clear that he would only do it for five years and let someone take over but agreed there needed to be stability. He had actually been a good elder and beloved, but about thirty years ago had been tossed for a list of crimes that were bullshit. 
 
    But the average vampire had believed it. The elder that took his seat had had everything planned out including the “evidence” and more. It was a total hit job and it had worked. 
 
    And now I felt I was seeing more of the same.  
 
    I needed to get my shit under control though. I was snapping at people who didn’t deserve it or was even too much for the ones who did. I knew that.  
 
    I knew that… I simply didn’t know what to do about it. 
 
    Apparently, Julian did. He grabbed me around the waist after I tore into sweet Calarel about the news she’d given me—news that wasn’t her fault—and opened a portal. I didn’t fight him, knowing I would hurt him if I tried and even agreeing I needed a damn time-out. 
 
    Plus, to give a huge fucking apology for the really nice royal healer I’d just been a complete bitch to. 
 
    I wasn’t sure where we were when we came out of the portal, but it was hotter than where we’d been. Humid too. I swallowed a yelp when he turned us and then plopped me down on something hard. 
 
    Stone. It was the stone lip of a pond. 
 
    Indoors. 
 
    I glanced around and realized I was in the arboretum of the Craftsman estate. Then I looked at the pond and saw it had a few dozen koi carp. I couldn’t find my voice as I stared out at the pretty scene and fountain in the middle. “Why?” 
 
    “You needed a break,” he said as he sat next to me. “I’m sorry I—” 
 
    “No, thank you for doing that,” I cut in. “I’ll apologize to Calarel. I was out of line.” I let out a slow breath. “I can’t get control of my emotions.” 
 
    “You do better than people give you credit for. You are so young and have too much on you, Tams. You’ll get there.” 
 
    I nodded and then realized he’d answered the wrong question for me. “Why did you put in in koi pond?” 
 
    “You know why.” 
 
    I glanced at him then. “No, I don’t. Why did you do this?” 
 
    “For you. Because I love you, and I wanted you to have a place that was safe and could be a time-out for you. This place is warded with fairy magic now and your father’s magic. It’s cleansed and completely safe for you, no eyes here.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly and looked back at the fish, a calmness settling in me watching them swim and being so carefree. “Why would you do this for me when I won’t let you back in?” 
 
    He didn’t answer right away, probably considering his wording carefully which I appreciated. “You did something for me when I needed it because you could. Cleansing this house and redoing it was—I didn’t know how much that would help me with my role. Mentally even being trapped here. It—you don’t know how much it meant to me.” 
 
    “I do. I saw the videos,” I muttered. 
 
    “That doesn’t remotely cover it, Tams.” He let out a shaky breath. “You saw me. You saw what I was suffering.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t, and I hate myself for it,” I whispered. “I had no idea you were suffering.” 
 
    “That was my fault. Mine. I own that and understand it. Please hear me on this because I—I need you to hear me on this.” 
 
    I looked away from the pond and met his gaze. I let out a sigh when he cupped my cheek. His large warm hand was comforting when I was mixed up, and I was too tired to hide that. 
 
    “Everyone acted like I won the prize becoming the next head of the Craftsman family. You saw it wasn’t a gift but a curse. You saw through it all and how I was struggling. That’s why I built the koi pond.” 
 
    I nodded. “Because I knew that pain as well, and you know this struggle.” 
 
    “And I see you too. I haven’t always, and I’ve been a selfish jerk more times than I can count, but I see you, Tamsin Vale.” 
 
    I believed that. When Julian paid attention, he saw me down to my soul in a way no one else ever had—ever could maybe. 
 
    “Thanks, Doc.” I cleared my throat and looked back at the pond. He had taken a huge leap with this and let me in, and I felt I should do the same. “I know I’ve owed you a conversation, but I don’t think I can manage that. Can I tell you where my head is and we can leave it at that for the moment? I feel like I’m keeping the answer from you, but I don’t know what it means.” 
 
    He didn’t reply for a few moments. “Okay, I can handle that. Yes, thank you.” 
 
    I turned fully on the stone edging and folded my legs as I stared out at the fountain. I took a deep breath, and I told him what I had felt in that dreamscape weeks ago, the one he’d made to look like my library. How I had felt we would fail when I took him back last time but I didn’t feel that anymore, but something still felt off.  
 
    It could be what Darby had said and Julian wasn’t fighting for us anymore because of what I’d said or not. Part of me acknowledged that. I did. Full stop. 
 
    Things just felt different since he’d been listening to me. His not touching me when I’d asked for that or checking with me was a big first step. He stopped doing what he wanted for our relationship, and I felt the main consideration for him. He listened to me for a while and then we sat there for what felt like hours simply watching the fish. 
 
    “I know you didn’t tell me this to give me hope, but fuck, I have so much hope for us now,” he whispered. Him talking after such a long silence startled me, but then I caught up with what he’d said. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “That’s why I didn’t want to say anything,” I admitted. “I feel like a tease. Like I’m only feeling this because you’re not trying to get me back anymore.” 
 
    “Except you felt it before I said anything, right?” 
 
    I swallowed loudly and nodded before looking at him. “Can I tell you a secret?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I think I’m getting my mother’s gift of seeing the future.” I nodded when he went pale. “I think what I felt was the future. I felt at peace with you and like we were healed. Not in that moment, but like an echo of it.” I sighed and looked back at the water. “When I see memories, they echo, but I feel the pull back to the past now that you’ve worked with me.” 
 
    “And what did you feel then?” 
 
    “A push forward,” I answered. “But we were in the dreamscape. You can’t see auras in there and—how would that even work?” 
 
    “Or maybe you could tap into something you can’t when you’re conscious,” he muttered. “Not yet at least.” 
 
    “I don’t mean this to sound harsh, but do you think that actually possible or do you want it to be so that’s our future?” 
 
    “I can admit I want that, but I fully believe that’s possible. I’ve done things in the dreamscape when I’ve been fully asleep that helped me later when I was awake. Our brains and magic work differently subconsciously. Like how you break metal when upset. That’s not something you do consciously most of the time.” 
 
    He had a good point and I accepted that, bobbing my head and watching the fish. 
 
    “Can we just put a pin in it for now?” I asked so quietly I barely heard my own voice. “I can’t see you really trying to move on right now anyways, right? Am I being too selfish to say this?” 
 
    “No,” he said firmly, repeating himself when I did a double take. “No, because you’re admitting you don’t know what this is and how you feel. If you told me to wait for you knowing it was just your jealousy and you didn’t want us back together, that would be selfish. Keeping me from moving on is horribly selfish when you have no intention of us being together.” 
 
    “It’s still selfish when we might be together again,” I told him. “I have to admit that when one of the things I’ve raged on you most is how selfish you’ve been not letting me go when I’ve needed it.” 
 
    “Fair,” he agreed after several moments. “But I’m choosing this too. You didn’t then.” He blew out a harsh breath and moved his foot up onto the stone. “I don’t know the right answer, Tams. If I hadn’t been so selfish and pushed, maybe you would have let me go and we wouldn’t be here.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding his point. “Maybe we would have healed and already be back together. We just don’t know. I hear you.” 
 
    He was quiet several minutes. “Do you think that’s what would have happened if I’d really given you space?” 
 
    I opened my mouth but then closed it. “I don’t know, Julian. I really don’t. My life is always such a constant roller coaster on stormy seas that I can’t answer that.” But there was something I should tell him that probably would give him hope. “It meant a lot to me how long you fought though. Even if you messed up in it, all this time you never took your eyes off of me.” 
 
    “Okay, so that’s where we’re at.” 
 
    “And that’s okay?” I hedged. 
 
    “Yeah, Tams. I’d rather us be honest with our feelings instead of sure about what label we are. Wouldn’t you?” 
 
    I opened my mouth and closed it before trying again. “I guess? It sounds—I like the idea of us being more honest and able to talk. That wasn’t our strong point and both of us were the problem there.” 
 
    “I used to feel that way, but I’m not sure I do anymore,” he admitted, shrugging when I looked at him. “You communicated well with Hudson.” 
 
    “Did I?” I argued. “I think we talked more than you and I did, but if I communicated better, we wouldn’t have gone off the rails either. He certainly would have understood him speaking for me was like a deal breaker in a way he has repeatedly fucked up.” 
 
    “That’s fair,” he agreed. “I was so jealous with the way you’d tell him everything. You would tell me something he already knew and I’d just shut down, upset you couldn’t tell me. I thought…” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “That you didn’t love me as much as him if you couldn’t tell me things. It hurt, a lot. I focused on what I knew instead. Magic.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot, Doc,” I chuckled darkly. “I was so in love with you way before I ever admitted it. You were everything I wanted and… I loved you first, and I never loved any of them more than you.” 
 
    “I’ve freely admitted I was the biggest fucking idiot ever, Tams,” he said with a bright smile which confused me. He stood and stretched, smirking when it was clear that I was taking notice. He leaned in until we were close enough to kiss. “But I’m an idiot who has a chance to get you back which wasn’t possible yesterday. So I’m a happy idiot.” 
 
    He opened a portal and walked through it. 
 
    What. 
 
    The.  
 
    Fuck? 
 
    “No, I’m the fucking idiot,” I sighed, wondering what that was all about and if I’d just made my life more complicated. 
 
    Or lit all the dynamite to blow up my life. 
 
    Both? It couldn’t be neither, so I was going with both. 
 
    “Fine, if it was built for me, I’m putting my damn feet in it,” I grumbled, hurrying to take off my shoes and rolling up my pants. That was the one thing I’d wanted to do when I’d stared at that koi pond all those years ago.  
 
    Then I was smart and thought about cleansing with the plants the way my dad had taught me to. I sat there and took in deep breaths and exhaled slowly with my magic as well, staring as I thought about nothing really. 
 
    “Well, clearly, the warlock is doing better by you,” Lageos said from behind me sometime later. “You might want to pull it back, Daughter.” 
 
    I looked up at him and winced, taking in the overgrown and crazy everything in Julian’s arboretum. “My bad.” 
 
    “He’ll forgive you,” Lageos chuckled as he sat next to me. “You owe Calarel an apology.” 
 
    “I know and I will.” 
 
    “I know you will. Sorry, I said it more to ask what was going on.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Too much and I feel like I can’t get enough done.” 
 
    “Your mother used to feel the same. You both set impossibly high standards for yourselves and then judge harsher than anyone I’ve ever seen.” He snorted. “It figures the two people I’ve loved most in my life would be so silly.” 
 
    I nodded and then turned to look at him with my head on my knees. “What would you do about the Alpha dragons?” 
 
    He sighed. “Make too big of a mess. Don’t ask me on these matters, Daughter. I told your mother the same. I don’t have the patience for diplomacy and make a mess of things.” 
 
    I snorted as I looked back out at the pond. “Fine, I’ll blame you for giving me that trait then instead of owning it.” 
 
    He laughed so hard that it echoed off the large area. 
 
    Julian came back and was shocked to see Lageos there… And to see the state his arboretum was in. 
 
    I simply shrugged. “I did some cleansing. It helped.” 
 
    “I’ll have everything handled and…” He frowned. 
 
    “Meira had a hidden area that she used to have seedlings at,” my dad told him. “Or bushes that bore fruit so she could reward people with treats made with her magic. Irma and the hobgoblins would love it. Have a place to get fae produce just for the kids that was from the future queen’s magic.” 
 
    “I like it,” Julian agreed. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to take over your arboretum,” I worried. 
 
    Julian snorted. “Fucking burn it all to the ground if you want, Tams. This is my prison while I’m the head of the family. You made it bearable for me and awesome for others, but I don’t care at all.” 
 
    “I would look at the original charter again, Julian,” my dad suggested. “With more seasoned eyes than your own. There is always a loophole. If not, I will teleport this house to the moon. Stop focusing on the place and past, and keep your eyes on my daughter and what she needs. I will fix it then.” 
 
    It was such a Lageos thing to say and offer that I smiled. He cut through so much of the bullshit it was great. Really it was. 
 
    I went back to find Calarel a bit later and apologized to her for the way I behaved. Fuck, I rambled on and told her it wasn’t an excuse, but I needed cleansing and I adored her. 
 
    “I know you do, Your Highness,” she chuckled as she patted me on the back since I’d also hugged her. “I took no offense and knew it was the situation.” 
 
    “You’re too nice to me,” I grumbled. 
 
    “You get yelled at and lectured enough.” She gave me a soft smile when I pulled away. “But we do need to finish the discussion.” 
 
    “Yeah, we do,” I sighed. “So we can’t save Instructor Larson’s mother. We’re sure?” 
 
    “No, you misunderstood what I was trying to say,” she said gently. “We absolutely can save both their lives. We can’t save all their magic.” 
 
    “Right, but we die without our magic,” I muttered, studying her closely. 
 
    “There is the disconnect,” Stefanie sighed looking upset as well. “You don’t have enough anatomy and physiology of fairies education yet.” She waited until I focused on her. “Remember how you cracked your magical core and rivers? That is what we speak of, Your Highness. Some of their wounds were from overextending their magic in the war.” 
 
    “Okay, so…” I felt like a moron. “Okay, I get it now. Or—White made it sound like I would stunt my growth, but you can still do that as an adult.” 
 
    “Yes, exactly, and like a human can lose a leg or become paralyzed, the same can happen for our magic,” Calarel explained, nodding when I winced. “We’ve done all we can to heal them so they will live, your father going to great lengths to help. But they will not have full access to their magic.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s go give him the news and explain this so we can get the go-ahead.” 
 
    “I’m confused, Your Highness,” Calarel muttered. 
 
    “Some humans decide not to live paralyzed, Calarel,” I said gently. “They choose to give up or assisted suicide. It’s taken us over a year to get to this point, and Larson has been holding on this whole time. We need to tell him as it’s his parents and that his mother will never be the same again.” 
 
    “Or fly,” Calarel whispered sadly, nodding when I swore. “Her wing is damaged beyond repair. Maybe something can be done once she’s recovered more, but she will never fly again.” 
 
    “But alive and not able to fly is better than dead,” Stefanie reminded me.  
 
    “Not to everyone,” I grumbled, thinking on humans.  
 
    But to Larson, alive was all that mattered. My stoic and mostly dickish instructor broke down when we promised we could save his mother. His father was actually a warlock who lived in Faerie as they were true mates. He would not recover all of his magic either, but considering he had a fairy parent as well, he had been an overcharged warlock. 
 
    Now he would just be a normal one basically. 
 
    We went right away and woke them with Lageos immediately giving the care needed. It was a touching and crushing combination, but it was done, and he had his parents alive which was better than a lot of people.  
 
    I instructed Calarel to keep up on their care and they were allowed to use my family hot spring until she was better. I waved off the arguments it wasn’t allowed, reminding them that I was alive because of Larson. Lageos beamed with pride, and we went out to dinner alone to enjoy the time we had together. 
 
    Because like lots of fairies recovering from the war, I would lose my dad faster than any of us would want. 
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    A week later, I was about to blow my top again. We’d made huge progress in getting back all of the unicorns to Faerie. Unfortunately, a lot of them had been mistreated, but now they were home being taken care of. The others had cost a small fortune. I didn’t care. I wanted them all back in Faerie. 
 
    Except there were a handful of holdouts.  
 
    Shael had just informed me that she’d just gotten back from meeting with the owners and had failed. The powerful fox said there was nothing we could do to make him sell the unicorn. 
 
    No, just… No. No more bullshit, especially from the fox shifters. 
 
    I didn’t let her finish, teleporting to where she had gone and ready to throw down, do battle if needed. 
 
    Until I heard the thoughts of the loving grandfather who was standing there staring at me in shock. 
 
    I blew out a harsh breath and stared at the ceiling of the barn with my hands on my hips as I listened to him and his granddaughter who was about ten. I ignored the portals that opened around me with detail racing to come guard me and focused on the fox shifter. 
 
    “Yes, I’m a hothead and probably as stubborn as you are. I’m not a bully. That’s not what this is about. But I get it now.” 
 
    “Because you hear our thoughts,” he sighed, crossing his arms over his chest. “I have every right to declare I won’t sell the animal. You even coming here is bullying us.” 
 
    “No, because you just called it an animal when it’s fair folk,” I argued, holding up my hand when he opened his mouth. “But I get it now. I heard you. You’re actually an amazing grandfather and would rather die than take the unicorn from your granddaughter because she loves it more than anything in the world. I get it.” 
 
    I mostly said it for the others so they knew nothing shady was going on and I would behave.  
 
    Mostly. 
 
    I moved closer to the little girl and squatted down so we were at the same height. “I’m sorry for your loss. Being an orphan is horrible in a way others can’t understand. But you’re not alone and have a grandfather that loves you lots.” 
 
    “He does,” she agreed, reaching out and taking his hand. “I don’t want to lose Button.” 
 
    “I know you don’t. I get it now, you love him.” I waited until she nodded. “And you want what’s best for him.” 
 
    “Yes. He belongs here with me.” 
 
    “But he doesn’t, honey,” I said gently. “He shouldn’t even be in this part of the world. It gets too hot here in summer and too cold in winter.” 
 
    “We handle that as any responsible owner would,” the grandfather argued. “And I don’t want you to speak to my granddaughter. I’m uncomfortable with this.” 
 
    I nodded but then shrugged. “I’m still going to and we both know it. She’s the one I need to convince.” I held up my hand to him again and focused on the little girl. “I won’t take Button from you. I promise. I just want to show you something, okay? Will you come with me to see something important so you can make the right choice?” 
 
    “Grandfather can come?” she checked. 
 
    “Yes, he can.” I waited until she nodded before opening a portal. 
 
    “You could regret this,” Shael sighed. 
 
    I gave her a tired look back. “There are only three unicorns left on this world, Commander. That makes them and the people who house them targets. You don’t think the Underground or one of their elders will trample all over these people to get the unicorns? You know they will.”  
 
    I felt better when the grandfather was scared for their safety. And here I thought Shael was a twit for not telling him that already. 
 
    I held out my hand to the little girl and smiled when she took it. We went through the portal and came out the other side to a portal to Faerie. “Have you ever been to Faerie where Button is from?” 
 
    “No,” she whispered, her mind racing with excitement. 
 
    I glanced at the grandfather and activated the portal after he shook his head. “Welcome to our home.” I went through and waited for them to come through as well. Then I took her hand and winked at her. “This time we’re going to teleport, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” she squealed, shutting her eyes tightly as if that would make a difference. It was cute. 
 
    I teleported the two of us and waited until the others came through the portal, relief instantly filling the grandfather’s face when he saw her. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to worry you. I wouldn’t ever hurt her.” 
 
    He did a double take and some of his agitation leaked away. “I believe that, Princess. I truly do, but teleporting isn’t something I can grasp.” 
 
    I accepted that, knowing many felt that way. I brought them over to the pen and helped the girl stand on the middle level of the wood fence. “See those two unicorns heading towards us? Those are my unicorns.” 
 
    “The royal unicorns all died,” the man whispered. 
 
    “We lied,” I chuckled, shrugging when he shot me a look. I told him in his mind what we had found and why we’d had to. I didn’t want the little girl to hear such disgusting things like forcing unicorns to breed. I gave love to both of my unicorns and smiled when they made the girl giggle. “You know about mates, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” she hedged, petting Gambit who was soaking up the attention. 
 
    “They are mates.” I nodded when her mouth fell open. “Unicorns have them too.” 
 
    “Does Button?” she whispered as she kept petting Gambit. 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe. He might have one that hasn’t been born yet. But he can’t find out if he stays with you.” 
 
    “I love him,” she rasped. 
 
    “I know, honey.” I rubbed her shoulder. “But that means sometimes you have to do what’s best for him because you love him so much.” 
 
    “I can’t,” she sniffled. “I can’t not ever see him again.” 
 
    I smiled as I tucked her hair behind her ear. “That wouldn’t be what’s best for him. I’m sure he loves you too. Very much.” 
 
    “Then what are you proposing?” the grandfather asked, an edge to his tone. 
 
    “That Button lives in Faerie and you can come see her anytime you want,” I told the little girl while answering his question. “You can schedule riding times like you normally do after school. You can spend as much time with him as you want, whenever you want. If you wake sad and need to see him, a fairy will come bring you to him. I swear it.” 
 
    “Your Highness, that’s—” Shael started to argue but shut her mouth when I gave her a look to. 
 
    “I will hire someone just for that. We can have a stable with the three holdouts. I don’t care. This is that important to me.” I smiled at the little girl. “We’ve brought the other unicorns all home, and now Button will be in danger because he’s one of the last there. I’m sorry for that. I really and truly am, but I had to do it. People were hurting the unicorns and they’re safe here.” 
 
    “I can keep him safe,” she whispered, fully knowing she was lying. 
 
    “I know you would try your best, but you could get hurt, and that would kill your grandfather.” I rubbed her shoulder again and waited until she looked at me. “You have a lot of time for Button now because you’re young, but soon you’ll have more work with school. You’ll have high school and lots of friends taking up your time. 
 
    “You’ll have boyfriends that you will love and want your attention. College takes a lot of time and focus. And one day you’ll get married and have kids of your own. But what about Button? Is it really okay that he only has you and all he does is wait for you to come visit?” 
 
    “No, that’s selfish,” she said before breaking down crying. 
 
    I picked her up and hugged her tightly, not caring that she was blubbering all over me. I rubbed her back and told her she was a good kid and was making the right choice. 
 
    “I will talk to the other two holdouts,” the grandfather said after the girl calmed down. That shocked me, and he chuckled at whatever was on my face. “We know them and it’s the same situation. I didn’t think about the danger for us now that the others have gone back.” 
 
    I nodded. “We will have to lock the information we shared in your minds. People can’t know other unicorns are alive.” 
 
    “It’s a shame to keep them quiet. They’re amazing and bring joy to many.” 
 
    “It’s just for now,” I assured him. “There’s too much darkness in both of our worlds. Eventually, I plan on having days where anyone can ride unicorns and the kids can come see them no matter their money because they do bring joy. Right now I have to protect them like I do all fair folk.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, you do, and you do it better than I gave you credit for. I’m sorry for that.” 
 
    I shrugged. “People aren’t always wrong in their criticism of me. It just doesn’t come from a good place or they have no right to judge after what they’ve done.” I handed over his granddaughter when she calmed down. “I’m very sorry for your loss. Truly.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m sorry for yours. Queen Meira was an amazing woman who radiated love and hope. I felt it simply being in the same ballroom as her once. Her loss is one that will be felt for many years to come.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    We worked out the rest of the details, and then I brought his granddaughter to the hobgoblin bakery to be spoiled and fussed over. Then I went with the fox shifter and spoke with the other two holdouts. It was the same thing and the girls were all friends even. I promised them the same thing and showed them the truth. 
 
    After everything was done, we met up at the hobgoblin bakery and it was right as they were closing for the day. The shifters were in awe watching how hobgoblins cleaned up with their magic. I bit back a snort when I heard from the parents’ thoughts that it was much smarter to be in good with fairies than upset us. 
 
    Damn right it was.  
 
    I did have some words with Shael when everything was done. I didn’t like to be too critical, but not warning those people of the danger they would be in housing the last three unicorns on the planet was a big mistake. One she accepted. She admitted she had been thrown from her prepared arguments when they brought in children. 
 
    Yeah, but that was the time to push harder because those kids could have ended up dead. 
 
    Twit. She did her best, but I was pretty sure kids were the scariest thing to her when she was a big badass commander. 
 
    I teleported to my dad to tell him it was handled and glanced around with a frown when I couldn’t figure out where I was. Then I gasped. “Well, that’s a huge breach of security if I can just fucking teleport in here.” 
 
    “I thought the same, but I’m not going to tell them,” Lageos said with a chuckle. “No one knows enough about demigods to block us, and you have that strong in your blood it seems. The wards can keep out fairies.” 
 
    “I doubt Mom,” I muttered as I stared around the Artemis vault. “I thought you were done with the audit? Nothing was missing, and nothing else was extra besides whatever of Mom’s was left here?” 
 
    “Correct, but that was just accounting basically. I’ve been spending time making sure that every item listed is actually what it says it is,” he explained.  
 
    “Plus, you want to play in the vault and learn how magic developed in the past twenty years when you were stuck in darkness,” I said gently. 
 
    He nodded. “It soothes my mind, menial tasks like this. The learning how it’s done—most of these I knew or taught me nothing. I did come across an interesting one and thought it would benefit you to learn. That was how it started.” He shot me almost a shy look. “I love when we speak magic and I work with you.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “But you do not come to me with much.” 
 
    I sighed. “I’ve come to you for a lot, Dad. All of those energy stones in Faerie and lots of projects.” I scratched my head when he kept staring at me. “I was having sex dreams I didn’t know were mine. I have limits about what I can talk to you about. I should have asked for help sooner. I know that, but I still can’t talk about it with you.” 
 
    “I understand,” he accepted after a few moments. “Yes, I used to feel off when one of my brothers would talk of his activities like that. Thank you for explaining.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t sooner.” I sat next to him when he pulled out a chair. “Plus, I think my magic knew I needed Julian. Or fucking fate wanted us to heal by working together. I don’t know, but I knew it had to be him.” 
 
    “You got the help you needed, that’s what matters,” he forgave, the topic clearly done with him. “Now, let me show you how this works. It’s quite creative. I don’t think Kyle knows what he truly has here.” 
 
    I smiled and leaned in so my head was lying on his muscular shoulder. “Show me everything.” 
 
    He kissed my hair. “You are the best thing I’ve ever done with my long life, Daughter. You give me a happiness I never thought I could feel.” 
 
    “Me too, Dad,” I rasped, hugging his arm instead of simply leaning on him. 
 
    I had one of the best nights of my life sitting there talking magic with my dad and learning all he was willing to teach me. Lageos wasn’t a patient man except with me, but he was a very engaging teacher. We worked for hours, but right as we were wrapping up, he shocked me by saying he should tell this to Neldor as well. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked quietly. “I heard you went to see his mother.” 
 
    “I can’t forgive her,” he said firmly, waiting until I nodded. “But the pain she was in for those last moments—she was not well, Tamsin. I know there are many fairies who think that pain was because she did dark magic against everything they believe, but I don’t think it that at all.” 
 
    “I didn’t sense that either,” I admitted. “But I felt the pain. It echoed almost as regret.” 
 
    “Yes, that was what I felt most. I think her last moments she…” He shook his head. 
 
    “I won’t judge or tell,” I promised. 
 
    “Meira used to say Neldor’s mother was more powerful than she was. I don’t know if that’s true since I never met the woman, but she believed it. They met once and she was shocked at the power, scared by it.” 
 
    I nodded. “Where is your head?” 
 
    “That Neldor’s mother had a moment of sanity when completing the spell and tried to stop it.” He nodded when I couldn’t hide my shock. “The darkness was different from what Meira showed me. Even as horrible as it was, Meira thought she could only save fairies and the other animals would be gone. Unicorns and other fair folk could survive but not all.” 
 
    “And no dead fair folk have been found,” I muttered. I sighed and scrubbed my hand over my head. “I want to believe, but I know that’s because I want her to have regretted it and tried to stop it.” 
 
    “Agreed. I wish she could have, but I saw how crazy the ancients could drive Meira, but your grandmother blocked her from a lot. From what Meira said, the same was not for Neldor’s mother. His grandmother was part of the crazy from what Meira saw in her visions.” 
 
    “I wonder if Neldor knows that,” I muttered. I glanced at Lageos. “No one will tell me how my grandmother died. Why do I think it wasn’t good?” 
 
    Lageos sighed. “She had an accident. Not in Faerie of course, which she rarely left.” 
 
    “And the planet would save her if it could,” I muttered. 
 
    “Yes, but Meira was too young and ignored when she objected. She was worried about the fallout and keeping the peace between the realms. It was made clear that the ancients who supported peace would change their opinion if she didn’t drop her fanciful ideas of her mother being murdered.” 
 
    “Which means one of them was abso-fucking-lutely responsible,” I growled. 
 
    “Something I have mentioned repeatedly to Onas. He nods his head and placates me.” 
 
    “I’ll handle that.” 
 
    Lageos’s lips twitched. “Of course, you will, Daughter.” He let out a slow breath. “My opinion of Neldor is changing and not because of what I learned. I think he truly is falling for you. He sings your praises in the same way I did your mother. The question is whether you could ever have feelings for him.” 
 
    He didn’t make me say it, but the look I gave him told him all he needed to know, nodding he understood. 
 
    Good because I had no fucking clue what to do about it most days. 
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    A few days later I was standing in front of my mate and ready to cry.  
 
    And I felt we were hopeless which I hated and probably wasn’t fair. 
 
    “Don’t go, shorty,” Hudson begged when I went to turn away. He hugged me from behind and nuzzled my face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to lie to you.” 
 
    “I know,” I whispered, willing the tears burning in my eyes to disappear.  
 
    “You look beautiful,” he murmured. “I was struck stupid how amazing you look.” 
 
    “You look handsome too.” 
 
    He was quiet several moments and then kissed my bare shoulder. “Please don’t let others ruin our first date I actually planned. Please? I know it’s not fair and horrible to ask, but I need this to not—please?” 
 
    I nodded, letting out a shaky breath. “I hate this though, Hudson. I hate it.” 
 
    “I know, me too, shorty. I’m sorry I didn’t handle it better.” He cleared his throat. “River is just so scared to lose you.” 
 
    That cut through my upset, and I chuckled even if it was a watery one. “River, huh?” 
 
    “Yup. It’s all River, and he’s pissed you guys haven’t flown around Faerie like you promised after the bubble picnic.” 
 
    “Yeah, we should do that,” I agreed, patting his hand. “Okay, give me two minutes to freshen up my makeup and we’ll restart this like nothing happened.” 
 
    “Can we really do it?” 
 
    “Yup, because we say so.” 
 
    “I love you so much.” 
 
    “I love you too.” And I did. I really loved the stupid dragon.  
 
    He let me pull away, and I went back to my room and used the bathroom there so I could really fix my makeup if needed. It was fine after I dabbed the tears still threatening to fall.  
 
    I had been so fucking excited and hopeful for this date. I was dressed to the nines and like a princess should be when being taken out on a date by a prince. 
 
    But fucking politics and species bullshit almost ruined it all. 
 
    Hudson had been such a ball of anxiety when I’d walked down the stairs, my security was in the kitchen with him on high alert. He couldn’t hide it from me, and my stupid mouth opened before my brain could stop it and I demanded what was wrong. 
 
    Apparently, most of the dragon royal families were out of patience with me and fairies that we hadn’t solved all their problems already. That we had made promises and I wasn’t keeping them. Not the kings and queens, but someone from every royal family who had power had spoken to Hudson on the side after learning about our date and pressured him. 
 
    Pressured him to get me to do what they wanted, because of course a man just influenced women like that. We could have minds of our own? Nooooo, that was ridiculous. 
 
    And dragons were honestly some of the least sexist supes of our world.  
 
    May the gods help us all. 
 
    But my mate with a good heart had freaked out that if they were all hounding him, it would reach my ears, and he worried I would think that was what the date was. So in stupid dragon fashion, he blurted it all out and that we should cancel that date or people would think he would pressure me. 
 
    Or could. 
 
    We could never just be Tamsin and Hudson but always this bullshit and outside everything. 
 
    It was all a mess. 
 
    No, it needed to be made a mess of so they would stop. 
 
    An evil grin formed on my lips, and I teleported back to Hudson. 
 
    “I know that look,” he chuckled darkly. “Hit me with it, shorty.” 
 
    “I think it’s time to send in the demigod to deal with these fools.” I shrugged when he winced. “I’ve told people he’s better than a Hulk.” I shook my head when he went to argue. “Everyone goes to your parents. You’re not the boss yet. I’m not yet.” 
 
    “Technically, Your Highness,” Rafe hedged. 
 
    “True, but no one would pull this shit if my mother was alive. They do it even with my father alive because he doesn’t get all into it. This time I think he should and make some of the big bad dragons shit themselves.” I reached out and moved my hand to Hudson’s chest. “Our parents need to be a united front if we’re going to work. Let them be the parents this time.” 
 
    He nodded after a moment. “Yes, as long as they’re the team and not Lageos—my parents can’t take the hit right now, Tams.” 
 
    “No, we’re a team. If we’re going to really try and make this work, then we’re a team.” I barely had time to gasp before Hudson pulled me in his arms and kissed me with all he had. 
 
    “We are the team, shorty. I’m on your team. Full stop.” 
 
    “But you can’t let your family be roadkill.” I smiled when he nodded. “I get it. I feel the same and love them too.” I glanced over at Rafe. “Get a replacement for my security, please. I want you to talk to Lageos and figure this out with King Xavier and Queen Sasha. We need a quiet meeting to finally sort this shit out and handle fools.” 
 
    “Agreed, Your Highness,” he said, dipping his head to me before opening a portal. 
 
    “Not Dalyor,” Hudson said before the fairy left, clearing his throat and looking away. 
 
    “Yeah, not Dalyor,” I agreed.  
 
    It wouldn’t be prudent to have the man Hudson pushed on me to “fix me” when we were having problems join us on our first date towards healing. 
 
    No, not at all. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go have our date,” I whispered, suddenly super nervous. A laugh slipped out of my lips and Hudson frowned. “Sorry, just was thinking we really can’t fuck this up now. I mean, it starts with this drama, and that can be the only drama. Right?” 
 
    I heard the begging tone of my voice by the end of what I said, but I was grateful that he ignored it. 
 
    “I planned something awesome, I promise.” 
 
    I smiled and went with him to the portal. He’d programmed it so I didn’t know in advance and had told my security so some of them were already there.  
 
    I was confused when we went through and a cold wind immediately cut through me. I used a barrier with warm air, but I couldn’t make sense of where we were.  
 
    Until I turned around and saw the massive fucking luxury yacht. 
 
    “Did you book us like a dinner cruise?” I asked quietly. 
 
    He blinked at me and sighed. “I forgot you would see through the barrier and glamour. Crap.” 
 
    “No, this is super cool,” I assured him. “I’ve always thought they were super romantic and like rom-com cute.” I felt my face flush all the way up to my ears, but the grin he gave me was worth it. 
 
    “I’ve never been on one, but I’ve heard the same and thought I’d want to with you.” 
 
    “Thanks, beastie,” I said under my breath.  
 
    We were greeted by someone who was clearly the host. His eyes flashed shock, and for a moment he couldn’t get his mouth to work. 
 
    “We have a reservation,” Hudson told him. “It’s under Rothchild.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, forgive me Prince Hudson, Princess Tamsin. We thought—”   
 
    “Yes, I know, which is why I booked it that way,” Hudson told him. “That way word wouldn’t get out Princess Tamsin was here and the normal crazy happen.” 
 
    “People will still show up and…” I trailed off, beaming at my smart dragon. “Tell me there’s no cell service or something so people can’t let everyone know.” 
 
    “No phones are allowed at all,” the host told us. “This is a place of complete privacy. Even if people take pictures, the magic will block it.” 
 
    I shot a look at Agis who had taken over for Rafe. We didn’t have stuff like that as fairies and we needed to. 
 
    And from the look in his eyes, the captain completely agreed with me.  
 
    Good. 
 
    Hudson was very careful helping me up the gangplank since I was in super high heels. He loved them, and it made our height difference not be so much. But I’d only picked them after he promised we wouldn’t be walking or dancing. 
 
    For obvious reasons.  
 
    “You are the last couple,” the host told us as he led us to our seats. 
 
    “I apologize if we held people up. Something important happened.” 
 
    He glanced at his watch. “You are right on time, Princess. Two minutes to spare even. We have a strict policy to leave on time no matter who is missing and no refunds so people make it on time.” 
 
    I thanked him and was looking for a menu, but he said our server would be over with drinks. Huh? 
 
    “The menu is ordered when you book,” Hudson explained. “And I got everything, so anything you don’t want, I’ll eat.” 
 
    I reached over and rubbed his hand, glad when he relaxed. “This is awesome, really.” 
 
    “Are you cold?” he worried when a gust of wind picked up. 
 
    “No, I’ve got a barrier up. I’m perfect.” 
 
    “It’s much colder than the weather said it was going to be,” he grumbled, letting out a slow breath. He was so fucking nervous that I think I fell in love with him all over again. This mattered that much to him. 
 
    I mattered that much to him.  
 
    Wow. 
 
    I waved one of my security over when I saw several women at other tables shiver. “Please offer them warming barriers or I can put one over the ships.” I shrugged when the fairy chuckled softly and promised they would handle it. 
 
    People had already noticed we were there anyways, so what was the harm in helping other people’s dates go nicely? 
 
    I glanced around and was in awe that we were on the top deck to eat. Then it hit me… The barrier. It would keep out rain or anything that would make us go inside. I saw a minute later that the crew was walking around and offering to adjust the temperature for the tables. 
 
    Whoops. 
 
    People told them that we’d already handled it, and one of the people clearly in charge came over and thanked me. They upgraded the champagne Hudson had ordered and since three couples had had to cancel, they offered some of the food to my security. 
 
    So clearly, they appreciated the help. Which made me think of something. 
 
    “Are you hiring?” I asked the manager. I shrugged when Hudson chuckled. “Who wouldn’t want a strong fairy who can contact the Guardians if Underground tried to show up and could easily help on the magical front?” 
 
    “We are actually and would love that,” he agreed. 
 
    Agis took over with a chuckle I was on a date and promised he’d have the right person follow up. Awesome, really. 
 
    “You never shut it off,” Hudson teased me. 
 
    I winced. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be.” He shrugged when I was still hesitant. “You care so much, Tams. I wish more people did. I think it’s great.” He cleared his throat and moved his hand over mine. “I just need to get better at saying when I need something.” 
 
    “It’s not my best thing either,” I admitted. 
 
    “Could we have like a monthly check-in?” he asked quietly as he rubbed his thumb over my skin and stared at our hands. “Would that be too weird? Just a monthly breakfast that’s a time-out and we talk about us? Even when things are better. We used to have those lunches after I messed up, and I felt like that was our checkup on each other, just us.” 
 
    “I’d really like that.” I turned my hand over in his and smiled when he interlocked our fingers. “I’ve missed you.” 
 
    “Me too. I’m really sorry.” 
 
    “Me too.” I shook my head when he started arguing again that I hadn’t done anything wrong. “I didn’t do things the right way if you doubted me so much, Hudson. That’s what I’m sorry for. That’s what I want to fix somehow.” 
 
    “You won’t like the answer,” he sighed. 
 
    “Tell me anyways,” I pushed. 
 
    “You’d have to kick my ass like you did for Lucca’s bear.” He was quicker when I tried to pull my hand away, still holding it even if our fingers weren’t interlocked. “Not physically like you did him. I know that upset you, but you have to be the one to go out on a limb and fucking throw me in a time-out or whatever.” 
 
    “I’m not good at that,” I whispered. “I want to run and hide.” 
 
    “I know, but that’s the only way I know a non-dragon mate can snap a dragon out of tunnel vision.” 
 
    I wanted to kiss our server when he wheeled a large cart towards us. Not simply for the food but for interrupting the conversation so I could have a chance at gathering my thoughts and figuring out what to say. 
 
    Hoping I could come up with a solution was too much and I knew that, but I could manage to talk about this. 
 
    Right? 
 
    My eyes went wide when I realized everything on the cart was for us. There was a large cheese platter with all the best types. A fruit platter of the same size with all kinds of tropical fruit, not simply the normal options. Then there were four different types of salads and a basket of bread so big and full of variety it was gorgeous. 
 
    Hudson chuckled at my reaction. “I love you, shorty. Of course, I ordered it all.” 
 
    The server froze, blinking between us. Hudson noticed and frowned, but I heard from the server’s thoughts what was wrong. 
 
    I slapped on a polite smile and addressed it before it became a problem. “It’s an inside joke for us, but in the human world it’s slang for an attractive woman you’re involved with.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know that. Thank you, Princess,” he said, before asking us if we needed anything. We ordered our drinks and then he left. 
 
    “What was he thinking?” Hudson asked after the guy left. 
 
    “That it was disrespectful for you to pick on the future queen of Faerie’s height, especially because dragons tower over everyone.” I shrugged when Hudson’s frown deepened. “People know we’ve been having problems. They’re going to look for proof one of us is in the wrong or to decide who was wrong.” 
 
    “I admitted I was wrong,” he grumbled, almost pouting. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that. “And you think people will just believe that or even that you didn’t do it to save face? Have you been around many people in your life who just accept things like that?” 
 
    “Good point,” he sighed as he sat back in his chair with a huff. He watched me dive right in and load up my plate, smiling when I kept putting more on his plate instead because I knew what he liked. When I was done, he reached over and grabbed the back of my chair. “River doesn’t like you all the way over there.” 
 
    I swallowed a yelp when he easily pulled the chair so our thighs were touching. I shook my head and started fixing our place settings so we could fit comfortably. “River again, huh?” 
 
    “You named him. You have to deal with his demands.” 
 
    “I don’t remember agreeing to that or reading it in the dragon instruction manual.” 
 
    “If you find one of those, please let me know,” he drawled. 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    Right as I was about to finish my first plate, Hudson moved his left arm over the back of my chair and I felt his tension rise.  
 
    I glanced up and saw him focused on a few tables over. I didn’t bother to ask what was wrong with so many ears around, simply kissing Hudson’s cheek to refocus him. It worked and he shot me an apologetic look. 
 
    I fed him some cheese and fruit as my way of saying it was fine. 
 
    But he was very touchy after that, so it was definitely something to ask later. 
 
    And then I felt like a fucking moron because I was a telepath… Well, maybe not. I didn’t want us to default to that again and Hudson get lazy with telling me things. 
 
    That seemed bitchy of me when we were struggling, so I turned it on. 
 
    “What’s up, beastie?” 
 
    “My hearing is better than yours,” he grumbled. He mentally sighed when I didn’t let it go. “That’s a wolf I know, and you met at one of our holiday parties. You busted him for being a jerk and saying you were easy to woo. His opinion hasn’t changed since people learned you have multiple mates, and he was talking to that woman about making a move.” 
 
    “What a fucking asshole to do that to his date.” 
 
    “No, it’s his sister. She was supposed to come with her partner but found out he was cheating. So the guy actually is a good sibling to sit here with her when she already paid.” 
 
    “That is nice of him,” I agreed. “But I don’t give a shit about him and what he thinks he can get from me. I know you trust me enough, so leave his small penis thoughts and focus on us.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he murmured, and he kissed my cheek. “River is being overly jealous and stupid because he doesn’t feel secure about us.” 
 
    “He should,” I gently chastised. “I’m here and having fun with both of you. So focus on that.” 
 
    “I want to eat you more than the food.” 
 
    Stupid dragon. “Well, I’m not on the menu during dinner.” I swallowed a flinch at making that sound like I would be after dinner, and Hudson caught it from the way he hugged me closer. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Well, maybe not? Maybe we needed to get back to having sex and share that closeness again? 
 
    Then again, if I thought of it as something to “get back to,” then it really didn’t seem like we were there. Or I wasn’t yet. 
 
    I had guessed that we were on the upper deck without a roof for the ambiance and so we had the best view of the pretty sunset. I wasn’t wrong, but I realized there was more to it when people came up the stairs in costume. 
 
    Hudson nodded when I glanced at him. “This cruise is modeled off the dinner luau cruises in Hawaii. They’re all supe performers though, so that’s the tradeoff instead of the fireworks shows that the cruise wouldn’t want to explain.” 
 
    I nodded that I understood, but I hadn’t known fireworks shows were popular in Hawaii. Or for the tourists probably, and my guess was it annoyed the people who lived there to have them go off all of the time. 
 
    I’d never seen hula dancing besides on TV and it was a whole different experience live. I totally loved it. 
 
    Hudson chuckled when I reached for more food when the performance was wrapping up and there was none. “You ate it all.” 
 
    I winced. “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s fine, I was nibbling off your plate too.” He kissed my cheek. “You were too entranced with the dancing. Glad you like this.” 
 
    “I love it. I think this is super fun and we should do it now and again.” I went to kiss his cheek this time, but he turned his head and caught my lips. 
 
    “Whatever you want, Tams,” he whispered as he lowered his forehead to mine. 
 
    Well, at least the stupid dragon realized what he’d almost lost, right? 
 
    I really hoped so. 
 
    There was a break in the show while the servers brought out what was next. I took the opportunity to use the restroom and felt like I’d stepped into the past. 
 
    And then again when I went back to my table. 
 
    Lovely. 
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    There were so many petty supes that it was a miracle I had any hope for a better future left. Several women hurried to use the bathroom when they saw me stand and were closer to it since our table was nearest the show. 
 
    Seriously? That was how sad their lives were? 
 
    Their thoughts were all full of petty and how it amused them to make me wait to even wash my hands. That they felt more important than a princess that they’d thought was trash. 
 
    And some of them wanted me to say something so they could play the victim. One smart enough to remember I was a telepath and talking shit to me in her mind. 
 
    I washed my hands and then squared off with her… In her mind. “Get a fucking life. Go back to your date and stop being a piece of shit or I’ll break down your mental shields and get a rise out of you when I tell all of your secrets instead of your lame attempt.” I smiled and wished her a lovely night out loud. 
 
    “She threatened me,” the woman accused. 
 
    “She wished you a good night, so please don’t tell lies about our guests,” the bathroom attendant said sweetly. 
 
    No, not the attendant. A server who figured out what was going on and booked it to the restroom to make sure no one started shit with me. 
 
    I nodded my thanks and she caught on that I was listening, wishing me a nice date with my handsome prince. 
 
    That went out the window when I went back to my table and found Sherry there.  
 
    In. 
 
    My. 
 
    Seat. 
 
    And trying to touch my mate no less. 
 
    So clearly, she had a death wish. 
 
    Her thoughts made my head throb, but Hudson’s were amusing. He kept moving her hand off of him and was praying I hurried up so I put the bitch in her place. 
 
    “You really are the best mate,” I purred as I moved my hand to his shoulder. 
 
    “I try,” he chuckled, his thoughts relieved I was back and I wasn’t mad at him for not handling the situation when it was happening because of him. 
 
    No, it was happening because of her, and I told him that in his mind. Also, that we were a team and I loved him for acting like it. 
 
    He moved my hand off of his shoulder and kissed my palm. “Always, my mate.” 
 
    Sherry flinched, realizing we had been talking in our minds and leaving her out. She opened her mouth, but I was quicker, waving to my security. 
 
    “Could you ask a server to get me a new chair? This dress is way too pretty to sit on that one after trash was on it.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” the fairy said, shooting Sherry a smirk. 
 
    “I think you’re mistaken, but clearly you don’t remember me,” Sherry cut in. “And we wouldn’t want a scene, right, Princess?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t threaten me with a good time,” I chuckled darkly. 
 
    And loudly. 
 
    “How was the rest of the lacrosse team? You were trying to screw them all while embarrassing Hudson last time we met.” I leaned over and kissed Hudson’s cheek. “He was desperately trying to get out of your betrothal so we could be together. That was before we knew we were mates, of course.” 
 
    “Or I knew you were the heir of Faerie,” Hudson said firmly. 
 
    So clearly, that had been an issue or brought up by this bitch. 
 
    “You practically fainted when you found out,” I announced for everything listening. “I did, so it only seemed fair.” Then I focused back on Sherry. “You may leave. Neither of us invited you to join us. We wouldn’t ever have such poor taste to do so.” 
 
    She slowly stood when she saw my security move next to her chair. “I would have thought you’d become less judgmental about a woman having her fun now that you have a harem of mates.” 
 
    “Don’t go warping my views or speak on them like we’re friends. I have no problem with women having all the fun they want. I’m an equalist like that.” I held up my hand to hold her off. “However, I take issue with anyone treating people like conquests or objects. The lacrosse team weren’t trading cards and deserved more respect.” 
 
    “They had fun,” she argued. 
 
    “I’d have to hear that from them to believe, but unless you told them first, you were using them and if you were a man, we would all judge that. I do because you’re a woman. Hell, I judge you for coming over here and touching my mate the moment I stepped away. You did it knowing it would make a scene and give you the attention you crave. You got it, so go.” 
 
    She ignored all of that and smirked at me. “I was just making it clear to Hudson that I’m still an option given your relationship isn’t working. He needs a dragon.” 
 
    “And you want to be queen,” I cut in. “You wouldn’t have looked at him twice as more than a conquest if you didn’t want the damn crown.” I gestured around the ship. “Yes, our relationship is such shit that we’re having a romantic date.” 
 
    It happened rarely, but my telepathy didn’t warn me what was coming next. At least when I had it turned on it normally gave me a heads-up, but I couldn’t have seen this coming. 
 
    A slow smirk grew on her face. “You misunderstand—which I’m sure you’re used to doing. I know he won’t be king, but a prince of Faerie once mated to you. I’m saying I’m an option after that.” She tilted her head to me in a condescending way. “You have multiple men, so why wouldn’t they have more than you?” 
 
    “First, I don’t want you and only Tamsin which I think is the biggest damn reason,” Hudson said firmly for all listening in. “Second, my mate has made it exceedingly clear that your goal was to keep the focus on you, not caring you embarrassed me and my family constantly. Which makes you the last person I would ever want near her.” 
 
    Well said. 
 
    “Have a lovely night, cheap wine,” I said firmly for the audience we had. 
 
    And then I was vicious to make it clear she should never come near us again. 
 
    I warned Hudson in his mind not to react before pushing a glamour into the minds of all the other non-fairies. They thought they saw Sherry storm off calling me names all the way back to her seat while Hudson and I ignored her. That I got a new chair and place setting from the staff. 
 
    But in reality… I teleported Sherry deep into the ocean before bringing her back and doing it several more times. Then I dried her off and forced her to go sit down in her seat. Her makeup and hair were a disaster after that, but I put a glamour on her so no one would be able to tell for hours. 
 
    I snapped everyone out of it as I thanked the server for bringing our food over and released Sherry. The whole ship jumped when she started freaking out. I slapped on a shocked face along with everyone else. Hudson wasn’t that good of an actor, but he was genuinely confused since he hadn’t seen what I’d done to his ex-betrothed. 
 
    Other guests got annoyed and asked for something to be done about her, so she was escorted from her table and below deck to be watched until the ship docked again. The whole time I was taunting her in her mind that I could do much, much worse than get her banned from a luxury cruise business and if I ever saw her near Hudson again, I would. 
 
    Or even speak his name.  
 
    That she should live her life quietly and far from us after trying this shit or she would end up dead… Like the woman who outed Neldor and I being mates because I wasn’t patient with the bullying when it involved those close to me. 
 
    I listened as the server set everything out. We each got a huge Maine lobster, a large dish of beef tenderloin with a sweet wine sauce, and two smoked Cornish hens. There was a massive platter of different caviar and oysters prepared in various ways for us to share.  
 
    The whole buffet of nummy was rounded out with more awesome bread some different potato sides and veggies cooked in a few different ways.  
 
    So awesome. The whole thing was fucking awesome. 
 
    After we were alone again, I explained to Hudson what I’d done, shrugging when he couldn’t hide his shock.  
 
    “Well done, Your Highness,” Agis said after he put a barrier over the table. “Your control was excellent and the whole plan executed seamlessly which is impressive given it was on the fly.” 
 
    I smiled at him. “Could you tell Sontar that? He keeps bugging me again and again to practice more and work on my magic in that way.” 
 
    Agis searched my face for a moment and sighed. “But you don’t like messing with people unless they deserve it or like now, to protect your mate. Yes, I understand.” 
 
    It was my turn to sigh when he walked away. “Why is that so shocking? Fairies excuse too much by saying it’s needed or for training, but you’re still messing with people. That’s not something to be so flippant about.” 
 
    “Agreed, but that’s why they need you to keep them in check and be their leader,” Hudson said gently. 
 
    If only it was that simple. 
 
    The show during the main courses was fire breathing and amazing acrobatics. 
 
    I didn’t go to the bathroom during the next break. I didn’t need to, but also I learned from last time. 
 
    However, Hudson wanted to use the time wisely, pulling some music up on his phone and bringing me over to the stage area. We danced a couple of songs and were lost in our own world until dessert. 
 
    And no, the dessert didn’t win me over from dancing with my dragon, we simply didn’t want to be rude. It wasn’t our date only, and getting in the way of the schedule would be selfish. 
 
    Well, any more than we already had, but that wasn’t my fault. 
 
    They brought us a whole Hawaiian mango mousse cake with white chocolate drippings. It wasn’t just a small, cute cake either, but a big boy. And there was a platter stacked tall with the most massive cookies I’d ever seen. The server said something about brown butter chocolate chip, but I simply moaned when I found them stuffed.  
 
    The first I had was caramel, and then I moved the platter closer and away from Hudson. He laughed so hard at my antics my heart healed a bit from the pain of what he’d put us through. 
 
    I actually slapped Agis’s hand when he tried to grab one. 
 
    “For Irma, Your Highness,” he chuckled. “If you love something this deeply, Irma would want to try it so she could recreate it.” 
 
    “Or we can have our chef make them for you anytime you’d like, Princess,” a man who was clearly in charge and not just one of the managers said. His eyes and mind were full of ways to make things better from fae fruit to getting hobgoblins to make their traditional meals for dinner. 
 
    “I’m not against any of that,” I told him before he could even ask. “Some of the dishes can only be made in Faerie though.” 
 
    “Yes, like their material,” he chuckled, his eyes saying clearly he thought I was lying. 
 
    “They did that to protect themselves from being locked in cages more than they already were,” I said, my voice ice cold. “And it is tricky for them here. I had to go bless land and more.” 
 
    That was true, but it wasn’t tricky. That was the “company line” we were still telling. 
 
    “It’s true,” Hudson agreed. “It’s why we’ve had many dinners in Faerie.” 
 
    I wanted to equally thank him for the backup and smack him because I’d tried to get the stupid dragon to come to Faerie with me more, but he was in his stupid dragon tunnel vision. 
 
    Fine, I was still salty about the whole thing. 
 
    Agis cut in and said he would talk with the guy. 
 
    “I understand you protect the princess, but I don’t talk to underlings about business, only the bosses,” he told Agis with about as much politeness as a mugging.  
 
    “Captain Agis is more than able to make a range of arrangements on behalf of our people,” I warned him, my tone even frostier. 
 
    While I stabbed one of the cookies I’d put on the table. 
 
    “And if I ever hear you talk to a fairy like that again, it won’t be a cookie, savvy?” I waited until he nodded before putting the cookie on my plate since I wouldn’t waste food. I put another cookie in a napkin and handed it to Agis for Irma. “I don’t think we want fairies working for such a dismissive person like we originally said, but leave it up to those looking for jobs, Captain.” 
 
    “I will pass along your concerns and make sure one of the commanders follows up, Your Highness.” He shot the guy a warning look. “Now, our princess is on a date, so I suggest you say goodnight.” 
 
    The man did, clearly wising up. 
 
    “Why do people think we’re such fucking pushovers?” I grumbled under my breath. 
 
    “Because all people said about fairies was how kind and pure they were.” Hudson shrugged when we both shot him unfriendly looks. 
 
    Fair enough. I’d heard a lot of that too. People hear that and think of pushovers. 
 
    Except supe history books were full of fairies kicking ass and saving the day. That didn’t sound like a pushover.  
 
    At all. 
 
    We watched the last performance of talented dancers and then we were back at the dock. My dragon was pouting at the drama that kept popping up, but I promised him that it had been great and the food to die for. 
 
    We went back to my house, and I promised my detail I was done for the night so they could hang outside with the fae dogs. Hudson and I went into the kitchen for something to drink. 
 
    I let out a yelp when Darby was sitting in mostly darkness working on his laptop at the kitchen table. He didn’t smile at me when he glanced up and immediately, I was worried. 
 
    He sighed. “Sorry, agra. Nothing happened. I’m just feeling…” 
 
    “Like you’re going to be pushed aside now that I’m back in the picture,” Hudson answered for him. 
 
    “Is that how you feel?” I asked Darby, moving closer to him. 
 
    He reached up and took my hand while giving me a sad smile. “There is only so much of you to go around, Tams. I’ve gotten used to it just being us in bed at night. Julian being there was enough to handle, but I just feel…” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I whispered, terror filling me that I was going to lose him. I opened my mouth to say something, but he was on his feet first and kissing me. 
 
    “I’m sorry. Please don’t be worried. I’m just having a rough time finishing my master’s paper and being petty.” 
 
    “It’s not petty to feel that way,” I argued, hugging him with all I had. 
 
    He held me tightly and snuggled against me before deeply breathing in my scent. “Sorry, agra. I’m just struggling. I didn’t mean to take it out on you. This is your guys’ time to fix things. Don’t let me detract from that.” 
 
    “No one said you had to be excluded,” Hudson said when we pulled apart. “I’m not kicking you out of your own bed.” He let out a harsh breath. “I don’t want to freak you out by saying to join us when you know I like guys too.” 
 
    Darby chuckled and fidgeted with his glasses. “I know what you’re saying. Your attraction is pretty Lucca-specific.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He cleared his throat. “But yeah, join us.”  
 
    “I don’t want to intrude,” Darby hedged, looking at me. 
 
    I threw back my head and laughed. “Oh yeah, I’m going to be the one to say no here. No, please don’t twist my arm and both take me to bed. That would be horrible. Next, you’re going to imply I should turn down donuts or sweets.” 
 
    Darby’s lips twitched. “The hobgoblins did drop off a huge delivery.” 
 
    I made a happy noise and went to check it out… But my dragon snagged his arm around my waist. 
 
    “Nope, you can eat after you worked up an appetite. You said you wanted us in bed. Bed we’re going.” 
 
    Okay, then.  
 
    And yes, Darby was in.  
 
    Very in from the way he hurried to get me out of my dress. 
 
    They spun me back and forth to kiss each of them while getting naked and removing my clothes. They did it so fast and desperately that it left me a bit lightheaded and I loved it. 
 
    It wasn’t until we were on the bed that everything that had happened hit me. I’d tried so hard to have fun and be okay with Hudson again that I… I wasn’t sure. Made myself forget what he’d done for the night? 
 
    But I couldn’t when he was touching me and we were about to have sex. I stared up into his beautiful eyes and heard what he’s said to me last semester. What he’d thought about me but I’d heard as if he’d said it. 
 
    And suddenly I wanted to cover up and be anywhere else.  
 
    I looked away and tried to push my feelings aside, not willing to be one of those women who teases their partners and then is a jerk. I’d said several things that had made it seem like we were having sex after the date, and I didn’t want him to think I was playing games with him. 
 
    I flinched when he moved the sheet over me… And between us. 
 
    Then he did one better and wrapped me up like a Tamsin burrito while covering his lap. I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. 
 
    He gave me a sad smile and cupped my cheek. “You heard me say what I thought that night, right?” 
 
    “Sorry,” I rasped, closing my eyes against the tears. 
 
    “I don’t ever want you to push yourself, shorty. Not ever. I don’t care if the mood just isn’t what you’re feeling. I don’t want to be intimate with you unless you’re a 100% into it. Even if I’m in you and about to finish.” He nodded when I opened my eyes again. “It’s not games or being a bitch when it’s you. 
 
    “Especially not when I did this. I thought that and you heard it like I said that. I dug this hole.” He chuckled when I tried to argue. “Fine, your telepathy was having issues, but I hate myself that you were struggling so much and couldn’t tell me because I was being a douchebag.” He gave me a soft kiss. “I’m the luckiest man in the world you’re willing to try and fix this. That’s enough.” 
 
    “For now,” Darby cut in, hugging me from behind. “How about we take those desserts and go have a soak in your hot spring? Can we do that?” 
 
    “You want to go to Faerie?” I hedged. 
 
    “It’s going to be my home one day. I’m trying.” He cleared his throat. “But that hot spring is the best thing ever for stress. And the three of us are stressed. I think it would be nice if you’re okay with it?” 
 
    I immediately agreed. I had offered sex and changed my mind. If they were willing to accept a soak and calm, that was amazing. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Stop apologizing, agra,” Darby said gently. “I feel the exact same way and was about to stop things myself, but Hudson is faster. We don’t want our relationship to be like that. I hope you wouldn’t be mad if I stopped because I wasn’t feeling it or upset.” 
 
    Of course, I would want him to stop. I nodded I heard him. 
 
    We went through the proper way and let my security know we’d changed our minds but were just going to the castle. There were enough guards there at all times—especially protecting my mother—so we were covered. I let them know, and they were relieved I was informing them. 
 
    Funny what happened when the damn commanders behaved and I didn’t constantly feel the need to hide everything I was doing from them. 
 
    Or I could just stop being a pain in the ass too, but I preferred to blame them. 
 
    I let out a sigh when we arrived, the very air of the private hot spring relaxing and healing. Every single time I visited, I promised myself I would come back soon… And then I let life get in the way. I really needed to stop doing that. It would help me more than physically. 
 
    I sat between them on the natural rock that was well-worn from being used as a bench. Our legs were touching and Hudson had his arm behind my head and Darby kept his hand on my thigh. 
 
    We talked about school and ate nummies. Everything was calm and relaxing, just what we needed. I wanted to stay longer but just like a hot tub, the time in the hot spring needed to be limited unless under the supervision of a healer.  
 
    I kept an array of robes there now because I never remembered a towel or like Hudson was joining us. It was nice and I thought a welcoming touch when using the hot spring by non-royal family had been so frowned upon before. 
 
    We sat and enjoyed the vibe of the room as we dried off before we headed back. Then I was getting tired, so I started to get dressed. They joined me—which was a shame since both men should always be naked in my mind—and we joked about getting more food. I was reaching for my dress when three guards came rushing into the room.  
 
    “Your Highness, I’m sorry to interrupt, but your mate—” the first one said. 
 
    “The bear shifter was attacked—” the second informed me at the same time. 
 
    That was all I needed to hear. My wings came out as I teleported to the portal, activated it, and walked through before teleporting my sword to me as I teleported to Lucca. 
 
    So basically, a lot happened in mere seconds. 
 
    “Clearly, you didn’t wait for them to say things were fine,” Onas drawled from behind me. 
 
    I spun around and relief filled me when I saw Lucca talking to a few of the commanders… And fine. 
 
    “What did you do, you idiot bear?” I demanded as I dropped my sword and stormed over to him. I glanced around and got angry when I saw where we were. “Did you go out alone? After I warned you? Did you seriously not—” 
 
    “I’m fine, Tams,” he whispered, staring at me but not meeting my eyes. “I’m more scared for you.” I didn’t even get a chance to figure out what he meant because he turned to Stefanie and pointed at me. “Do your guys’ wings change colors when you call more magic to you or something?” 
 
    I flinched but tried to make my mouth work. 
 
    “What color do you see her wings?” Stefanie asked, glancing between us. 
 
    “Like a soft purple? Maybe like a lilac. Does that matter? I don’t know shades. They’re not white,” Lucca rambled, looking like he wanted to shake her before he came closer and grabbed my arms. “Are you okay? Why are you only in your bra and panties?” 
 
    I blinked at him and tried to take it all in. I couldn’t seem to make my mouth or mind work. 
 
    “She’s fine,” Stefanie said firmly which snapped me out of wherever my thoughts had drifted. “I promise the princess is fine. In shock, nothing more.” 
 
    “There’s never been a Black prince of Faerie,” Onas muttered, sounding tired and frustrated. 
 
    “Why are you bringing that up?” Lucca demanded. 
 
    I wanted to tell Onas to shut up or wait but of course, the asshole didn’t even glance at me before answering. 
 
    “If you can see color in a fairy’s wings, it means they love you. And apparently, you can see the correct color of hers which means even if it’s a small amount, she is in love with you,” Onas explained. “And that makes me worried.” 
 
    “The bear is better than the vampire for optics,” someone else said. 
 
    “Hey, don’t talk about Darby like that,” I snapped, shooting the guy a look he was about to die. I eased down when he apologized and focused on Lucca. 
 
    He moved over to me and cupped my cheek. “Is Onas right?” 
 
    “Which part?” I asked, my throat suddenly dry. 
 
    “All of it? Are your wings really purple? Do you love me?” 
 
    “Yes... And I don’t know.” 
 
    “The shocked look on the princess’s face should say it all,” Stefanie said under her breath. “But how she came barreling in here wearing only undergarments with her sword to protect you should say the rest.” 
 
    Well fuck. She wasn’t wrong, and the look of hope in Lucca’s eyes terrified me. 
 
    A lot. 
 
    Shit, shit, shit. 
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    Sadness filled his eyes as he stopped touching me and looked away. “So you didn’t love me when you got your wings in. We were together then.” 
 
    He didn’t really ask, but I felt I needed to answer. “Yes. I didn’t know and—apparently Hudson and Julian have seen them be white after our issues. It’s not like I make a choice, Lucca. My friggin’ wings just do whatever they want. My magic does.” 
 
    “That’s fair.” 
 
    “I’m sorry it’s upsetting you—I really am—but I’m slightly focused on tonight and not strangling you,” I said as evenly as possible. “Please explain this to me in a way that doesn’t make you a fucking moron?” 
 
    He wiped his eyes and let out a slow breath. “My younger brother—we fought. I wasn’t thinking. I’m sorry. I didn’t just disregard your warning like you’re clearly thinking.” 
 
    I backed down a bit and crossed my arms over my chest. “Do you blame me for jumping to that?” 
 
    “No, not at all, but I heard you. I did,” he promised. 
 
    “Tamsin Vale, do not just leave us behind like that again,” Darby said loudly from behind. “And come give everyone a damn show.” 
 
    I frowned at him. “I model in this all the time. What does it matter if I brought a sword or if I’m by the pool?” 
 
    “Well, I feel silly when you put it like that,” Darby admitted as he blew air through his lips. He just handed me my dress and I thanked him as I put it back on. “You can’t scare us like that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but if you think I had a single thought in my head, I didn’t. I reacted. I was here in less than a minute. I’m sorry you’re upset, but we both know I will always do that.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” he sighed as he hugged me. 
 
    “So Darby sees your wings like a deep purple?” Lucca blurted. 
 
    And loudly. 
 
    I swallowed loudly, seeing Hudson was there as well. “I never really asked.” 
 
    “That’s personal and not something we discuss in public. Ever,” Onas cut in, wincing when he saw the look I gave him. “I will instruct the bear on the protocol, Your Highness.” 
 
    “You better since you blurted it out in front of everyone here,” I bit out. 
 
    “So much for finishing the night in a relaxing way,” Hudson grumbled. “Let me see if I understand what happened. Lucca was an idiot—” 
 
    “Yes, but there was a huge blowup at my house, not that I ignored Tams,” Lucca cut in. 
 
    Hudson nodded but glanced around. “And you assigned extra protection on Lucca without him knowing?” He smiled when I snorted. “Of course, you did. So the Underground ignored that and went for him? Their big guys can sense fairy magic and cloaking.” 
 
    Smart dragon… Sometimes. 
 
    I shared a look with the commanders. “I think this proves that we found the new way.” 
 
    “You did, Princess, and you deserve the credit for that,” Onas admitted. “Even the ancients were clueless.” 
 
    “Because they have a set idea of what magic is. I don’t.” I shrugged as I hugged Darby’s arms to me. “You know what comes next.” 
 
    He frowned before anger filled his eyes. “No, I know what should come next.” 
 
    I chuckled darkly. “We disagree on that, Onas. This is one of the times it’s fun to be the boss and overrule.” 
 
    “Do not go alone,” he bit out. 
 
    “Fine, I won’t,” I agreed after a moment. 
 
    “Wait, Your Highness, Lageos isn’t any better of an option,” Shael cut in. 
 
    “Go catch your bad guys, agra,” Darby chuckled, kissing my cheek. “Then come to bed.” 
 
    I nodded but then winced. “I’ll need a shower. This will get messy.” 
 
    “I’m still really fucking lost,” Lucca grumbled. 
 
    I sighed. “I figured out a way to hide fairy magic so all of these assholes can’t sense. It takes some demigod magic, but it gives us a fucking fantastic edge. And I’m going to make sure the Underground won’t ever make a move against you again.” 
 
    Hudson nodded. “They had no idea you set a trap with that extra protection for Lucca.” 
 
    “Not a trap,” I clarified. “I wouldn’t risk any of you. It was a backup plan.” 
 
    “You have it too, Prince Hudson,” Shael snitched. She shrugged when I shot her an unfriendly look. “You’re about to go stress me out so now we’re even.” 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    I got what I wanted from one of the Underground captains they sent to nab Lucca. Months of my fae dogs sniffing out coins and surveilling under Commander Talila and we had a lot more pieces filled in of the puzzle. 
 
    Wasn’t it sad that all of the councils combined couldn’t figure out what we could in a few months? No wonder fairies had to always save everyone’s asses. 
 
    I found my dad in Faerie staring out at the night with tears running down his cheeks. “Sorry, Dad.” 
 
    “I miss her so much, Tamsin,” he rasped. 
 
    I couldn’t even imagine what he suffered. To give his immortality up for someone—to have me with my mother—was a love so deep it was without words. I would die if I ever lost Darby, and we weren’t mated. Their souls were part of each other. 
 
    “I can’t help with that, but I can distract you tonight if you want,” I hedged. 
 
    “You always help me, Daughter. You are the only reason I am still sane after all the years in that darkness.” 
 
    That might have been one of the nicest things anyone had ever said about me. I thanked him and told him what had happened. His grief turned into rage, and I knew he was ready to go.  
 
    Good. 
 
    I laughed when one of the bad guys didn’t even lock his phone. What kind of minions didn’t even do that? Still, that helped, and I used Lageos as my cameraman as I killed the commander who had given the orders for that captain to go abduct Lucca.  
 
    And everyone at that location with him. 
 
    “You unfroze them to kill them?” Lageos asked when I was done. 
 
    “It’s bad sportsmanship to not give them a chance,” I chuckled darkly, winking at him but more for the video he was taking. “I’d make a fish in a barrel joke, but these are more like cockroaches.” 
 
    “Idiot ones. Of course, you’d have a detail on your mate, bond broken or not. Lucca is one of your best friends.” 
 
    “Yes, but everyone thinks I’m a moron because I have boobs or didn’t grow up a supe. I was pretty damn lethal before my magic was unlocked.” 
 
    “Now you’re this world’s most dangerous predator,” he purred. 
 
    I froze in wiping blood off my sword and beamed at him. “I like that. Think the hobgoblins would make that into a shirt for me? Maybe like a Miss America sash?” 
 
    My dad laughed so hard the camera was basically recording the floor. 
 
    Then I realized Lageos had done that on purpose to show how much blood was everywhere. I hadn’t been very tactical. 
 
    No, I brought pain. 
 
    And then we did it again for the general the commander reported to. I’d gotten that info from the commander. When I was done, I taunted that in the video and reminded them that I was a telepath and learned things really easily. 
 
    That would have them focused on me again instead of paying attention if fae dogs were around. If they could sense their magic, but I always assumed people could do what I could and more. It kept me alive. 
 
    “You know they will absolutely give this to the supe news stations to play, right?” he checked after I left the phone in plain sight with a large note… In blood. 
 
    I snorted and gave Lageos the look he deserved. He laughed all over again. 
 
    We teleported back to the house where the usual suspects were waiting, and Lageos silenced them all before turning to me. “You fell in love with the bear?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted, understanding he heard that from Lucca’s mind. “I feel more for him than I used to, but I like where we’re at. I felt something inside of me about to die when those fairies said he was in danger. Like static and rage all churning together, but it was different than when someone tried to take Izzy.” I shrugged. “I’ve got no clue really.” 
 
    “And that’s okay,” he comforted, leaning in and kissing my hair. “That’s more than he deserves for what he did. Remember that, bear, or I’ll skin your hide.” 
 
    Oh shit. He’d only frozen them. Lucca had heard my response. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at my dad. “Fine, but that means you’re getting fuel while I shower. If you’re going to emotionally poke the bear, go get us tacos and cream puffs.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” he teased, giving my hair another kiss before teleporting away. 
 
    I pointed to Darby. “You are invited to shower with me. I’m covered in blood though, so you can sit it out. After, we eat and then sleep.” I pointed to Hudson. “You may join for sleep.” Then my finger found Lucca. “That’s my answer, and I want to hear what happened with your family.” 
 
    He nodded. “Can I crash here tonight? I don’t want to go back home and I feel…” 
 
    I went over and started to hug him but then remembered the blood. “Yes, you’re always welcome here. We can have a damn slumber party because Julian will absolutely demand to watch me after all the crazy.” 
 
    “You know me well,” Julian chuckled from behind some of the fairies. 
 
    Of course, he was there. Fair enough. 
 
    I headed up to shower, wondering if I should just toss the dress or if there was any way to save it. It had me distracted, so I didn’t realize I wasn’t alone until I started up the water. 
 
    Darby was watching me like he was waiting to pounce. When he saw he had my attention, he took off his glasses and slowly stripped for my viewing pleasure. 
 
    I completely forgot about the dress and just tossed everything in the sink so I didn’t make a mess. Then I was under the water right as he reached me. 
 
    He ran his hands all over my body as his fangs moved over my neck. It was extra titillating under the hot water rushing all over our skin. His fingers found my pussy while I washed my hair. Then he soaped up my whole body while I recovered, and he did it again while I conditioned.  
 
    It was exciting but also comfortable. He was letting me know he still wanted me as much as ever no matter if I came home after a meeting or killing bad people. 
 
    And I appreciated that… On my knees.  
 
    Once he was spent, I finished rinsing and smirked at him like a woman who knew she’d rocked her man’s world. I wrapped myself in a towel and used another for my hair before walking out to my bedroom. 
 
    I blinked in shock as Lucca, Hudson, and Julian stared at me with desire in their eyes. “So you heard that, huh?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, they did,” Darby chuckled as he came strutting out of the bathroom. 
 
    I couldn’t even get miffed. He clearly knew but hadn’t asked me for a blowjob because they were listening. I had just done it and he hadn’t stopped me because they were there. 
 
    It might be semantics, but the difference mattered to me. 
 
    I was about to ask what they were doing in my room like they were always in there and it was normal until I saw a mattress leaning against Lucca’s leg. Got it. They took my sleepover idea literally and brought a mattress in from one of the guest rooms. 
 
    We went to go eat what my dad picked up and listened to Lucca tell us what was going on. His younger brother—that his father had been grooming to take over their sloth until his mother kicked his father out—blamed Lucca for everything. For breaking up their family, ruining the standing of their sloth—just everything. 
 
    And apparently, he did it in a big fucking way at a huge sloth event, and others joined in the verbal beatdown of Lucca. The others Lucca didn’t care about because they didn’t truly know everything that had happened with his dad and their family, but it killed him that his brother lit the match with the intention of Lucca getting burnt. 
 
    “Want me to drop him in frozen Russia for a while?” I asked. I shrugged when Lucca simply blinked at me. I’d been completely serious, but Lucca and the others had burst out laughing. 
 
    The fairies seemed to think it was a valid option, so maybe I could be like them sometimes. 
 
    We went to bed after we ate just about everything in the house, and I woke to a pleasant surprise. 
 
    Namely, someone defending me. Darby chuckled at something and handed me his phone at breakfast. I wanted to sigh when I saw Onas on the screen but still restarted the clip. 
 
    “You want our future queen to apologize for what now? She took out a couple dozen very dangerous members of the Underground including a captain, commander, and general of their organization. Positions you didn’t even know they had or that they were so well organized.  
 
    “So instead of thanking her for taking out those threats and shedding light on the threats you didn’t even know existed, you want her to apologize for… Being a meanie? Are you well in the head?”  
 
    The look of disappointment, disapproval, and disgust Onas gave the guy was a combo I knew well and was glad it was focused on someone else. 
 
    “Let me be clear that the heir of Faerie won’t be apologizing for the good she did. She’s made it clear she will end anyone who touches any of her people and has. As a fairy, I’m proud our leader values each and every one of us so much. And if people didn’t realize she would be just as protective of her damn mates, they’re dense.  
 
    “Even if she’s not with the bear, they’re best friends, and he’s around all the damn time. As a fairy, I’m honestly shocked and impressed with her restraint. She only went after those directly responsible instead of burning all of the Underground down for even thinking of touching someone close to her. Then again, that could be what she’s up to today.” 
 
    “He gave us cover,” I chuckled. “This is why I can’t always hate the man.” 
 
    “I’m confused,” Lucca muttered as he studied me closely. 
 
    “Something else is going on today that people would want to know about,” Hudson explained… But not really. The look he gave Lucca to let it go probably said a lot more. 
 
    Actually, Lucca was the best cover. “Do you mind going to a few places with someone glamoured as me?” 
 
    “You need cover,” he accepted. 
 
    “Not need, but it would be smarter. Most would think me studying or relaxing after such a public day, but that could leave open accusations later.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever you need. Where would we go?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Somewhere basic. I don’t want to—I’d rather go to the fun stuff with you and see myself.” 
 
    “Right, but are we fooling supes or humans?” 
 
    That was a good question. I glanced over at Dalyor who was clearly heading up my detail that day and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    He didn’t answer right away and sighed. “Only supes, and you risk someone as clever as Katrina Calloway and the very powerful magic on her store. In human view could get crazy as you well know.” 
 
    “Yes, but that means supes wouldn’t get close to me,” I reminded him. 
 
    “Vegas,” Hudson interjected, nodding when I looked at him. “Lucca and I have been seen there several times hitting the buffets and checking out things on the Strip. We went the moment we were legal to play slots and—it’s a place he would go after almost being abducted.” 
 
    “He’s not wrong,” Lucca agreed. “And if you were there, we would just eat all the food in Vegas. People would buy that with the awesome buffets.” 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to do that,” I admitted, shrugging when they both winced. “It’s fine. People will probably find out it was a lie later and then we can really go. Do you mind being part of the ploy even if it gets found out?” 
 
    “If it helps you and Hudson, I’m in.” His thoughts immediately went to us taking out the asshole dragon Alphas, so he was close. 
 
    But we weren’t there just yet. 
 
    We had to handle today first. 
 
    After breakfast, I met with Neldor and all of the commanders to finish the last details on the plan. We had a bit of a lull as they delivered orders and updated the right people. 
 
    “Oh, I was right about the bubbles,” I told Shael and Morgan with a smirk. “I knew they couldn’t have been new inventions.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Your Highness?” Stefanie asked, clearly listening in. 
 
    I glanced around and saw I had all of their attention, even Neldor. I shrugged. “There were bubbles on the supe dinner cruise Hudson took me on. It was part of the between-acts fun. They had flowers and the color-changing ones.” 
 
    Neldor cursed in several combinations before coming over and grabbing me by the arms. “I cannot—those were yours, Tams.” 
 
    I blinked at him. “Huh?” 
 
    He shook his head and opened a portal, growling to follow him and then dragging me after him when I didn’t move. We did the normal dance of going through that portal before one to Faerie and then another one to where he wanted. 
 
    My mouth fell open at what I saw. “What—” I licked my suddenly dry lips and glanced at Neldor. “What is this?” 
 
    “This is what you did, baby doll,” he whispered before sliding his arm around me. “You did this. I’m so sorry—I didn’t know you didn’t see it.” 
 
    “None of us did,” Stefanie sighed. “There’s simply too much to always get through.” 
 
    “Yes, but clearly we need to move the progress to the front of the updates instead of always the problems,” Morgan said, sounding sad. 
 
    I had a million questions I wanted to ask but froze when I saw one of the women I remembered from the picnic. We were going to talk to her and others about teaming up. She waved when she saw us and hurried over. She carefully curtseyed with her daughter on her hip and beamed at me. 
 
    “We sold out again, Your Highness!” She frowned after a moment and taking in my reaction.  
 
    “Princess Tamsin hasn’t been updated as she should have been,” Neldor explained. “It’s our fault, but could you tell her what you mean?” 
 
    “Of course, Prince Neldor,” she agreed. 
 
    I wasn’t ready for that, turning to face him and pointing to the shop. “How? We were talking plans and ideas. I showed someone how I did it.” I frowned. “Sontar. He counted it as my project for Rune Combining I.” 
 
    Neldor nodded as he rubbed my arms. “Lageos agreed with your vision of teaming up light and dark fairies, so we normalize that. He found the funds and ordered the project to start right away.” 
 
    Found my ass. My dad stole it from more bad people. 
 
    Nice. 
 
    “So it’s not just this?” I asked, glancing back at the super cute shop in the middle of an area that was clearly being renovated. 
 
    “No, there are ten shops, all with different bubbles,” he chuckled, beaming at me with his fucking dimples when I couldn’t get my mouth to work. “You came up with others later with Sontar. He figured out the actual steps and outlined it and worked with the fairies who had attended the picnic.” 
 
    “All widows? Guardians who died in the war?” 
 
    He nodded, cupping my cheek. “It’s forty women. You changed the lives of forty families and gave them hope and the chance to heal, my darling mate.” He pulled me closer when I flinched at the term, remembering we weren’t alone. He leaned his forehead to mine. “I blocked the others. It’s just us, and I’m so fucking proud of you, Tams. You do so much for so many.” 
 
    I felt my soul breathe a sigh of relief. I always felt like I was on the edge of failing everyone. “Okay, show me all of it.” 
 
    “Okay.” He kissed my forehead and let me go before taking down the barrier. “Lageos had been adamant that the building should have housing for the four families on the second floor.”  
 
    I nodded as I followed him. That was smart. It wouldn’t be all that big given the shop, but he promised me there was more to it. That was just temporary because he was funding day cares next to all of the shops. I tripped over my feet when he said that.  
 
    Neldor ignored it and explained they would be free for widows or widowers who lost people in the war, not only Guardians. Any who couldn’t afford the help but needed to work would soon have a safe place to take their kids.  
 
    And there would be more housing above the day care for those who worked there and at the bubble shops. He was adding two floors of apartments above the large day care from what I could see of the construction going on. Wow. 
 
    Wow. 
 
    After he explained all of that, he let the fairy take over. She was all smiles and hope as she explained that Lageos lent them money without interest, and they had ten years to pay it back. 
 
    “He was very clear you couldn’t forgive the debt,” she chuckled when I tried to do just that. “It’s money you can reinvest and that’s wonderful. We all agree that’s the best so no one takes advantage of your deal. We need to work for it.” 
 
    “You’d still pay taxes,” I muttered, shrugging when people chuckled. “But yeah, reinvesting it would be better for progress.” 
 
    The shop was totes adorbs. It was right out of a fantasy movie and the cutest place I’d ever been. I hadn’t thought the idea had gotten this far because a shop for just one type of bubbles sounded like something that would fail. 
 
    But apparently, fairies were smarter than that. 
 
    She told me most of the purchases weren’t in-store, but from non-fairy supes. Everything was made in Faerie, but orders were delivered to the fae fruit sorbet store we had that supes could shop at. That had exploded and needed a bigger facility right away, so I had bought one they could grow into eventually. 
 
    Or use to help more of our people. They made a deal to get bubbles for their employees and would handle all the order pickups as keeping the valuable product safe since they had a pack of fae dogs on the property. 
 
    The shops themselves were set up for fairies or fair folk to visit. There were some homemade bakery goods and candies the moms knew how to make. There was also a whole section of toys from Earth that normal fairies couldn’t just access but could now use since we were putting in electricity and had magic stones that would work like batteries. 
 
    Smart, very smart, and I said as much, praising them for all of it. Even how they worked shifts so someone was with their young kids or making the bubbles while someone covered the shop. I saw there was a playpen in the back while the one fairy was boxing up orders.  
 
    It was all so simple but amazing. It was exactly what I needed right then to give me the energy to do what I had to next. As hard as it was to always fight and kill myself to do more… It was worth it.  
 
    Even if this time it was forty small families who had a future now. 
 
    Yeah, it was fucking worth it. 
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    There was a last-minute change to the meeting with the dragon royals after we started getting some pushback that their entire families were to attend. 
 
    The flexing kind.  
 
    No longer was it going to be a calm roundtable to discuss plans and some misconceptions. Now I was laying down the hammer and drawing a line in the sand. 
 
    It was the first event I was hosting in my castle, and it was a secret meeting… Which seemed rather fitting given how my path to get to this point had rolled out. 
 
    I was wearing a formal gown of my mother’s meant for royal events and made me look like a princess. From the sash to the adornments, and to the crown I looked like what I would have once thought of a fairy princess from another world. 
 
    Yeah, my life was that weird. 
 
    “Announcing Princess Tamsin, daughter of Queen Meira, heir of Faerie,” Dalyor said loudly as he opened the door for me. 
 
    I walked in with Neldor—who was also in formal attire and looking damn good in it—behind me a few steps and all of the commanders coming in after us. I stared out at the group and took in their shock. “Apparently, I haven’t been formal enough with all of you, and that has left some of you with the opinion that I’m not the authority I am. That ends now.” 
 
    I moved up towards the fancy chair set up on a dais in the ballroom. From there, Hudson sat at my right and Neldor on my left but not in the same type of chair. I was signaling he was there as my second really and not my mate. 
 
    “You may all sit,” I instructed as the commanders took their chairs as well. They were angled out from me so I could see them and they could see the others. “Most of you are under some misconceptions because of how closely we have worked together in the past or have not been updated. The Vogels might become my in-laws. 
 
    “If Hudson and I make it to that point, he will become a prince of Faerie. It is not written in stone. He has not renounced his position as King Xavier’s heir. Some of you have treated him as if he has that position already and rules at my side. You are mistaken, and if any of you ever put pressure on him again to push me for what you want, our alliance will be broken.” 
 
    It was almost comical when everyone there looked at Juan in accusation.  
 
    He snorted. “I can’t get within ten feet of Hudson without him shooting fire at me and leaving me naked.” 
 
    I forced myself not to smile and shot Hudson a side glance. “You did that again?” 
 
    “Yes.” He cleared his throat. “Several times.” 
 
    “Uh, fourteen,” Juan corrected, looking less than amused. “I’ve stopped carrying my wallet around because the human DMV sucks, and they’ve flagged me as to why I keep getting replacement IDs.” 
 
    Oh shit. That was too funny. I swallowed down a laugh and moved my hand in front of my mouth to hide my grin. “River, you got him enough, okay? Let’s move forward.” 
 
    “He’ll try,” Hudson said, not sounding like he expected it to be over. 
 
    I cleared my throat and got back to the topic. “And it wasn’t Juan. Someone from each of your families has approached Hudson to pressure him to use his relationship for what you want. And not those of you who rule or your seconds, so you have some dissension in the ranks, or you knew and had them push so it didn’t directly involve you.” 
 
    Each commander stated that every king and queen hadn’t been involved, shocking the dragons that we were listening in.  
 
    “That is the damage that has been done,” I declared when people gave me upset looks. “I will not have my allies pushing people close to me to get what they want and—” 
 
    “Your Highness, that was not the intent,” one of the Diazes said loudly as he stood. “A partner should help and discuss things. I was simply alerting Prince Hudson to the change in sentiment and—” 
 
    Onas stood and used his magic to silence the dragon and make him kneel. “It was not your place, nor are you even important enough to interrupt our heir when she speaks in her own damn house. Do it again and I will cripple your dragon.” 
 
    Okay, even I was shocked at that one. 
 
    “Your grandmother would have ordered the same if someone ever talked over her like that,” Lageos said firmly as he stood and stared down everyone gathered. “And you all know that. Stop disrespecting my daughter. She saved your castles and lands before she even knew of her birth. You are blessed and have benefitted greatly from her friendship.” 
 
    King Rodrigo Diaz stood and then bowed to me, waiting until I nodded before speaking. “I apologize for my family, Princess. I will handle this. We appreciate your friendship and this alliance.” 
 
    “I know you do,” I said gently. “You and King Xavier will always be my friends for what you did to protect me. But this is bigger than that, and this perception that any of you can wield me as you want because Hudson is my fated mate or our past has to end.” 
 
    “I am confused as to what else has happened then, Princess,” he admitted before sitting back down. 
 
    “If I may?” Neldor asked as he looked at me, waiting until I nodded to stand. “Tamsin made a huge gesture that goes against our traditions because she wanted you protected and to show the world the alliance between your kingdoms and Faerie was strong. Those crowns and the presentation of them was a huge gift.” 
 
    “One we appreciated and treasured,” King Rodrigo agreed. 
 
    “But one you have not reciprocated,” Neldor sighed. “Not to the world. Not even to your families it seems. Not if any of them thought they could have Hudson push Tamsin to help the dragons. You are shielded and have acted like it is a one-sided gesture as if Tamsin doesn’t deserve the respect of more. That is what the world has seen and speaks of.” 
 
    “That’s fair and our mistake,” King Xavier accepted as he stood, bowing to us.  
 
    “Don’t ever bow to me,” I told him. “You and Sasha never have to. Not after all you have done and allowed. I’ve overstepped so many times, and I know that has been a problem for you.” 
 
    “I cannot have that exception, Princess,” he countered. “That has been part of the issue as others assume they have the same leeway.” 
 
    “Well, they can grow the fuck up and pull their heads out of their asses that they’re not on the same fucking level as my future father-in-law,” I bitched. 
 
    “So much for not swearing and being formal,” Shael sighed.  
 
    Yeah, that was fair. 
 
    I blew out a slow breath. “It shouldn’t have come to this. You all know Hudson and I are trying to find our way after problems, and people are trying to use him to get me to handle the Alphas.” 
 
    “You promised you would, Your Highness,” someone from the Courtenay said loudly without even standing. 
 
    “Leave!” King Fergus bellowed. “You do not speak for our family. I do.” 
 
    “Then speak and get it done, Cousin,” the man snapped, getting to his feet. “Hold the fairies to their promises!” 
 
    “Don’t,” I said to Onas when I felt his magic gathering. “They need to see this and know the truth. They get this chance to handle their own affairs and get their people in line. That’s why this meeting was in secret.” I shot a sad look at the Courtenays. “It hurts me that it’s come to this.” 
 
    “Me too, Princess,” his mate whispered. “I’m so sorry. Especially from us who were such dear friends of your mother.” 
 
    I nodded and glanced around. “That’s why the meeting was changed to formal. Your families were blanching at the idea of being summoned to a meeting. That I should just do what they wanted and enough with having to wait.” I looked at each king in turn. “I promised I would take out the Alphas when it was safe to. When there was a plan. 
 
    “I wanted it done already too. It would be great if we could do everything today and have no problems ever again, but you all know that’s not real life.” I felt better when they all nodded. “The disconnect here is we’ve been waiting for you to step up and tell us how you will handle things after we intervene.” I forced myself not to roll my eyes as they glanced between themselves. 
 
    “We cannot take over another council and rulers,” Neldor said firmly. “We’ve taken mountains of backlash and constant threats against all fairies for handling the warlock and vampire elders. All of the corruption we already have, and you think it’s smart to take out two Alphas and your council? Alone? And what happens next?” 
 
    “I promised to handle them, and I can do that today,” I cut back in. “Lageos and I can go freeze their castles and round them all up. The problem is what happens after? We don’t have room to jail them all in Faerie, nor should it be on us to do that. And what happens to your council when we arrest those corrupt assholes?” 
 
    “Our assumption was you would decide that after you took the risk and did what we can’t without too much loss of life,” Xavier admitted. 
 
    I gave him a tired look. “And that wouldn’t go over well. We both know it. You damn dragons had your tunnel vision on getting revenge, and I’ve been trying to get you to see the ripples. We could do what we did with the other elders because there was a precedence. Your council is too new for that. We’d be winging it and I’m not queen yet. I actually don’t have the authority to do what you want.” 
 
    “And you never said you would handle our council,” Sasha added. “You were always very clear on that. You said you would take out Alec and Berman.” She glanced around at the room. “And that was it. She promised she would handle them and give us the justice we need.” 
 
    Clearly from the way the commanders reacted, too many of the dragons in the room thought that was just semantics and we would handle the whole situation. 
 
    “For the record, their assumptions and pushing are a lot like fairies do to me so remember this moment and a lot of my frustrations,” I said pointedly, glad when they seemed to accept that. 
 
    “Forget our assumptions and how people would overstep,” Juan’s dad said as he stood. “You can do what we cannot. You get to decide the way it happens and the end result. That is our stance.” 
 
    I met his gaze and raised an eyebrow. “That is your stance but not everyone’s in your family even, and I’m not picking on Juan. The opinion I am a weapon you would all wield and then order around as you wanted because my mate is a royal is well known.” 
 
    “That is why your lack of reciprocating Tamsin’s kindness was so egregious,” Lageos lectured. “She went out on a limb to show how much she valued your alliance. Not just for other supes, but to fairies, and most are of the opinion you snubbed her by not behaving as you should.” 
 
    “Most of our people are of the opinion to leave you to your own mess after all the assumptions and whispers our heir is in your pocket,” Onas informed them. 
 
    I sighed, not having known it was that bad but also, I didn’t want this meeting to get to this point. He was smarter on this though because the tension in the room shot up. No matter what I said right then, the dragons assumed I still would have done what they wanted because I cared. 
 
    And I loved Hudson.  
 
    “What can we do to make this right?” Sasha asked. She gestured between herself and Xavier. “We were trying not to abuse the relationship, especially given the troubles you were having with Hudson. If it had been your mother, inviting her to a celebration would have been…” 
 
    “She’s not wrong,” Lageos sighed, shooting me a glance. “There are royal protocols and more you hate.” 
 
    “I’m learning them and fast,” I replied, gesturing to the show we were putting on. I met Sasha’s eyes. “I don’t know the answer, but you also didn’t ask. You guys didn’t try to, and I understand why you two didn’t, but the others—it looks bad. Really bad. I’m either a pawn you will use, or the overstepping outsider who goes too far and people will riot. Either sucks.” 
 
    “What are the rules then, and what would you like to see happen?” Juan’s father asked, shooting a look at his family when people started muttering. “We cannot do this safely without their help. We would lose our people. Do not be stupid and let pride that we would ask a young female ruler for help be our downfall.” 
 
    “It’s not like you haven’t before,” Neldor drawled. “But that was saving their homes. This would directly involve them and would cost you warriors. Some care more about the embarrassing view Tamsin was needed to do it all. Pathetic.” 
 
    I slowly turned and blinked at him. “Okay, you’re supposed to be the good one at this and patient.” 
 
    He snickered. “Not when the meetings involve disrespect to you.” He held up a notepad he’d been hiding. 
 
    I watched as writing appeared on it, able to read it but 100% sure it was in Faerie so no one else caught it. It was magic like Julian had used the first day of his class to have what was said about him written on the chalkboard, but this seemed to be the thoughts of certain people. 
 
    Cool, but I was curious who he had focused on when the commanders were listening in on the kings, queens, and probably their seconds. Neldor was pretty damn read in on most situations and my guess would be whomever he thought was the problem in each family. 
 
    I nodded I understood what was going on and focused back on the question. “You formally ask fairies for aid. Not publicly because we need to have the element of surprise, but after this is done you make it damn clear that you are taking this on you, not my overstepping.” I glanced at Shael and sighed. “And then throw a banquet in our honor or thanks or whatever.” 
 
    “Clearly, you care about the praise,” Sasha chuckled darkly. “I will personally organize it with Commander Shael and make sure it is better than any gathering thrown in celebration of fairies.” 
 
    That seemed to chill out the commanders a bit. It wasn’t that the dragons had meant to snub us, they simply didn’t know how to handle all of this either. 
 
    That was fair. The pushing wasn’t when we were fucking overloaded. 
 
    And I said as much which amused some people, but others were annoyed, and yet others looked like they might strangle me. Yeah, fine, diplomacy wasn’t my strong suit.  
 
    Oh well. I tried. 
 
    “We will go in and freeze them, listen to thoughts, and make sure we get them all,” I said next after people accepted it. “But you will hold the criminals and handle the trials. We can help with the interrogations and…” I sighed when the commanders went stiff. “We can do it faster. No one needs to know we helped. They are dirty and corrupt, and it won’t just be this.” 
 
    “She was always going to have us do it and we knew that,” Iolas cut in, giving me an amused smirk. “Good. No more monsters falling through the cracks. I vote Onas handles it now that he’s wrapping up with overseeing the warlock elders.” 
 
    Onas nodded. “I agree this is important enough and I can hand over the rest of the cleanup to several captains.” He glanced at Shael. “You had some captains who finished other tasks, yes? I can work with them?” 
 
    “Yes, they desperately need a break from facilitating who is woken up and sending notices of who didn’t make it. We left them there too long and they are about to break,” she admitted, looking as tired as we all felt. 
 
    “Is there something we can help take off your plate given you are taking on this monumental burden for us?” King Fergus asked as he stood. “Surely there is some way we can aid Faerie and her people in their recovery?” 
 
    “I’m sure lots of ways,” I admitted, glancing at Lageos. I waited until he slowly nodded. “There has to be a way to do it right and make it as a gesture after we handle this so it doesn’t look like we were hired like mercenaries.” I waved off what he wanted to say. “I know you didn’t mean it like that. I do. The media isn’t nice to me and that would be what’s said next.” 
 
    “They are too harsh toward you,” he sighed. “Then in secret. It does not need to be known. We know the friendship is strong, and we want to make amends for being bad friends.” 
 
    Nice. Really and truly that was nice of him and pushed the other royals who were dragging their feet. I didn’t find it funny that it wasn’t any of the ones in charge. They didn’t get much of a vote then and were just trouble. 
 
    Speaking of trouble… I looked at Juan directly. “We do this and there is no dissension on it. You hate me and I don’t care, but I will not risk my people because you ran your mouth on this to your fan club who likes to talk to the media.” I frowned when he flinched. 
 
    “Prince Juan was unaware that there were leaks in his camp,” Neldor informed us. 
 
    Oh, so Juan was one he was listening in on. Smart. 
 
    I moved my hand to Hudson’s arm when I felt him get riled up. “Then you’re a twit. I know Hudson told you. Others have told you. You can’t be blind to what is said in the media.” 
 
    “They never named me,” he defended. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that. “What other dragon prince would know about my school life to leak about? You two are the only ones there.” 
 
    “That’s true,” he sighed, rubbing his hand over his neck. “And yes, I swear none of that will come from me. I agree with my parents and this is the smartest, safest move, and I don’t even care you’re young or a woman. The only worry I have is the backlash later we asked this of the heir who is not actually the ruler yet and not technically of both realms.” 
 
    “That’s fair,” I said loudly before people could jump on him. “I agree that should be a concern. If we do this wrong and I’m dragged through the mud because of it, fairies won’t forgive dragons anytime soon and it could damage the relationship for generations. So make the decision if you’re all in or all out. No in between. Not this time. No forgiveness if you go back.” 
 
    “And if any of you running your mouth or leaking about this deal leads to even one of our people harmed, it will be your head because we will find out who it was,” Onas threatened. 
 
    The sigh I let out echoed in the large room. I met the gaze of each king. “Yeah, I get dealing with your family pushing. I have my own, so I’m not judging. I just want it handled.” I waved my hand and teleported Onas to the freezing ocean. “If you did it intentionally or stupidly we will have serious problems, but you can’t control all of your people. No one can.” 
 
    Neldor flinched. “Yes, we all make that mistake.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it so pointedly,” I said quietly after a few moments. “And you did as you promised. That’s all anyone can ask for.” 
 
    “I should have done it first before you were ever hurt again.” 
 
    I didn’t comment because people were shooting us questioning looks and it wasn’t something they should know. Luckily, Onas came back through a portal looking less than thrilled as he used magic to dry himself off.  
 
    Still, he did as he should and knelt before the dais with his head lowered. “I apologize, Your Highness. Thank you for reminding me of my place and not to speak for our ruler. I did it out of wanting to protect you and hating too many dismiss you but fear me and the other male commanders.” 
 
    “I know.” I nodded when he looked up at me with shock. “I know, Onas. That’s why you got dunked and not demoted. You always overstep to protect. You’re only a dickhead that undermines me in private, and even that’s gotten better since you’ve gotten to know me. Believe me, I know the sexism as most fairies only changed their opinion of me when Morgan got on board with my agenda.” 
 
    Everyone went so quiet a fly farting outside of the castle could be heard. I wasn’t sure why. I couldn’t have been the only one who had noticed that or the timing of that turn. 
 
    I ignored it and continued, looking at Trigger’s mother. “To answer the question of how to repopulate the council, I would like the eldest of every dragon knight clan to become a council member.” I nodded when her eyes went bug wide. “If the council decides to move against one ruler it will be your family who fights the fight. You should have a say.” 
 
    “That’s only four members,” Xavier muttered, glancing at Trigger and Sasha in a way that let me know they liked the idea. 
 
    “There will eventually be six as two new dragon clans will have to be trained to protect certain people,” I said, all of us knowing there were a few of the royals from families thought to be wiped out. “And I assume some of your families will be there to help them as well. That might be why some are starting trouble.” 
 
    Neldor caught on first and snickered. “Yes, they are trying to get noticed for stepping up but are doing it in the wrong way.” 
 
    I nodded but moved on. “I also think two nobles from each region who have not mated into the royal family for three generations should be on the council. A younger sibling or cousin of the current noble leading in that area. And they are put into the position by vote of the other nobles in their region.” 
 
    That gave everyone pause to consider… Except Lageos. He was beaming at me, fully understanding what I was up to. 
 
    “So the seats could never become family or legacy,” he chuckled.  
 
    “Exactly.” I winked at him. “The seat is open to whoever fits that now, but after Juan mates, that will exclude whatever noble family she was born to.” 
 
    “Yes, but his betrothed isn’t from our area,” Juan’s father hedged. 
 
    “She knows that,” Juan chuckled, actually giving me an impressed look. “It would give them the perk of being tied to us but also not allow them to have a louder voice in their area.” 
 
    I nodded. “One or the other. It’s much harder to stage a coup then.” I flinched when several dragons gave me confused looks. I shared a glance with the commanders who couldn’t hide their shock. 
 
    “They don’t know, Your Highness,” Shael warned. 
 
    “Oh shit,” I groaned as I moved to scrub my hair but then remembered the tiara I was wearing. “Okay, so don’t freak out.” 
 
    “Yeah, that ship has sailed,” Hudson muttered as he got to his feet. “Some people need to step outside. Now. Too many of you are on the edge of shifting knowing you’re about to find out something you’ve wanted for years. You are not risking my mate’s home!” 
 
    “Leave if you cannot control yourself. We will tell you outside,” Xavier ordered as he jumped to his feet and pointed out specific people. 
 
    I felt cold as dozens of dragon royals fled to the door my guards hurried to open to the balcony. Pushing to my feet, I swallowed loudly before glancing at Hudson. He gave me a swift nod people were calm. 
 
    So did Lageos that he was ready to act if need be. 
 
    “Alec’s mate, Kim, had a younger sister,” I hedged, glancing at Xavier in particular since I knew he wanted Alec’s head. “She was betrothed to one of the princes of the Australian royals. She was their plant and how it was done.” 
 
    “Had a sister?” Trigger bit out as he stood, adjusting his neck as his eyes changed color. 
 
    “Yes, had,” I confirmed. “Kim sacrificed her sister. She promised she would get her out beforehand but didn’t. My fae dogs that investigated and surveil them told me themselves. She was fighting with Alec and admitted she used her as a pawn to make the coup happen knowing she would die in the battle.” 
 
    “And Africa?” Xavier bit out, barely keeping it together from the way he shook. “How did it happen?” 
 
    “We aren’t sure yet,” Lageos said as he moved closer to the dragon. “I was unaware you didn’t know already. I am also sorry for your loss.” 
 
    And then he teleported Xavier away. 
 
    Huh? I blinked at Sasha. 
 
    “Xavier’s youngest brother was visiting the royals of Africa when the coup happened. He was killed in the takeover.” 
 
    My knees went weak as I found my seat. “I didn’t know. I’m so sorry. I—I’m so sorry, Sasha.” 
 
    She gave me a sad smile. “None of this is your fault. It never has been.” 
 
    Yeah, but fuck. I glanced at Hudson as if asking why he’d never told me. 
 
    “I didn’t want to pressure you,” he whispered. “Just as Claudia didn’t want to. You’ve always been drowning, Tams. Doing it safely was always most important. You still have millions of fairies frozen that need you. I love my family, but their justice and vengeance weren’t more important to me than you are.” 
 
    He still should have told me. What a stupid, loveable dragon. I was pretty sure I’d said as much. 
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    The meeting was a bust after that. There was at least one king or queen from each area that hadn’t needed to step outside. They promised they would put their heads together and secure the support of everyone for what I wanted so we could move forward.  
 
    Hudson had to go with his family for whatever meeting they were going to have next, but he asked if he could see me later. Luckily, I had plans so it gave me an out. 
 
    And I hated I wanted an out from seeing him. Shame filled me that I felt that way. He was trying so hard, and I wanted things to be better with him. It gutted me and left me feeling like I was sinking back into that dark hole I’d been in when I’d gone off on my own for the summer.  
 
    Oddly enough, comfort came from the most surprising person. 
 
    Neldor. 
 
    He pulled me off to the side as Guardians escorted the dragons back to their world. He put a barrier over us and made me look at him. “Stop being so hard on yourself. Please. I know you can do so much more than us mere mortals, but even you cannot force yourself to not be hurt from the pain you went through with him. Even you do not have that magic, Tams.” 
 
    “I want to have it though,” I choked out, hating how I felt and yet somehow feeling validated in my frustration because someone saw it. “I want to forgive him. I want to be happy. I want to be loved. Why can’t I move on and let them love me? Am I that broken? I ruin everything!” 
 
    He hugged me to him, ignoring when I tried to push him away. He whispered promises that things would be okay and I was doing much better than I thought. That I let Darby love me just fine and it was them being stupid that broke everything. 
 
    So he caught on that I’d said “them” not just “him” for Hudson.  
 
    Oh boy.  
 
    “We feel things deeper than humans or other supes,” he whispered when I calmed down. “You more than other fairies even, baby doll. You are the vessel to all the magic and hope of a fucking world and people. You never heal enough to shoulder more and yet you take it on. Gods, you take on so much the people who care about you are constantly exhausted for you.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to fix myself.” 
 
    “You are not broken, Tamsin Vale,” he growled as he grabbed my shoulders and shook me. “You do not need to be fixed. I said healed, you daft woman!” 
 
    “Fine, I don’t know how to do that either.” 
 
    “You do, but you never get the time.” He swallowed loudly. “And you fear Faerie.” He sighed when I flinched. “You hide it well so many think you are over your fears of this planet and your connection to it, but I know you are not. You are terrified of it and that is part of the problem.” 
 
    “You don’t understand what the connection is like,” I defended. “You would be scared too.” 
 
    “I am.” He nodded when I blinked at him. “I’m terrified of it. It ate my mother, Tams. It has hurt you when I was standing there. Of course, I’m terrified of it!”  
 
    I believed him. I saw the fear in his eyes thick as could be. 
 
    “I won’t let it eat me,” I whispered, wanting to comfort him somewhere in my crazy mind.  
 
    “I’ll blow up Faerie before I let you get eaten by it,” he muttered, flinching when my eyes went wide. “I’d get everyone out first. I’m not—I don’t want—” 
 
    “I know,” I said firmly. “I know what you meant. It’s just… You used to talk about how magical Faerie was.” 
 
    “Apparently, I was naïve and about a lot more than the bond between the queens and the planet,” he grumbled before cupping my cheek. “You are not the problem, Tams. You were hurt badly and repeatedly by the stupid dragon. I know he loves you and you love him, but you can’t just wave it all away.” 
 
    “I want to,” I whispered. “It hurts.” I let out a shaky breath. “It hurts how badly I failed him. If I was more and not so broken, he wouldn’t have gotten tunnel vision and abandoned me.” I broke down crying, tired and twisted up about everything with the dragons, not just Hudson. I hated how things were. 
 
    And not just with Hudson on that either. Everything shouldn’t always be so fucked up. I knew we were making progress and things were getting better. I knew that. I saw it. 
 
    I just couldn’t always feel it. I felt the uphill battles instead of being able to see how far we’d made it from where things had been. 
 
    I didn’t think I was the only one who struggled with that, right? 
 
    He hugged me and put comfort runes on me until I settled. “Hold it together, baby doll. You will be so happy in a bit. You know what else is on the agenda today. Just fight until it’s another time of joy. I swear to you things will start being more joy than pain.” 
 
    “You have that magic?” I teased as I pulled away and tried to mop up my face. I flinched when Neldor pulled out a handkerchief and moved my hand out of the way. 
 
    “No, I don’t,” he said gently as he cleaned me up. “You do. Things get better every day because of you. I see it. All of Faerie sees it. Other supes see it even if the fuckers won’t admit it. There are so many wins in your corner that if life could be perfect, you would find a way.” 
 
    “What the hell happened to the massive asshole I awoke all those months ago?” I blurted, shocked down to my core at what he was saying. 
 
    Neldor simply chuckled. “You. The answer is you on that as well, Tams.” He searched my face and nodded. “Use your magic to cool your face like an ice pack and a healing rune and you’re good.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I mumbled, doing what he said. “Really, thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he breathed, sounding… Affected? 
 
    I realized I was staring at his lush lips and he’d caught me. I flinched and looked away as I did another healing rune as if that would snap me out of my thoughts. “Okay, let’s do this.” 
 
    “Yes, okay, good,” he agreed, clearing his throat and rambling a bit. “You got this.” 
 
    I sighed, bobbing my head as I tried to focus. “I just feel like I want to be in TikTok for a bit and that trend of ‘skipping to the good part’ videos. I just want to skip to the good part where we’re all happy and together. No more huge problems and the only thing I get pissed at is the toilet seat being left up or something.” I glanced at him. “Doesn’t that sound great?” 
 
    He slowly blinked at me as if his brain just exploded or something. It made me frown, and I was about to ask if he was okay. 
 
    Until I realized what I’d just said. “I didn’t mean—I wasn’t saying us like that ‘we’ and—well, I mean I want you happy too and…” I couldn’t figure out what to say so I just blurted what I said next and fled. “Hobgoblins.” 
 
    I rejoined the others first, promising them I was fine and reminding them we needed to get going. 
 
    “Is Prince Neldor no longer coming?” Shael muttered, glancing behind me. 
 
    “No, of course he is. I think he went to use the bathroom,” I lied through my teeth.  
 
    Sure he was.  
 
    He still seemed incredibly shell-shocked when he rejoined us for the quick meal we were having. I was glad we were sitting on either side of the long table and he didn’t try to push me.  
 
    I thanked everyone as we wrapped up and then freshened up in the bathroom before we headed out.  
 
    The temples of Faerie were still shocking to me even though I’d been a few times now. For one, they were huge.  
 
    And they were all very, very different. The one we were at today reminded me almost of the Roman Colosseum. It had the vibe… But bigger. Taller. That was also now in the middle of Rome, but this temple was out in nature. It was older than the Roman Colosseum, but the magic of Faerie—now that it was healed—kept it looking brand new. 
 
    There was also more life to it. There were vines and flowers all over the walls and massive fae fruit trees planted on the property.  
 
    I smiled at Professor Rosini when I saw her. We had been working on this since the start of the semester. Technically, this was a huge test for my class but more important… It was a tradition my mother loved. Professor Rosini had actually shed tears as she told me about how she’d taught my mother everything about the Blessing of New Folk. 
 
    The really short version was it was like a baptism for hobgoblins after they were born. The queen of the realm held a ceremony every month and blessed the babies that had been born before the gods. 
 
    Needless to say, the tradition hadn’t been done in decades with Faerie lost in the darkness and hobgoblins trapped on the other world to fend for themselves. None of it had gone well, and that was why it was a priority of mine to start this tradition again even if I was changing a few things. 
 
    Even if I wasn’t queen yet. 
 
    I checked we had the right count of charms and everything was in place. Good. Perfect. I needed this to go perfectly. At least this. 
 
    “Why are you swirling?” Lageos demanded from behind me. 
 
    I jumped and turned to see who he was upset with, my eyes going wide when he was looking at me. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You’re not. You’re so depleted that—” He shot Neldor a pissed look. “You say you want to be her mate and you don’t even heal or help her when she’s fragile!” 
 
    He couldn’t get his mouth to work. “I can’t sense it. None of us can. She blocks us.” 
 
    That took a lot of steam out of Lageos’s upset. He let out a slow breath and looked up as if asking the gods for patience or maybe my mother for help. I never knew what he thought when he did that. 
 
    He gave me a serious look. “You will have to let him in for this. I will show him.” He shook his head when I opened my mouth to argue. “I will not always be here, Tamsin. You have to have the safety cushion or rails of this. You are too powerful and didn’t even go through the intense training Meira did.”  
 
    I felt cold when he shot Neldor a look.  
 
    Oh, his mother. I didn’t go through the training they did and she lost herself.  
 
    I nodded. “Then teach Julian as well. He can at least alert the right people or keep me from Faerie if I’m too depleted.” I ignored when others flinched. Every other fairy would rush to Faerie when injured or needing more magic, but I had to hide. 
 
    Yeah, but that wasn’t my fault and it was smart. 
 
    “Thank you,” he sighed, coming over and kissing my hair as he charged me up big time. “Thank you, Daughter.” 
 
    “Thank you for making sure I’m safe,” I whispered as I hugged him. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “The dragons,” he sighed. “I just… Stupid is in every species and family.” 
 
    “Which one of us got that then?” I teased, trying to lighten the mood and get in happy mode for the ceremony. 
 
    He snorted. “Several of your uncles. Dear gods, it’s amazing they didn’t blow up the planet several times. Those idiots.” 
 
    But he said it with emotion in his voice. Longing almost. Probably to see them again like he did my mother. It made me feel incredibly selfish and guilty. I was the only reason he was still here instead of where he clearly wanted to be.  
 
    Yes, he wanted to be here with me too. I always knew that and felt it, but I was one versus the love of his very long life and all of his family. I knew Lageos didn’t see death as bad or an ending but the next part of the journey. It was beautiful and I wished more people felt that. 
 
    Then again, the rest of us didn’t have as many answers to so much as he did. 
 
    About five minutes before we were going to open the temple to those attending, I went by the main entrance and carefully sat cross-legged on the lush floor pillow. This was not part of the original ceremony but what I was changing. It would be criticized for sure, but I didn’t care. 
 
    It was what felt right to me. 
 
    I beamed when Irma and her mate came in first… With Elasha.  
 
    I shocked everyone by breaking down crying. Not big or ugly, but I did need to cover my face and more tears fell. 
 
    “Are you hurt, Princess?” Elasha worried as she hurried over to me. 
 
    “No, I’m happy,” I rasped as I pulled the little girl to me and gave her the biggest hug. I kissed her hair when she snuggled up to me and patted my back as if trying to comfort me. “This is the greatest gift. Truly, you have no idea how much this means to me.” 
 
    “Us too, Your Highness,” Irma whispered, her mate hugging her. Both of their skin was yellow with joy. “Thank you for making sure our daughter was first.” 
 
    “She was my first too.” Saying that set me off again, and I took longer than I should hugging the child. I thanked her again and again before letting them head inside.  
 
    My little buddy Darfin was next, and I had about the same reaction when I saw him standing with his parents. He was all about giving me attention and tried tickling me to make me happy like I used to do to him.  
 
    Neldor was sitting next to me and greeting them as well. Some were more comfortable going to him because they had lived in the dark realm. I wasn’t offended. It was what the children had learned, and they still came to be blessed by the light realm heir. 
 
    That was enough for me. Hell, I was so thrilled about how the event started, it was already perfect.  
 
    We personally greeted the two hundred kids who were attending this time. I had a lot of people to make up for, so it would hopefully be a twice-a-month event until all the new additions were blessed. People had argued against it because that was a ton of work but damn, it was worth it.  
 
    When everyone was in place, Commander Morgan offered me a hand up with concern all over his face. I heard his thoughts that he didn’t understand why I was so upset. I was about to answer when Iolas did. 
 
    “The hobgoblins never acknowledged their mates or children while we were gone,” Iolas told the other commanders quietly. “Even at Artemis. They would be targeted. So they all behaved as one family so no one could be singled out. They’re saying they feel safe enough now that they don’t have to do that. They know they’re protected because of Tamsin.” 
 
    “It’s the best present,” I told them both before heading to the raised dais. I let the others take their seats, noting the way Neldor sat next to my dad instead of the other side like they used to.  
 
    It was progress. All of this was, and it was like stitches in wounds my soul had carried for too long. 
 
    “There is no Faerie or fairies without hobgoblins,” I said loudly. “You are what makes this world magical. You make it possible for us to be fairies and be the beacons of high standards we are to the other world.” I found Elasha in the crowd and smiled at her. “Just as you came to me when I was lost and scared and made me feel loved, that is who hobgoblins are. 
 
    “You are the love that makes us feel. You are the strength that pushes us forward. You are the comfort we need when we hit hard times.” I quickly wiped a stray tear. “You were all of that for me that day. More than you ever know did you save me when I was drowning, Elasha.” I nodded and looked at the others. “So many of you kept me going when I was alone and terrified. 
 
    “You are the reason there is a Faerie again. If the hobgoblins at school didn’t find me and protect me, help me when I was struggling, none of this would be possible. I would have failed and drowned. I would have been taken by a council or the Underground. It was all because of you.” I focused on Irma. “And it is a debt that fairies can never repay. 
 
    “But I swear to you as I did years ago that I won’t ever stop fighting and pushing for our lives to be better. You are the morality we live by, and you kept me on the path. Our lives are rich because of hobgoblins, and every fairy knows that, never doubts it.”  
 
    I wiped under my eyes again and stared out at the large group.  
 
    “We failed you once, and the vow I make to this new generation of hobgoblins is we will never make the same mistake again.” I glanced at Neldor. “We both have sworn it. No more wars. Not while we live. We may be two realms still, but we are one Faerie. And working together, we will thrive.” 
 
    I let out a slow breath and went for broke, knowing this was going to be the part of the ceremony people would criticize most.  
 
    “So it shouldn’t be me up here alone. You are as much a part of getting us here as I was. I don’t want it to be only me who blesses the next generation. We both fought for this—bled for it and suffered because of what was done. You did everything you could to stop the war, more than people realize or acknowledge. I do. I see it and this is our ceremony now.” 
 
    I held my breath as I waited, Professor Rosini warning me that people might leave. That was the way to handle it if a queen or heir changed traditions and they disagreed with them. It wasn’t rude or frowned upon even if it would hurt. It was the truth, and we lived in Faerie by the truth. 
 
    Or we were supposed to. 
 
    Onas stood and I braced myself for others to reject this change. 
 
    But the man simply knelt. 
 
    Huh? 
 
    “This is why I changed my mind and realized you should be the queen of all of us, Your Highness,” he said firmly as he lowered his head to me. “This drive of yours to bring us together and show us that it can be a better world is why I would follow you and your vision even into the deepest layers of any hell.” 
 
    “Here, here!” several of the commanders agreed before kneeling as he did. 
 
    Well… Wow. Okay, I hadn’t been ready for that. 
 
    Was I dreaming? I actually glanced around for Julian to make sure we weren’t in a dreamscape, but it was real. 
 
    It was really real, and people approved of what I wanted. 
 
    Hot damn! 
 
    Neldor stood and came towards me with tears in his eyes. “I’m hugging you so deal with it.” 
 
    I chuckled softly and hugged him back. He was always such a demanding pain in the ass even when he was on my side and being good. 
 
    He moved away and cleared his throat. “Okay, so what—how do we do this? I don’t know how to bless things. Can I even bless things?” 
 
    I covered his mouth with my hand and swallowed the need to laugh. “Chill. You were the one who pointed out my mistakes when I was learning this. You know it.” I waited until he nodded before pulling my hand away.  
 
    We moved over to the alter, and he went on the other side of it so we joined hands over what we were blessing. Or finalizing the blessing really. I’d already done it at the other required temples.  
 
    It took a couple of minutes, but then it was done, the very air in the temple lighter. And the mood better. Even if everyone had been happy and relaxed for the event, they were more so now.  
 
    No, I didn’t understand it, but it was part of magic, the gods, and blessing things. It was almost like endorphins if I would guess the physical feeling. 
 
    But what the hell did I know? 
 
    We smiled at each other when it was done. He followed my lead by picking up a dozen of the charms and heading towards the children. 
 
    I knelt in front of Elasha and handed her the first. “Never will you be trapped as others have been. If anyone ever tries to take you, you wish on this charm that I save you, and a portal will open to one of the safe lands for fae. Guardians will be there and know to watch for this. They will come save the day, okay?” 
 
    “This is too much, Your Highness,” Irma whispered. “It’s supposed to be a blessing of happiness.” 
 
    I met her eyes. “Safety is the best happiness I can give my people. I should give that as their ruler.” I shook my head when she tried to argue. “This will work even if I’m gone. I will not let hobgoblins be treated like prisoners and caged ever again. This is a failsafe and I want every child to have it.” I nodded for Elasha to take it and she did, thanking me and that it was pretty. 
 
    Of course, it had to be pretty. Hobgoblins liked new things and stuff that sparkled… Kinda like most people. 
 
    When the ceremony was done, I was wiped and ready to crash.  
 
    Instead, Chief was pacing and clearly needed to talk to me.  
 
    Fuck. 
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    I knelt down in front of him and gave him love, ignoring how exhausted I was and linked with him to find out why he was upset. 
 
    I swallowed a sigh and kissed his head. “I’ll handle it. I promise.” 
 
    The relief the fae dog felt swarmed me since we were still linked. He didn’t like holding onto this sort of information, mostly because he didn’t understand. He was fair folk so more than an animal, but not a person like me, and the relationships of people confused him. 
 
    I couldn’t even blame him given they confused me all the fucking time too. 
 
    I didn’t tell my security I was going back out or anything given I was teleporting to one of the most secure places in our world. I had wanted to change first, but I also wanted a hot soak, so that would have to wait. Thinking of the best spot, I teleported to Queen Sasha’s private office and lounge… Only to find Xavier there. 
 
    Drunk. 
 
    Really drunk from the way he barely reacted to my appearing. 
 
    “Now is not the time, Tamsin,” he whispered, not even sparing me a glance. 
 
    “I didn’t come here for you,” I muttered, watching as he took a huge swig from an almost empty bottle. 
 
    A bottle I was damn sure had been full when he’d started. 
 
    “Sasha is gone. She left me.” 
 
    I ignored when he started quietly crying and listened to his drunken thoughts. “You fool.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” he snapped. “I gave—” 
 
    “You stupid, loyal, tunnel-visioned fool,” I growled as I stormed over to him. I snagged the bottle away from him and shoved him to sit back down when he tried to stand. “If your brother was half as good of a guy as you or your son, he would never have wanted this to come between you and Sasha. I would throttle you and leave you too!” 
 
    “I can’t betray him,” he choked out before covering his face with his hands and letting out a wordless scream. 
 
    “No, but I didn’t make the promise,” I told him as I ran my hand over his head. “I won’t keep this from her.” I set the bottle down and moved away but froze when Xavier whispered under his breath. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Good, then he wouldn’t hate me for busting him.  
 
    I teleported to Sasha to find her at my vacation home in Italy in about the same state as her mate. 
 
    “I apologize for not asking first, but now is not the time for whatever you need, Tamsin,” she managed to say in between her crying. 
 
    “Yeah, it is because I know what’s going on with Xavier and he knows I’m coming to tell you.” I nodded when she looked at me. “He wasn’t trying to hide things from you, Sasha. He swore to his brother he wouldn’t ever tell.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed shock as she tried—and failed—to mop up her face. “This about his youngest brother? What does he have to do with that woman?” 
 
    I sighed as I teleported the tissues from my bathroom to me since she was clearly out. I sat on the table in front of the sofa she was on and handed them over. “She was his brother’s love.” I nodded when she flinched. “He wanted to mate her, but Xavier asked him to mate that royal from Africa to strengthen their alliance.” 
 
    “And then he died,” she rasped new tears forming. 
 
    I nodded. “He agreed but made Xavier swear to always protect her and check in on her, to not tell anyone about their love because it would make her a target.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and let out a choked sob. “That promise was more important than me and our love?” 
 
    “No, but Xavier feels all the guilt in the world that what he wanted got his brother killed,” I whispered as I sat next to her. I hugged the larger woman to me and let her cry it out.  
 
    It took a while, but she pulled it together and apologized. “Knowing you, you went to talk to him and found it all out.” 
 
    I cleared my throat and turned on the sofa so we could see each other. “No, I went because Chief told me a massive argument happened at your castle and you left your mate. I went to comfort you and see how I could help.” 
 
    “You were spying?” 
 
    “No.” I waited until she met my gaze. “No. The dogs change out on each of your castles for protection. They can instantly let me know if you’re attacked.” 
 
    “You are such a fucking miracle,” she whispered, reaching over and taking my hand. “I was teasing on the spying. I know you would only watch over us.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I use my dogs to spy all of the fucking time, but not on you guys.” I squeezed her hand. “I went to find you, but he was in your study drunk off his ass and in the same state you are. But yes, I listened in and told him I wouldn’t keep it from you. He thanked me for that.” 
 
    “Idiot,” she sighed before elegantly blowing her nose. 
 
    I didn’t really think there was an elegant way to blow your nose, but Sasha did it. It must be nice to be that… Sophisticated? Put together? I wasn’t sure the right way to say it, but I wished I was more like it most of the time. 
 
    “I still don’t understand why that woman is suddenly always around though,” she whispered. “It’s been years and years since his brother died. Why just now is she there every time I turn around?” 
 
    “She let her grief and anger twist her up. She found out it was Xavier who pushed his brother to mate that royal a few years ago and it’s been…” 
 
    “Festering.” She shot me a worried look. “Has she been threatening or blackmailing Xavier?” 
 
    “She’s not to that level yet, but it’s getting there.” 
 
    “I will gut her,” she growled. 
 
    “No, you focus on fixing this and beating your mate up. I will handle her. I have the leverage.” 
 
    She didn’t ask, simply nodding.  
 
    I stayed with her for a while longer and made sure she had a detail on her since she’d slipped her security with the Rothchilds somehow. I called Hudson to fill him in but was surprised when he didn’t pick up. Then again it was late, but I wouldn’t think late enough that he was already in bed on a Saturday. 
 
    I filled in Trigger quickly instead and then focused on the woman in Xavier’s thoughts, teleporting to her. 
 
    To say she was shocked to see me was an understatement. 
 
    “Don’t bother to call for anyone, Robbie,” I said when she opened her mouth and reached for her phone. “Don’t be cliché and stupid. You know who I am and what I can do. Do you really think anyone can get to you against me?” 
 
    She studied me a moment and then sat back in her chair. “What do you want?” 
 
    I snorted. “Wow, you’ve got balls. I’ll give you that. You don’t even address the heir of Faerie as you should, and you’ve been putting the screws to your own fucking king. I just…” I shook my head. I smirked when she growled. “No, he didn’t tell me. I’m a telepath. What I want to know is why his sister-in-law didn’t…” I nodded, hearing the answer from her thoughts. 
 
    She glanced down at the charm she wore and mentally swore. 
 
    Yeah, those telepathy-blocking charms hadn’t worked on me in a long, long time. 
 
    “This doesn’t concern the—” 
 
    “Don’t even try it,” I chuckled darkly. “His son is my mate. You simply loved his brother who is gone. I have every right to stick my nose in this. Hell, I would just because I love Sasha, and I absolutely believe there is more to this than Xavier understands because he’s a man. For as smart as a lot of men are—Xavier included—they will never understand the minds of women.” 
 
    And hers was so dark and twisted that it made me feel icky listening to it.  
 
    “It didn’t have to be like this,” I said sadly. “You could have sought out help for your grief instead of taking this path.” 
 
    “Xavier took everything from me!” she snarled as she got to her feet. 
 
    I used my magic to shove her to sit back down. “The man you loved chose his family over you. You deserve your anger at that, but it’s not Xavier’s fault. He didn’t order it. He asked. His brother made the call, and you can’t punish him. Believe me, Xavier is punishing himself enough for ever asking. You’re just being cruel.” 
 
    “You know nothing, fairy,” she bit out. 
 
    “I know enough, and I know how you fucking dragons get everything twisted in your damn heads,” I snapped. “But I’m here with a deal. I would take my deal because the other option is I stick you in a deep dark hole in Faerie and let your anger eat at you without letting you shift.” I nodded when she couldn’t hide her shock.  
 
    “You have no right.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I have diplomatic immunity.” I narrowed my eyes at her when she opened her mouth. “You have no right to pressure Xavier as you have. You’re backing him into a corner under the guise of debt when we both know that you want revenge. You want him to suffer as you have, and you can’t really punish the one to blame. 
 
    “So here is my deal, Robbie. You can keep on this path for your revenge, or I will give you who you should want.” That had her interest and I smiled. “I will take out Berman.” 
 
    She snorted. “Everyone thought you would, but you’ve not done shit. You can’t or you would have already done it.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that. “I’ve taken out two corrupt councils and have been a bit busy. Just slightly busy as I have my own people to help as well.”  
 
    “Fine, you let me kill him and I’ll—” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head when she argued. “He left you. That doesn’t trump the loss others have suffered. If you were mated—you’re not the highest level of who deserves vengeance. I’m saying I will take him out and you will let this die, live your life, and never speak to or about the Vogels again.” 
 
    “If you can get to him, you’ll kill him anyways. Fuck you.” 
 
    “Fuck me?” I chuckled darkly as I used a rune to make her feel like her skin was burning off, raising her internal temperature until her insides were basically cooking. “You want to talk to me like that again?” I stopped it and healed her. “Take my deal because you’ve pissed me off and ruined my night, Robbie.” 
 
    “You’ll still do it.” 
 
    I would, but she didn’t know me well enough to know that for sure. “But I won’t do it now.” I smirked when she flinched. “Maybe I’ll let him rule another year. I’ll let you get that much more twisted and ruin your life as you’ve been trying to. Do you think that’s what Xavier’s brother would have wanted? You to ruin your chance to see him again?” 
 
    “What does it matter when he chose her?” she roared before she broke down sobbing. 
 
    I felt horrible for her. I truly did, but she had let her valid grief and pain turn into something dark. “Then find someone who will choose you over everything else. There’s no honor in the path you’re on and you were the victim. Now you’re the evil.” I nodded when she looked at me. “You probably broke up their mating, and what did Sasha ever do to you to deserve that?” 
 
    She winced and that made me see at least she wasn’t completely lost. It took a bit more coaxing, but finally she agreed. She swore to me she would let it go and let her past die when Berman died. 
 
    I saw a notepad on the side table and went over there. “Talk to someone, Robbie. Don’t let this be your life. Don’t ruin the happy life you could have because of a man. I’m sorry for what you’ve suffered. I can’t even imagine it, but he didn’t pick you. He doesn’t fucking deserve your life after him or all of these years.” 
 
    “You’re right,” she whispered as she accepted the notepad and pen from me. “I blamed Xavier for making him, but you’re right he did it on his own. I grieved so long for losing him and not having the chance to get him back because he died, but when I learned that Xavier wanted it…” 
 
    “Where did you learn of it? That’s what I want to know,” I admitted. I got the answer from her mind, but it didn’t make much sense.  
 
    Until about a week later. Then it did and put all the pieces together. 
 
    That meant it was time to act. No more delays.  
 
    It was time to keep my promise and take down the dragon Alphas. 
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    A week after the meeting with the dragon royals, they finally got their shit together, and every single one of them signed an oath to agree to our terms. I refused to end up holding a bag of shit on this one, not when so many of my people were involved and we had enough on our plates. 
 
    Berman woke and blinked at me being in his bed instead of his mate… But wasn’t shocked like he should have been. 
 
    “Well, that’s disturbing,” I drawled from where I was actually sitting at the table in his lavish bedroom. “So you’ve been dreaming about me in your bed. Gross.” 
 
    He did a double take and growled, clearly busted. “You’re full of yourself to think I would ever want you, whore.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him and kept eating. “Oh no, you called me a bad name. I can’t function now. Okay, invasion called off.” 
 
    He snorted. “This is all tricks. You can’t be in here.” 
 
    I popped some pearberries in my mouth and smirked at him. “How are all of those crystals you bought for gobs of money from your dirty contacts? The ones who supposedly stole them from me?” I chuckled as his face went a bit pale. “Yeah, that was on purpose, idiot. They were my crystals and magic.” I gestured around with my free hand. “My magic now keeps this glamour up.” 
 
    “And you figured out how to tap into that,” he bit out. 
 
    “Oh no, I always knew about it,” I purred. “That’s why I let you think you were so smart to get those crystals. Hell, they helped with some of the funding to get hobgoblins resettled and expand the co-op, feed the fairies I’m waking.” I ate some more fruit and winked at him. “Yes, I played you.” 
 
    “You fucking bitch,” he seethed as he stormed towards me. He bounced off the barrier I had around him and landed hard on his ass. 
 
    “The bigger they are,” I taunted. “You’re done, Berman. This day has been coming since you sent those dragons after me at school and we both know it.” 
 
    “You have me trapped in a magical bubble but that’s not—” 
 
    I threw back my head and laughed before standing and grabbing my container. I moved closer until I was right at the barrier as I kept eating my fruit. “You were the last, idiot. The whole castle was taken. I came in and froze them all with my demigod father, and my huge fucking army handled it the past hour.” 
 
    “You lie,” he snapped as he got back on his feet. 
 
    “Which part?” I tossed up the pearlberries and caught them with a smirk. “That it took us an hour? Yeah, that was it. You were the last. I wanted to have some fun before I turn you over to Xavier.” I smiled when he flinched. “Oh yeah, he’s going to peel your skin from you after we get all the information on your many, many crimes.” 
 
    “You have no standing to do any of this.” 
 
    “That’s debatable.” I shrugged when he couldn’t hide his shock I would say that. “But I can do it.” 
 
    “My council won’t stand for it.” 
 
    I snorted. “That’s not a real council and we both know it. Besides, we’re handling them too.” I studied him as he swore up a storm. “Was it worth it?” 
 
    His answer was immediate and shocked me. “Yes.” 
 
    I blinked at him. “How can you say that?” 
 
    He slowly smiled as he eyed me over like I was his next fuck. 
 
    But then I realized it was more I was the next person he planned to fuck over. 
 
    “This will take you down as well. You can’t think to take down three councils and two huge leaders and come out unscathed. This will be the end of you, and that makes this all worth it when I still get to be the one to take you down.” 
 
    I went back to eating my fruit with a smirk. “I’m actually not as stupid as people think I am. I am taking you down, but fairies aren’t going to be the judge and jury this time. The royals will.” I nodded when he snorted. “I was asked by the last royals of Africa and Asia to help them bring justice for their families.” I flinched when I heard his next thought. “You knew two survived.” 
 
    “Of course, I knew,” he snapped. “Alec is a moron, but we were meticulous. I knew two were missing.” He slammed his fist against the barrier. “I will not die because two fucking children slipped my net.” 
 
    I moved up to the barrier until we were almost close enough to kiss if it wasn’t there. “You held captive and abused fair folk. You and your people. You tried to abduct the future queen of Faerie and use her as a magical power source. Believe me that two kids weren’t the only reason. It’s simply the reason we’ll tell everyone so they can’t bitch I’m doing this.” 
 
    “They still will. They come for you.” 
 
    I snorted and backed away. “I have people come for me daily. Oh no, not some more.” I shrugged. “Then they can go down next. You would never have thought I could get you and neither will they, but it was ridiculously easy.” I smiled in a way that I knew didn’t match my eyes. “Let me show you.” 
 
    I changed the barrier so it shrank and had to stay within ten feet of me. 
 
    Meaning Berman was moving with me whether he did it on his own two feet or not.  
 
    I preferred not so he looked like an idiot, but he figured out what was going on and walked along. 
 
    I showed him that Faerie Guardians were standing out in the hall, his guards gone. We kept moving, and everywhere there should have been his dragons, there were my people.  
 
    The tour lasted about ten minutes before I turned to him with a grin. “You are the last. Enjoy your interrogation, asshole. I added some extras for you after you tried to sic Robbie on Xavier and Sasha. Only you could be so foul to send someone grieving a man you killed to do your dirty work.” 
 
    Shael was ready and restrained the dragon the moment I took down my barrier. She was rough with him and even grabbed a handful of hair so he focused on her. “You say one more disgusting thing about our leader, and I will make sure you have more accidents than needed in your interrogations.” She sighed when he still let out an array of insults about me. 
 
    Apparently, he had a few things to get off his chest.  
 
    I simply stood there and kept eating my fruit. “You done?” I checked when he stopped. 
 
    Nope, he went on for another two minutes.  
 
    I nodded along and ate until he was done, then looked at Shael. “Make sure some of the youngest and newest Guardians get a chance to square off with him.” 
 
    “Your Highness?” she hedged, her gaze searching me. 
 
    I shrugged. “He’s going to die anyways. How often do our people get the chance to really fight dragons and not have to worry about hurting them or just for sparring? Let them get a real taste of how they move for training. Someone watch over, of course, but who cares if he accidentally dies.” 
 
    “Smart,” she praised. 
 
    I had my moments. 
 
     Once everything was handled there, we did it all again in Australia. There was about a ten-hour difference between the two castles, so we moved on Berman before the sun came up and that put Australia at just before dinner. So it wasn’t too long of a wait for everyone to get settled in for the night and make our move. 
 
    “Took you long enough,” Alec muttered when I appeared. He snorted when I couldn’t hide my shock not only to find him awake but waiting for me. he took a long swig of what he was drinking. “From the moment you sentenced the other councils I knew this was coming.” 
 
    Fair enough… But I still wanted to ask him what I did Berman. 
 
    “Was it worth it?” 
 
    “No,” he whispered, taking another drink. “No, I wish I’d told people to sod off when they had proposed this to me.” He swallowed loudly and stared at his bed in a weird way that I didn’t understand. His thoughts were too drunk for me to even make sense of. “I wished I’d never met her.” 
 
    “Where is your darling mate?” I asked, glancing around. I knew Berman didn’t sleep in the same room as his because he was notorious for having mistresses, but not Alec. 
 
    He chuckled darkly and took another swig. “The bitch left me. This was all her idea and she set up her own sister to make it happen and she fled.” 
 
    “Wow, there really is no honor among assholes.” I almost comforted him that I would catch Kim, but I decided against it and left him in pain.  
 
    Everyone was rounded up and handled without a single fairy needing to even draw a weapon. Lageos wasn’t the only one who seemed a bit bored at that, but I was thrilled.  
 
    I liked some damn boring in my life. I had too much crazy and everything else. Boring was great. 
 
    I teleported to Kim and laughed when I found her in some shit motel looking like she was in the middle of a breakdown. She shouted and threw things at me that I ruined her life and I was trash, not hearing me when I said I was born of a queen. It was the same crazy others tried to throw at me basically, and I was over it, knocking her out and bringing her to the others. 
 
    Once it was all done, I met with Neldor and each of the commanders, staring at them each in turn. “There is something we all need to take away from this. I need you to hear me and take to heart what I’m about to say because it could be the difference of having another day being the victors or the former Alpha dragons.” 
 
    “Stop underestimating people,” Iolas muttered, nodding when I shot him an impressed look. “We heard Alec and all of this started with Kim. She is… ‘Dumb’ doesn’t even cover it, but she convinced the right people, and hundreds and hundreds of dragons were wiped out before anyone could even intervene.” 
 
    “Yes.” I looked around at them again. “There have been many things you guys all thought impossible when it came to magic. We have invented things you would never have thought of. We survive by being smart, and smart people do not underestimate adversaries. Take this moment to heart and learn from it so we are never the victims of this type of coup.” 
 
    And for once, I believed all of them agreed with me. All of them. That never happened, but I saw it in their eyes that they heard me and would take it to heart. 
 
    Good. 
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    “She was going to let me kiss her, but she stopped because of you,” Neldor said to Darby. “We clearly need to settle some things because it drives me crazy that another man has influence over what I can do with my own damn mate.” 
 
    Darby simply raised his eyebrow at Neldor. “Are you sure I’m the reason and not the excuse she uses to get out of those kinds of situations with you?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer but realized it was a dream, someone’s memory... And I didn’t want to get out of it. I had no idea about this and I wanted to. 
 
    Neldor lost some of his steam and sighed. “Both. I would think the answer is both.” He went back to the counter and brought over a bag, setting it on a table I didn’t recognize at first. 
 
    Julian’s. This was one of the lounges at Julian’s mansion. 
 
    “I want to settle this like men, but she would never forgive me, so I brought the best of my family’s private collection, and we’re going to hash this out instead,” Neldor said as he pulled out several bottles of expensive-looking alcohol. 
 
    Darby simply smirked at him. “She would rightfully beat your ass if she heard you be so sexist.” 
 
    “And be annoyed that you’re the kind of douche who even wanted to settle things that way,” Julian added as he joined them, his head in a book. “I know ancient languages, but I cannot figure out what the former royal accountant did here. How the fuck did he find these hidden accounts?” 
 
    “It’s their gift in a way I don’t understand either,” Neldor admitted. “He was always one of my mother and grandmother’s favorites. Don’t ask him how he did it though. It makes him feel…” 
 
    “He’s a savant in math, I get it,” Julian said as he closed the book and tossed it on a side table. He looked at Darby then. “Thank you for coming and agreeing to this.” 
 
    Darby once again raised his sarcastic eyebrow. “I had a choice?” 
 
    “Yes,” Julian answered… As Neldor and Hudson both said “no.”  
 
    Hudson came in from the hallway and had eyes only for Darby. “No, we need to talk this out. Tams is struggling with what you said the other day and was relieved when she had a reason not to see me tonight.” He shot Neldor a less than friendly look. “Which I don’t understand if you’re here. It was a fairy thing.” 
 
    “She was exhausted,” Neldor defended. “It was a huge celebration in Faerie that she was exhausted from setting up and using her magic there. The stress of changing it. She was dead on her feet. It was valid.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I could have crawled into bed with her, but she was relieved to have a reason she could use,” he grumbled as he set down the bags in his hands. “I brought food. We can order more, especially if we’re drinking.” 
 
    I felt Julian with me in the dream, not just what I was seeing. “What is this?” 
 
    “We had a bit of a meeting after your ceremony with the hobgoblins,” he hedged as he moved closer. He made a sofa appear and sat down. “Join me?” 
 
    I glanced from him to the scene in front of me. “And you’re just fine with letting me see this?” 
 
    He snickered. “How would you feel if I cut you off from seeing it?” He nodded when I winced. “So watch all you want.” 
 
    There was still something fishy about this, and I didn’t get it until he smirked for a moment. He had to come out ahead in whatever happened. He wanted me to see he looked good or something. 
 
    Then I had another thought, ignoring the memory and the five men involved in my life getting settled with food and drinks. 
 
    And yes, Lucca joined them. 
 
    “How are you here with me? You’re not staying up anymore and in the guest room. I just got in here so—Darby didn’t wake you that I was in distress.” 
 
    “No, no, he didn’t,” he muttered. He frowned deeper as he glanced between me and the memory. “I’m sleeping. So that’s new.” 
 
    “I love new when it comes to my magic,” I drawled, thanking him when he made a plate of cookies appear. I sat down next to him and decided to just watch the memory, glad I didn’t come in as one of them. It was so jarring to start a memory as the person whose memory it was. My magic was holding out against that now and I was mostly an outsider. 
 
    Well, like eight or nine times out of ten, so I took that as mostly. 
 
    “I can’t believe you guys didn’t tell me that her wings were really purple,” Lucca grumbled. “Seriously, that was such a mind fuck.” 
 
    Hudson fiddled with his glass. “She told me not to. People aren’t supposed to know. You can’t blame us for that.” 
 
    “No, yeah, you’re an asshole for other things, not that.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Hudson drawled. 
 
    “Hey, you’ve been apologizing all over the place to Tams, but she wasn’t the only one you were an asshole to, asshole, so don’t act like we’re cool. We’re not. And I won’t forgive you for how badly you hurt her for a while.” 
 
    Neldor snorted. “Pot. Kettle.” 
 
    Lucca glanced at Neldor with a raised eyebrow. “You mean yourself there, right? Because I remember you doing a lot of shit to Tams and her hating you, Prince Super Asshole.” 
 
    There was a lot of bickering about who was the biggest jerk between the four of them until Julian used his magic to silence them all, shocking the shit out of Neldor. The warlock simply shrugged. “I don’t tap into her often, but I can, and she’s more powerful than you. And I do it now because the last thing she’d want is for you four to be fighting.” 
 
    “I wasn’t fighting,” Darby defended. “You also don’t get to play the parent here when you’ve probably hurt her the worst.” 
 
    Julian sat down and fixed himself a drink. “I’ll wear that hat. I don’t care the ranking. I care that I’m doing everything I can to show her that I love her and fix what I’ve done wrong. You want to label me the biggest monster of you all, fine, I am. So what? What does it matter if we say that? The only vote that matters is hers.” 
 
    Well, damn. Yeah, he was already coming out ahead of this. 
 
    “Thanks,” I whispered. 
 
    “It’s how I truly feel,” he said quietly before clearing his throat. “I don’t want to take advantage of the situation, but if you feel the need to snuggle or want comfort, I’m here.” 
 
    “This gets bad, doesn’t it?” I sighed. 
 
    He didn’t answer right away. “I don’t know. It’s not about me, and let’s be honest that I understand you a lot less than I thought I did. I would have a hard time knowing people I loved were having secret meetings about me behind my back, so I would want comfort just for that.” 
 
    Good point, but we weren’t in that place. Even if the world thought we were together, we weren’t. 
 
    But I was starting to feel like we should be, and that upset me too. 
 
    “Look, we got off track,” Neldor agreed after they had a few minutes lost in their thoughts. “And we need more food.” He looked at Darby. “What are you in the mood for? I’ll order Portal Chow to here.” 
 
    Darby snorted. “You won’t get me on your side with food.” 
 
    “No shit,” Neldor drawled as he pulled out his phone. “You wouldn’t sell out Tamsin even if it meant your life. I’m simply acknowledging we’re ganging up on you and that’s not the intent. It’s to discuss things with you, but this is an awkward position for you, so you get to pick the damn food. Fair enough?” 
 
    Darby accepted that and smirked as he said a nicer place but not like super fancy. He was in the mood for po’boys and those were never cheap. 
 
    Neldor could more than afford it and that was his smirk. 
 
    They all put in their orders and then got back to the topic at hand. 
 
    “Look, she loves you and you are her priority. You and Faerie are her top priorities,” Lucca said firmly. “We get that. We just needed to—you’re her gatekeeper in that way sometimes and we need to talk.” 
 
    “You really upset her when you bitched you would have to give up time with her and sleeping in her bed because we were trying to be with her again,” Hudson said gently. “She was really upset.” 
 
    “I know,” Darby sighed. “And I was an ass, but it’s also the truth. I don’t want to—it’s been months and months of me sleeping with her every night. I don’t want to give that up. I love crawling into bed with her every night.” 
 
    “Yeah, but how many times do you crawl in at two or three in the morning when she’s been asleep for hours alone,” Julian countered, shrugging when Darby gave him a shit look. “It’s true. You need less sleep than she does too, mostly because she charges you up. You get the best blood because people want to get in with her as well.” 
 
    “You do?” Neldor asked, glancing between them. “I actually don’t know how that works.” 
 
    I didn’t either actually, and I should. 
 
    “That’s not my fault,” Darby defended. 
 
    “It’s not,” Julian agreed. “But it is something extra you get that she put into place.” 
 
    “I didn’t put it in place,” I told the Julian sitting next to me. 
 
    “You did, but you just didn’t know what happened,” he chuckled as he snagged one of the cookies. “It tickles me you don’t know though.” 
 
    “I have a lot on my plate, and that’s still a sensitive topic between us given what his family’s business used to be.” 
 
    “You’re right, sorry.” 
 
    I nodded. It was fine and I wasn’t upset, but I wanted him to hear me on the topic at least. 
 
    “So how does it work?” Lucca asked.  
 
    “He gets blood from the Rothchilds,” Hudson answered, nodding when the others gave Darby shocked looks besides Julian. “Someone noted Darby still was going for blood at school and joked that he didn’t want Tamsin’s blood because she was trash. She’s not, but he worried the attention it would get them and brought it up to her security.” 
 
    “She doesn’t know,” Darby muttered. “She told them to handle it and make sure I was protected or she’d let her dogs eat them. The wolves who used to protect her all of the time, Zack and Ray, let me feed from them. But when she was outed and all of the councils were taken in, it wasn’t only my needs she had to worry about. 
 
    “Iolas made a deal with Trigger to get blood directly from the Rothchilds so it was always secure and protected, and he personally worked with them on getting protective crystals in their weapons. The fairies would always come if they were attacked, but just in case it was a random attack or problem. Tamsin had been trying to figure it out, and something needed to be taken off her plate.” 
 
    “So you just show up at their castle and bite one of them?” Lucca asked after a moment. 
 
    “No, you idiot,” Darby chuckled. “They have medical staff at the castle. The Rothchilds go once a week to the healer rooms and donate blood just like humans do that the school and others buy. I tell Iolas when I need more, and he gets me a cooler of bags. I have a few in my fridge in my dorm room. That was part of why I have a single.” 
 
    “Your fucking roommate kept stealing them,” Hudson grumbled. “He didn’t even listen to Iolas to stop but—” 
 
    “Yeah, he was a jealous ass,” Darby cut in, clearly not wanting to talk about it. “He tried to catch Tams naked or get—he was jealous. He’s the vampire stud of our year even if not wealthy. He’s not a scholarship student either, but he used to be a bit of a shield as long as I looked over his papers, so it was a decent deal for me. That changed when Tams and I started dating.” 
 
    A few of them snorted, Lucca explaining it. “I get shit all of the time that they could give her more than me. People want her and I get it, I want her too, but I wouldn’t ever get so fucking bitter over a woman not noticing me. All of us had to make the move to get closer to her and break down her walls. She didn’t seek any of us out.” 
 
    “She did me,” Darby argued, shrugging when they all frowned. “I never invited her to sit with me after I was assigned to tutor her. She latched onto me as someone safe and she knew. I didn’t seek her out.” 
 
    “Brag some more that you’re her favorite and she loves you more than the rest of us,” Neldor drawled before tossing back his drink.  
 
    “And I was the fool who gave you permission to make a move on her,” Julian chuckled darkly. “She was falling in love with me, and I gave you the green light.” 
 
    I held my breath and very carefully did not look at the Julian sitting next to me even if I was dying to. 
 
    The Julian at the table met Darby’s gaze. “Because you could give her things I couldn’t. I was already head over heels for her in love, and I wanted her to have everything. And you gave it to her, so I don’t regret it. I regret a lot, but I don’t regret inviting you into her life in that way when it was clear you were falling for her too.” 
 
    Darby flinched but then nodded. “You—I’m worried you’ll hurt her again, Julian. It’s not me blocking you to be selfish. I don’t have the faith yet that you won’t crush her yet again. I want to believe, I do. I think you’ve changed and you feel like the guy I was friends with once when we were both with her, but… You have no idea how you crushed her.” 
 
    “I do and—” 
 
    “You don’t,” Darby snapped as he slammed his empty glass on the table. “She cried every fucking night for months for you—over you. I held her. I held her and promised she would be okay again when you destroyed her again and again. Her soul cried for you in her fucking sleep. I don’t think she even knows how many times she woke me crying in her sleep saying your name.” 
 
    Julian swallowed loudly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know either. Thank you for—” 
 
    “I love her and would do anything for her. Don’t thank me for doing what I should as her lover,” Darby grumbled and slid his glass to Neldor. “I know you will be in her life. All of fucking Faerie is pushing for it. I see it happening too, but I still feel like it will be a car wreck instead of something good for her. But she needs a fairy to have heirs.” 
 
    Neldor cleared his throat and poured Darby a full glass before setting it back in front of the vampire. “I don’t know it should be with me.” 
 
    “Are you having a laugh?” Julian asked him, freezing in taking his next bite of food. “Is this about you being willing to hide your relationship with her?” 
 
    “No, I mean, yes, but no,” he sighed before taking a large sip of his own drink. “Look, I’m basically her vice president and we’re the only two remaining fairy royals. If we’re both parents of the heir and someone gets their hands on her, it will cripple us. I can’t be the logical one if it’s my child too and vice versa when I have kids.” 
 
    Hudson burst out laughing, shocking everyone there. Darby was amused but didn’t get to that point, and I also saw the fear in his eyes at the idea of someone abducting my future child. 
 
    I knew because it was the same fear that made me feel cold even thinking about it. 
 
    Julian made a blanket appear and pulled me against him. “It won’t ever happen. You should discuss it, and I don’t blame Neldor for thinking about it, but it won’t ever happen, Tams. Not while I have strength in my body. We’ll figure out a way. You can fucking teleport. We’ll keep your nippers safe.” 
 
    Yeah, right, good, okay. I could teleport. That was a really damn good point.  
 
    “I’m missing why this is funny,” Neldor grumbled when Hudson finally settled down. 
 
    “You think you could keep your head if any child of Tams’s is in trouble whether it was yours or not? I’d lose my fucking mind if your fairy child was taken. I’ll still be his or her dad as well and love them. It’s the love, Neldor, not the damn biology.” 
 
    Neldor opened his mouth but then closed it. He did it a few more times before sighing. “Yeah, okay, I’m an idiot. I didn’t—it’s not easy being the boss now, okay?” 
 
    “Tams is,” Lucca corrected. 
 
    “Yes, thank you, but I’m still her vice president, and that makes me one of the bosses now so young. I didn’t mean it as trying to be the boss of her.” He snorted and took another drink. “I much prefer her being in charge. She’s smarter than all of us. I hate it sometimes even as it impresses me and fucking turns me on, but she is.” 
 
    “She is,” the others agreed… Except Darby. 
 
    He shrugged when they all shot him shocked looks. “She’s one of the smartest people I’ve ever met. I won’t deny that, but I’d like to think she and I are both smarties as she says. If she’s smarter than me, fine, I don’t care, but she would smack me if I blindly agreed with that statement.” 
 
    “He knows me so well,” I chuckled. 
 
    “True and his IQ is high,” Julian agreed. “I’m a savant, but that doesn’t mean my IQ is higher than yours. You’re a savant as well, but you are smarter than me. I’ve always thought that. I could never have survived what you have, and that always impressed me.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I whispered, shocked he said that so easily and they all thought I was smarter like that. 
 
    I watched as they kept talking about me while eating and, most importantly, drinking. Like really drinking. Wow. 
 
    “You always said you had her first, but I did,” Hudson announced, shooting Julian a shit look. “I had her at the new school year ball thingy. It was the hottest sex in the history of sex. In the fucking storage closet. She didn’t even know her name, but she wanted me that much.” 
 
    “She didn’t know her name?” Lucca drawled. “Yeah, you’re awesome. You had a hookup. You were stupid and didn’t know she was your mate. I did. It was everything.” 
 
    “Oh right, you fucked her in a public place and destroyed her clothes, and her guards had to help you get her back to her dorm,” Hudson drawled. “You’re lucky she even talked to you after that.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay, fine, but I showered her and took care of her after. She didn’t even know your name,” Lucca shot right back. 
 
    “You’re not getting in on this?” Neldor drawled as he focused on Julian. 
 
    Julian in the memory snorted. “She would rightfully beat me if I went boasting like a stupid man.” He nodded towards Darby who looked like he’d been kicked in the nuts. “Besides, the first time with Tamsin is a painful memory for one of us.” 
 
    “That’s when you fed from her?” Neldor asked, maybe not having heard that yet or put it together. 
 
    Or he had and he was just too drunk to remember. 
 
    “No, that was when we decided to try it,” Darby whispered. “Hopefully, Hudson learns from what happened between us.” 
 
    “Wait, I didn’t hurt her during sex,” Hudson said, halting in his bickering with Lucca. 
 
    “No, you hurt her after,” Darby drawled.  
 
    “Fuck, the pain she felt,” Julian muttered, shaking his head. “I felt it. She didn’t just tell me, but I saw the memory. She was—you don’t remotely understand what you did. I’ve seen her memories of what I’ve done, and you hurt her more than when I denied she was my mate. But I was under black magic. You were just an asshole.” 
 
    Hudson swallowed loudly. “I know.” 
 
    “No, you don’t, or you wouldn’t have tried to have sex with her already,” Darby grumbled. 
 
    “She was pushing for it.” 
 
    “Was she or did you just hear that?” Darby shot back. 
 
    Hudson opened his mouth but then closed it, shaking his head. 
 
    “She told me she just wants you guys to be okay again,” Neldor admitted. “I think she was trying to pretend it never happened and might have given him some signals. It’s probably a bit of both, but she was sobbing that she’s too tired to keep being upset at all of us. She just wants to fast forward to when we’re all happy.” 
 
    “If only there was that magic,” Julian whispered sadly. 
 
    There was more drinking and eating—but mostly drinking—before they were all in the bag. It was actually adorable from Lucca letting out cute burps that made him giggle to Julian asking if he could braid Neldor’s hair. That made them all laugh, but then Julian adjusted what he said. 
 
    “I want to learn how to do fairy braids. Show me on you.” 
 
    “Why would you need to learn that?” Neldor asked… And let out a small hiccup.  
 
    Oh gods, this was too much. 
 
    “I want to play with Tamsin’s hair, and maybe she’ll let me if I know how,” Julian explained. 
 
    “No, fuck you. That should be our thing,” Neldor grumbled. “You’ve all had her, so at least let me have fairy stuff with her.” 
 
    “Were you serious about being with her in secret?” Darby asked him. 
 
    “Yes, but she shut me down.” 
 
    Darby bobbed his head. “Fine, if you promise it’s secret and swear never to push me out, I’m cool with you and Tamsin.” He shrugged when everyone couldn’t hide their shock. 
 
    Especially Neldor. 
 
    “I think you’re good for her when you pull your head out of your arse. You understand her and are fucking protective. You scorch the ground around her and—it would break her to be public with the way things are. If you’re willing to keep it quiet to have her, you really are falling for her, and it’s not politics or power. You wanna be real. Be what she needs.” 
 
    “I think so,” he whispered. “I don’t want to hurt her or see her be hurt. That’s more important to me than having her on my arm or announcing she’s mine.” He looked at Darby with a frown. “That means I’m real?” 
 
    They went around for several minutes about what “real” was and I couldn’t keep up with it. All five of them they drank so much. 
 
    “You can’t let Tamsin see this when she has her dreams,” Lucca told Julian. “Block this from her.” 
 
    The warlock snorted. “The fuck I will. I’m not getting in shit because of this. She should know we care enough to discuss her happiness. You tell her to ignore it if you want.” 
 
    “I don’t wanna be in trouble with her,” Lucca said with a pout. “I wasn’t nice. She’ll hear me being a dick.” 
 
    “Shit, me too,” Hudson worried. He reached over and shoved Lucca. “It’s because you were pushing my buttons. I was bragging because you’re a dickhead and can see her wings, and she’s falling out of love with me. I hate you. Today.” 
 
    “For today only?” Neldor teased, finding that hysterical for some reason. Then he went over to Darby and made the vampire stand, hugging him with all he had. “Thanks for your blessing, mate. We’ll have fun sharing her.” 
 
    “Oh gods,” I sighed, knowing the wording was because he was drunk. 
 
    “Um, it gets worse from there,” Julian warned. 
 
    He wasn’t kidding. That got them on the topic of sharing me and I sat there as they all discussed things they wanted to do to me together until they passed out. 
 
    And yes, all of them involved me without clothes. 
 
    Okay, then. 
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    “Well done again today, Princess. You are a dedicated student and a much bigger bookworm than your mother was,” Professor Rosini praised as we finished up Royal Etiquette and Diplomatic Relations with Other Species for the week. 
 
    “Thank you.” I did a double take when the rest of what she’d said hit me. “I am? No one ever says I do anything better than my mother.” 
 
    “Yes, well, while she was a wonderful woman and gave her life for all of us, remember that people tend to say the best things about those gone,” she said gently. “Your mother wasn’t actually perfect.” 
 
    “I know. I’ve found flaws in some of her decisions. I don’t judge them because I’m looking at them in hindsight or from another perspective. It’s just that everyone else… She’s brought up mostly to compare us and find me lacking.” 
 
    “As many brought up your grandmother to criticize your mother,” she said firmly. “Jealous people who want power or hate those in better positions for no valid reason will always find a way to lash out. I adored your mother, but there are many ways I see your differences and think yours are assets, not failings.” 
 
    I nodded, clearing my throat once my bag was packed. “So she wasn’t into her studies?” 
 
    “If she liked the topic she was engaged, but she didn’t like specifics. She tended to gloss over the details and see the big picture. You see the big picture as well, but you’re very detail-oriented to make sure the pieces of the puzzle fit so the big picture won’t fall apart. That alone tells me you will be the most beloved queen of either realm in many generations.” 
 
    “Have you been drinking?” I blurted, not having heard her say anything so flattering about me. She was a great teacher and gave me praise when she should, but that was… Wow. 
 
    She chuckled softly. “No, Your Highness, not at all.” She smiled at me as she leaned against the desk. “Part of it is my lover was found and you woke him this last time. So my spirits are high, but mostly it’s because we didn’t have the relationship we do now. You turned to Sontar for most things. Understandable and I’ve praised your decision to trust him first. 
 
    “But when we started the semester, you kept looking at me as if expecting me to beat stories of your mother into you as Iolas did. Or so I was told.” She frowned. “He is a strange, abrasive man. I could absolutely see him trying to process his grief by talking about Queen Meira with you and it coming off wrong. Plus, men are idiots most days.” 
 
    I nodded with a smile, liking this side of her. What she said was completely true, and the trust between us had grown one section and class at a time. She had been hesitant with me as well, so it was nice to know she felt the same. 
 
    “There is one question I would like to ask for my own curiosity,” she hedged, waiting until I told her to go ahead. “Have you been in your mother’s rooms yet?” The answer was clearly on my face. “I’m sorry for bringing up such a hard topic, but I just…” 
 
    “What?” I pushed when she didn’t answer. “It’s okay, I know you’re not gossiping.” 
 
    “No, not at all.” She let out a long breath and pushed her hair over her shoulder. “Your mother was ridiculously good at strategizing. You got that from her and I see it in your studies. But a woman who knew how to see ahead and had visions—she had to know things could go wrong with her plan. Even if they went as she planned, Meira would have left her thoughts for you.” 
 
    “Someone mentioned she kept journals,” I muttered. “It feels wrong to read them when she’s gone.” 
 
    “I think that is the only time to read someone’s private thoughts, but that’s not what I meant.” She shrugged when I gave her a questioning look. “Princess, I have not a doubt in my mind that Meira left you a letter or something to guide you besides what she told your father. Depending on how long in advance she knew, there could be a set of books for you.” 
 
    “I’ll think on that. Truly. Thank you for telling me.” I cleared my throat when she nodded and took that as being dismissed. “What was her favorite subject? My mother’s?” 
 
    “Anything outside,” she answered after a moment. “Botany, biology—all of it. She spent so much time cooped up in the castle learning everything extra she needed to become queen, so any chance she got to go outside in her studies was her favorite.” She smiled when I frowned. “You spent enough time outside, Your Highness. 
 
    “You spent too much time outside our world even all on your own. It terrifies me down to my soul thinking of what you went through. It was the very opposite of your mother, so it makes sense you would lean towards the safety of the library and learning all you can. You’re catching up on decades of information fairies learn when they’re young.” 
 
    I nodded, it made sense. It was just… Strange. Hearing about my mother was always strange to me. I didn’t know her even if she gave birth to me. She was just this idea to me really. 
 
    Still, it was nice to hear more about her in this sort of setting. I didn’t feel pressure. 
 
    “What was your favorite memory of her?” I asked after a moment. 
 
    Professor Rosini let out a heavy breath and looked stumped. “I have a lot. She was truly a wonderful person. She cared like you do, and to care that much is truly rare.” She shook her head. “She loved fiercely too.” Then she smiled like she knew what to answer. “She started having visions long before she had her wings. Years earlier, and they were hard on her. 
 
    “Extremely hard, and she would come to class so many days with headaches and her whole body sore from the tension of the visions. But she would have them now and again about your father and it would—she would be so happy. I remember once she came bounding into class and danced all around announcing he was coming soon, the one she was waiting for.” 
 
    “They first met when she was young, right?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, and I don’t know the details of it, but apparently he saw her when she was a child and he was curious about her. She said she sensed him even though he hid and that was how they met. But this was later when she was a teenager. I don’t think she knew they were mates yet, but he would be in her life.  
 
    “He would tell her stories about places and eras she’d never been, and it was her favorite way to spend time. I thought it was because she loved him even so young but didn’t understand it yet. But he was a carefree spirit and didn’t stay. He came back more and more over the years, and then she was a woman he fell in love with. It was beautiful to watch.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I whispered, feeling closer to them both somehow. “I talk about her with Lageos, but he misses her so much it’s almost cruel.” 
 
    She swallowed loudly. “I’m sorry for your loss. Truly, Princess.” 
 
    And I knew she didn’t mean my mother. She meant knowing I would lose my father too soon. I nodded, thanking her again and leaving. The same lump was in my throat when I thought about letting Lageos go, and the grief swarmed me. It spun me up and out a lot of times, but I knew the reality of my situation and accepted it. 
 
    Well, as much as I could. 
 
    I was lost in my head about it until right before I reached the cafeteria, the normal drama or college fights snapping me back to what was around me. 
 
    Except my eyes about bugged out when I saw who was involved. 
 
    “Hey, so I left the money on your mom’s nightstand like normal,” Neldor said loudly to a puma shifter I recognized. “She says hi, but your sister is still pissed that you stole her boyfriend. Then again, I’ve seen your dad and I understand why you did it.” 
 
    Holy. 
 
    Fucking.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    That was a lot of insults in less than thirty seconds, everyone who heard freezing in their steps or what they were doing.  
 
    Except the puma shifter. He immediately launched at Neldor… Which made Neldor smile. So clearly, he’d been trying for the fight. 
 
    He used the guy’s momentum against him and shoved him while dodging so the guy landed hard on the ground. He was on his feet in a flash and tried again, but Neldor handed the guy his ass. 
 
    Over and over again. 
 
    It was a beat down of the puma’s own making since Neldor didn’t go after him, simply hurt him in defense of the attack. I swallowed a snort that I couldn’t even judge Neldor given I’d done the same to Blake when she’d pissed me off. 
 
    And several others. 
 
    Okay, fine, dozens of others. Obviously, it was a fairy thing to pick the fight but not swing first. Or really those people had picked the fight with me first, but I egged them into taking a swing. 
 
    So what had this guy done that he’d pushed Neldor into acting so un-prince-like? 
 
    Dalyor zipped by me for Neldor, but Neldor wasn’t having any of it, launching Dalyor in an impressive move. 
 
    And one that pissed off the captain from what I could tell. Neldor might regret that later since Dalyor was still handling our training. This had gone on long enough though, and I decided to jump in before Neldor’s anger let him take this too far or others tried for him while distracted. 
 
    I moved to grab his arm, but he ducked me and turned to punch but stopped a few inches from my face, people gasping at his control. I was more focused on the horror in his eyes that he’d even come that close to striking me. 
 
    I didn’t even say anything, touching his hand and teleporting us home since I knew no one would be there. Lageos was in Faerie handling some stuff, and Freya was at playgroup with her nanny so she could get used to other kids and make friends. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Neldor whispered, moving away and shaking out the rest of his adrenaline. 
 
    “You didn’t even hit me, and I might thank you for sending Dalyor flying because he always deserves that.” I ignored his lips twitching and stayed focused. “What was that all about? Who was that guy and why did you poke him like that?” 
 
    “He’s an asshole,” he grumbled as he paced and tried to chill out. “I didn’t know you were there. I wanted to do it when you weren’t there.” 
 
    “Why? I already know you have a temper and can be a prick,” I drawled, freezing when Neldor shot me an unamused look. “It was about me? Seriously, tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    He let out something between a huff and a growl and turned to me, crossing his arms over his chest. “That guy is a fucking piece of shit. He constantly thinks shit about you. I mean, constantly, Tamsin.” 
 
    “I know. He’s not the only one. So what?” 
 
    He did a double take and winced. “You know? You’ve heard that filth?” 
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled darkly, leaning against the wall of my foyer where I’d brought him. “He does it on the chance I’m ever listening. He’s not the only one who does that too. All the time in the cafeteria or—whatever, people are assholes. This is not a shock.” 
 
    And then it hit me. He’d heard it. 
 
    “You’re training with telepathy runes?” I hedged. 
 
    He gave a firm nod and stared out the window. “It’s part of the training once you get your wings for those who want to be Guardians. Those born nobles or royals it’s—we all learn it. You already are a telepath, so clearly you didn’t need it. Dalyor didn’t want me to do it yet, but I wanted—it’s such a burden for you and I wanted to understand better. 
 
    “I wanted to understand you better. You hear so much shit and deal with all that’s said about you, and yet you’re one of the most hopeful people I’ve ever met. You shine when others are dull, and you deal with more than the rest of us. I drown in my own annoyance and anger all of the time. I can’t shine like you, and I wanted to understand how you can stay so positive. 
 
    “But now I’m even more confused. People are horrible, especially at that school. I couldn’t—his thoughts were so horrible, and I knew the rule at school. Even if I have diplomatic immunity, that punishment isn’t covered, Plus, once people know it could work on me, they would do it worse, do it worse to you and—I lost my head. 
 
    “I just couldn’t let it go. Not after what I heard at breakfast. You normally finish up with Professor Rosini early and get in the cafeteria fast, so I thought you would be in there and not see this and ask why. I just needed to fuck him up. He’s—how he could think such things about you or even that he’s better. You are perfection, and he’s trash who doesn’t even deserve to look upon you.” 
 
    I moved without even realizing it.  
 
    It just happened. I was suddenly across the foyer… Kissing him. 
 
    My lips were on his. I didn’t consciously make the decision.  
 
    After all of the crazy and his trying to have me as his, pushing me, and I kissed him. 
 
    And it was amazing. It wasn’t like when he’d been a dick or… It wasn’t like that. It was soft and full of emotion, not lust. 
 
    Though there was some of that for sure. 
 
    He didn’t respond though, and that snapped me out of my insanity.  
 
    I jumped away and blinked at him. “Sorry.” 
 
    And then he was on me. He cupped my head and kissed me, his other hand against the wall to block me in like he knew I would immediately try to escape. 
 
    But I didn’t. I kissed him back. Even when his tongue pushed into my mouth, I kept kissing him, doing the same even. 
 
    As fast as it happened, I pulled away and ducked under his arm. “I’m sorry. I didn’t…” 
 
    “I won’t be mad if you say it didn’t happen, baby doll,” he whispered as he moved closer but simply leaned his forehead on my shoulder. “If this changes nothing, I’m okay with that.” 
 
    “Why?” I managed to ask as my thoughts raced too fast.  
 
    “Because it gives me hope we could be something, and I’m willing to wait as long as you need.” He cleared his throat and leaned in closer. “And I think we need to keep any and all of it quiet. For both of our sanity. If anything does happen.” 
 
    “I have to go.” I sounded like a coward to my own ears, but he gave me the out and I took it. 
 
    But I liked him better for giving it to me. That was surprising. 
 
    So was my kissing him and him getting into shit because someone was a jerk to me. All around it was a very surprising week.  
 
    I teleported back to school, and he came a few moments later through a portal. I saw all the adults around and swallowed a sigh. 
 
    “Prince Neldor, we need your side of the story,” Headmaster Edelman greeted. “These pumas say you picked a fight.” 
 
    “Neldor took a verbal shot at someone who constantly thinks horrible things about me,” I cut in, smirking at the pumas. “But the rules of the school are clear that thoughts and words cannot be responded to with violence. The one who escalates the situation is the one in trouble.” 
 
    Someone had healed the asshole a bit because he was clearly hurt but able to talk. “He escalated from thoughts to words. He started it.” 
 
    I squatted down in front of him and chuckled darkly. “I hear your words when others can’t. You speak at me. That is not a stray thought. It is intentional. Just like magic, crimes are about intent. So you intended to insult me, a fairy, and Neldor doesn’t like fairies being treated that way. He gave you a taste of your own medicine. 
 
    “But you’re not powerful enough like we are, so he had to say it for all to hear. They all heard it. They also saw you launch at him. Not just once, but again and again when he told you to stay down. You kept going because you cannot control yourself or your emotions. Not us. Not trash like me.” I stood. “Funny, because you think me trash and yet I wouldn’t touch you.” 
 
    “When would you have time with all the others who fuck your whore ass?” 
 
    I froze every fairy there since several had gathered now, smirking at the guy. “Nice try.” I glanced at Headmaster Edelman who was pissed now too. “He thought if he could get a fairy to go after him now he’d be in the clear and could spin it around.”  
 
    I unfroze the fairies without anyone noticing I’d done anything. After a moment I found Iolas in the group since he was still teaching a couple of classes a week at Artemis.  
 
    “Commander, please take this student into custody for attacking a citizen of Faerie. Also, make it clear to his council that they better punish him more than being expelled from Artemis as the rules state violence is automatic expulsion. Otherwise, we will prosecute him in Faerie, and our prisons don’t allow shifters to change forms.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness.”  
 
    Two of my security flanked him and had the puma restrained and a portal open before any could object. 
 
    “We will need your statement after classes, Prince Neldor,” Iolas informed him. “I will personally deliver it to the council so you don’t have to involve yourself in this nonsense.” 
 
    “Thank you, Commander.” 
 
    I nodded to them both and headed for the cafeteria, ignoring the whispers and stares.  
 
    “Does anyone else want to think disgusting thoughts at our princess? Or have you all learned that she might not act on them, but the rest of us will, and we are tired of how too many of you treat her. If you don’t learn from this, I’m up for doing this as many times as it takes to make you believe that,” Neldor informed the crowd when he thought I was out of earshot. 
 
    Wow. 
 
    Just wow. 
 
    I felt butterflies and more, even worse after he joined me at my table. I tried to ignore it, but I caught Darby’s gaze a couple of times and slapped on a smile.  
 
    That night we went home like normal, but he didn’t jump right into studying… Or more I jumped him. 
 
    I pushed him on the bed and knelt between his legs, undoing his fly and sucking on his cock until he came down my throat. Then I got completely naked and rode him when I was wet but still too tight how he loved. I said all the dirty things he adored to hear, that I was his and he owned my soul. That I would always be his agra and I loved him. 
 
    “Tell me,” he said gently after he finished inside of me. “What happened?” 
 
    I swallowed loudly, knowing I hadn’t cheated, but right then wasn’t when I should talk about kissing another man. I couldn’t get my mouth to work and he took pity on me. 
 
    “Did Neldor have you?” He chuckled when I shook my head. “If you tell me this was all over him kissing you or—” 
 
    “I kissed him,” I blurted, my face flushing until my ears were even on fire. 
 
    He blinked at me before trying to get his mouth to work. “Okay, well, can you kiss him again? If I get a fucking blowjob and hot sex after a bad day because you kiss someone—fuck, kiss everyone, agra. Just please do.” 
 
    “Jackass,” I chuckled, playfully smacking him a few times. “Are you really okay with it? I know you said you thought he was good for me and—” 
 
    “So clearly, you saw the drunken night we had,” he drawled. 
 
    I winced. “Yeah, Julian let me.” 
 
    “Good. I thought you should know, but I didn’t know how to bring it up.”  
 
    I couldn’t even pick on him for being chicken because I hadn’t known how to either. 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine with it. As long as we communicate about anything you do with those four, I’m fine with it. It’s not cheating then. I always knew they were in your life or could be.” He flipped us before I could respond. “But they never come between us. That is what I need you to promise. If I say I need to talk about it or I’m worried about us, everything pauses.” 
 
    “I swear it.” Yeah, I could do that. I didn’t love Darby most, but I did love him the deepest with how our relationship had been versus the others. It was real whereas too much had been broken with the others, and that made Darby my priority.  
 
    Always. 
 
    “Good, then I’m gonna fuck you this time because ya mine.” 
 
    I bobbed my head, loving when he was wound up like that. “Sure, yeah, please do.” 
 
    He looked like he was about to laugh at the “please do,” but I kissed him instead. That was the green flag he needed, and he took me deeply until I ached in the best way. 
 
    We went downstairs and found Neldor with Dalyor and a few others, clearly having finished training. An extra one because of his wings like I still had but more so because I could compact my trainings now.  
 
    Thank fuck, because all of the hours of training weren’t sustainable with the life I had. 
 
    Darby walked right over and clapped Neldor on the shoulder, smirking at him before offering him something to drink. 
 
    Neldor glanced between us a few times and at the fact I was flushed again. “Glad I could help your sex life. Again. Seriously, I’m just here to give your sex life spice.” 
 
    “That would make me like you better,” Darby threw right back. “Just keep doing what you’re doing.” 
 
    Anger flashed in Neldor’s eyes, and I thought that was a bit much, but then I realized he was wearing the telepathy rune for training… And he could hear Darby’s thoughts. So he knew I gave Darby a blowjob more than just having sex. 
 
    He did a double take again when he saw me staring at him and lost his upset. “It wasn’t intentional. I wasn’t trying for details. We were working on blocking while I’m tired.” 
 
    Darby caught on and nodded. “And I wasn’t thinking about it intentionally. I didn’t know you were wearing a telepathy rune. I thought the rule was they come off in Tamsin’s home.” 
 
    “It is,” Neldor agreed. “I was too tired. I took the magic out of it now.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said softly, ignoring the curious gazes of the other fairies. “I know it’s hard to keep it all straight with such rigorous training, but I want people to feel comfortable here, not Onas trying to read everyone’s mind around me.” 
 
    “Oh, I think he’ll be dropping that habit,” Dalyor chuckled, clearly wanting to move the conversation along for me… Or maybe because he didn’t like the idea of Darby and I having sex as well. “Shael and Morgan both said they will zap him every time he tries and have.” 
 
    “It’s fucking hysterical,” one of his friends purred. 
 
    “Good, he goes too far.”  
 
    We left it at that and talked about other things and training, but I felt Neldor’s gaze on me as we did. I ignored it. I would deal with whatever was going on another day. 
 
    Like in a few years hopefully. Probably not, but a woman could dream. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    20 
 
      
 
    Darby and I skipped out on dinner at the cafeteria Friday night and he took me out. I always got squirrely when he wanted to do that because I knew he had like no money, and I had so much money I couldn’t keep up with it all.  
 
    And that was before I had all of my family accounts transferred to me. The wealth I had in Faerie was… Priceless. A lot of it was priceless. 
 
    So yeah, it was an awkward situation when he wanted to pay, but my mate was smart and sweet. He had the hobgoblins make us something special in Faerie, and he “paid” them by babysitting several hobgoblin kids while they were napping.  
 
    It was a quicker dinner because he had a ton of work for something going on with his internship. He acted like he couldn’t tell me, but that whole law firm represented me and the companies I’d taken over, so that was confusing. Apparently, it was about a pro-bono case they still took for humans and had hit a bump, so he’d be helping all weekend. 
 
    I was mostly done with the semester besides my finals. I’d done my senior thesis and had all my projects turned in.  
 
    That left me only with the work I constantly had for Faerie. 
 
    Yeah, only that as the ruler. No big. 
 
    My phone rang and I frowned when I saw who it was. “Hey, is everything okay?” 
 
    “Hey, hi, yeah,” Hudson said in my ear. “I just—how are you?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I hedged as I set down my purse in my room. I waited for him to say more but he didn’t. “Do you need something?” 
 
    “Me? Oh, no.” He cleared his throat. “Sorry, am I interrupting? You went out to dinner tonight with Darby, right? I didn’t—am I intruding?” 
 
    “No, he had to get to his internship.” There was another long pause as I started to take off my nicer clothes I’d worn for the date. “So what’s up?” 
 
    “Um, nothing. We just—I wanted to check on you.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” I swallowed the need to roll my eyes when he didn’t say anything again. “Seriously, what’s going on? Why are you calling?” 
 
    “To talk,” he muttered, sounding like he was pouting. 
 
    “About…” 
 
    “You? Yeah, you. We didn’t get a chance to touch base this week. I mean, barely. You were always so busy at meals and… I miss you. I mean, I’ve been missing you, but I don’t want us to—I feel like we’re not getting closer but drifting more.” 
 
    I frowned. “So you called me to not say anything?” He chuffed in a way that made me wince because that meant I’d hurt his feelings. “Sorry, it’s just we weren’t really phone people unless you were being a perv listening in on something dirty.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, um, shit, that—okay, so I’ve been a shit lover if that’s all you can think about.” 
 
    I chuckled, feeling better that he was trying at least. “We see each other at school all the time, so there isn’t much reason to talk on the phone or text more than when to meet up.” 
 
    “Yeah, no, good point. I mean… Yeah. I guess you didn’t talk to Darby much either, right?” 
 
    “No, not really. I mean, we have portals and I teleport,” I replied with a chuckle. 
 
    “Right, right.” He cleared his throat. “So what are you doing?” 
 
    I swallowed a laugh and looked down. “Right, so this isn’t a pick-up line, but I’m sort of undressing.” It was my turn to clear my throat when he groaned. “Sorry. I wanted to get out of the nice clothes I wore and relax.” 
 
    “Um, are you busy tonight?” 
 
    Now I was having awkward pauses. “I didn’t say that to tease you or invite you over for like—” 
 
    “Yeah, no, I got that. Totally. Sorry, I thought we’d just get to check in, but if Darby’s busy—can we watch a movie?” 
 
    “Oh, right, sorry.” I was kind of a shit for thinking he was just jumping to that. Hudson wasn’t like that. 
 
    Well, my Hudson wasn’t, but the Hudson who let himself listen to Juan had kinda been like that. 
 
    “Um, I’m not really in the mood for a movie. Sorry.” I blew out a harsh breath as I plopped on my bed. “It’s just—there’s been so much going on, and I wouldn’t be able to pay attention. I mean, you don’t always have to for a movie, but if I know I won’t then it seems like wasted time.” I winced. “Not that spending time with you is ever a waste.” 
 
    “No, I know what you mean. I can’t settle in one spot when I have too much on my mind. I want to like get it out.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s how I feel,” I admitted. 
 
    “I don’t want to sound like a shit, but can I help you get it out? I’m not talking sex. Wanna go for a run or beat me up?” He said it so fast it took me a moment to catch up, and then I was smothering a laugh. Hudson wasn’t one to ramble and it was actually fucking adorable. 
 
    “I was thinking of doing some painting,” I admitted after a minute. “It helps me process and I haven’t for months. I think it would help, but everyone wants my paintings, so it’s pressure, but then I don’t know what to paint and if it would help me to paint stuff that doesn’t mean anything to me.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s a tough spot,” he agreed, quiet for a few moments as he worked through that. “Okay, so what if you went somewhere new that would be pretty to paint and your magic gets some of your extra energy out, but it’s productive which always helps me.” 
 
    I opened my mouth but then closed it, trying again and still nothing came. “That could work.” I smiled. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Could I join you? I’ve never really seen you paint and—I just want to spend time with you, Tams. I miss you.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay. Um, I just don’t know where I should go then.” 
 
    “How about here? We have tons of scenic spots.” 
 
    “Um, aren’t people still pissed at me there?” I hedged. 
 
    He sighed. “Not pissed. No one with any sense was pissed.” He let out a heavy breath when I didn’t respond. “They were upset. We all were—you were. It shouldn’t have been like that. Father just keeps saying he’s disappointed in our family. That’s not on you.” 
 
    “Yeah, but most people don’t see the logic but someone to blame,” I grumbled. 
 
    “True.” He paused for a moment. “It’s crazy here though with so many in and out because of the interrogations. We have lots around from the noble families and—you’re right that it’s not smart to come here when it’s not formal.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I wanted to smack myself in the forehead. Why was I apologizing? I hadn’t done a damn thing. 
 
    “I’m not sure how dragons being idiots is your fault, Tams,” he said with a chuckle. “Okay, so let’s go somewhere we’ve never been before. Pick a place on the damn map and open a portal there. Let’s go see nice spots at night or across the world during the day and you can paint.” 
 
    “Right, but we have to drag the canvases and paint and get a detail after I told them I’m done for the night.” 
 
    He paused. “Do you really not want to see me? I know you were relieved the other—” 
 
    “That was more because of what happened in the meeting. I didn’t want to deal with that anymore or think about it. I realized that later. I swear it.” I swallowed another sigh when he didn’t reply. “I’m just agitated and tired. It’s not you, but I just want… I don’t know. I’m struggling, and everything I do always is a thing. I don’t want a thing tonight, you know?” 
 
    “I do. I’ll handle it. I promise. Let me handle it and be your partner, Tams. All you have to do is get lost in your head and paint.” 
 
    “That’s not fun for you,” I argued. 
 
    “I get to spend time with you which is always fun. I would love to watch you paint and be let in like that.” 
 
    Like I had let in Darby. I heard it without him even saying it. 
 
    Shit.  
 
    I nodded even if he couldn’t see it. “Okay, yeah, we can do that.” 
 
    “Awesome. I have tons of ideas. You’re home? I’ll get it all set up and come get you. Just bring supplies to your house. I’ll see you soon. Love you.” He hung up before I could reply, and I was left blinking at the phone.  
 
    I chuckled and shook my head. “Okay then, bye.”  
 
    I changed and went to my studio, sighing at the chaos I found there. Katrina had set all of my supplies to a regular monthly order… Except I hadn’t been painting. Not for over a month but before the—really since the exhibit. Everyone reacted so deeply to what I’d painted that it made me hesitant. 
 
    Well, I was hesitant in life really, so it made sense, but it left me now with crate after crate of canvases and boxes of paints and just… Chaos. 
 
    Which I was too tired to deal with, but Hudson had been excited. 
 
    And obviously, Katrina had been too at the idea of selling my art soon because some of the stuff had notes of encouragement from her. Oh boy. 
 
    See, everything I did was always a thing.  
 
    Still, I opened a portal and moved a bunch of it into my kitchen. Then I checked my paints. They were fine, but the container looked like crap, so I decided to take a bit and just do something easy when I was this agitated. I had dozens of plastic storage boxes with dividers for like jewelry and crafts. I used those as my paint holders so it was all available to my magic. 
 
    I sat down and started emptying tubes of paint into one of the largest, maybe two feet by a foot. Then I realized Katrina had upgraded me and there weren’t as many compartments in that one box, but they stacked and clipped together so it was one huge container in the end. 
 
    Nice. 
 
    Now it was just emptying all of the fucking paint into the thing. 
 
    I only had about ten tubes done when I felt the portal in the garage flare. I smiled at Hudson when he came into the kitchen. “I found a job for the commanders next time they piss me off.” 
 
    His eyes went wide when he took in what I was doing. “Okay, now I get why you were—that’s tedious. Show me how to do it and I can help while you paint.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I want to. I’ll be sitting there watching and I can help. Unless my touching it messes you up?” 
 
    “No, Katrina and Darby have done it.” I waved him over and showed him the gist of it. There wasn’t much to it. I was pretty confident he could handle squeezing out the tubes since he brushed his teeth. 
 
    I nodded to Rafe when I saw him, apologizing for bothering them. 
 
    Hudson caught my arm and turned me to face him, cupping my cheek. “They are paid to protect you, Tams. You’re not asking for a favor. This is their job, and they’re sitting around waiting like EMTs for a call, not having fun that you interrupt. That’s what you miss since you didn’t grow up with this.” 
 
    I opened my mouth but then closed it, frowning. “I got that to a point, but they could be watching TV and having an easy shift. I mean, most learn more about the world if they’re not needed, and no one likes things last-minute.” 
 
    “I do, Your Highness,” one of my regulars interjected. “You’re always going somewhere cool or feeding us awesome stuff. It’s scary to go alone with how much the world has changed, but I’m okay because we go as a group.” 
 
    A light fairy I didn’t remember seeing nodded. “Plus, I could use the break. There’s so much for us to learn. You woke me up three months ago, Your Highness, and it’s all overwhelming. Handling your protection isn’t overwhelming. It’s a nice break, and I can shut off my personal worries and check the area. Please, it’s not bothering us.” 
 
    “I feel guilty I’m not earning my pay and the money could be used for something to help Faerie if I’m just sitting around,” a third said. 
 
    I nodded that I heard them and stood on my toes, kissing Hudson’s cheek when he leaned down. “Thanks. Really. I’ll—it’s hard to see it as you do.” 
 
    “I know. I’m not picking on you. I just sensed your anxiety and heard you earlier, and it hurts my heart that it upsets you when I know it’s not a bother. The only time the Rothchilds twitch is when the whole day is thrown on its head and I’m going forty places. That’s not even my fault, but that’s annoying.” 
 
    I glanced over at Rafe who nodded in agreement. “Thank you. For pointing this out and trying to help me process it. Really.” 
 
    “I’d do anything for you, shorty,” Hudson murmured before kissing my hair. “Okay, so let’s grab all of this and—do you need easels?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I didn’t know where they were going or—I have metal ones but…” I shrugged. “I don’t really take this show on the road.” 
 
    He nodded. “Okay, then we’ll figure it out as we go. We got this.” He ordered the fairies what to do, and once they checked with me that I was fine with him being the boss, they hopped to it. Hudson focused on my paints as he sent me to get the easels.  
 
    Once everyone was loaded up, Rafe opened a portal, my security going through first.  
 
    I was struck stupid by what I saw. It was gorgeous. Then it hit me. “Victoria Falls?” 
 
    “Yes,” Hudson confirmed. “I know you went to see a lot of beautiful spots when you learned portals, but you mostly went to the tourist spot from what you said. This is on the far side that most can’t get to or would get in trouble for being here, especially at night. But we’re cloaked, and it’s totally different from this angle.” 
 
    It was. He wasn’t kidding that it was like a whole different place. 
 
    And then I got excited. My magic was practically dancing at being used and for something new and cool. It was tricky to get the easels set up, but Rafe promised he knew ones with wider bases and more solid he could get for next time. 
 
    Cool. 
 
    I walked towards the edge of the cliff and stared out at the pretty once everything was set up. I let my magic out and let it have fun with the painting and night. 
 
    “Astounding, Your Highness,” Rafe praised when I was done.  
 
    “Thanks,” I mumbled, not even bothering to look at them. I turned when a portal opened, but no one else reacted, so I assumed they had help coming. 
 
    “Right on time,” Rafe chuckled as Shael stepped through. “Thank you for coming, Commander.” 
 
    “You had good timing because I was in a meeting about the princess already and hoped to speak with her,” she said, and I swallowed down my annoyance. People always needed me, and I never just had time off. 
 
    But then I saw who else was with her. 
 
    “Hello, Princess,” Zack James greeted, his cousin, Ray, echoing him. He chuckled when I immediately came over and hugged him. “We’ve missed you too.” 
 
    “I will never get used to this,” Jordan, Zack’s mate, said to her best friend Cara, who was Ray’s mate. “The future queen is hugging my mate and they’re friends.” 
 
    “It’s trippy,” Cara agreed, chuckling when I simply shrugged and hugged Ray. 
 
    “These are wonderful, Your Highness,” Shael praised, studying them as I mumbled a thank you. “Your magic is expanding your talents. The shading is breathtaking, and it’s almost the full picture of what you’re seeing, not much of an abstract. A bit more work and I bet you could do full realistic paintings in an instant.” 
 
    I bobbed my head at the praise, slapping on a smile… Which confused everyone. 
 
    “Katrina has said that offers have flooded in for your paintings after you announced you would sell them,” Shael muttered, as she studied me. “The highest offer so far is fifty million, Your Highness.” 
 
    “I know.” I swallowed loudly when they all stared at me for an answer as to why I probably wasn’t doing cartwheels. 
 
    Hudson moved up behind me and hugged me to him, making sure I turned to face him so I wasn’t seeing all of the eyes on me. “Yes, but we all know it’s not someone who wants the blessing of her painting in her house or the beauty of her work. It’s someone who wants to try and steal or use her magic. All of them are big players that think they’re better than her.” 
 
    I nodded against his chest. “It’s always a thing.” 
 
    He kissed my hair and rubbed my back. “I know. Believe me, I know given how people try for our mountains and Vogel dragon items. You were the one who helped me with that, Tams.” 
 
    I didn’t know what he was talking about, and I looked up at him with my chin resting on his chest. “Huh?” 
 
    He smiled at me. “You told me you knew dozens of strippers and sex workers and they all told you the same thing.” 
 
    It hit me and I chuckled. “If people are dumb enough to pay for it, take their money with a smile and use the money for what you need.” 
 
    “Exactly. Let the assholes be assholes and take the money you can use for your people. Fifty million could put up a lot of nice apartments for those who lived in poverty, Tams. I eat rocks just about every time I shift knowing that my dragon will help a mountain that protects my family or will be sold to bring in money we can use for our people. Fuck the assholes and take their money.” 
 
    “Thanks, beastie,” I said under my breath, accepting a soft kiss from him. 
 
    “I have the ballroom set up with easels at the light fairy hotel ready for when the princess decided to paint,” Shael told my detail. “Carefully transport them to dry and let Commander Morgan know they’ve arrived.” 
 
    “Could we maybe dry them with air, Commander?” 
 
    “No,” I said at the same time as Shael, but she continued. “The air makes the paint crack because it’s not meant to fast dry. It’s a mistake every new magical artist makes given they’re painted with magic. I have the correct temperature set in the room, and Morgan will know how to take the right photos so these can start being auctioned.” 
 
    “See, always a thing,” I sighed as I turned so my back was leaning against Hudson. I saw Zack and Ray exchange a worried look. “Right, so why were you all meeting?” 
 
    “You need more aides, and an idea was floated that our mates…” Zack trailed off and swallowed loudly. “You don’t like our mates, Your Highness?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what I was giving off that he was scenting or whatever, but I met his gaze head-on. “I don’t dislike them. I don’t know them enough to like them, but they treat me like a princess. I am so I get it but—” 
 
    “That’s hard for you to deal with all of the time,” Ray interjected, nodding when I did. “Still, you need real royal aides and people to help you handle the chaos.” He gestured around to what was going on. “All of this. It shouldn’t be for you or even Katrina to figure out. Your mother had a team of aides for all kinds of things.” 
 
    “I know,” I sighed. “My newer professor who taught her made it clear that was how it went. But the ones she used were…” 
 
    “They were pompous from noble families like the old feudal system you’ve learned about with humans,” Shael filled in, nodding when I did. “Yes, several were spies we’ve now learned, and given your relationship with most noble families, it wouldn’t be comfortable for you. That is why normal fairies you can trust were suggested.” 
 
    Yeah, but by who? I glanced at Hudson, but he chuckled, shaking his head. 
 
    “Lucca,” Zack answered for me, nodding when I did a double take. “He approached me about it, said you were constantly drowning because people you could trust were hard to come by. He asked if Jordan and Cara would be willing.” 
 
    “Right, but the dream was for you guys to open your bike shop and do that…” I trailed off when they both shook their heads. “No? That was just my idea? I thought you liked it.” 
 
    “We loved it,” Ray promised. “But that was before we knew you would be queen and have an army who could work on that stuff.” He rubbed the back of his neck and glanced at Zack before focusing on me again. “We know you made it clear to bench us from being in the front lines of the investigations we help on.” 
 
    “We’re glad you did,” Zack said when I flinched. “Really glad. We had too much danger and trauma, and this is a perfect role for us.” 
 
    “They are a huge help,” Rafe interjected. “Their knowledge of how things have changed and their connections are invaluable. It was the right call. Everyone agrees.” 
 
    “And we love it,” Ray assured me. “Cara and Jordan want to help as well. That professor already said she’d work with them so they learned protocols and stuff like when the UK queen changes the hand holding her purse, people know to get her out of conversations. All of that stuff to help you. They want to.” 
 
    “You need the help, shorty,” Hudson agreed, rubbing my shoulders and kissing my hair. “Izzy does too.” 
 
    Damn. Yeah, I relied on Izzy way too much to be my PA, not just my second witchy aide or whatever her real title was. I glanced between Cara and Jordan, listening to their thoughts… Which they both totally knew I was doing from the way they talked to me in our heads. They were in. They were scared but up for the challenge and mostly hated the way I was always stressed. 
 
    “Okay.” I bobbed my head. “Yes, thank you. What do we do now?” 
 
    “For one, we start getting you larger jars of paint instead of these tubes still,” Sheal drawled. “I cannot believe Katrina was still ordering you these.” 
 
    “We were more focused on under the radar than bulking it up,” I admitted. “We both had concerns someone would mess with the paint or canvases to try and… Anything they could basically.” I shrugged, that pretty much summed up my life. 
 
    “Of course, but I will speak with her and have Cara take it over now that you’re back into the idea.” 
 
    I ignored her phrasing and nodded that I understood. I went seven more rounds at various spots where Hudson had brought us. All of them wouldn’t be for sale right away, but it took next to no magic for me, and I had eighty paintings of Victoria Falls and the gorgeous landscape around there.  
 
    And I felt more settled. Having trustworthy aides and even a process to paint now would be a huge help. 
 
    “Thanks for the push,” I told Hudson once we were home. “Sorry I was being a brat.” 
 
    “You weren’t. You’re just tired. Always, and I can’t fully understand that because I’m not in charge. Not really, but I get it too. Sometimes the best way to handle the chaos is to push that little bit more and fix something. That’s what I saw.” 
 
    “You did and I appreciate it.” 
 
    “So did Lucca.” 
 
    “Yeah, he did.” I cleared my throat. “Want to crash here?” 
 
    “If I get to hold you, I’ll crash anywhere you want always.” 
 
    Goof. I thanked him and we got ready for bed. “Are you and Lucca doing better too?” 
 
    “Not yet, but it’s not even about him and I,” he admitted as he lifted the covers for me to get in first. “He’s so pissed at how I treated you and even Juan for being such an asshole. I think most of it is he’s pissed at himself.” 
 
    “For what?” I asked as I slid between the sheets.  
 
    He got in after me and pulled me to lie on his chest. “When he saw me being a jackass, he saw what it did to you. He couldn’t see that when he was being an Alpha douche. He was too focused on himself, but then he got to see it firsthand what he’d done to you too. He admitted as much when we got drunk a few months ago. He hated me for showing him how bad he was.” 
 
    I guess that made sense.  
 
    Maybe? 
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    After talking with Hudson and hearing what Lucca thought—what he did even with the aide’s idea—I was glad I was seeing him on Saturday morning. He said he’d found some fun and wanted to go but needed me as cover so he didn’t lose his street cred. 
 
    Which really meant he wanted to take me on a date but not put pressure on me. I wasn’t so dense I didn’t know that.  
 
    Well, now I did. It took me a few times and Izzy to clue me in on what he was doing. 
 
    But all my happy and good feelings about him went out the window when he was late. Ten minutes late for a date with me and not even a text or call?  
 
    Yeah, most would be steaming especially since we didn’t have the excuse of traffic given we used portals. Plus, it was a breakfast date and I was starving.  
 
    I was always hungry but yeah, breakfast I was normally starving and it made me hangry. 
 
    “Stupid bear,” I grumbled, looking at my phone again. When it hit fifteen minutes, I was about to text him and tell him it was off. 
 
    But then a horrible thought hit me. Lucca wasn’t ever late. 
 
    Like ever.  
 
    Hudson? Sure, he had too much on his schedule too. 
 
    Julian? Yeah, he used to be late all of the time. Not so much anymore, but I could expect it from him. 
 
    But not Lucca. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I teleported to him, and my eyes went wide to find him in a bad state. 
 
    “I warned you I’d be saved and you’d regret this,” Lucca wheezed from where he was on the ground when he saw me. 
 
    “What the fuck is this?” I bellowed, taking in the scene. Clearly, Lucca had gotten jumped and five guys had blood on their knuckles and Lucca was beaten badly. 
 
    “Stay out of bear business, bitch,” one of the guys had the balls to say to me without even looking at me. 
 
    “Big mistake,” Lucca chuckled before groaning and spitting out some blood. “What took you so long? I expected you to get impatient sooner.” 
 
    “I was too busy being pissed you stood me up,” I defended. “I was going to text you I was out but then realized you’re never late.” 
 
    “Not for plans with you.” 
 
    “Hey, simp on your own time, asshole,” a second guy seethed as he moved back towards Lucca. “Apologize now.” 
 
    “Never,” Lucca coughed. “I stand by what I said.” 
 
    That pissed off the other bears and they all went for him again.  
 
    I sighed and used my magic to freeze them before hurrying over to Lucca and healing him some. “Idiot. Don’t egg on assholes.” 
 
    “I knew you’d save me,” he groaned. “Thanks. Shit, they worked me over good.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re fine with me butting in and being…” 
 
    He winced and met my confused gaze. “You’re more powerful than me. I’ve long since accepted that, Tams. My bear has. Trying to show off we were the toughest and Alpha is what made me lose you. I don’t care about any of that anymore. You’re my Alpha. You’re my superhero. I knew you’d come fly in and save the day. I’m Lois Lane all you want.” 
 
    “How many times did they hit you in the head?” 
 
    “A lot,” he groaned as he tried to sit up. “Fuck, so many times.” 
 
    “Sorry I was late, Lois,” I cooed as I pulled him closer and kissed his head.  
 
    “Avenge me,” he chuckled as he snuggled up to me.  
 
    Seriously, what happened to the Dr. Jekyll who waltzed in to show he had the biggest dick and most testosterone when anything challenged him? Could someone really change and grow like this? 
 
    Sure, but was I really enough reason that they would want to? 
 
    That was harder for me to accept.  
 
    I opened a portal to Iolas once I realized we were at school. I apologized when he walked out soaking wet in a towel. 
 
    “I’m getting used to it, Your Highness,” he chuckled. “Taeral is free—” 
 
    “We’re on campus,” I interjected. 
 
    “Understood.” He had grabbed his phone probably off of his counter and hurried to text someone. 
 
    Or two people. Professor Sontar and Taeral each came out of a portal and took in the scene. Yeah, that would work for the situation. I thanked them for coming and apologized to Iolas again. 
 
    “Bring me some of his surprise for you and you can interrupt every shower I take the next month,” he said to tease me and show there were no hard feelings, before going back through his portal. 
 
    But again, he was my godsfather and someone who had been in love with my mother. I didn’t ever want to think of his showers. 
 
    Gross. 
 
    “Lucca was late, which never happens, so I teleported to him getting pounded by these five. I’ve already healed him some.” 
 
    “Twice,” Lucca added, nodding when the fairies flinched. “I could barely breathe. They kicked in my ribs and they were broken. Much more and I could have died.” He pointed to the first guy. “He called Tams a bitch too and told her to stay out of bear business.” 
 
    Oh, he was throwing fuel on the fire, steam about coming out of Taeral’s ears that someone had spoken to me that way. 
 
    “What happened here?” he bit out. Magic flared, and I realized he had used the rune to make them confess. 
 
    “We brought some of our younger sisters to campus to visit. Lucca insulted them and we were handling it like bears.” 
 
    “Wow, I have a whole new respect for fairies and how much you guys get during interrogations,” Lucca grumbled. “He’s not lying, but that’s not remotely the full picture.” 
 
    Sontar snorted. “We know, Mr. Von Thann. People think they are smarter than they truly are and we’ll just let it go with such a simple answer.” He moved closer to Lucca and healed him some more. “Well done, Your Highness. Your focus on healing the most vital injuries and allowing the person to adjust is truly advanced.” 
 
    And instinctual. Other healers didn’t have that level where their magic just did things for them. I didn’t want to admit that in front of jerks, so I simply accepted the praise but promised I’d confess to Sontar later.  
 
    “Fill us in please,” Taeral said to Lucca once he was healed enough to be on his feet. 
 
    “They brought their sisters not for a tour but to meet me,” Lucca said firmly. “Which is against the rules. You can’t use your enrollment here to your family’s advantage. We’d have sisters, brothers, and cousins all over the place trying to get at the royalty or heirs here. Everyone is supposed to follow that rule.” 
 
    “True, I was told of this rule as well when I brought up questions of Princess Tamsin’s security,” Sontar told Taeral. “Edelman assured me it was always enforced and the school board demanded it.” 
 
    Taeral nodded but kept his gaze on Lucca to continue. 
 
    “They corned me last night at my fucking room and pushed their way inside when I told them to leave,” he continued… And I stepped away from him.  
 
    I didn’t even realize I’d done it at first or made the decision, but everyone there noted it. Whoops. 
 
    “Oh no you don’t,” he growled, moving with me and then sliding his arm around my waist. He froze at whatever was on my face and instantly lost his annoyance. “Tams, if you want to move away from me, of course you can. I was saying it’s not happening because of a misunderstanding and certainly not because of this. I wasn’t being possessive.” 
 
    “That’s fair,” I accepted, leaning against him even. “So what happened?” 
 
    “They went on and on that I was kicked to the curb and a pathetic simp for you. That they couldn’t stand it and decided it was their duty to help a bear out and one of them would date me. Now that I was back to being the next Alpha of my sloth since you weren’t going to mate me.” 
 
    “Lovely,” I drawled.  
 
    “Yeah, especially since they made it clear they wanted me to state that I was going to take over first. I could even pick two of them then if I went on the record.” 
 
    “I have so many questions about how women are being raised in other species,” Sontar muttered, not hiding his disgust at all. 
 
    “It’s as bad as you think, but they can also be strong enough to break out of what’s expected of them. Others have, so sometimes they’re truly willing as long as it gets them power and prestige like being a future Alpha’s mate,” I drawled. “So what happened?” 
 
    Lucca shrugged. “I told them I would rather wait forever for you to want me again over screwing around with whores. Then I said that was actually unflattering to sex workers and I would get back to them with a new term especially since sex workers didn’t try to force people and collect after.” 
 
    I burst out laughing. Taeral and Sontar were amused… But not the other bears. Even frozen steam was coming out of their ears. 
 
    “I told them to walk their hoe asses out or I’d record it all and how they barged into my room without my permission and post it. That it would ruin their chances to land a different sucker as several lied they were virgins and didn’t know I would be able to tell. I don’t care if someone’s a virgin or slept with a million people, but lying about it is disgusting.” 
 
    “So they went and told their brothers you just randomly called them sluts?” I hedged, not seeing it all match up. 
 
    “Oh no, they knew what they were coming to do,” Lucca drawled. “This started with them demanding I pick one after I was such an asshole and made them cry.” 
 
    I moved away to see his face but held his hand so it was clear I wasn’t putting distance between us. “Okay, I’m confused still. I’ve seen you fight, and you’ve been training with my trainers to go beyond even what Artemis teaches. Mel said you more than passed out of everything.” 
 
    “I’ve heard the same and seen you fight,” Taeral agreed, his tone perturbed as well. 
 
    “So how the hell did these fools get the jump on you and beat you so bad?” I asked. “You didn’t have one wound on your hands, and they have only wounds from hitting you.” 
 
    “Um, well… See, that’s—I wasn’t sure—” he rambled until Taeral chuckled. 
 
    “He was worried what you would think, Your Highness,” Taeral explained, taking pity on Lucca probably. “He knew something was brewing and came back out here in bear shifter territory to text you to ask for a secret portal because he thought they would find him at the public one. He wanted to tell you what happened face to face so you didn’t get upset with him. 
 
    “Instead, they jumped him, and he thought it might make him look guilty if he hit them or it would make you look bad somehow. So he blocked what he could for as long as he could thinking you would notice him late after a couple of minutes. However, you took longer and he—how you found him happened.” 
 
    I slowly blinked at Lucca for a full minute at least before I reached up and bopped him in the forehead. “Are you like an idiot? I can hear thoughts. Of course, I would know they were the jerks—don’t ever let yourself take a beatdown because of me!” 
 
    “But you just told me I was Lois Lane,” he muttered. “I was fine with you saving me. I didn’t want you to think—I was just going to—I didn’t want you to think I was being an Alpha douche.” 
 
    “Oh my gods, all the men in my life are twits,” I sighed and then hugged him to take the sting out of my words. “You’re an Alpha douche when you tell me to stand back and you’ll handle the situation like I can’t. Or being overbearing in my stuff. This was your shit, and you absolutely can beat their asses then.” 
 
    “Right, but it involved you and what was said about you,” he muttered, pushing me away. “I didn’t want to fight your fights. You can fight mine.” He looked down at his clothes. “I don’t want to ruin your outfit. You look pretty and I have blood all over me.” 
 
    “Your blood, dummy,” I grumbled. “The first priority always is not to get hurt. We work out the rest later, okay?” 
 
    “Yes, boss,” he agreed, giving me a soft smile that still made me want to thump him. 
 
    I gestured to the five bears. “You’ve got this right? You’ll make me a bearskin rug or something and beat some hoe asses for trying to push themselves on the heir of Faerie’s person?” 
 
    “Sure, Your Highness,” Taeral chuckled. “We’ll do just that.” 
 
    I stuck my tongue out at him. “Wonderful.” I teleported Lucca and I to his room and sighed. “Do you still hurt? Do you want to get cleaned up?” I glanced around. “Maybe have the hobgoblins disinfect this place of hoe?” 
 
    “Yes, do that please,” he agreed as he pulled off his shirt… While I appreciated his body like a jerk.  
 
    I cleared my throat and turned away, giving him his privacy. I saw him shirtless when we ran all of the time, but it was so different in his room after he basically took a beating trying to show me that he’d changed. 
 
    Goof.  
 
    But a really, really sexy goof. 
 
    He moved up behind me close enough I could feel the heat from his body but not touching me. “You can watch all you want, Tams. I really don’t mind.” 
 
    I looked up to respond and he gave me a peck on the lips. “Hey!” 
 
    “Payment for watching me undress,” he said with his big Lucca grin. He hurried backwards and laughed when I spun around. 
 
    Mostly because now he was only in boxer briefs so I got to see more of him. Brat. I hurried to close my eyes and waved for him to get a move on. “Come on, I’m really hungry.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I see your wings purple, so I’m stealing kisses if I want.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s how it works,” I drawled. 
 
    “I think I heard from fairies that it works exactly like that, cream puff.” 
 
    My eyes flew open and I couldn’t get my mouth to work for a bit. “What did you call me?” 
 
    He glanced at me and frowned as he saw how I was acting. “Cream puff. I don’t want to go backwards and you’re not a stray cute kitten anymore. You’re the biggest and best and still sweet, so you’re a cream puff.” He shrugged and yanked on a shirt. “I was thinking of ideas of what to call you hoping we’d get together again and Julian suggested that. It was perfect.” 
 
    My face flushed every level of lava hot. 
 
    “Seriously, what’s going on with you?” he asked once he was dressed, grabbing his wallet from his dirty pants. 
 
    “Nothing, just have to beat a warlock later,” I grumbled. I grabbed his wrist and teleported us to my house since that was where my security was waiting and whatever plan was going on. 
 
    Plus Hudson and Darby? They were having breakfast, frowning when they saw us. 
 
    “You didn’t go yet?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “No, there was a thing. I’m hangry,” I said as if that explained it all. We hurried out to the garage and my security opened a portal. 
 
    Lucca spun me to face him and cupped my cheek. “That was something from a dream or memory, wasn’t it? Julian snitched on something. That’s why you’re blushing.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean,” I lied, knowing full well he would totally be able to tell I was lying.  
 
    But he was kind and let it go. 
 
    Until he stole another peck. 
 
    Stupid bear.  
 
    Seriously, I had a set. Stupid dragon. Stupid bear. And stupid warlock.  
 
    When I saw where we were, I realized the bear might not be so stupid. It was actually really cute. I cleared my throat as we walked towards the door. “Fine, you can steal pecks if you’re this cute.” 
 
    He chuckled at my antics as he opened the door for me. Then he went right to the counter of the Parisian bakery. “Hi, I have an order to pick up. It’s under Lucca.” 
 
    The woman chuckled. “We were getting worried. You were very specific as to the time and how you needed it all for the party.” 
 
    “Yes, sorry about that. There was a bit of a problem and I had to hurry home to change. I hope I didn’t mess you up too much.” 
 
    “Not at all. You’re just the largest order we’ve ever received, so I didn’t think it would be one someone forgot. Let me start getting it all for you.” She looked over his shoulder and chuckled. “Good thing you brought help.” 
 
    “Wait, what is this order?” I asked, glancing between them. 
 
    “He ordered one of everything on the menu including our hundred-cream puff party platter,” she said before ducking in back. 
 
    “Good date,” I muttered, blinking at the display cases at the huge variety the place had. It was a cream puff shop basically, but they had all kinds of tarts and extras that looked divine. 
 
    “Some of these they only have on the weekends, so that’s why I asked for Saturday morning,” he said quietly. “And this isn’t the only place.” 
 
    “Thanks, Lucca,” I whispered, moving closer to him. That was so damn cute that I couldn’t stand it. It wasn’t even about the money, but we were in New York from the address on the business cards of the place. He’d put in the thought and made sure it would be something fun.  
 
    I needed more fun. 
 
    We brought it all back to my house with strict instructions not to touch before we picked up the rest of his order from the other place. 
 
    Only to find Darby and Hudson each eating a cream puff with big grins on their faces like kids who got caught gorging on Halloween candy. I couldn’t even get mad, laughing and joining them.  
 
    It was honestly a fun day even with all the work we had to get done and adulting. I thanked Lucca over and over again because he even gave some to my security. They clued me in that he’d also given lavish gifts to the fairies who had been shadowing him and saved him from being abducted. 
 
    Good. He should have, and I made a point to praise him in front of others about how he treated fairies and was always kind.  
 
    He broke away from his father and slowly, day by day, I saw Lucca growing into his own person with his own beliefs. He’d thought he’d been so different from his father and nothing like him, but he’d been wrong. He’d listened a bit too much to his father’s toxic teachings. I was glad for him to realize he was his own man and he never had to prove he was the man. 
 
    Even if we never got together again, I was glad for it. He deserved to be the best version of himself he could. We were never perfect, but he saw that now and how working on himself was rewarding. 
 
    I believed the same. I saw the same in myself. Hell, I trusted a ton of people now, and that wasn’t the Tamsin I’d been when I’d come to Artemis. I opened up to people now, and that had been a harsh journey to travel. 
 
    But worth it. I was a better person for having put the work in on myself, and I wanted that for all the people I cared for. 
 
    That night when we were getting ready for bed, Darby was smirking at me expectantly. It didn’t click at first, but then I burst out laughing. 
 
    “I didn’t kiss him. He stole about a dozen pecks. That’s not my fault.” 
 
    Darby frowned. “Well, he still kissed you, so we’re having hot sex at least, right?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re always having hot sex, my prickly pear,” I agreed before jumping into bed with him. 
 
    And yes, we had hot, hawt sex.  
 
    Nice. 
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    The weekend before review week for finals was a crazy one. There was a list of photoshoots needed. We had the catalogs and promo done for all the summer clothing lines. The co-op, Lady Jean’s company, and my company with Neldor, Symbiotic. Those had already been launched even, but we needed more social media pictures for sales and other things. 
 
    And we were doing more calendars for income to help Faerie.  
 
    Plus some promo for Recast Wardrobes, the bakery, and the sorbet company. There was definitely some more in there and a juggling act I would never want to be in charge of but yeah, it meant the whole weekend was pictures, behind-the-scenes videos, and more. 
 
    So exhausting. When I heard all of that, all I thought was exhausting. 
 
    Luckily, I wasn’t the star model for most of it anymore. I was going as the boss and taking a few shots here and there. It was nice, a lot less pressure for sure.  
 
    Oh, and we were doing it all at Cherrywood hotels to tie in promotion for them as well. There were a lot of hands in a ton of pies and all working together. 
 
    I was working with one of the fairies who had worked hard with Izzy to learn the updates to cameras and photography. He was really excited to get the chance and help Faerie, and I was pretty sure Izzy was ready to name him our bestie, he was so nice and sweet. 
 
    But doing that on a beach had me distracted.  
 
    Really distracted, so I didn’t even feel the portal open near me. It was only when I felt magic ramping up did I pay attention. I turned just in time to lock gazes with Mary Craftsman before she released a power clap. I didn’t even worry, always having my barrier up to protect me and knowing she didn’t have enough juice to take that down. 
 
    I didn’t even have time to blink before Julian was there to block the attack. I had a crazy moment thinking that it was a waste to block that power when I could have absorbed it. 
 
    And then it hit me what had just happened.  
 
    Julian turned to check on me, grabbing my arms and yelling soundlessly at me. He hugged me to him and that snapped me out of my shock because he never touched me now without permission. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said, sounding still a bit hollow to my ears. 
 
    He leaned away and nodded. “Yes, you’re fine. She didn’t hurt you. I got here in time.” 
 
    “I had my barrier up.” 
 
    He let out a harsh breath and then sank to his knees. I caught him before he landed hard and worried when I saw the tears in his eyes. “I didn’t know. I couldn’t risk you.” 
 
    “He used the fairy rune to run to get to you,” Iolas said from the right. “He was just suddenly gone from the other side of the property. 
 
    Shit. That couldn’t be good. I immediately healed Julian, glad when he groaned in relief.  
 
    “I felt her magic and snowballing,” he panted. “I had to get to you. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I promised, hugging him when he was shaking. “You got me, Doc. It’s okay.” 
 
    Except it wasn’t. His mother had attacked me. People were losing their minds over that and I was still letting Julian near me. Which meant I had to be the adult. 
 
    “Shut it!” I bellowed as I stood with Julian. I looked at Mary Craftsman who was on her knees restrained by magic and silenced, and all I felt was sadness. It didn’t have to be like this. It should never have come to this. 
 
    “She must be sentenced immediately, Your Highness,” Iolas said quietly. “I’m sorry, Dr. Craftsman, but you—” 
 
    “I know,” Julian whispered as he hugged me to his side. “I know. I can’t watch, but I understand.” 
 
    I shared a look with Mary, and I wasn’t sure which of us was more shocked. “No.” 
 
    Julian turned me to face him. “You have to, Tams. You can’t let anyone get away with this.” He shook his head when I tried to argue. “You let this slide and you will have forty people try tomorrow all expecting you to be weak or using ties to your friends or people you care about to get out of trouble. You will be a bigger target than you already are.” 
 
    I didn’t even get to reply, Julian was pulled away from me and Neldor stood in front of me. 
 
    “Are you okay? Did she hurt you? Were you—” 
 
    “I’m fine. Really, it was nothing.” 
 
    Darkness filled his eyes to the point I even flinched. “It’s not nothing when someone tries for you.” He turned to Iolas. “Give me your sword. We do this now and publicly.” 
 
    “No,” I cut in, yanking Neldor away from Iolas. 
 
    “I agreed with him, but I cannot watch,” Julian whispered. 
 
    Everyone started coming up with ideas and how to do it.  
 
    I let out a wordless scream and finally everyone went quiet. “She wasn’t trying to kill me!” 
 
    “What?” Julian gasped, several people echoing him. 
 
    I looked at Rafe who was holding Mary. “Use the telepathy rune. She knew she couldn’t kill me. She did it for show.” 
 
    He wasn’t the only one who did it because several fairies around us swore under their breaths… Even Neldor. 
 
    Julian was at a loss though, so I hurried to explain. “She thought if she attacked me like she was trying to kill me, I would say she has to die and you wouldn’t allow that and it would break us. It was her stupid fucking attempt to get you away from me for good. Even if it cost her her life, that would be worth it to her if you were freed from me.” 
 
    Julian blinked at me for at least a good minute while everyone held their breath to hear what he would say. He moved his hands to his hips and shook his head. “You still have to punish her, Tams. You—she made her choice, but I will not lose you. That can’t be an excuse people could use to get at you.”  
 
    I tried to argue, but others agreed with him. 
 
    He moved Neldor aside and cupped my face in his hands. “I love you and a hundred things could have gone wrong here. Someone else could have died to protect you, and that would have destroyed you. She planned this, Tams. It wasn’t on a whim. She used reservoirs to build her power. This wasn’t her normal power level. That’s why I reacted so fast.” 
 
    I moved my hands to his chest. “I know I can’t just ignore this, but if I kill your mother we won’t ever recover from that. I cannot lose you because of something like this.” 
 
    “You won’t, my sweet fairy,” he whispered as he lowered his forehead to mine. “She made her choice, Tams. I’m making mine.” 
 
    “How can you say that so easily?” 
 
    He threw back his head and laughed, not sounding all that sane as tears streamed down his cheeks and he pulled away from me. “This isn’t easy at all. My mum has lost her fucking mind and came after the woman I love trying to tear us apart. None of this is easy, Tams. It’s fucking fucked is what it is.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered as I grabbed his arms this time. I moved them around me even as I pressed against him and rubbed his chest. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like—I’m spinning out, and you’re so firm in what has to happen. I’m—sorry. I just can’t—I’m still stuck on her hating me so much she would do this.” 
 
    “I know, and I’m sorry it’s hurting you,” he choked out, breaking in front of everyone there. 
 
    And I didn’t want anyone to see that. I met Iolas’s gaze. “Do not act rashly. Question her. Get the details. All of it. We do this right and with clear heads because it could absolutely bite us in the ass later to act rashly now.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” he agreed. 
 
    I glanced at Neldor. “Handle things here, hothead.” 
 
    “Tams,” he sighed. 
 
    I didn’t want to hear it. I knew where his mind had been, but he’d been a hothead and I was going to call him on it. He deserved it even if he saw it as doing what was right for me. 
 
    I teleported Julian and I to my house, ignoring when it was my bedroom. He was at home there now anyways after months of helping me. We sat on the couch and I tried to comfort him. He pulled me onto his lap and held me as he cried out his upset and grief. 
 
    Yeah, I felt the same. I held onto him as if he was the only thing that would keep me from spinning out. I felt a lot like how I used to when we first met. That life was spinning out on me and I had to run… Or hold him. Julian had always been that anchor for me to this life from the moment he’d told me he was rooting for me to do well. 
 
    He had been my anchor and the one who believed in me most. No matter what had gone wrong, I still saw my cheerleader like when I’d won the Vogel’s contest or any of the other hundreds of things I’d accomplished.  
 
    And even when I couldn’t forgive him or just push our past aside, he was still my cheerleader and anchor. Even when he was a fucking idiot and messed up, he was my anchor. 
 
    It had always been Julian. He’d brought me into this world and was the one person who always made me feel tied to it, like all of this was real and not some dream of mine from a padded room. 
 
    But today he needed me to be his anchor. He needed me to be his cheerleader and on his side no matter what. And I would be because I was the reason it was all happening. 
 
    Yes, Mary made her choices. It was her decision to be so insane and do this. But she wouldn’t have if it had been someone else. I was the reason she’d gone this far, and I had to accept that.  
 
    It was her fault, but I was the reason, and I wouldn’t abandon Julian when he needed an anchor most. 
 
    “I was so scared I would lose you,” he rasped when he started to calm down. “I thought I would be too late. Gods, the idea of you even gone guts me.” 
 
    I slowly lifted my head and blinked at him. I used my magic to scan him and realized there was something going on that I didn’t understand. 
 
    So I was a jerk and listened to his thoughts.  
 
    I was floored at what I found. Yes, he was upset about his mother, but that was a small part of this. It was mostly about me and losing me, my being killed, and how that terrified him. He broke down because using the fairy runes had done something to him. He’d broken his magical rivers or whatever to do something a warlock couldn’t. 
 
    “I need to call the royal healers,” I whispered, worried I’d made things worse by not getting him help right away. 
 
    “I know, but I’m okay. I will be okay, and it’s not that bad,” he whispered, cupping my face. “I love you, Tamsin Vale. My choice will always be you. I’m so, so sorry it came to this and I didn’t see it before. I’m sorry you suffered at all because of my mum and I was blind to it. I’m sorry it took me so long to see how things really were.” 
 
    “I’m sorry it came to this too,” I whispered. 
 
    “I’m going to kiss you, but if you stop me, I won’t be mad,” he murmured. “I won’t think we’re all better, and I won’t read into anything. I just need to kiss you.” 
 
    “Okay,” I heard myself say.  
 
    And I let him kiss me. He kissed me like I was the most perfect thing in the world and a treasure he couldn’t believe he was even near. I heard it in his mind that he felt that way. That I was more important than anything and his whole world. 
 
    “I can’t just be your friend, Tams,” he whispered against my lips. “I’m too in love with you. I’ll try if you really want. If that’s what you need, I’ll do my best. If we need to start over that way—I just know my heart. I can’t move on from you. I don’t want to, but if it’s what you need—I’ll try. I will. I will be whatever you need, but in my heart you will always be the woman I love.” 
 
    “Can we really start over?” I asked, my heart hoping maybe we could. Maybe that was what we needed. We both knew ourselves better now. I knew the woman I wanted to be and my path. 
 
    I didn’t think Julian did though. 
 
    “Yes.” He nodded. “Yes, I know in my heart—I was so unhappy in my life and I didn’t even know it. I made so many mistakes because I thought I knew who I was, but you showed me I had no idea. I retreated into magic because it was safe. My life was a mess and that was my outlet. I thought you would reject me or I was too much and I retreated, got lost in it. 
 
    “All I want to get lost in is you. When things get too difficult, I want to turn to you, not away from you. I held onto magic because it was what I knew, just like you would run. But everything is different now. Not just today, but all of it. I realized even before today how toxic my relationship was with my mum. She wasn’t a doting mum, but controlling, and I didn’t miss her.” 
 
    “What?” I gasped, pulling away from him. 
 
    “I didn’t miss her like I thought I would. When I told her I was done with her, I felt relief. I didn’t feel so tied down and everything didn’t seem a chore or outlined for me. And when you needed help, I felt relieved to get away from Artemis. I hated you were in pain, but I got to spend time with you, and that was what I needed. I needed you. 
 
    “I want you in my life, and you are not the answer to make it all better, but you give me the strength I need. You freed me from my past and not just with the older Edelman, Tams. You made me see there was so much more promise in life. Made me see the world is magical without magic. Because you are in it, and I cannot forgive her for risking your life. I can’t.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s start over,” I whispered, shocked I was saying it and how right it felt.  
 
    “Slowly though,” he muttered, checking my aura and nodding. “Yeah, slowly. Officially and no—I don’t ever want to hide you again.” 
 
    “But maybe we don’t tell the world,” I hedged. 
 
    “No, that’s too much pressure,” he agreed, running his fingers through my hair. “I love you so much, Tams. I’m sorry there was so much pain for us to get here, but I know this time it will work. I know the man I want to be now.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly and met his gaze. “I hope so because I can’t do this again.” 
 
    He nodded. “I know. I know you can’t. We’ll have issues and fights, but nothing like before. No more running from each other when there are problems. We fight together for this or it really ends and I can’t ever let you go. I get it this time. Really.” 
 
    “Okay.” I cleared my throat and moved off of his lap. “We gotta discuss what comes next.” 
 
    “I told Kyle I’m not coming back to Artemis. I don’t want to teach anymore,” he blurted. 
 
    I blinked at him and couldn’t get my mouth to work. “I meant with your mom.” 
 
    “Oh.” He frowned. “Tams, I hate it, but you have to sentence her. She will always be a threat to you and if you give mercy now, it could be the end of you later. I can’t—no, my family has done enough to you. I hate this, but it’s time for her to go be with my da then.” 
 
    I was pretty sure she wasn’t going to the same place after this shit, not without a chance of redemption. “Look, I know I can’t let this go, but I can’t kill her for a crime she didn’t really commit.” I shook my head when he argued. “She didn’t want to kill me. It was as clear as day in her mind that my death would mean the end of fairies and she didn’t want that. 
 
    “But you’re right that someone could have died in her scheme and that’s not okay. You’re fucking injured and need careful healing I can’t even give you. So she has to be punished but not for trying to assassinate me. Plus, she needs help. If her mind is this twisted up—she truly thinks she was trying to save you from me. She’s not okay.” 
 
    “You are a miracle,” he whispered. 
 
    I chuckled darkly. “I think lots of people would argue with that. If I wasn’t such a handful, she wouldn’t have gotten this messed up.” 
 
    “No, I think she would have with any woman I ever became real with,” he said after a moment. “I think… I don’t know, I’m not a psychologist but yes, I do think my mum is unwell. I don’t think it had anything to do with you, not really, and everything to do with the trauma of losing my dad and raising me alone. Maybe she was to start and Da never saw it. None of it is you.” 
 
    It was nice of him to say that, but from Mary’s thoughts it was me. It was hard not to believe that, and if Julian had been matched with some timid witch who would be a dutiful housewife, everything would have been different. 
 
    “You with me?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “Always. I’m always on your team, Tams.” He took my hand in his and lifted it to his lips. “And you tell me when you’re ready to really start over so I can ask you out, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” I swallowed loudly and stood, opening a portal for us to Iolas… Holding Julian’s hand as we walked through. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Neldor said the moment he saw me. He winced when he saw Julian. “I’m sorry to you as well. I saw red when I heard someone tried to attack Tamsin and lost my head.” 
 
    “You’re a hothead, but thank you for caring,” I forgave, kissing his cheek.  
 
    “I understand,” Julian said. “I was ready to do the same, but Tamsin made me see reason.” 
 
    “That your mother is mentally unwell and it’s gotten much worse since you have stopped speaking with her?” Iolas checked, nodding when we did. “She has to be punished though.” 
 
    “Yes, but first, I need one of the royal healers to attend to Julian. He hurt himself badly using runes meant only for fairies.” 
 
    One of the royal healers showed up moments later and confirmed what I had thought. Julian had cracked several of his magical rivers, and it would take him at least a week of not using magic to heal.   
 
    They wanted to bring him to Faerie and have him rest overnight in the healer rooms at my castle. I agreed and promised everyone I would think about a suitable punishment and we could come together again tomorrow to discuss it. Until then I wanted Mary Craftsman locked down with a healer. A few healers even, ones who specialized in losing mates. 
 
    People agreed, and Iolas promised he knew who to contact. 
 
    I left and found Darby pacing at home, clearly having heard what had happened. “I need your help.” 
 
    “Anything,” he said so easily and quickly it warmed my heart. 
 
    “Have you looked at the Craftsman charter?” 
 
    “Briefly. It’s a tricky one. Even Geiger’s stuck on it.” 
 
    I bobbed my head. “My magic is—I feel the need to look at it. Something fits now and can help me. I know it.” 
 
    “Okay. Order me some good Chinese food and I’m all yours.” 
 
    “That’s the price for your legal advice?” 
 
    He snorted, pretending to flip his hair over his shoulder like I did when I was teasing I was fabulous. “That’s just my retainer. I have a whole list if I’m helpful.” 
 
    “And if you’re not?” I threw right back. 
 
    “I still tried my best, but if I don’t give you what you need, I promise I will later once we’re done working.” 
 
    I blinked at him. “Okay, who put the flirt in you lately?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Just stepping up my game. I’ve gotta keep you wanting more.” 
 
    For when he was at school and away from me. That was what he wasn’t saying. I pretended I didn’t catch on and grabbed his arm, spinning him to face me before planting a huge kiss on him. “I’ll always want more.” I pulled away and he tried to drag me back, but I simply laughed. “I’ve gotta leave you wanting more too.” 
 
    “This is why I don’t flirt,” he groaned. “You’re so much better at it than me and always turn it around.” 
 
    I laughed so hard I could barely see the menu for the Chinese place he liked best. No matter what was going on in my life, Darby was pretty much always the answer. He would always make me feel better. 
 
    He pulled up a copy from work, and we sent my security to go get the food since I’d ordered a ton for them too. We played with Freya so the nanny could have a break and shower, handle some adult things. Darby would read the heading of each section while I danced with her, or he took over and I started looking at the basic outline. 
 
    That might have seemed lazy, but the fucking charter was over a hundred damn pages and written so long ago the English wasn’t really English. The words might have been, but they all meant something else and honestly should have been a different language. 
 
    It wasn’t until about three hours in when Freya was fast asleep and all of the Chinese food was gone. Tears filled my eyes as I reread not just the title, but the whole section. 
 
    “Tams? Go to bed if your eyes are bugging you that much,” Darby said gently. 
 
    “I found it. I found the way to free Julian,” I rasped.  
 
    “How?” he asked, jumping to his feet and moving to look over my shoulder. He was quiet as he read it but then sighed. “You’re not wrong, but the wording is giving the allowance for the head without an heir who lost his mate.” 
 
    “Right, but it doesn’t say that specifically, right? And what does ‘lost’ entail? He lost me. We don’t have any kids. It still can fit. This assumes a single man would never take over.” 
 
    “There are some provisions if one does,” he muttered, grabbing his laptop and searching the document. He read it over and nodded. “I think you’re right. This makes it sound like that section also applies here. We should call Geiger.” 
 
    “It’s late,” I hedged. 
 
    “You pay the entire firm’s hours and are going to be queen,” he drawled. “It’s eight at night, not three in the morning.” He was already pulling out his phone and connected the call before I could argue. 
 
    Geiger came over—and with more food—and after a bit confirmed we were right on how we were reading it. That gave me all the ammo I needed to make the call I felt was right.  
 
    Geiger saw I was struggling and kissed my hair. “The queen of the realm was always known as the pinnacle of morality and set the tone for the whole realm. That is your role, Tamsin. It was always going to be and it’s why you’ve pushed so many people to do better and fight harder. Do what your gut and magic tell you and it’s the right decision. Always.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I thanked him for coming and talked about it some more with Darby before we went to bed. 
 
    The next morning before the rest of the photoshoots, I met with the commanders, Julian, and his mother. Others were there from my security, Darby, and even Anya White who was now head of their council. It seemed fitting given she was the one we should turn Mary Craftsman over to. 
 
    “You need help,” I told Mary, knowing she was silenced. “What you did is so out of the realm of acceptable, even you have to see how crazy it was. I am not a demon. I’m not evil. I am simply not who you would have chosen for Julian. But you could have gotten someone killed with that stunt, and I cannot just turn a blind eye to your bullshit as I have before. 
 
    “Your goal was to free him and you will, simply not from me.” I tossed the section of the charter I had printed out across the table to her and then set another one in front of Julian. He flinched when he realized what it was. “This states that the head of the Craftsman family has to reside in the main estate. That’s part of the charter and has trapped Julian to live there. 
 
    “However, there are several sections that make reference to conflicts the head may have keeping such an estate alone and how that is meant for a family. It’s worded as if the head is widowed without an heir, but I confirmed with Geiger that it’s not specific. So given Julian is single without a mate to tend to that huge place like a good wifey, you will step up. 
 
    “You will be the caretaker as his parent as is stated in there. You will be the one tied to that house now so Julian can do what he needs to for the Craftsman family and keep his fucking sanity instead of living in that prison. You will be locked down in the home with someone suitable to keep you there as this is a punishment but also to give you the help you need.” 
 
    “Wait, I am confused as to why this provision is…” Shael started and then trailed off. “Because if he is the head, it’s assumed his father is gone.” 
 
    “Yes, the head of the Craftsman family cannot be a woman as clearly stated in the charter.” 
 
    “That should be grounds to invalidate the whole thing as that goes against our laws,” White muttered. 
 
    “Yes, but it says there needs to be a full council unanimous ruling to change anything,” Julian said with a sigh. “And we’ve not had that or one that would help without using it against me.” 
 
    “But you will, just not for a while,” I said firmly, still focused on Mary. “You wanted to help Julian? Fine, he hates that fucking house for all that was done to him while he lived there. So now you will take his place to keep him in the position.” 
 
    Julian cleared his throat, waiting until I looked at him. “I understand this is like house arrest, but I also don’t think she should be allowed to have access to her magic when it was used as a weapon against you.” 
 
    “Agreed,” several people said. 
 
    I glanced back at Mary and saw she was crying… Something that now had no effect on Julian. He was cold to her even, and it was clear that bridge was gone. Wow. I never thought I’d see the day when it was like that given how things had been. 
 
    “I agree, but we’ll have to speak to the healers. I know they can’t help me sometimes if my magic is locked down,” I said firmly. “That was part of the plan, along with restricting who she can communicate with or her entertainment. It’s not much of a punishment if she can eat bonbons and watch TV all day. We’ll have to work out some sort of program and balance.” 
 
    “I still worry this is too lenient of a punishment, Your Highness,” Onas hedged. 
 
    “She’s broken inside, Onas. Mentally and more. I cannot give her a full sentence knowing that. We contained the situation. The public doesn’t know this was done and now we have to worry about perceptions. I worry what it says about us that we could think that mattered more than what is right.” 
 
    “I agree,” Shael said firmly. “She still does not understand how others could have been hurt in this. It is like the rest of anything didn’t exist besides Tamsin. It’s a fixation… I’m sorry, Your Highness.” 
 
    I didn’t realize I’d started shaking until Julian put his arm around me. I swallowed loudly and nodded. “I seem to be the center of too many fixations.” I met Onas’s worried gaze. “I’m not giving her a pass. Once she’s healed, we can figure out how she can pay for what she did. I’m saying this is the first step. If she can’t be helped, she’s locked up for the rest of her life.” 
 
    He nodded. “I understand. Thank you for elaborating. Then I agree. I think we all do.” 
 
    “I don’t understand how this is different than Prince Neldor sentencing that maid who came after you,” Talila admitted. 
 
    “She meant to hurt me for one,” I answered. “Mary knew I wouldn’t be harmed. She wanted Julian to see I wasn’t right for him, not injure me. That other woman wanted to humiliate me, hurt me, and make me lose it. There is a difference, I promise.” 
 
    “It’s hard to see besides one involves the mate some of us aren’t fond of and always seems to bring issues to your life.” 
 
    “I see the difference,” Iolas said firmly, several others agreeing. Talila backed down then and apologized for pushing the matter. I was glad because she hadn’t been able to do that in the past, so at least we were making progress there too. 
 
    So it was decided. Mary would take Julian’s place as having to live in the Craftsman estate, locked down, and getting the help she needed, never to be involved in my life again. Or Julian’s from his thoughts. 
 
    I really hadn’t seen this being the ending for her. It saddened me, but I also felt relief that it was over. Mostly. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    23 
 
      
 
    When I finished my last final, I was done and done with Artemis, more than ready to get the hell out of there. It had been another rough semester and year and I needed the break. The only comfort I had was that four years were now done and I only had two left.  
 
    Plus, this was my favorite semester so far academically, so there was that at least. I honestly would love the place if it was just learning and not everything else, but that was life. 
 
    I was exhausted and barely had the energy to finish packing, so when Darby asked me to come with him for a bit, I slapped on the best smile I could and agreed. He had been nostalgic and all about enjoying his last finals and moments at Artemis. And I wanted that for him, so if he wanted to go do something on campus, I would for him. 
 
    If he could manage to keep me awake.  
 
    He brought me to the sports center and led me inside, squeezing my hand for some reason. I didn’t know why, but I squeezed back as if to say I was with him. 
 
    “This is where you first opened up to me,” he said as we stopped in the middle. “I show up and the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever seen answers the door in only her undergarments and her wild, curly red hair all over the place. I thought to myself, what the hell? But then I gave you the tour, and you not only took on Holly, but Blake without fear. 
 
    “I was speechless and fucking scared for you. All of that and you were calm, but then we come here and you’re full of nerves.” He smiled when I simply shrugged. “You trusted me enough to tell me a bit about your past and the situation you were in. That was when I knew there would never be another woman like you. 
 
    “You were the one I wanted in my life, and I just didn’t know it yet.” He took in a slow breath and let it out. “But three-and-a-half years later, I know it with all of my heart. You are my agra, and there will never be another for me.” 
 
    “I love you too, my prickly pear,” I chuckled and gave him a quick peck. 
 
    “Good. Glad to hear it, because that should make it easier for me.” He let go of my hand though. 
 
    Huh? I was about to ask when dropped to one knee in front of me and pulled out a box. 
 
    A ring box. 
 
    “Fuck me dead,” I whispered as my brain caught up with what was going on. 
 
    He bit back a chuckle and opened the box. “Tamsin Vale, I know you are my mate. Vampires might not be able to tell, but my soul knows. Would you do me the honor of agreeing to mate me? Make me the happiest man ever to have lived, agra, and say you’ll be mine. I know that—” 
 
    “Yes,” I breathed. 
 
    “—there will be—” 
 
    “Yes!” I said louder. 
 
    He frowned at me. “There was more I was going to say.” 
 
    “You already talked me into it,” I argued, sliding to sit on his knee and hugging him with all I had. “Yes, yes, and yes.” 
 
    “Really?” he whispered, letting out a shaky breath. “Really yes?” 
 
    “Really, really,” I chuckled before peppering his face with kisses. “Yes. Of course, it’s yes.” 
 
    “Okay, so wow, you really said yes,” he chuckled before bringing us to our feet and spinning me around.  
 
    I laughed and held onto him before something hit me and I stopped. “Shit, you have to tell a demigod that you want to marry his daughter. How the fuck do we do that?” 
 
    He snickered as he moved the ring box into my hand. “How do you think I got a ring? I’m broke, and there’s no way I could afford a proper engagement ring for the future queen of Faerie.” 
 
    “I didn’t even look at the ring,” I admitted as I let go of him. 
 
    “I know, and I love that about you.” 
 
    I smiled at him before giving him a soft kiss. “And I love that you didn’t do some crazy proposal or have tons of pressure on us.” 
 
    He tucked some hair that had fallen out of my ponytail behind my ear. “I know you better than that, agra. Though there are some congratulations cakes waiting at home from the hobgoblins.” 
 
    “You do really know and love me,” I cooed. I looked at the box but then realized I didn’t want to open it. 
 
    Darby sensed my hesitation and luckily figured out why I was feeling that way. “Lageos showed me the vault in your castle and made sure we only viewed rings without a recent history. This is the one I thought you would like best, and it was a distant ancestor’s of yours. Like ten generations ago.” 
 
    I let out a harsh breath. “Okay, good. Wow, that—I just didn’t—yeah, sorry. Of course, you thought of that.” 
 
    “This is about us, not your family. I didn’t want that to cloud anything for us either,” he promised. 
 
    Yeah, he was perfect. I opened the box and the ring was perfect. “I love you.” 
 
    “I have good taste,” he chuckled. “I chose you after all.” He took it out of the box and slid it on my finger.  
 
    “Wow, that really shines,” I whispered as I held out my hand and watched it catch the light. “I honestly thought you were bringing me here to have a wild last time somewhere crazy before you graduated. This is so much better.” 
 
    He hugged me and rubbed my back as I snuggled against him. “Okay, but now I want that too.” 
 
    “Sure,” I chuckled. “Wanna have sex in the girl’s locker room?” 
 
    “Agra, if I ever say no to wanting to have sex with you anywhere or anytime, please call the royal healers immediately.” 
 
    I laughed so hard my side hurt. 
 
    And yes, we had hot sex in the locker room that neither of us would ever forget. I knew how to give him the best final memories of this place. 
 
    When he graduated not long after, I was wearing my engagement ring and people were all abuzz about it… But I only had eyes for Darby and celebrating him. He’d worked so fucking hard to achieve all he had, and I was so damn proud of him. 
 
    I was a very, very proud fiancée. 
 
    Damn, I really liked that word. 
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    THANK YOU for reading this book!! 
 
    Thank you so much for continuing on Tamsin’s ride with me. I woves all of you lots for your 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. I appreciate the time it takes!  
 
    I want to thank everyone for the support and keeping the pressure off of me. I love how much you guys enjoy my books, but it has been SO NICE for my mental health not to always get messages about what’s next, how much longer, when is this, why is there not… All of it. So thank you for hearing me that I needed that to stop. I thrive in calm, I truly do.  
 
    BUTT, I promise to keep you updated and I’ve been super good with that. The next release will be Karma Bakery #6. It will be done and in editing by the time you read this.  
 
    I don’t know what’s next, but I truly plan to have 12 releases this year and I think I’m on a good path to make it happen. Thank you also for all of the support and good juju on me reaching my dream of buying a house this year somewhere quiet and getting back to my island. All of your love and support has really helped me even if it’s terrifying to do alone. 
 
    I hope you all are doing well after the holidays and are looking forward to a year that has to be better than the last few years!  
 
    All my best, 
 
    Erin 
 
    And Vader 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Find A New Series To Love… 
 
      
 
    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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