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    My name is Tamsin Vale and I’m the last known fairy, fighting to find out what happened to all fairies and our world.  
 
    But I’m running out of hope, and it has a lot to do with the four pieces of my soul I no longer have with me. Going through one breakup is terrible, but four in rapid succession is… More than one person can handle. 
 
    I spent all summer fighting for fair folk, and fighting the councils, and fighting for the supes who need it, instead of taking a break. And I’m tired, mostly because I have so much trouble sleeping, missing the men I loved and didn’t want to admit I cared for. 
 
    Still, I can’t quit, so I keep pushing on. That’s what it means to be an adult and have responsibilities. I’m not alone, and I have help pushing me to keep going, teaching me what I need, so we can win the fights we need to.  
 
    I can… I really don’t think I can do this. 
 
      
 
    Artemis University is an ongoing hot burning reverse harem, university-age paranormal academy series with darker elements, strong language, violence, and a heroine who follows her own moral compass of what is right… And who she ends up giving her heart to. 
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    After I finished my run in Faerie with Chief and his pack, I went through my new cooldown routine and made sure to hydrate. Then I flipped the playlists and instantly felt lighter when Derek Hough’s “The Ones” came on. I wasn’t sure if he was a supe, but I would bet money he had fairy blood in him to sing and dance as he did. 
 
    Then again, I’d heard from my friends that several of my guesses of being supes were human. Maybe everyone had a bit of fairy blood in them? Like what the Irish said around St. Patrick’s Day that everyone was Irish then. 
 
    That sounded nice to me. Inclusivity, instead of division and pain. 
 
    And I was currently in a lot of pain which was why I’d put together a playlist of songs helped lighten my heart. I smiled at the dogs as they watched me dance to the music. I’d been spending a lot more time in Faerie after the blowup at my end of the year party. I realized Faerie didn’t simply need me… I needed it just as much. 
 
    When I’d come back through the portal, I was shocked to find out many things—but one of the main ones? Natalie and our friends had opted to have the memory of learning I was a fairy taken away to protect me. That was crazy to me and healed a lot of my hurt. I did have true friends and they meant to the world to me. 
 
    But when Mel had told me Craftsman had lost his temper and almost killed Collins for taking advantage of me, that was a harder pill to swallow. I didn’t think he would have cared enough, but then again, I was the last fairy, and a professor traumatizing me to simply—and selfishly—get my blood was pretty damn horrible. 
 
    Apparently, he wasn’t the only one who wanted a piece of Collins. According to Mel, Collins had better get his affairs in order if he so much as looked at me funny again. Even White had threatened to burn him to ash.  
 
    I really should have called her first, but in my panic, I couldn’t think straight. I wouldn’t make that mistake again. 
 
    The mess got cleaned up though. Collins and White made everyone who crashed the party think they were sent to a different address about twenty minutes south of where we were. And just for good measure, that Holly was an idiot because she’d only had one shot to locate my phone, and I’d probably been on the move shopping or something. 
 
    So everyone was pissed at Holly for wasting their time and pissing me off to not even be able to find out where I lived.  
 
    Geiger was on a warpath. He’d not only made sure the guy who broke the rules and worked in that office lost his job, but he was fighting to get my number taken off the registry. People were losing their minds over me and as such, couldn’t be trusted. He petitioned for his office to be the guardian of mine and the numbers of anyone working for me, and tracking me should be their responsibility in an emergency. 
 
    Until then, we were bouncing our phones all over to keep from being tracked because it wasn’t only me they could pull this on. Next, it would be Ray or Zack… And were they ever furious. It was like a sacred emergency only thing of trust among supes to keep us safe and it was abused that way. 
 
    Which was why we made sure other councils and a ton of people found out. Holly was going to have some serious explaining to do with her family, and maybe even her council, as she was a vampire, and the vampire council were the ones in charge of handling all of this. And dayumn did this make them look bad. 
 
    My heart was bleeding for the corrupt fuckers for sure. 
 
    I wasn’t worried. Geiger would handle it, or we could just keep fucking with our signals and fuck them. I had a hard time not saying “I told you so” to the others as it had been a huge red flag for me that I’d brought up a few times.  
 
    The house in Spain was being worked on and was ready for us to stay there a few days after the party. It didn’t have a portal to Faerie though, so I still had to come back to the Townsend estate for that. The dogs were happy with that. I might bring at least half of them to Spain to switch out once the renovations were over. They were on edge with all the threats against me.  
 
    As was I, so I didn’t blame them. 
 
    When it was time, I met Professor White at the portal. She was going to work with me on how to let out my already stored power in the reservoirs and crystals in a better way that didn’t hurt me like last time. Today was our first lesson and I was excited for it. Anything to learn more control and do things better was time well spent to me. 
 
    The look she gave me when she saw the electric scooters was some of the best entertainment I’d had since the blowup and something I truly needed. 
 
    “I got you one with a seat to be nice,” I told her honestly. “Would you prefer to jog? It’s a distance.” 
 
    She sighed heavily. “I suppose I should be happy that’s the truth.” 
 
    I nodded. “It makes me happy. I just don’t know if I keep pumping energy into the same spots, if it keeps fanning out and I won’t be wasting energy. I’m hoping you might be able to tell me more working together so we don’t have to do this.” 
 
    “Wise.” She let me show her how to use the scooter and then I led us through the portal. She turned her face up to the sun and smiled. “How I’ve missed coming here. Wonderful to see you again, Faerie. It is my honor to help you heal.” 
 
    I blinked at her. “You talk to the world like it’s sentient.” 
 
    She was quiet a moment. “Think of the difference between normal animals and fae dogs. They’re more than animals and know a lot more. That’s how you should think of Earth versus Faerie. It’s magic down to its core and with that comes… More. It’s not simply dirt and grass and water. It’s more. You’ll see when it’s healed.” 
 
    I honestly didn’t have trouble believing that now.  
 
    She greeted Chief and the pack before we headed out, the dogs running with us. When we reached near the edge, I let her study the magic and filled her in on what I knew and had experienced, answering her questions. She’d already spoken with Geiger and they’d put their heads together, but not come up with anything yet. That was the problem with doing this all cautiously.  
 
    It wasn’t as if we could put all our time into finding answers or ask people who might know more. We couldn’t take the risk. 
 
    “Let’s start with showing me your setup from last time,” she said when she was done. 
 
    I nodded, pulling out the reservoirs and high-tiered crystals I’d grabbed as well. I set them up with the reservoirs in the middle around me and the crystals around them. 
 
    “And what happened? What went wrong?” she asked gently. “You set them up correctly, as magic ripples out, so your logic was perfect.” 
 
    “I couldn’t control it,” I admitted. “I pushed out the power like I normally do with the reservoirs, but it was exponentially so much more when it came out and doing it here, that it took off and was like trying to hold onto the back of a flying jet instead of me doing it.” 
 
    She nodded. “As I said, Faerie isn’t Earth and it’s desperate to heal.” 
 
    That made so much sense that I felt worlds better I wasn’t a failure or a horrible fairy. “How do I fix it? I mean, how do I get better at this?” 
 
    “You change your focus. Tell me your visual.” 
 
    I thought about it a few moments and realized I’d kept it simple. “Opening a door. I push my magic into the reservoirs and open the doors of them so the power comes out and can be released into Faerie.” 
 
    She nodded as I spoke. “You hit the gas too hard on that much power. Understandable, given how you like to drive.” She smirked when I snorted. “You need calmer. Have you ever worked with dough or seen the hobgoblins doing it?” She waited until I nodded. “You need to think of rolling out dough, that calm, controlled push out with the rolling pin.” 
 
    “Like controlling my breathing during training or workouts?” I checked. 
 
    “Yes, exactly like that. Let out your breath and push that much, but then inhale and keep control. If you equate it to cleansing your body of negativity, as in yoga, you’ll understand the principle better, except it’s not negative, but power.” 
 
    I thought I could handle that. In theory. I had only one worry then. “What if I don’t get the same bang for my buck?” 
 
    “You might not, but if you hurt yourself as you did before, it will be longer in between times you can do this, and the damage could be permanent. That’s not worth the risk. As in training, do it the right way and get stronger to do more, not kill yourself for one fight.” 
 
    Fair enough. I centered myself and focused how she said. I closed my eyes and took in a slow, steady breath before letting it out and letting my magic push out the power in the storage vessels. I pulled back when I inhaled again, and just in time too, because I’d felt the stirrings of it about to overwhelm and tidal wave me. 
 
    “Good, very good, but a shorter breath this time. You almost lost control,” she said quietly as to not startle me. 
 
    I nodded that I heard her and did it again. The third and fourth times, I felt more comfortable and confident; by the fifth time, I knew I could have let out a longer breath. The less power left in the vessels, the more I could push out. My instincts told me that, but I wasn’t going to risk it when we were working on control.  
 
    When I finished up, I realized I was completely wrong. Power pulsed from White, and it hit me that she had been magically guiding me with training wheels.  
 
    Well damn. It seemed not everything was going to be so easy for me or come fast. Oh well. I could live with that. 
 
    “Thanks. That wasn’t scary this time,” I confessed. 
 
    “And that’s the biggest part of control when it comes to magic.” She smiled when I gave her a confused look. “Confidence. You need confidence in what you’re doing when it comes to magic or casting. You’ve seen it with working runes. The confidence and visuals are half the work in making it happen the way you want.” 
 
    I definitely couldn’t deny that, nodding as I packed everything up. 
 
    “How do you feel?” she checked as I stood. 
 
    I snorted. “Glad to have the scooter.” I shrugged. “Tired, but not like before. I could eat the entire kitchen probably, but still good.” 
 
    “Your aura’s not in distress. I’m glad it went better this time. We’ll keep working on it, and soon you won’t need me and will be able to do more.” 
 
    “Awesome, thanks.” 
 
    We hopped on our scooters—well, I did. Professor White elegantly slid onto the seat and made it look as if she was a proper lady riding a champion horse, even if it was something tinier than most Vespas.  
 
    I opened the portal and let the dogs through before White, and then myself with my scooter. I plugged them in and my stomach growled loudly.  
 
    Of course it did. 
 
    “Once you have the control you need and can handle this on your own, I think we can start seeing if you have to drive out to the edge or if you simply need to pump energy into Faerie,” she said as we left the room with the portal. “It might make this easier on you if you didn’t have to travel as the distance will become longer.” 
 
    “And yet I haven’t hit anyone yet,” I grumbled. “Not even animals.” 
 
    “Faerie isn’t a small world,” she told me. “I do not believe it is as expansive as Earth, but it isn’t small or one continent. It might be some time until you find people. Animals might be sooner. Hopefully. But I think you made big progress clearing the muck enough to allow the sun to come back. That’s huge. Focus on your achievements right now, Ms. Vale.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at her. “It’s the summer. At least call me Tamsin if we’re going to be working together on this super secret project over summer.” 
 
    She sighed, which surprised me. She winced when I stopped and looked at her. “The last student I became close enough with to call by their first name didn’t stay with our society and become an upstanding member. I would never think that of you, but as you have old wounds, so do the rest of us.” 
 
    I put the pieces together and my eyes went wide. “Wow, someone from Artemis became Underground?” 
 
    “Yes, she did, and when she realized the truly horrid mistake she’d made, she did her best to get us information on them. She succeeded, but they killed her for it. The council still labeled her a traitor even as they acted on the information and captured several Underground agents. So to me, the system failed her twice.” 
 
    “Once, to make her think the Underground might be better, and again to not let her be forgiven when she tried to help.” I shook my head. “I doubt a man would have been treated that way in this sexist society.” 
 
    She did a double take as we walked along. “I didn’t consider that, but you are right. I was too lost in my own head and hurt, but I think you are right on that.” She cleared her throat. “Tamsin.” 
 
    I smiled. Yeah, we all had our demons. “Sorry you lost one. It’s hard.” 
 
    “You speak from experience.” 
 
    I nodded. “I helped get some out of bad stuff, and they tried to do better and have a real life, but then changed their minds. They went back into prostitution with shit pimps beating them or drugs or whatever else because… I don’t know. Maybe it was easier to be told what to do in life? Maybe the drugs held them too tightly? But we lost them after getting them out. Not my fault, but it hurts.” 
 
    “It does, and I do bear responsibility as a teacher, advisor, and dean.” 
 
    I snorted. “You weren’t her parent, White. She was a fucking college kid. That’s adult enough to make her own choices, right or wrong. You lost one. Horrible, but it was going to happen, and it will probably happen again. To me as well. It’s not us, but free will. We can only lead them to water, but not force them to drink or however that goes.” 
 
    She was quiet until we reached the kitchen. “Yes, I supposed you might lose some from your havens as well. I didn’t think of that.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Leaving everything and forging out on your own is too much for some. It took me a while to understand that it wasn’t me, but I’m not the gods. I can’t control that and I wouldn’t want to. They make their choices.” 
 
    She nodded, seeming to think about that, but I could tell she wanted to move past the conversation. She came up with the topic change before I even could. “How is your eating out fun? Where did you decide instead of London?” 
 
    I winced. “Actually, Izzy had way more than London mapped out, including a lot of England. We might do that next summer, but we’re starting with Tokyo instead and working out from there if we have time. She says we will, but the list of what she keeps adding and adding seems crazy. I know a lot of summer festivals since we’re not doing the outings with the dragon royals anymore.” 
 
    “I would think not,” she sighed as I went for the fridge. “I assume they will still keep up their end of the deal?” 
 
    I snorted. “They’re going way over what they were buying before as compensation for the traitor and what your council tried to pull. More, probably, but they say it’s because they don’t have to arrange it all, pay for security, and all those other expenses now. It’s that, but really, we know it’s so I don’t pull the plug after the threat to me like some wanted.” 
 
    “You’ll be safe?”  
 
    I smirked at her. “I was a hot target with a lot of humans for a lot of different reasons and knew how to handle it and be safe.” I gestured to my bright red hair. “And that was before I knew about magic or had access to glamour charms. Yeah, we got this, trust me. Hell, it’s some of the most fun I think the Rothchilds have had in a while.” 
 
    “Guarding you?” she asked.  
 
    “That, and because I feed them as well, but also glamouring as me.” I chuckled when her eyes went wide. “Yeah, we got this. I’m going to be popping up at certain places all summer. Very popular, very exposed, and very good places for college kids to take breaks, so idiots assume I’m being stupid and am around there somewhere.” 
 
    “You’re going to let them chase their tails looking for you.” 
 
    “I do misdirection fairly well.” 
 
    “That you do. That you do, Tamsin.” 
 
    I had my moments for sure. 
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    A few weeks later, I was standing in a bedroom at the main estate of HAVEN, waiting for my summer soiree to start. It was the only address we’d made public—for obvious reasons—and while people had scoffed at us starting it or taking such precautions… They had since changed their tunes.  
 
    We had been submitting reports to all the councils from the beginning, and the last one stated we had two hundred and forty-seven women we’d helped in under five months. While we wouldn’t give names, we did list species and the reasons we allowed them sanctuary and protection. Many were forced matings with abusive spouses or arranged matings with the same.  
 
    So they could treat women like crap or think it a matter not to be concerned with, but when the numbers were right there for them to see so blatantly—and so quickly—I think a lot of them were getting a much-needed wake up call. Plus, the numbers were overwhelmingly witches and vampires. Less than an eighth were shifters, and we had a handful of dragons. 
 
    And they were from Africa or Australia, no regions where the royals ruled, as it was explicitly outlawed. 
 
    The best part? We were about to report another huge influx. A hundred and sixty more, all witches and vampires. People could act like they were scandalized at what happened to Izzy all they wanted, but it was incredibly common among vampires and witches. 
 
    Not anymore. I wasn’t going to fucking allow it.  
 
    We suspected it was worse than anyone would admit when we received phone calls, like our first with someone from the household asking for help. In response, Mel and I had sent people through all the supe high schools to spread the word that if parents tried to pull that crap, to contact us and we’d handle it.  
 
    Our phone was ringing off the hook from the moment college acceptance letters started going out. Instead of referring them all to Claudia like before, we decided to pull them all in for a summer retreat away from their parents, and in protective custody, while we handled the assholes. 
 
    And told their fucking councils. The hope was that all the councils that had people involved in this would pass laws to stop it.  
 
    It was simply a happy coincidence that it might also give them something to focus on and handle, instead of fixating on me for a while. If I was lucky. 
 
    I was rarely that lucky. 
 
    But tonight was about the scholarship fund I had started at Artemis. After talking with Edelman and the people who handled the donations, I had learned what the average donation generally was. I set the limit slightly higher than that, given what I was going to offer in return, and announced that anyone who donated over that amount would be invited to the party. 
 
    I wasn’t surprised that the donations came flooding in. Some were as generous as they always were, like the Vogels and the good people. Others raised their donations above what they normally gave to fit the requirement… And then we had people donate who had no association with Artemis simply to be allowed to come and get the party gifts or be near me. 
 
    Edelman was floored and let me know the fund already had enough to cover every scholarship already granted to Artemis students, plus more than they had planned for incoming freshmen. Good, they could put that money towards more education. 
 
    He had asked me what I’d meant by that and I was honest, telling him I planned on fairies attending Artemis again one day, and some of them might need scholarships as well. We both smiled at the thought that that day could be around the corner. 
 
    For now, the party was here. I looked stunning in the dress my friends had prepared for me and the makeup they’d done, and it was about time to get going. 
 
    “We have a problem,” Mel said as she flew into the room with her cousins Avril and Ellen who ran HAVEN. 
 
    I sighed. Heavily. “I was honestly shocked we hadn’t had one yet.” 
 
    “People brought crystals,” she told me. “Lots of them, and lots of people brought them.” 
 
    I felt my temper flare as I fisted my hands. “Wow, they really want everything they can get for that money they donated, huh? And of course, they all thought they’d be the only ones.” 
 
    “We’re not sure they care if they were,” Avril admitted, shrugging when I shot her a shocked look. “We wrote on the invitations that security would be tight, bags and people would be checked, but we didn’t address crystals being confiscated. That’s exactly what each of them have said when we’ve bitched about them bringing them and tried to take them or refuse them entry with them on their person.” 
 
    Ellen sighed when my mouth dropped open. “Some seemed like they wanted you to implode, or this was the way to take you out, and in such a fantastic manner with all these witnesses at your own fucking party. I mean, they were like giddy with it, and we’re talking millions of crystals, Tams. And what would you do? Ruin your own party and toss them out because we didn’t think to cover it in the invite?” 
 
    “No, but it also doesn’t say in the invite I’ll attend,” I chuckled darkly, shrugging when they gave me shocked looks. “Where does it say that? It’s hosted by me. Does it promise I’ll be there? No. I’ll say something from the balcony, but I’m certainly not happy enough to set off crystals, and fuck them for being such assholes. They want to play these games? They once again blew their one chance.” 
 
    Mel looked like she was going to burst out laughing. “We did hate you attending this party in the first place before this even.” 
 
    That was an understatement. Not only had the guest list kept growing and growing, but with so many elders who were not my friends, we knew they were going to try something bad. It was why we hired Alpha Geoff and dozens of his wolves to add to our security at the party to try and keep me and the place safe. 
 
    Try being the key word there. 
 
    “Oh shit, you’re really going to do this,” Ellen hissed as I slid past them out of the room. 
 
    “I don’t bluff, and I don’t fuck around with babies.” I went to the balcony off the second floor lounge and opened the doors. It faced the terrace and backyard where the party was being held. The guests were also allowed in the party room as that had several bathrooms and led right outside. 
 
    And that was it. We’d planned that one out well and had security posted all over so no one tried to slip into the offices or take a tour of their own. Plus, we had a store that sold hobgoblin goods that we weren’t letting people into tonight to misbehave at. 
 
    As clearly they were all going to be such upstanding citizens. 
 
    Mel must have radioed someone because the music was cut, and slowly people quieted down. They glanced around to see what was going on, and I bit back a smirk.  
 
    This was going to be fun. 
 
    “I’d like to thank everyone who donated to the new scholarship fund I started,” I said loudly, pausing to give people a chance to find me. I smiled out at them. “While I hope you all enjoy the party I painstakingly planned to celebrate the success, it seems I won’t be able to join you for it. Security has informed me that people have brought millions of crystals in the hopes I’d raise them to high-tier crystals for them. 
 
    “So much for those charitable donations expecting nothing in return, huh? For those of you who truly gave to be kind and generous, I thank you from the bottom of my heart. Those of you who gave the minimum to get into the party in the hopes of crystals—thanks for ruining the fun for me and others, as this was supposed to be a drama free night. I hope everyone enjoys the party and gets home safely.” 
 
    “You cannot be serious,” someone shouted. “We were promised you would attend.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow and smirked down at the woman who wore hundreds of crystals on her dress, like I had months ago.  
 
    “I don’t remember the invitation saying that, only that I would host the party. Isn’t that your argument why we couldn’t confiscate your crystals? We didn’t specify them on the invitation, and they were fair game then? Yes, well, you played your hand, and poorly. I’m still hosting the event, but I won’t be attending it for all of you to try and use me as a power source, see if you can get me to collapse, or kill me.” 
 
    Several people objected or exclaimed that wasn’t fair or proper of me when it was my event. Yeah, well, they could go fuck themselves. I wasn’t risking myself either. I doubted my mood would allow me to tier up any crystals currently, but I wasn’t going to risk it either, and I preferred getting to tell them all to go fuck themselves for sure. 
 
    I turned to head back inside, giving a little wave over my shoulder and not bothering to close the door behind me. Mel was simply shaking her head as Ellen and Avril stood there with their mouths agape. 
 
    “You forget she didn’t really want to attend this thing in the first place,” Mrs. Rothchild said from further down the hallway. “As security, you made the right call. Logistically, you might have a nightmare on your hands.” 
 
    I shrugged, seeing Mr. Rothchild behind her, letting me know the Vogels were already there then. “I’m not a leader. This is a scholarship fund extra thank you party, not a state dinner. They overplayed their bullshit hand to start more shit with me, and more than they understand.” 
 
    “Oh?” She raised an eyebrow at that. 
 
    I nodded, taking Mel’s radio off her hip. “Zack, you get a list of who came with crystals?” 
 
    “Of course I did. Professor White is here at the front for that sole purpose. While she checks invites, and verifies who people are, and that they’re not using glamour, we’re doing the security procedures we discussed. But yeah, I got the list, why?” 
 
    “Give it to Liluth and Esta after everyone is checked in. That many crystals could have left me fucking brain dead, and it was seriously rude. We don’t allow rude people to shop at our bakery. They get a three-month ban if they apologize. Liluth and the co-op can do as they wish, but I would bet they’ll do the same.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, they will,” he agreed, sounding amused even over the radio. “I’ll make sure they get it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I sang, handing Mel back her radio. “Let’s make sure everyone not on that list gets something extra. A basket of fae fruit? Maybe with a feedback card that only they get, as we know how elites love to give their opinions and feel they get a vote on everything.” 
 
    Mel held up her hands in surrender when her parents both looked at her accusingly. “She came like this when I met her. Don’t blame this evil genius part on me. I simply taught her to fight back and how to get bad guys.” 
 
    I snorted. “Yeah, simply that.” I snapped my fingers and asked them to hold on as I remembered something. I hurried back into the room I had used to get ready and grabbed one of the two file folders I’d been working on in secret. Then I went back to the others and handed it over to Mr. Rothchild. “My present to your clan.” 
 
    “For what?” he asked with a frown, glancing from the folder to my eyes. 
 
    I smiled, handing it to Mrs. Rothchild instead, who opened the folder. “You swore your clan to be my sword should I need it. I don’t know if I am really of a noble bloodline, but I read before there are certain traditions of my people we keep to if a clan should ever do that. I went back and checked them, and that’s my gift for the honor you have bestowed upon me. I have one for the Silva clan as well.” 
 
    Mrs. Rothchild gasped as she read it over. “She bought us a massive ranch with vast lands and paid for the construction of several separate houses for all the cousins and family to stay at when they’re off.” 
 
    “Or retired,” I added. “You now have clan land for those retired from service who can still provide support or do whatever, but can also raise your kids away from the dangers of the Vogels if you want—whatever you want. It’s still in their territory, of course, but it’s large enough to hide a lot, and with a good sized forest.” 
 
    “Why would you do this?” Mr. Rothchild asked as he looked over his mate’s shoulder. 
 
    “It’s who she is, Father,” Mel said easily. 
 
    “And it’s what my people do,” I added. “It was in several journals that it was how some packs and groups were started and how their lands were granted to them. I know that doesn’t apply here, but it never hurts to have a vacation house or even an off-the-books place to hide the Vogels, should it ever be needed. That place is buried under several layers of protection and once the work is done, I’ll put up what’s needed.” 
 
    “What’s needed?” Mrs. Rothchild whispered, but then her eyes went bug wide. “You can do that?” 
 
    “Not over that much land,” I clarified. “But yes, enough to keep the residences safe should you need to lock the area down. I’ll go over it all and how to activate it.” I grunted as she hugged me tightly. “Okay, not a dragon, don’t crush me.” 
 
    She chuckled and kissed my temple, but eased up on me. “Thank you, Tamsin.” 
 
    “Thanks for all you’ve been doing too. It’s been nice to have adults to turn to and act as my parents for stuff that people won’t listen to Mel for.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” Mel drawled. “I like Dr. Salzman, I really do, but he’s been beat up so much by the parents that he jumps to what they want and prioritizes them. It’s like you have to be a parent to get at the front of his line, and I know I’m biased here, but the shit was pretty important.” 
 
    I nodded. “He thought not jumping like normal would draw too much attention, but… Everyone needs to use their words more often and discuss stuff with us instead of making decisions for me or on my behalf. He’s my doctor, not my boss or keeper. Edelman kept doing the same. It’s why I trust Claudia and Geiger most. They’ve never done that aside from the stuff I’ve given them permission on.” 
 
    “For example?” Mr. Rothchild asked after a moment. 
 
    I nodded to the folder in his mate’s hand. “That. I translated the passages I’d found in journals and asked for his input as a dragon. He’s known some of your family and helped me find two places that could work. That’s managing what I need, not managing me. I went and… The feel of that place and the land was just everything. I could feel the vibes on the same wavelength with Mel’s dragon.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    I chuckled as I fidgeted with my dress. “I have no idea, Mel. I’ve only seen you change once now, and it wasn’t for very long, but it was like…” I sighed, trying to think of what I could compare it too. “Musical harmony. When you hear people singing, harmonize. It was that feeling with my spidey senses that it was the right place. Geiger laughed when I told him that, but it’s not like I have a clue what I’m doing.” 
 
    “No, but you’re normally right. Thanks for this, kid.” 
 
    I gave a sharp nod. “You’re welcome, but it’s also my duty. As one takes care of their sword and sharpens it so it’s already for battle, my people believe that rest, comfort, and the safety of having clan land is the same for those sworn to be our sword. I completely get it. Just like you said—you always treat the guards well and the Vogels do also. We believe that of all allies, especially those we trust most.” 
 
    They thanked me again, still seeming in shock. Their gratitude started making me uncomfortable, so I excused myself so they could talk about it as a family, and left.  
 
    I wasn’t going to stay upstairs and wait out the party like I had to hide… Plus my stomach had been promised food and expected it. My plan was to swing by the kitchen and pack up some yummies before clearing my head and disappointed heart with a walk on the property. 
 
    Unfortunately, one of the last people I wanted to see was making his way towards me as I walked down the stairs. He was allowed in the area as he’d helped plan and coordinate a lot, and it made sense given he was faculty with Artemis.  
 
    He was simply also my ex-lover. 
 
    Dr. Julian Craftsman was what women dreamed all Brits to be. He was six-two, with deep emerald green eyes and dark blond hair he always kept styled… Unless he was working too late, and then it was messed up from hours of running his fingers through his hair. Either way worked for him. He was so sexy, just about any look would work for him. 
 
    Our eyes locked, and I ignored the anguish in his, swallowing my reaction when he flinched. He’d seen something in my aura he didn’t like. Probably my grief and pain of us being over. 
 
    And I’d have to go by him to get to the kitchen. 
 
    So food was out for the moment and now I really needed some air. I hurried for the side door, away from the party or where people were being checked in while trying to act like I wasn’t rushing. I had hoped the night air would refresh me, but it wasn’t until I was a hundred feet from the building he was in that the pressure in my chest started to ease. I kicked off my heels and jogged away, needing more space. 
 
    Needing not to be overwhelmed with the pain anymore. 
 
    I finally felt like I could breathe again when I was far enough I couldn’t even hear the sounds of the party. The pressure left, and I had a moment to chastise myself that I was so far without backup or even weapons. That party was full of people hostile towards me and I go running off alone on the property? 
 
    I was smarter than that, but pain made us stupid.  
 
    Love made us stupid and grief blinded us. I was learning that all over again, and times four, as I was done with four relationships I’d cared for. 
 
    A few I more than simply cared. 
 
    I was about to head back when that foreboding feeling swarmed me fast, and my magic ramped up. I turned to find four men approaching me, goose bumps blossoming all over my skin. 
 
    And they had glowing eyes. 
 
    What. The. Fuck? 
 
    I’d never seen a supe do that. What else had I been missing about this world? 
 
    And why did I want to run from them? There were only four, and I’d dealt with way more without flinching. Something about them was… Off. 
 
    “What business do you have with me?” I demanded, giving a look that it would be their deaths if they came any closer. 
 
    They believed me, the one in front holding up his hand to halt the others when we were still fifty feet apart. “Stop trying to reopen Faerie. Your people are gone, and we will fight to keep it that way. This is bigger than you know, unknown. You cannot fight us like your humans or supes. Leave things alone, and we will not come for you.” 
 
    Oh, I didn’t believe that. I knew enough to know the moment I caved, bad guys thought they had me and would push or do more. I did what they wanted, and then they’d want the estates or something. 
 
    My magic quietly flared from my hand at my side, and I moved it behind my back, understanding somehow what I had to do. 
 
    “Why do you want Faerie closed?” I asked, giving myself more time. 
 
    “Deal with your problems you have with the supes and fight for your light fairy justice. Leave the rest alone. This is your only warning, or we will kill the last fairy and not care it will destroy all supes.” 
 
    I studied them, one in the back almost giddy. No, they wanted that. They weren’t sent to reason or negotiate with me. They were pushing me to fight so they could kill me. 
 
    Why? Why not just do it?  
 
    A treaty? A rule?  
 
    Great, something else I was clueless on. 
 
    I felt who I wanted respond to my call and stepped aside so they could see I had opened a temporary portal. “I’m not ever stopping until I save my people and fix Faerie. Apparently, you don’t know who you picked a fight with.”  
 
    The Alpha of the fae dog pack who wouldn’t swear allegiance to me came leaping out of the portal. He didn’t hesitate, flaming once he was a few feet away from me and going right for the main guy. The others in his pack were right behind him, all careful not to be too close to me with their flames before attacking. 
 
    And attack they did. The men instantly reacted to the fae dogs and tried to flee. 
 
    Except fae dogs are ridiculously fast, and they had no chance to get away. The dogs tore into the men, brutal and horrifically majestic in how they moved.  
 
    I gasped as the first man seemed to almost deflate and turned into… Something. Sand? No, more like ash.  
 
    Oh fuck. The dogs really can burn someone so fast they turn to ash instantly. Gross. Awesome, but gross. 
 
    I blinked and all four men were just gone. Holy. Fuck.  
 
    The Alpha came and sat in front of me, clearly wanting to talk to me. I turned on my telepathy, my knees going weak as he filled me in. 
 
    Demons. Those men had been demons possessing deceased humans. 
 
    Holy. Fuck. Me. Hard. 
 
    He gave me a quick history lesson that light fairies fight for justice while dark fairies hunt for evil, and that was both parts of the balance we brought to the world. It was also why they wouldn’t swear allegiance to me. They were meant to hunt with dark fairies as they used to.  
 
    The Alpha was going to fill in the other packs—especially the ones sworn to me as this wasn’t what they were used to—and let them know to be on guard. Also, that they’d be ready if I called on them again, and would always answer me as I must be protected from this new threat. 
 
    Another one. Great. 
 
    Though I really wasn’t shocked as the pile of them were getting pretty large. 
 
    I thanked them and promised them something extra soon, which they appreciated. They dipped their heads to me as they left through the portal, but then the Alpha hung back. He told me I needed to clear the area where they’d burned the demons with salt so that evil didn’t contaminate the land and energy of the property. 
 
    I promised I would, not even flinching at something so weird as it seemed to be my life now. 
 
    As if to prove my point, he also lectured me the next several minutes about how stupid I was to leave the party and the safety of my guards. I was being chastised by a fae dog who had just killed the demons who had come after me. 
 
    Why was I not old enough to drink yet? 
 
    I thanked him and assured him I agreed. It was a momentary lapse in judgement, not my normal, and I had already been chastising myself. He seemed to accept that and went through the portal with thoughts of wishing for my safety. That was nice at least. 
 
    I quickly put a barrier up around the area where they’d killed the demons and hurried back. Hopefully, the kitchen had some salt I could steal.  
 
    How much salt did one need to take care of demon remains? 
 
    “Where have you been?” Mel called out when I was about halfway back, a few of her family with her. 
 
    I held up my hand to stop the lecture that was coming. “I just got a lecture from a fae dog. I was wrong. Yell later, or my head might fucking pop.” 
 
    Her expression immediately changed to worry. “What happened?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer, but then closed it. “I don’t know if I’m supposed to tell you.” I huffed, hating the secrets, but understanding them. Everyone couldn’t know about everything we were learning. That would be a disaster.  
 
    So might this. But the Rothchilds protected me… So didn’t they deserve to know? 
 
    I blew a raspberry and settled with my decision as I saw Mr. Rothchild and Colton come jogging over to join up with Mel’s group. “Clan-only answer. I’ll tell Geiger, but I think the loop on this needs to be extra small. I don’t know.” I waited until they all nodded. “So where do we stand on if demons are real? Because I just met some.” 
 
    It was hard not to laugh when all of their eyes bugged out, not only showing they were related, but they clearly didn’t know of them. Glad I wasn’t the only one behind for once. 
 
    “We don’t believe in angels or demons as humans do,” Mr. Rothchild answered, finding his voice first. “Yes, there are agents of Hades, but they are in Hades.” 
 
    I shook my head and filled them in on what just happened. They seemed hesitant and I sighed. “Their eyes glowed, and I’m not kidding you, the vibes I was getting from them made me want to flee. Fast.” 
 
    That registered with Mel. “You’ve gone up against so many guys bigger and badder than you, groups, and never blinked. These guys triggered your instincts like that?” 
 
    “Yeah, Mel, it was freaky. I’m talking goose bumps and like, a panic to flee. I think I just felt serious evil. I believe the fae dogs.” I rubbed my tired neck. “Honestly, I’m not sure they can lie to a fairy. We might need to ask the hobgoblins on that or see if we can find some dark fairy journals I can read.” I blinked at her as something hit me. “Fuck.” 
 
    Colton snorted. “What now? We weren’t already there with demons being real?” 
 
    “The maps,” I whispered. “I bet that’s how all the maps of Faerie went missing. No one can find one, and Geiger isn’t a man who loses things. What if Faerie was closed by fairy magic, but the demons took steps to make sure it stayed closed?” 
 
    “It tracks,” Mel muttered, several of her family nodding. “What now?” 
 
    “I’m supposed to salt the area where they burned the demons so the evil doesn’t spread.” I snorted when they gave me freaked out looks. “Yeah, I feel that too, but I believe it. Come with me to the spot and… It feels off. It was worse being near the demons.” 
 
    “I think you need to consider telling more than our clan,” Mr. Rothchild suggested, holding up a hand to hold me off. “We don’t know how many. We don’t know their powers, but thinking like normal bad people, a party was sent to deal with you and won’t come back. Assume they weren’t free agents. If you’re protected—who would they go after to get to you?” 
 
    “He’s not wrong,” Mel agreed. 
 
    I did too and nodded. “Let’s take the night to think on it though. I don’t want to just fill in anyone who knows about me. Von Thann does not need to know any more secrets, but White should know.” 
 
    “Smart,” Mr. Rothchild praised. “Yes, agreed. We’ll put together a list, and we can also help find more journals faster than you’re currently doing. I agree that needs a higher priority.” 
 
    There went my summer vacation. I was already learning as much as I could and taking extra classes, but… At least I could read at the pool or pretend I was taking a break.  
 
    Probably not. 
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    After I finished my task and it was clear the Rothchilds believed me, I opened a portal and went home. Mel was happy with the idea of me leaving the chaos, but tried to object when I didn’t wait for any security. 
 
    And she didn’t even know I wasn’t going to Spain.  
 
    She’d live. 
 
    The dogs were waiting for me, and I let them in the house since I also wanted to be in Faerie. I only had my phone with me, but that was all I needed. When I reached the portal, I activated it and let the dogs hurry through before entering. It was night there as well, and I hadn’t thought of lights. 
 
    A few of the dogs took care of that by igniting. Okay then. 
 
    I finally pulled up the breakup songs playlist Izzy had made for me. I hadn’t wanted to be that woman who played sad songs and downed ice cream for every meal… But I no longer judged them. I hurt. I grieved, and part of my soul felt dead.  
 
    Ice cream wasn’t enough, so I’d try anything. 
 
    Kameron Marlowe’s “Giving You Up” came on first and I started dancing to it, listening to the words with more than my ears. Tears trailed down my cheeks as I tried to soak up the strength of Faerie, as if reminding myself of all those who stood before me, stood where I was once. I was part of something bigger than a stupid relationship with dipshit men.  
 
    Now, if I could truly convince myself of that and make the pain stop.  
 
    I listened and danced to the song a dozen times, three for each asshole. Wiping my tears, I let out a long, shaky breath before glancing at Chief and his pack. “Thanks guys. Let’s eat.” 
 
    They were always game for that.  
 
    I found a gigantic wheel of cheese and a bunch of cured meats, and brought them out to the garage. Luckily, I remembered a knife, or they would have all been gone if I’d had to get one. There were several things we couldn’t leave around the fae dogs and trust them. Cheese was a big one, sort of like normal dogs. Most everything else they regulated well, but cheese and several other things, they would immediately eat. 
 
    Sort of like me at times. 
 
    I cut blocks for them in between normal chunks for myself. It didn’t take long for us to polish it all off. I brought the knife back inside and washed it before saying goodbye to the pack and activating the portal to go back to Spain.  
 
    And Mel was standing there waiting for me. I braced for impact, but she simply hugged me. 
 
    “Craftsman was asking where you were, trying to speak to you,” she muttered. 
 
    “I saw him and that’s why I ran off,” I whispered, hugging her back. 
 
    “The others were there too.” 
 
    “I didn’t see them.” If I was honest, I might have guessed Hudson since his parents had attended. Maybe I’d felt him and hadn’t realized it? Had that been part of what had upset me so much? 
 
    Like I needed another reason to validate my being upset? 
 
    “I’m heading to bed.” 
 
    Mel kissed my hair and let me go. “You looked amazing tonight, Tams. You’ll get through this, just like we do everything else.” 
 
    “Yeah, I will.” The words sounded hollow to my own ears, but I’d try my best to make them true. 
 
    I headed to my room and decided I wanted to wash off the night before crawling in bed. I leaned my head back under the water and more tears fell, even if I pretended they didn’t. I also wouldn’t have admitted I missed them, even Lucca. 
 
    And I hated myself for it. I hated being that weak and longing for them, needing people who had hurt and betrayed me. It was triggering me and the traumas I’d had when I was younger.  
 
    Drying off, I turned on some softer, more hopeful music before sliding between my sheets. I didn’t bother with pajamas anymore, having gotten used to sleeping naked after sexy or fun. It made sense in my head, but going back to pajamas was like admitting that part of my life was over and I wouldn’t have it again. 
 
    Which was stupid, as I would meet other men and date them. Apparently, it was part of who I was as a comitissa. Fuck, I could not even deal with that right then. It would have to wait. 
 
    I needed it to wait. 
 
    I fell into a restless sleep after lots more tears and woke when my alarm went off, thinking I might have been better off not sleeping at all. As I’d been doing for weeks, I used my magic for a healing rune to help the puffy eyes I knew I’d have and tried to push past the hard time sleeping.  
 
    It might be time to talk to White about those sleep draughts she mentioned. 
 
    My mind drifted back to last night as I got ready for the meeting I’d set up. There had to be something to the “dark fairy” fae dogs working with me. Protective, I understood, as I was their only shot at getting back home. But, if light and dark fairies kept warring and had a history of fighting, I could only assume they were like oil and water. 
 
    So why did these fae dogs take orders from, and work with me? Maybe they didn’t care, but it was more like family ties? 
 
    Or, I’ve got a parent from each side. I’m half and half, even if I present as a light fairy. That has to be it. 
 
    That settled the swirling thoughts a bit, and I got my ass in gear when I checked the time. Five minutes later, I was ready and heading out in a sleek pantsuit. 
 
    “You ready for this?” Mel asked quietly as she fell in step with me. 
 
    I shrugged. “You’re nervous because of your family and name. I don’t have that. If they say no, they say no.” 
 
    “Fine, then you do the talking because I want to puke.” 
 
    That shocked me given how confident and kick-ass Mel was, but now that she was on better terms with her family… She was a representative of them.  
 
    We went through the portal to arrive in the teachers’ lounge, White waiting for us. She seemed solemn as she greeted us and I worried something had gone wrong at the party after I left. 
 
    “I don’t like the auras of some of the guests here today,” she explained, answering my unasked question. “I don’t like them at all.” 
 
    “I’m just going to start bringing my dogs everywhere,” I grumbled. Mel snorted as White gave us both an exasperated look. 
 
    We quickly made our way to the auditorium. It should have been a simple meeting in a conference room, but everyone wanted to posture and act special, so that meant a posse came with them. Gag me. 
 
    All eyes were on us—well, focused on me—as we walked into the main area. I swallowed down my feelings when I saw Dr. Craftsman among the Artemis faculty. I hadn’t even considered he’d be there, given he’d only been teaching a few years. Why was he involved when he wasn’t even a dean? 
 
    Then my other issue was seeing Dean Collins for the first time since he’d “saved” me at my party. If looks would kill, he’d be dead. 
 
    And I didn’t just mean my glare, but the one Mel was undoubtedly giving him too. 
 
    Headmaster Edelman took the lead, welcoming everyone and acknowledging all the schools and their headmasters—stroking egos and playing nice. It was good he would do that, because I wouldn’t. I wasn’t trying to pick a fight, but playing nice wasn’t my strong suit. 
 
    I thanked Edelman after he introduced me and moved to the center of the stage so I could see everyone. “As I’m sure Headmaster Edelman has told you—or the rumors that fly so fast among supes—I started a scholarship program that changes the way Artemis treats scholarship students. It’s gone over well, extremely well. The good parents were upset to learn what they were donating to and—” 
 
    “Are you saying you’re going to set up scholarship programs for all our schools?” a man called out who was sitting with a rather large posse compared to the others. 
 
    I gave him an amused look. “Do I have to? Are you incapable of doing it yourself after I’ve outlined a program that works?” I kept going when he opened his mouth, and steam about came out of his ears. “I was outlining what we’ve found as you now have all the leverage you need to make it happen in your own schools.” 
 
    “Please, enlighten us what that could be?” he drawled. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow, making it clear I was mocking him for not having figured it out for himself already. “Not every elite goes to Artemis. Every school has them, or the next level below them, that want to be like the elites. That’s your leverage.” 
 
    “If the best school does it, of course we should too, and keep up,” a man from a different group surmised. He waited until I nodded. “You might not have known you were a supe very long, but you certainly understand the politics of our world.” 
 
    I tried to swallow a snort, but failed. “Thank you for the compliment, but before I came here, I was dealing with criminal and corrupt humans. I realize you didn’t mean it that way, but it sounded… Amusing.” I shrugged, leaving it at that. 
 
    His lips twitched. “Yes, lots of the elite families act more and more like human mob families the longer the fairies are gone, instead of noble as they should.” He was studying my aura as he said it, but I’d made sure one of the runes I’d prepared was the one to keep my aura muted and calm. I had expected someone to poke me and see if I gave anything away after the dragon royals said I was like a fairy. 
 
    Plus, people just poked at me when I breathed. 
 
    “Our systems weren’t set up to lead to such blatant corruption as the Edelman family did,” someone else called out, clearly taking a shot at the headmaster. 
 
    “Well, that’s good to hear and less work for you then,” I threw right back. “Maybe start by remembering that the sins of the father aren’t actually the sins of the whole family, especially their children.” I kept talking before he could reply. “I did this here because I could, and we had the right backing and support to make it work. The next step will need support outside of the Artemis community.” 
 
    “What comes after fixing the scholarship programs?” that nice guy asked before anyone else could start shit. 
 
    “Getting the councils and elite parents out of every area of your schools all day, every day.” 
 
    He blinked at me several times, the entire room silent. “Ms. Vale, you have my undivided attention.” 
 
    I smiled brightly when there were many murmurings saying the same. “Glad to hear it. I did some pushing after I won the Power Playoffs here and discovered that the supe community was behind the humans on their education system, crass in how they handled certain things. Teachers here didn’t know TAs got paid or free tuition.” 
 
    “We’ve done a lot of auditing of how human Ivy Leagues do things and it’s astoundingly different,” Edelman interjected. “While none of us want to hear we’re lacking, or our schools are, we can’t blame it all on the councils and elite parents. We didn’t push back when we should, or could have, and allowed too much of this to grow into the system it is. We’ve all done it, giving in when it was easier.” 
 
    I nodded. “And you’re going to have to acknowledge that if you want real change. Everyone has caved on something they shouldn’t have because it was easier, we were tired, or didn’t have the energy for the fight. It’s part of life. Accept that, and your part in it, so we can move on and make things better.” 
 
    “How?” a woman asked after a few tense minutes. 
 
    “First, we changed the scholarships,” I answered, holding up a finger and then another. “That outed the cheating as ‘help’ and other bullshit. Next is taking swift action on that, and Artemis will next semester. Before we can move into our dorms, there is a new addendum to the student forms that clearly and specifically lists what is considered cheating. 
 
    “More importantly, the punishments. This ‘getting kicked out of a school only to go to their council for a second chance like nothing happened besides blowing a stop sign’ is bullshit. You want another chance? Great, get one, but you lose what you blew, so there won’t be any readmittance to Artemis. Their spot will be given to someone else and they are ineligible to re-enroll. They can somewhere else, but not here.” 
 
    The large auditorium went completely quiet. A fly farting could have been heard, it was so quiet. 
 
    “You can’t think to enforce that, Edelman,” a woman argued. 
 
    “We can if we stand together,” he replied. “Say a senior gets kicked out of here. Our programs are on the same track and line up well. What if a senior from the next-ranked school takes that place?” 
 
    “You’re serious,” someone whispered. 
 
    “As a heart attack,” I purred. “If your top student got a shot here, it wouldn’t be the parents against the school, but the parents against parents. You think they won’t fight for their kid to get that spot and push back on the current system?” 
 
    “That takes power away from elites—somewhat—but you said councils too. How would you do that?” a voice from the back asked. 
 
    “What is the one threat all the supe students worry about the most?” I gave them a few moments to think about that, seeing from the glances there could be a few options. “Not graduating and getting their conduit so they can use magic as needed, not simply what their species can.” 
 
    “The councils are crystal clear that those without a completed education cannot have them. You will never get them to budge on that,” the person agued. 
 
    “Who said I was going to?” I smirked out at them. “Does it say they have to get the education at designated ages? I didn’t read that. Who’s to say it can’t be done later in life like the humans have programs for adults out in the real world?” 
 
    “You know that’s not the intent of the councils laws,” that first guy snapped. 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest and stared him down. “So what? Does that make it right? The councils don’t protect you, they control you. You’re either with them, or you can’t have your conduit, and you’re an outcast. Or you’re with the Underground or a sympathizer. It’s insane there aren’t normal options.  
 
    “You—and maybe those who came before you—gave them too much power by not pushing back. I get it; it wasn’t over night. But that’s where we’re at, and it’s time to stop letting them control you, and your lives, because they are getting worse. Everyone here has seen how councils have lost their minds because I’m staying undeclared. 
 
    “Or they’re outlandish in how they’re treating me because they don’t think they have to fight a council or get backlash for what they do to me. It’s brought their corruption right to the surface and shown who they are in unflattering lights. And most of them are completely unapologetic in it, ignoring evidence we’ve submitted of corruption and horrible crimes.  
 
    “They aren’t a council of elders, but tyrants and puppeteers, and they plan to continue it or worse.” I smiled when there was a loud—but muffled noise—most of the people flinching. “And if I needed to prove my point, we have uninvited guests.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Edelman demanded. 
 
    “You set spy traps, didn’t you?” White asked, looking like she might throttle me when I smiled. “Any member of any council may step onto any campus at anytime they want and—” 
 
    “That’s true, but their aides and employees have to check in with security and schedule an appointment to meet with the headmaster,” I cut in with a bright smile. “I don’t think any of the headmasters have other meetings for right now, and those sorts of guests would have security alerting the headmaster they were here.” I glanced at Edelman. “Has your phone rang?” 
 
    He pulled it out of his pocket and shook his head. “No, and the portals at the student union and faculty lounge are both locked, given we’re all here.” He gave me a long stare. “How did you specify traps for that?” 
 
    “Trade secret.” I shrugged at the shocked looks and upset murmurs. “I went through a lot of old books, grimoires, and journals to put those together. And put a lot of power into them. I’m not handing the answers over to anyone as I keep needing to use them.” 
 
    Edelman immediately understood what I was saying and backed off. “Who did you catch?” 
 
    “I have no idea, but they’re council stooges, since I specified persons who were here against the rules. The council members can always come on campus, so it’s not them.” 
 
    “Smart, very smart,” the nice guy praised. “How would you set up this continuing education program?” 
 
    “The point of this meeting is to discuss that, as I’m not the right person to tell all the exceedingly qualified and experienced people in this room how to do that. I can tell you how human programs work, but you could learn what I know, and more, fast. What we wanted for this meeting is to bring you the ideas and make it clear we need at least half the schools to join in for this to work.” 
 
    The jerk interjected before I could continue. “We’d be willing to discuss helping your plan, but in exchange, you attend our university next year.” 
 
    I snorted and then chuckled, letting it build into a full laugh. “I’m sorry you thought I would whore myself out like that to so you would help my plan, but no. No, I won’t sell myself to make your job easier by giving you the key to getting the parents and councils off of you, and out of running your school.” 
 
    “You need us to make this work, and you’re a student, Ms. Vale, so I’d remember that.” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m not your student, so you’re just anyone on the street to me.” I held up my hand to silence whatever he would have said next. “We only need half the schools to make this work well. And it’s a good plan. Half won’t hold out for your selfish desires. So be an asshole, and we won’t let you in. Your school would be left out of the progress, and you’ll lose new students each year.” 
 
    The voice in the back spoke up again. “It’s clear half of us would jump at any chance to get the parents off our backs and less bullshit in our schools, but how would we divide the responsibility? The backlash?” 
 
    That sparked a lot of heated debate. Everyone was mostly calm and reasonable, but passionate on what would work… Or the jerks wanting a bigger share of the pie and credit. 
 
    I wasn’t shocked in the slightest. Listening to them gave me all the parts to the answer that would work, and when Craftsman jumped in with his thoughts, I changed my mind slightly. It was mean, but not wrong, and he more than deserved some crap from me after everything he’d done. 
 
    Or not done really. 
 
    “Time out!” I bellowed, holding my hands up in the sign for it. People quieted down, and I looked around the auditorium. “Most of you are right in the parts you are suggesting. You need to blend them up better.” 
 
    “Who are you to tell us what to do?” the jerk sneered. “You said yourself you’re not qualified for any of this.” 
 
    “That’s not what I said, and as an educated man, I would have thought you were more adept at understanding words. And I’ve been sitting here for twenty minutes in a removed position as I’m not fighting for my school and paycheck and sanity, but for supe education and progress overall. You need pieces of all of your schools.” 
 
    “How?” Edelman sighed.  
 
    “Name a new school something like Chimera College and have the list of established universities it’s a branch for. That’s common in human education, like a charter school. It gives equal parts for flack and credit. You also want this to be as non-scary as possible, so someone established like Professor White, a dean, won’t be one of the teachers.  
 
    “No, you have the newbs. You’ve all said your potions curriculum lines up with each other. Fine. Which is the youngest teacher of all of the schools wanting to do this, that teaches potions, and is the least threatening? That’s more time working to be better for the pompous elite kids. It’s also showing—” 
 
    “This isn’t a power play to take from the elites or councils, but a move as educators to do better all around,” the voice from the back said. 
 
    “Yes, exactly. Several of you were bringing points that worked, but not the picture together as your focus is—and understandably—your school. The councils didn’t have all this power and corruption in one big step. It was a lot of baby steps, and that’s what we need to make this work and return balance to the education system. There’s a lot of ways to frame this so it’s not aggressive.” 
 
    “You’re right and that is a good point too,” White agreed. “I was devastated to know former students of mine were forced into matings to get their education, and some weren’t given the chance at education because they wouldn’t do it. That’s a much different reason we, as a society, say people don’t have conduits.” 
 
    “So take more the ‘bleeding heart’ approach with the councils,” the nice guy surmised, waiting until we nodded. “Yes, they will brush it off as silly and a waste of their time to pay attention to then.” 
 
    “Except the group of those not having conduits is a prime group to recruit for the Underground,” the jerk countered, actually contributing. “The parents will never agree to allow it at their schools.” 
 
    “We agree with that,” I assured them, gesturing to White, Edelman, and I. “I will allow the startup of this, the first semester or year, to be done at the main address of HAVEN. We have security there, and I’ve already discussed it with them. They’re willing to do background checks—just as we did when hiring them and setting them up.” 
 
    “You’ll get all the credit then,” the jerk snapped. 
 
    “I’ll get a lot of the fucking backlash,” I drawled. “But we’re not going to get enough funding and startup to buy a place. That’s what we need. Eventually.” 
 
    “It also keeps this less threatening,” White added. “The councils could see this as nothing more than after-school tutoring of a few good supes who could contribute to our society if given a second chance… Like they give the elites all the time. And that’s how we need to frame it. We missed some to give another chance to, and that’s the goal, nothing more.  
 
    “If we came in with a completely funded, huge place for this school, that would irk many and start tons of problems. As Ms. Vale said, the way to make this work is with small, controlled steps. We’ve worked through each step and shown it’s for the better. We do that for each one, and soon we’ll be looking back shocked how far we’ve come.” 
 
    She shot me a quick glance, and I mentally smiled. She didn’t simply mean school, but what I was fighting for in Faerie. Yeah, her way sounded nice. 
 
    The meeting went better after that. It was actually really boring once everyone behaved, and I kept trying to catch Edelman’s gaze to ask if I could go. 
 
    Which I’m pretty sure he knew, as he kept pointedly not looking my way.  
 
    I did have fun after the meeting. We went outside and found aides from four councils—witch and warlock, vampire, and two shifter groups. I called that one for sure. 
 
    I let the adults spank them and send them home, careful to collect all my traps so no one could abscond with one. It was a productive day and worth the headaches it would cause me if it worked out. 
 
    If it worked out.  
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    A month later in the beginning of July, I was waiting for another meeting to start… One I wanted to attend and deal with even less than the last. And they were late, just to piss me off. In an attempt to calm me down, I was currently trying on the “clothes” for the photo shoot I had in a few days.  
 
    The door flew open and Alec, the Alpha of all the Australian dragons, stepped in with his security.  
 
    And mine wasn’t there because I was fucking changing. Ass. Holes. 
 
    “The one time I don’t fucking lock the door with magic,” I grumbled, turning to face in him in the lingerie I was wearing, as if it didn’t bother me.  
 
    His gaze raked over my body in a predatory way. “I would look much more forward to meeting with you if I knew I’d get a show as well.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at him. “The meeting is down the hall. You’re over an hour fucking late, and I’m too busy to sit with my thumb up my ass, so I’m getting shit done. Now get the fuck out and learn some godsdamn manners. Who just barges into rooms not in their own house, not even knocking first?” 
 
    He blinked at me as if it had never crossed his mind. “I’m Alpha of all the dragons in Australia.” 
 
    “Yeah? So?” I sneered. “We’re at a wolf compound, not in your territory, and I said get the fuck out.” I blew my lid when he didn’t move, he and his security still leering at me. I threw up a barrier and shoved them back into the hall before walking over to the door and slamming it in his face. “I hate that fucking man.” 
 
    “He can hear you,” Liluth reminded me. 
 
    I rolled my neck and smirked at her. “Like I wouldn’t say that to his face.” I frowned and went to redress. “I’m pretty sure I have, and a lot.” 
 
    “We definitely add this one,” Liluth told her new assistant. “That should give a rounded shoot, and we can get it all in one day then.” 
 
    I nodded I heard her too. Good. Not just because I wanted in one day, but they had really heard me that I wasn’t going to do it again if they put me in see-through tiny bras and thongs. It was lingerie, but mostly full coverage, and nothing over the top. Same with the swimsuits and workout clothes I’d already tried on. 
 
    Once I was redressed, I went down the hall to the conference room. I rolled my eyes when Alec was huffing and bitching he had to wait for me. “You made me wait over an hour. Shut up about a few minutes. Seriously. You’re here because you need me.” 
 
    “I’m here because it’s time for you to give payment, or you’re in a world of trouble, kid,” he said with a suppressed growl, huffing like when his dragon was riding him. 
 
    Claudia had the folder ready and tossed it on the table. She’d been adamant she’d wanted to be in the meeting with him this time, not only as my attorney, but as a dragon who’d lost family in his takeover.  
 
    “You will get paid once we have all the hobgoblins in your area, as promised,” she told him, her tone ice cold. “Those are the ones we already knew were in your area before Ms. Vale met with you and have not been released. The agreement also stated that all the hobgoblins were to be interviewed by a third party, and Alpha Geoff is still working on that.” 
 
    “Well he needs to move faster,” Alec snarled. 
 
    It was hard not to smile when it hit me what was going on. He was out of time on the wards that hid his or other castles in his area.  
 
    I sat back in my chair and crossed my arms over my chest, wondering how to use this new information to our advantage. “Your people should have moved faster. We had our meeting months ago. Why have they only finally started allowing the hobgoblins to leave now?” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter. The priority is now.” 
 
    “No, it is the point as we still don’t have them all, so you’re pulling shit with me, or your people aren’t following your orders, Alpha,” I snapped. “Get us everyone on that list safely, and I’ll be generous and give you one box of fifty before we do all the interrogations.” He seemed relaxed then, relieved even. I wasn’t done though. “But I want something else.” 
 
    “What?” he huffed. 
 
    “Some of the hobgoblins have said you have fae dogs in your area. There is a fae dog Tanesha Jameston has been getting familiar with and that sometimes listens to her. We want to give that dog a chance to find other fae dogs and get them to the sanctuary as well.” 
 
    His eyes went wide. “The dust collectors make huge money in our area.” 
 
    “Yeah, and they also abuse the fae dogs,” I bitched. “We know this. They shoot them and chase them out of safe places. That ends.” I shook my head when he tried to object. “None of them are dragons in Australia. What do you care? We could go in and just do it without your permission as we have people who are not dragons. You’re just taking something off my plate by giving them a safe zone to meet.” 
 
    “Unless you don’t need the crystals so soon and can wait until all the interrogations are done,” Claudia said, trying to keep the amusement out of her voice. “I think fifty is a generous show of good faith, given most of the hobgoblins from your people have been abused, so the final number will be half of what you thought.” 
 
    I caught a stray thought from his security, mentally laughing that Alec kept wearing telepathy blocking charms around me, but his people didn’t. That wasn’t as helpful to them then. 
 
    Glancing over at Claudia, I sighed. “Which is why the douche in charge of Africa hasn’t tried for this deal. You were right. He knows he won’t get as many crystals, but a lot of justice against his people the hobgoblins are owed as Alec agreed. And he doesn’t want his magical slaves taken away from his elites that love having them.” 
 
    She was unconcerned. “We’ll handle it.” 
 
    Alec snorted. “If you could have done that, you would have.” 
 
    “We try for civil options when there’s a problem, before going in and slaughtering people and wasting valuable lives,” Claudia sneered. “Then again, there wasn’t a problem, but you simply killed for power, you murderer.” 
 
    “Why you—” Alec started, but I was focused on security. 
 
    “Try it, and I will kill you with a rune and risk the fallout,” I warned his people when a few looked to move on Claudia. “His slaughterfest killed one of her family. She is owed her moment to say what he deserves to get.” 
 
    They all gave me looks that they didn’t agree with that, but believed I would kill them, so they backed off. 
 
    “Take my deal, Alec, because I’m not sure you’ll get any crystals otherwise,” I pushed. “The hobgoblins have been asking to let the dragon castles fall as justice for what they suffered. The testimonies we hear are—they’re insanely cruel, and abuse doesn’t cover what they went through.  
 
    “I’m inclined to give it to them if real justice isn’t received as you promised, so you might want to start balancing priorities if you let certain families fall or your castle. If I wanted to be mean and start real trouble, I would offer crystals for the hobgoblins you got out of your area that don’t work for dragons.” 
 
    He chilled his attitude, almost looking pale at the idea. So he didn’t have the backing of other supe leaders in Australia. Interesting. Very interesting. I was learning a lot with this meeting. It almost made the hour wait worth it. 
 
    He snatched up the folder and quickly looked over the list, steam practically coming out of his ears when he saw how long it was. “I will handle this immediately. I could see a few falling through the cracks or being overlooked, but this is three fucking pages. You know where they are?” 
 
    I glanced at Claudia and nodded for her to handle that one. 
 
    “We’re not completely sure on all the locations, but we have confirmed they are in your area with more than one source to have them on that list. Mostly from hobgoblins visiting with those they worked for, so they weren’t always clear on locations, but they know who they saw.” 
 
    “I’ll take that help, and we can get them from there when we’re onsite.” He didn’t wait for her to answer, focusing on me and seeming as if he had a bad taste in his mouth. “I apologize. I thought we turned everyone over, and you were dicking us around because you hate me.” 
 
    “I keep my promises on all things, Alec, even when I hate people. I don’t play those sorts of games, but come at people head-on when they fuck with me. Don’t fuck with me, and I’ll do as I say.” 
 
    He gave a swift nod and pushed to his feet, leaving without another word. His people trailed after them, and we waited a few minutes until we were sure they were gone. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Claudia whispered before I could speak. 
 
    I stood and went to her, hugging her, even if she was stiff and didn’t return it. “I knew you were going to do that. I wanted you to have that moment. I’m sorry I can’t get you more yet.” 
 
    “Yet?” she breathed, fear in her voice. 
 
    “One day, I’m going to take that fucker down if I make it that long. Or the ones I plan to help will.” 
 
    “Yeah, they would for sure,” she rasped, hugging me back. “Thanks, Tamsin.” 
 
    “You good?” I checked after several minutes. 
 
    “No, but that helps. Tremendously.” 
 
    Well that was something for sure. 
 
    I let her go and moved away, leaning my hip against the table. “You can come in, Geoff.” 
 
    The door opened, and the Alpha stepped in looking amused with several of his guards sharing the sentiment. “You rang?” 
 
    I smiled at him, knowing he was teasing me. “You picked up what we did, right? He’s in trouble.” 
 
    “Are you asking me as an Alpha who has people working for you or—” 
 
    “As a wolf who senses a lot and has a good heart, so he doesn’t want to see assholes in power and hurting supes,” I promised. “And off the record.” 
 
    “He’s in serious trouble. The distress coming off of him was real and thick,” he answered after a moment. “I don’t think he delayed to fuck with you, but it was something legit. He came through the portal flustered and worried, like he thought he blew this and you wouldn’t wait.” 
 
    “And we apologize for him walking right into the room you were using,” one of the guards said, his voice tight. “We had injured that came in at the same time, and he was late for us as well. Two of us showed them to the hallway thinking there were guards in the conference room, except you had called them off.” 
 
    I waved it off. “Thanks for explaining, but I figured it was a schedule thing. More importantly than him seeing me in lingerie—are your people okay?” They all winced, grief thick in Geoff’s eyes, and I nodded. “Take me to them. Now.” 
 
    “It’s beyond a healing rune,” Geoff explained, thanking me for wanting to help. 
 
    “I know, you guys wouldn’t be so upset then.” 
 
    “When did you learn healing magic?” Claudia asked, not hiding her shock. 
 
    “It was made a priority, given all the threats,” I vaguely answered. Professor White had taught me a few things since I was always being targeted, but more than that, we learned my healing rune wasn’t the normal one.  
 
    It had fairy magic behind it, so I was the next level they could need. Claudia probably surmised that, as her posture went stiff, but I ignored that and went for the door. 
 
    They quickly led me to the infirmary the Alpha compound had, and what we walked into had my eyes burning with tears. At least a dozen wolves were fighting for their lives, howling in pain as people tried to help. 
 
    I rushed to the nearest one and quickly drew all sorts of everything on him to make it look like I was doing something more than focusing my magic with a basic rune. I stopped faster than I would have liked, but there were more, and he was out of critical condition. 
 
    “I need food, and fast,” I called over my shoulder. “That asshole pushed back lunch, and I was doing training this morning.” 
 
    “Get her whatever we can, fast,” Geoff ordered. 
 
    “Here!” one of the guards called, tossing me a few protein bars before racing out of the infirmary. 
 
    I scarfed them down as I pulled the next wolf out of critical condition and moved onto the next one. By the fifth one, I was really down on the tank, relief filling me when that guard came back with a few sandwiches, bottles of pop, and bags of chips to start. I kept going, ungraciously stuffing my face in a way that left a mess of crumbs I didn’t think anyone would mind. 
 
    Since there was a fuck ton of blood on the cots and floor—just everywhere. The moment I was done, I planned on asking who the fuck had done this, and going for their blood.  
 
    “They’re no longer critical,” I whispered when I was done, heavily leaning against the nearest wall. “Who—” I gasped as strong arms hugged me, knowing it was Geoff and not fighting. 
 
    Not that I had the strength to right then. 
 
    “Thank you,” he rasped. “Thank you for saving those of my pack and two of my nephews, Tamsin.” 
 
    That explained why he was so upset. I patted his arm, and then ended up leaning against him. “You let me go and I’m going to fall. Sorry, I need more fuel and a break, and I can finish healing them.” 
 
    “You’ve done more than enough, young one,” the last wolf I’d healed said with a cough. “We were dead and you saved us. We are in your debt.” 
 
    “I didn’t have anything on the schedule at the moment,” I teased, several people snorting. “Who did this?” 
 
    “We were ambushed by Underground,” he answered. “The job was an escort of magical goods. They knew we were coming but luckily, we got there early, and the goods secured before they started attacking. They could have just run, but once the goods were out of their reach, one of their people tossed some sort of magical grenade weapon at us. It was as if hundreds of knives stabbed us at once. Our wolves—” 
 
    “Save your strength and heal,” I cut in, hating how pained it sounded for him to talk. “I’m glad that stuff was safe, but your lives aren’t worth things.” 
 
    “It wasn’t just charms and trinkets,” Geoff muttered as he changed his hold on me and picked me up. He carried me over to an empty cot and sat me down. “It was serious power, and detrimental if it had gotten in their hands.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to bitch about them not just transferring it by portal, but then closed it, remembering something Calloway had warned me about once; some of the items in her shop were not able to travel by portal, or the magic would be stripped away. Okay, that made more sense… And made me feel like I was still a total newb to this world.  
 
    Always. 
 
    They brought me more food, and I was lost in my thoughts as I inhaled it. I realized people were talking around, and to me, when Geoff moved into my line of sight. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    I blinked at him. “Yes, fine. I was thinking of Alec and his situation and what to do next.” 
 
    “I asked what we could do to repay you for saving so many of our pack.” 
 
    I shrugged. “We’re cool, Geoff. You’re helping the hobgoblins and facilitating a lot that would be on my plate. I was glad to do it.” 
 
    He scratched his cheek and glanced at his wolves recovering on the cots. “I’m tight with an Alpha in Australia. If you’re plotting something, I can give you a secure location.” 
 
    “Thanks, but it would also have eyes. It’s better to do such things in human-heavy places where no one would watch for it.” I winked at him when he gave me a surprised look. I not only confirmed I was going to do something, but that I still had more secrets. 
 
    Didn’t we all? 
 
    Once I’d refueled enough to seem fine and not show how much I needed, I left with Claudia. She was surprised when I brought her home though. 
 
    “I want to share this with Chief and explain where my head is,” I clarified as I knelt down by the Alpha.  
 
    He placed his paw on my hand, and we spent a few minutes updating each other and talking options. He leaned in and licked my face when we came to a decision, and I couldn’t help but giggle. 
 
    “While Tanesha brings the dog to Australia to search for other fae dogs, and eyes are on them, we’re going to sneak Chief and the pack in there as well. One of the other packs not sworn to me can take up guard duty here and get a bit spoiled. I think they’ll be fine with that.” 
 
    “What are they going to do?” 
 
    I smiled up at her. “Find more hobgoblins. Alec could only get us the ones with dragons. This will help us find the rest.” 
 
    She smiled at me, an evil glint in her eyes. “And the hobgoblins are doing well with their new power. The apology from the warlock council was lame and complete bullshit, but even they caved to the pressure of their people wanting fae goods.” 
 
    “And people will blame Alec for opening Australia to our scrutiny. We know that’s not the truth, but they will see it like that and blame him. I see that as an all-around win as they’ll all be focused on each other and fighting like idiots, distracting their councils even, if we’re lucky.” 
 
    “I’ll let Geiger know, and we’ll start strategizing immediately. It’s a good play.” 
 
    “Good, then I’ll leave it to the adults because I’m starving.” 
 
    She snorted, shaking her head at my antics. Yeah, I was always hungry. 
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    The photo shoot was at the new resort in South America that I was majority owner of. After a lot of back and forth, it was decided this was also how we were going to announce—loudly—that I was the main owner with all the dragon royals. When we found out that they hadn’t been keeping my help with the crystals quiet, but the councils were pushing a narrative that it was bullshit, we knew we had to act. 
 
    But how? 
 
    We couldn’t seem as if we were reacting to them and risk their pushing back. They wanted that chance.  
 
    There were also rumors that their oath of protection was bullshit too. I didn’t need two guesses who those came from, plus elites that were jealous and wanted me torn down as well. Announcing that it was the truth seemed as if I needed the protection though, so we wouldn’t do that. 
 
    In other words, there were several sticky situations we were dancing around. It was Keya, the hobgoblin who managed the business estate of Natalie and our friends, along with her mate, Mourn, who came up with the answer. 
 
    “Hold the photo shoot at the new resort and have the launch party for the new partnerships there before the opening,” she had said in passing while we were all debating, easily as if we were dense for missing that. “Frame it that of course you were also promoting your new resort. Sneak pictures out as previews, and people will do the rest.” 
 
    “You’re the best, Keya.” 
 
    She had shrugged, but turned yellow in joy at the praise from me. “You went with my suggestion to name the business Recast Wardrobes, and that meant a lot to me. I’m always here to help.” 
 
    It had been an ingenious suggestion there too. Everyone was playing with “revamp,” given Natalie and our friends did that to the clothes, but the puns since vampires were real was too much. Recast had that magical hint but didn’t scream it.  
 
    I arrived with Mel and Izzy fairly early since the goal was to have as many lighting options as possible. Plus, the hobgoblins had snuck in some new designs they wanted to launch as coming soon for fall. And of course they were clothes for business and would place me in the setting perfect for also saying I was the owner. 
 
    Mel had worried saying it so loudly could backfire but I agreed, even if I didn’t like the attention. There would be no taking it back or brushing it aside. The councils kept assuming that it was only me standing before them and there was no one at my back. Or that I didn’t have any pull as they didn’t know the estate and assets. 
 
    It was time to make them take a step back and want to reassess before making their next move. 
 
    The photographer Katrina Calloway had hired for the first shoot was who we were mainly using again. He was great, but uncomfortable with all the attention he was getting for the wrong reasons. That was fair, and we appreciated him being honest, so this time we weren’t saying it was him.  
 
    I hoped Izzy could take over for him soon. She needed just a bit more experience, but had also worked hard all summer and taken some online photography classes. She loved it and it was… Cathartic for her? It was something her parents would never have allowed and she loved. She could make a career and life from it, free of them, and not being my “sidekick” as several people accused her. 
 
    It was funny that she didn’t hate being called that. She had simply said she wanted a fabulous costume then.  
 
    We had all died laughing. That was so Izzy to say. 
 
    The photographer was already hard at work with his team, getting as many early morning shots as he could. We started on the beach with me running and the resort in the background, plus a few with all the water crafts available for rent. 
 
    Next was the ultra luxurious and super inviting pool. I had learned to swim officially with one of my guards, Zack, teaching me for real. I had “learned” when staying with an abusive foster family that used to toss me in their pond, but honestly, it wasn’t much more than a doggy paddle sort of ugly… Thing. I was glad I really knew now and loved swimming. 
 
    There was just something so cleansing about water that I couldn’t get enough of. So I simply wanted to use the pool, and I didn’t care if they took all the pictures they wanted. They put me in a seductive one piece that had a lot cut away, but wasn’t over-the-top. I actually liked it a lot.  
 
    I had to wait a few minutes though, as they wanted one shot of me diving in, but once they gave me the green light, I didn’t hold back. Though I had forgotten he had said someone on his team would do underwater shots because when I opened my eyes and saw someone else already underwater, I had almost freaked out. I kept it together and surfaced at the right spot they wanted me to, pulling myself up and holding there. 
 
    “Perfect, you’re perfect, and so easy to work with, hon,” the photographer praised when they got it all in one take. He waved me out to change and focused on Izzy, going over her shots and giving her some pointers.  
 
    I really liked him for that. He was awesome enough not to be territorial and selfish. I knew Izzy sent him stuff on the side for feedback and looked to him like a mentor. 
 
    That sort of nice behavior should be rewarded, which was why I bought dozens of his prints from his personal collection online and used them to decorate the havens. It was a perfect fit as they were all relaxing and gorgeous.  
 
    We needed that after what those women had been through. 
 
    Next was a very pretty bikini and he had me lay so my head was at the foot of the chase lounge with my feet perched at the head. The goal was to show off my toned legs, plus the bikini, but he also had my hair hanging off and cascading into the water, which I thought was cool. 
 
    The fourth was a racing suit with shorts, full coverage, and honestly was pretty slick. The shots were of me popping up as I swam, so easy on me. 
 
    The last was not as easy. This was the super sexy, super typical, smaller bikini and shot coming out of the water. It wasn’t over-the-top, but it was more than I was comfortable with the supe world seeing of me. 
 
    So was the lingerie, but I’d have to get over it. 
 
    “Holy fuck me,” a guy groaned from off to my left as I stepped out of the water. “She’s single now, right? She broke up with the vampire?” 
 
    “Darby,” a different guy said. “Yeah, I think they’re done, but they’re private, so there wasn’t the official announcement like we’re used to.” 
 
    “Right, Darby. Good guy, but I’m not sad for him if she’s back on the market,” the first said with a chuckle. “I want to lick every fucking inch of her and—” 
 
    “Shut up,” Hudson snapped. “She can hear you.” 
 
    “Let’s go again,” the photographer said, clearly getting why I messed up the shot. 
 
    Whoops. I hadn’t even realized I had stopped walking. I glared over at the gathered group to let them know Hudson was right and I could hear them… While making sure not to look at the dragon I wanted to avoid. 
 
    “Dive back in from there, hon,” the photographer directed. 
 
    I sighed, knowing he wanted some of my ass showing from the back. Still, I did it quickly just to get it over. This time, I did it right, and he got what he needed. 
 
    “Okay, let’s get you a quick shower so we get all the chemicals out of that gorgeous hair before we get you done up for the next shots. I’ll take care of the guys while you do, so take your time,” he instructed as I wrapped a towel around me. 
 
    “Why are they here?” I asked, not always paying attention to the plans as I should. 
 
    The photographer knew that and gave me a wink. “Since the hobgoblins are partnering with Lady Jean, who is also partnering your friends’ company, Recast Wardrobes, the royal and noble dragons of North America are supporting them back. They’re the models for the fall clothes and doing a spread the lovely witches altered for them to show off their talents. We’re squeezing it all in today.” 
 
    “Gotcha. Glad we can.” I walked off towards where the ladies locker room and spa changing area was when I felt Hudson approaching. I was glad they were helping. 
 
    That didn’t mean I wanted to see him. It hurt to look at any of them, my heart not close to healed yet. Which was why I was blinking back tears in the shower. I sucked it up though, remembering a lot was riding on all of this and hurried through the motions.  
 
    I went back out to the group in one of those super plush hotel robes. I would have preferred getting ready away from the guys posing for pictures, but the people doing makeup were needed for last minute touchups for their photos too. It was fine. 
 
    I needed to be fine. 
 
    I wanted to be mature enough to sit there and watch, given I was part of it too, but I turned the chair they asked me to sit in away from it. If anyone caught the fib that I did it because of the sun coming close to us and my eyes, they were kind enough not to bust me. 
 
    “It’s started,” Mel informed me as she handed over her tablet. “The manager for this location took a few of the shots and posted them to social media, and the responses are coming in fast.” 
 
    I took it from her, seeing it was a few pictures from before I had arrived and then one of me on the beach running. The caption was simple: “The official gallery will be coming soon on our website, but here is a glimpse of the first few.” It was posted less than an hour ago, and it already had three hundred comments and a thousand shares on the supe version of Facebook. 
 
    And lots weren’t saying they were pretty pictures. 
 
    “Do we have to see her everywhere? What is she doing involved in this now?” 
 
    “She’s an attention whore. She does it all for attention, and people are stupid if they believe otherwise.” 
 
    “I wonder how much Photoshop they had to do so her horse face wasn’t so bad?” 
 
    The one that made me laugh was about halfway down. 
 
    “You idiots are all going to be banned from all Cherrywood Resorts after bashing the OWNER. She said very clearly she BOUGHT the company she got those elite vamps kicked out of. That’s Cherrywood Resorts. That’s why she’s so tight with the dragon royals, idiots. She’s the main owner, and they went in with her to take that huge corporation over and make bank.” 
 
    The comments went from bitchy and catty to blowing up with shock and outrage. What was there to be outraged about? Did I blow a fuse when people I didn’t like owned companies? What was being pissed about any of it going to do? 
 
    “Oh, we’ve got our first death threat,” I sang, tapping on the comment and handing it over. 
 
    “‘If someone just kills the bitch, we can get back to the way our community was and all this crazy will cool. Who inherits this and whatever else she has if she’s finally gone? Seriously, let’s just shoot her already,’” Mel read, steam about coming out of her ears. “Fuckhead. Yeah, all this crazy of pushing to respect women and fair folk. It’s disgusting that has to be pushed and wasn’t always the case.” 
 
    I grunted a response and pulled out one of the books I was reading for my high school classes. I was almost done with the ones I had enrolled in for the summer—British & World Literature, Microsoft Office 2, Earth Science, US History, Personal Finance—and I was getting a jump on the four I had left.  
 
    Not matter what anyone said about the allowances given to unknowns, I still thought one of the councils would make a move if they knew I didn’t have my high school diploma. Professor White seemed to agree with me as she was tutoring me in Latin II, and had even talked with the school on my behalf.  
 
    People weren’t meant to fly through the classes as I was, but after she assured them I was diligently studying under her guidance and other tutelage, they allowed me to take so many classes in the summer. I understood given I’d taken so many already that year, and even before that, but now I had the last four ready to start by the end of July. 
 
    Summer break my arse. 
 
    I got a couple of chapters done while my mane was dealt with, which shocked me given what was going on behind me. Then again, I was desperate for any distraction and chance for a break. Plus, I simply loved reading.  
 
    “Gentlemen, you were all lovely, and I thank you for your time,” the photographer said loudly, snapping me back to the present. “Are you ready for the lingerie shoot on the hotel beds, hon?” 
 
    I was about to answer, “No, but I’m doing it anyways,” but a deep growl and scary chuffing caught everyone’s attention. I saw people turning in Hudson’s direction, but didn’t look myself. 
 
    He realized what he was doing and cleared his throat. “Did you say you got a fucking death threat?” 
 
    Oh, so you’re going with that being the reason, huh? Okay, whatever, possessive dragon. I’m not yours anymore. Grief swarmed me fast. You never respected me enough for me to be yours. 
 
    I ignored him, standing and focusing on the photographer. “Let’s not keep everyone waiting since I know you have the other models to do as well.” 
 
    He glanced between Hudson and me as if dying to ask or know what that truly was, but then seemed to think better of it. Smart man. He gestured for me to follow him, explaining his people had already set up in the room. 
 
    They’d plotted them well and remembered my rules about not showing my ass in a thong, along with the others. I started wearing a lace baby doll chemise, standing in the doorway of the balcony with a mug—seeming to be coffee, but I couldn’t drink that. They’d done my hair in sexy tousled bedhead, and the setting was like I had rolled out of bed to have my coffee and was drawn into the gorgeous view. 
 
    Easy to be the model for. 
 
    Next was a matching bra and panty set with garters and stockings. It was a thong, so I was lying on the plush bed with rose petals all over it. It was along the lines of a pinup model shot, but the bra didn’t show nipples, and from that angle, it was no more than a swimsuit showed. 
 
    The last was my favorite, not because I wanted to wear it to model, but I thought the design was killer. It was a black halter lace teddy with a deep V cut that went way past my belly button. The whole back was gone, but the bottom was sexy boy shorts with just a bit of my ass almost, kinda showing, if at the right angle.  
 
    And I did like the shot, even if I didn’t want to be the model. It showed a lot of the gorgeous hotel room as I stood in front of a full-length mirror as if checking the lingerie fit. The shot showed the front and back that way since my hair was mostly swept over one shoulder so my back was visible. 
 
    I was supposed to be done then, but the hobgoblins wanted to branch out into super soft towels and linens that were perfect for fae material… And easy to make, giving more jobs to the ones we were rescuing.  
 
    And since I never denied the hobgoblins anything, I posed in nothing but a towel in the lavish bathroom before a super short bathrobe. 
 
    “I’m keeping the robe,” I told them when were done. “I love this.” 
 
    “I love I get priority when I order anything because I’ve taken the pictures for the co-op,” the photographer added, his voice amused. “Let’s get you in the first professional outfit and downstairs.” 
 
    I nodded and they let me change in the bathroom. This part was easy; two styles of suits and one Friday, business casual-type outfit. I liked them all. Done and done.  
 
    “And we’ve got idiots starting a boycott,” Mel announced just as we finished the last pictures in the resort’s business center. 
 
    “They are so predictable that you almost feel bad for crushing them,” I grumbled, shaking my head. “Did they at least come up with anything interesting for the hashtags?” I sighed when she flinched. “What?” 
 
    “One of them is #slutownerboycott and another #instawhoreresign. The rest we expected; #boycottcherrywood, #staynomorecherrywood, and #cherrywooddownhillspiral.” 
 
    “That really is the best they could come up with? So clever,” I mocked. We’d come up with better when we were looking at doing this from all angles and what might happen. “Does that much hate and anger give them brain damage?” 
 
    She snorted. “That’s good. I like that. I think the humans could use that with all the shit they have too.” 
 
    I held up my hand to hold her off. “We have enough of our own shit. Don’t add to my need to fight every righteous fight.” 
 
    “Yeah, good fucking point,” she grumbled. “You good?” 
 
    I snorted, pretending to wipe fake tears. “They called me a slut and whore on social media. What will I ever do? I’m crushed.” 
 
    “Clearly,” she drawled. “Let’s wrap up and bounce. The hobgoblins aren’t happy you have to deal with this shit and have a spread they’re sending over from your bakery.” 
 
    I sighed. “I swear they agreed to open Goblin Goodies just to fucking feed me.” 
 
    “You poor, poor thing. I mean, talk about abused and—” 
 
    “Shut up,” I chuckled. “I wasn’t bitching. I just want them to be happy and not feel so… Indentured. It’s weird, Mel. It’s over the top and I feel like I’m always taking advantage, like an old caste system and I’m lord of them all. I love being spoiled, but they don’t always have to—” 
 
    “I get it.” She nodded when I shot her a look. “I do. I get some of it too as your right hand and main protector. My family is getting showered with treats and stuff too. They love it, but it is a bit much and awkward.” 
 
    Well, at least it wasn’t only me who felt that way. I had assumed it was just because I was new to being a supe, but if the Rothchilds felt it too, then it was too much. Then again, Irma had said it was over the top of normal because the hobgoblins had two decades of being treated horribly, and we adored them. 
 
    It made sense. 
 
    The shit really hit the fan after I changed into the clothes I had arrived in, and we were all done.  
 
    Zack came jogging over to me with a grim look. “We need to move. Now.” He handed over Mel’s tablet, and I saw the comment that upset him. 
 
    “Hey, Underground, didn’t you want to nab that whore? You know where she is, so go get her so we don’t have to fucking deal with her shit anymore. Do you need the address of the hotel? Please, please, go right ahead and do your thing.” 
 
    “I can’t just leave when he’s inviting them here to get me,” I growled. 
 
    “Yes you can, because the manager just posted a thank-you to everyone who helped with the shoot, and said it was a great success,” he said as he took my arm and guided me along. “We’ve got a Rothchild with the glamour charm of you about to be caught at a popular lunch spot, but you need to get out of here just in case. The Silvas sent people to come guard the staff here today and tomorrow.” 
 
    I nodded and didn’t fight him. That was more than enough covering of our bases and keeping people safe. It was better I left then. 
 
    “Claudia is already filing charges against the death threats and knows about this one,” Mel informed me as she read her phone. “That should keep the councils busy instead of doing nothing for a while. Overflood their asses with filings and paperwork.” 
 
    “And the hobgoblins?” I worried. 
 
    She snorted. “Assholes are getting their whole families banned until apologies come in, but any threats are permanent bans for the person, and families can get off the blacklist if they grovel.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t love that, but I really, really do.” 
 
    “We all do, Tams,” Zack chuckled before practically shoving me through the activated portal after his cousin.  
 
    On the bright side, I didn’t have to see Hudson again. I had another month and a half to get over them before school started. 
 
    That should be enough time. Right? 
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    I was so busy the rest of summer, I felt like I blinked and it was time to pack up and go back to school. And no, a month and a half wasn’t enough time to finish healing, but I would pretend it was. It needed to be. I’d done a lot of healing of Faerie over summer, and I had to believe I did myself too.  
 
    I might not have found animals yet, but plant life was regrowing with the sun coming back and all the energy that I was pumping into the world. I had been so, so relieved when I had found new sprouts growing crazy fast. It made me realize it hadn’t been that I didn’t find anything yet; it had just died. White and I had theories about the world draining what it could to not wither, but we simply didn’t know.  
 
    We wouldn’t until we found fairies and learned what the fuck had happened. When we found them, we would know. 
 
    When. I couldn’t deal with the idea of if we did. When. 
 
    My birthday had passed without any fanfare. That was the way I had wanted it. The hobgoblins made a huge feast, and we had a chill night with everyone I’d wanted there and tons of treats. It was almost perfect. 
 
    I went back several days before my classes started, a couple before even the freshmen arrived, since Mel, Zack, and Ray had to be there then as staff. It was Izzy who was railing the hardest about going back, having fallen in love with Spain and not wanting to leave. Only after I reminded her several times I owned the place and it wasn’t a rental we would never see again, did she finally pack. 
 
    It would be better since I could wade back into being there and slowly take in the changes to my life since last semester. I pulled into my spot in the faculty parking lot and realized I was completely wrong, as I had people waiting for me. 
 
    The four I planned to avoid most. I didn’t turn off my bike, honestly considering pulling right back out and going for a drive. Ray and Zack had a security meeting, or else I might really have. So they weren’t going to let me avoid them anymore. 
 
    Did they really have to come together and corner me? The four of them standing there was like any woman’s dream.  
 
    First, was Darby Moore, my ex-boyfriend, ex-tutor, and the now senior I’d given my prize of a full year’s ride to. He had the sexy geek thing on lock with gorgeous gray eyes hidden somewhat by his rimless glasses he pushed up his nose when he was nervous. With shaggy red hair that fell into a natural bedhead guys tried to recreate and six feet of ripped swimmers build, he had a fan club. 
 
    Then, the sexy professor and stylish, chic Brit, Dr. Craftsman. He had a fan club too. 
 
    Next, was Lucca Von Thann, a junior with perfect grades and an asshole father that was head of the school board and wanted to control me. At six-six, he was buffer than Craftsman and taller too. He was walking, talking sex, with those hazel eyes and light mocha skin any woman would want to lick. And just to push us all over the edge, he had soft brown hair that hung in his face that helped him look impish. 
 
    Finally, there was Hudson Vogel, a junior, my mate—according to him—and the next ruler of the North American dragons. Any woman would get lost in his vibrant blue eyes and feel petite next to his almost seven foot frame that was completely filled in like a fucking sexy statue that should be made to commemorate such a physique. With his chiseled features and sexy hair, he was the ultimate panty soaker. 
 
    And they all wanted me. 
 
    Except they had all crushed me and shattered my heart, so I wanted no part of them. Ever again.  
 
    I shut off my bike and put down the kickstand. I belonged here as much as they did, and I wasn’t going to let them keep me from learning everything I could when they were the problem. I shored up my mental and emotional armor as I climbed off my bike and headed down the walkway that would take me to my dorm as if they weren’t there. 
 
    As one, they raised their left arms up as if they were showing me a new watch on their wrists… Except they were bare. 
 
    But as I got closer, I saw they weren’t. It was most noticeable against Darby’s super pale Irish skin. There was a tat around his wrist, about the thickness of thin cooking twine. I knew it made a full circle without having to see the full thing, as I knew that tat well. 
 
    It was the same one Zack and Ray had to magically lock their minds about my secrets so no one could ever find out. If more secrets were added, a section had to be retraced with powerful magic or could wind all down the arm, depending how deep the secrets and who might come for them. Marshall, Sean, and the other guards who now worked for me had also gotten the tat. 
 
    I had thought it overkill, given there were charms to wear, but Geiger had given me a lecture that charms could be taken off when injured or restrained. This tat couldn’t be taken off unless by the person whose secrets they kept… Meaning me. 
 
    So the four of them were stating loudly they were willing to go the distance to keep my secrets and me safe since magical tats hurt a lot more than human ones. Too bad they hadn’t cared enough for me before so they didn’t risk breaking me and our relationships as they had. 
 
    I kept walking, only reacting when Darby stepped out in front of me. I took several steps back and curled my lip at him in warning. 
 
    “I missed you, agra,” he whispered. 
 
    I snorted and went to step around him, but Craftsman moved in my way. 
 
    “Welcome back to school, love.” 
 
    It took everything I had not to slap both of them. “I was very clear that I’m not your agra, or your anything, Dr. Craftsman.” I stepped around him, and there was Lucca. 
 
    “No more running, kitten,” he said gently. 
 
    “Why the fuck would I need to run from any of you? We weren’t even anything to break up or dump. I didn’t run. I cut ties after you all betrayed me.” I wasn’t surprised when I stepped around him and Hudson moved in my path. 
 
    “I’m not letting you go, my princess. We’re not letting you go or giving up. Ever.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “I don’t care what you want. Any of you. I’m more than allowed to say I’m done and walk away. You don’t want to accept that, it’s on you, but don’t make this like I’m the problem.” He tried to block me when I stepped around him, but I was ready for that, throwing up a barrier that shoved him back so he stumbled a few steps. “Don’t approach me again.” 
 
    “We’re not giving up, love,” Craftsman argued. 
 
    I sneered at him over my shoulder. “Good luck with that. None of you are my problem.” I walked off with my head held high, but wanted to sigh when I saw I had another group waiting for me… With Blake Ward standing in front of them.  
 
    The corruption and hypocrisy of the supe world was at a crazy level that she could just start sophomore year like nothing had happened. It boiled my blood, but I knew how to fuck with idiots like her, giving the group a dismissive smirk and glancing at my phone like that was all the attention I’d give them. In truth, I was starting a recording, as I wanted this for leverage later. 
 
    Call me pessimistic, but I didn’t think they were gathering to apologize. 
 
    “Were flares sent up upon my arrival, or did you all just gather almost a week before classes just to welcome me back?” I mocked as I moved my hand over my heart. “I’m touched. Truly and deeply, I’m touched you’re waiting for me.” 
 
    “We’re giving you one chance to make amends before classes begin and—” she started. 
 
    “Yeah, not going to happen. I never received any of your apologizes for us to let bygones be bygones.” 
 
    “It’s you who needs to apologize,” one of the guys snarled at me.  
 
    I’d forgotten his name, but he was one of the guys who had drugged, puppeteered, and gang raped a vampire student glamoured to look like me, and posted the video for all to see. And he had the balls to say I needed to apologize to him? Oh, that was too much. 
 
    “So you’ve lost your mind on your hiatus from school,” I chuckled darkly. “For the record, if you come at me again and try to rape me as you wanted last year, I will defend myself by using that celibacy rune so you can’t. I’m clearly stating how things will play out, as your whole crew already owes me a debt, as I warned you what would happen should you ever drug someone.  
 
    “You did, drugging and gang raping that poor woman who now lives protected at my haven, and your fucking corrupt, sexist council chastised her while not punishing you as they should. So no, I won’t apologize for shit, and you need to be very, very careful how things are going forward, as I don’t like unpaid debts.” 
 
    “Fuck you, bitch,” he snarled, fisting his hands. “Our families lost almost everything. We more than paid any of your fucking debts by—” 
 
    “That wasn’t your debt paid, darling,” I purred. “That was the cost to your fathers for protecting and fighting for their sick sons. You brutalized one of your own, a vampire who trusted you, in order to try and slander me because you didn’t even have the balls to come at me head-on. Actions have consequences, and your fathers made their choices. It’s on them what happened to your families. Not me.” 
 
    “I will fucking—” he started, stepping towards me in a threatening way. 
 
    “Don’t,” Blake warned, moving her arm out to block him. “That’s how she wins. You take a swing at her, and she has all the license she needs to let out her psycho side.” 
 
    I smirked at her. “I repeatedly told you to stay down. That wasn’t me being a psycho, Blake, but you being so fucked in the head and full of pride you couldn’t accept I would beat you.” 
 
    She shrugged. “You didn’t. I’m here. I will always be here, no matter how many rounds it takes us.” 
 
    Ahhh, so she wasn’t updated on the rule changes, so she hadn’t been to pick up her keys or the dorm yet. So they’d portaled over when they got word I came to campus. I couldn’t even hold back a smile at how pathetic that was, and they didn’t even get it. 
 
    I chuckled. “Things change, Blake. You don’t have as much power as you think.” I waved off what she was going to say next. “How does your family like being blacklisted forever from so many desired companies?” 
 
    She sneered at me and I knew I’d hit a sensitive spot. “There are always ways around your petty blacklists.”  
 
    I snorted. “You’re bluffing to save face. There’s no way around hobgoblin magic like that. I’ve seen it live and in color when someone tried to swipe goods from the bakery I own with them.” I nodded when they glanced between themselves. “The goods turn to ash if touched by someone blacklisted from their business. So no, you haven’t been getting around their ban for being horrible people.” 
 
    “My family is a respected elder family,” she snarled. “We have all the respect, and you have none, trash. My grandfather is council and—” 
 
    “And yet he apologized to me for your behavior,” I reminded her. “I honestly respected him and Councilman Thane until they were part of that decision that let those rapists and more off with nothing but a slap. And it’s his power, not yours, Blake.” 
 
    “It’s our family’s,” she snapped. “It could easily be me as elder one day, instead of my brother, but it won’t ever be you because you’re—” 
 
    “No one,” I finished for her, smirking when they all gave me shocked looks. I shrugged, not afraid of the truth. “I’m no one. The problem with this society is I behave better than the ‘elites’ who are supposed to earn their privilege and positions, not abuse them, not hurt people with them. You are meant to deserve what you have, and you don’t. I’ve earned what I’ve inherited and helped people.” 
 
    “So you say but—”  
 
    I rolled my eyes at her. “So they say, Blake. They say it. You are the one who screams she’s powerful and important. I say I’m no one, and others say I’ve helped them, given them a chance, and saved them from what they were suffering through. Who would ever say that about you? No one. So I might be no one, but no one would stand with you if it wasn’t for the power of your grandfather.” 
 
    She growled when I turned to leave, knowing the four men I’d also avoided had moved closer to have my back. “I look forward to seeing you in training, Vale. Someone needs to knock you off your pedestal.”  
 
    I paused, glancing at her with a raised eyebrow. “You got into Power Training I?” 
 
    Her eyes went wide. “How the fuck did you get into that. We all should be in Physical Training II as sophomores!” 
 
    I chuckled. “I’m just better than you, Blake. I was pushed up to Physical Training III from the very beginning, and I aced the class, winning the contests and all of it. Why the fuck would I have to go back down to Physical Training II? I know you’re stupid, but I didn’t think you were that stupid.” 
 
    “I’m not stupid at all,” she hissed. “I’m here, aren’t I? It was nothing to get around being expelled. A year of tutors, some bullshit community service, and here I am again. The councils always fall for the act and red stamp as many chances, as the elites want. You wouldn’t get that.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t con for it; I’d actually earn my second chances, and I have,” I threw right back. “But it’s not a second chance if you’re not even sorry, Blake, and clearly you’re not.” 
 
    She snorted. “I’m sorry I didn’t get you kicked out of here like I wanted, because you wouldn’t be back. I’m sorry you weren’t gang raped by these guys. And I’m sorry I didn’t out you to the Underground, and they killed you before you got a clue and guards. I’m not sorry that I’m going to make your year fucking hell and make you run screaming from this place.” 
 
    I snickered, letting out a long, amused breath. “You make it so easy, yet I cannot be sorry how easy it is to pull one over on you.” I held up my finger to hold her off as I pulled out my phone. “And I’m not sorry I recorded this whole conversation while my attorney was on the line so she could send it to your grandfather and council.” 
 
    She cracked and launched at me, bouncing off the barrier I still had up. 
 
    “And you said it all right in front of a professor and still didn’t respect me enough to care, Ms. Ward,” Professor Craftsman said, his voice ice cold. “None of you respect any of the faculty here, and that will change, as there is no more cheating or buying of grades.” 
 
    They all looked at him as if he was nuts. 
 
    I snorted. “You missed a lot while you were gone. Good luck catching up, kids.” I threw my head back and laughed as I walked off, not wanting to acknowledge Craftsman or any of them, even if he had tried to back me up. 
 
    There were too many times he missed being there when he should, so I was numb to it now… Or I wished I was. I just needed more time. Maybe. 
 
    Izzy was waiting for me outside our dorm with our keys since we’d signed the new addendum already. I had helped create it, so we’d signed the first copies hot off the printer. 
 
    She frowned at me. “You drive like a fucking demon. How did we beat you here? I mean, we left first, but we saw you fly by us.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I had a couple of welcoming parties.” I nodded towards her wrist. “The first group wanted to show me they had the same tat you got along with the guards.” 
 
    “I didn’t tell them you were coming,” she blurted.  
 
    Which meant she knew who had given them the heads up. Probably Mel or any of the hobgoblins. I couldn’t even be mad. It was better to get the confrontation over without more eyes around, or they were trying to help me heal after being so heartbroken this summer. 
 
    I mentally snorted. That made it sound like I wasn’t anymore, and I knew I was. 
 
    Anyone who could see my aura knew I was. 
 
    I let it go since Izzy shouldn’t have been put in the middle of my crap and was too often. She wanted me happy, and her heart was pure, so I wouldn’t be mad at her even if she had told them. 
 
    “I got you your packet,” she told me, handing it over as we walked into the building. We were still on the second floor, but on the other side where the sophomores were. 
 
    I thanked her and pulled everything out, wanting to confirm my schedule. I almost tripped over my feet when I saw a glaring mistake… That I had a sinking feeling wasn’t a mistake. “I’m in Runes 201.” 
 
    She glanced back at me with a frown. “I thought you placed out of that? Didn’t White and Pillay test you?” 
 
    “I did, and they did,” I growled. “I need to have a chat with someone. I’ll catch up with you.” 
 
    “Hey, it could be a mistake,” she said before I stormed off, shaking her head when I opened my mouth. “Even if it’s not, pick your battles, Tams. You can’t battle everything constantly. It’s just not possible.” 
 
    I nodded. That was fair, but I was still steaming as someone should have had a conversation with me before changing shit. Not telling me was maybe pissing me off more than anything. I wasn’t this school’s pet fairy or pawn to wield as they wanted. 
 
    It wasn’t even five minutes later I arrived at Dean White’s office. I was pretty sure everyone walked faster when pissed. 
 
    “Come in,” she called out when I went to knock. She gave me a tired look when I entered. “Whatever has you so upset your aura is brimming with it probably wasn’t my fault, so I’d ask you remember that and take a bit of pity on me, as I’ve had a very rough day as well.” 
 
    Fair enough. I took a couple of deep breaths before closing her door, putting up a barrier, and sitting in the chair she had for guests. “My schedule has me in Runes 201. I have a feeling that’s not a mistake, and it should be. That’s why I’m so peeved.” 
 
    “It’s not,” she muttered, studying me carefully. She groaned when steam about came out of my ears. “I’m—men are trying to kill me.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” I growled. “What did he do? How did he manage to get me in his class when I placed out? And why did no one fucking tell me?” 
 
    She sighed. Heavily. “When Craftsman learned you placed out, he wouldn’t sign off on it—” 
 
    “Yes, I know why he wouldn’t sign off. You know this is about us and—” 
 
    She rolled her neck and gave me a look not to insult her intelligence. “Yes, I’m fully aware why he would fight for this.” She held up a hand to hold me off. “However, he’s not wrong either. I was talking about Edelman being the man trying to kill me this time, as he was supposed to talk to you, not just change your schedule and set you off.” 
 
    “He still acts like he’s the boss of me in ways I don’t like, as if I’m his pet fairy,” I grumbled. I still chilled, knowing she was on my side. 
 
    “Not this time.” She shook her head. “We’re dealing with a lot, and while good for the school and students, it’s all on him and the deans. Please cut us a break too. We’re fighting because we agree with you, but they—it’s been bad.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” I sighed, letting the rest of my anger go. “What bullshit reasons did Craftsman give not to let me place out?” 
 
    “They really are valid,” she argued, waiting until I nodded before continuing. “One of the biggest problems unknowns face is stability. You know this. You had problems all last year. No one will believe, as an unknown, you should be placing out of magical classes your second year without raising all the flags. Including ones that could have you standing before a council, demanding you prove yourself.” 
 
    Damn. I couldn’t even argue that. It was smart and looking ahead to protect me. It sounded exactly like something Craftsman would have argued before he abandoned me. 
 
    She must have seen in my aura that I agreed because she continued. “We also side with you a lot—validly, as we’re on your side and agree. But as you rail against elites getting whatever they want, it could look like favoritism, as people knew I ‘chaperoned’ you this summer. You’re already placing out of other classes, three is too many.” 
 
    “And the other two have very easy and solid explanations, but there are other strong sophomores. Why can I place out? That’s going to bring attention to my being undeclared or poking at me in ways we don’t want.” Fuck. 
 
    “Yes, that was another of his arguments. So, as I said, his original motives were clearly to keep you near him—I could see it in his aura—but he was fighting to protect you. I could see that too.” She tapped her fingers on her desk and seemed to come to some internal decision. “He loves you, Tamsin. His love is—” 
 
    “Wasn’t strong enough to accept me, it abandoned me even,” I whispered as I pushed to my feet. “Thanks for explaining it to me. I appreciate that, and I won’t even give Edelman shit. I know we all have a lot on our plates. I just needed to know he wasn’t trying to be the boss of me again. That has drawn a lot of eyes at well.” 
 
    “Agreed, but no, he promised he would speak with you. Something probably—most definitely—came up.” She cleared her throat when I went for the door. “Will you forgive him?” 
 
    I waved it off. “Yeah, it’s fine.” 
 
    “I meant Craftsman.” 
 
    I flinched, freezing with my hand on the doorknob. “I can’t. It was too much. I can’t come back from that and not worry every second of every day he won’t simply forget and abandon me again. He’s not the only one with shit.” 
 
    “That’s fair, but you also didn’t see how he suffered. He’s… He lost so much weight struggling with his issues, completely unkempt, and a shell of himself. It got worse after what happened with Collins, to the point Edelman and I had to talk with him. It was only after that he’s been slowly pulling himself out—” 
 
    “I can’t. I’m sorry, but I can’t hear this or care,” I rasped. “I’m trying to save several species of my people and stay alive, White. He did this to us, his issues or not. I was understanding for months. Loving him almost completely destroyed me. I cannot—I won’t go back.”  
 
    I wouldn’t stay for that conversation, taking down the barrier and rushing out of there. I also didn’t want her to see me cry. She was one of the strongest women I knew and three months later, I was still crying if I even had to talk about Craftsman. She would be disappointed in me for that. 
 
    I was. 
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    “Is it worked out?” Izzy asked when I walked into our new room. I went right for my sword case and she sighed. “I guess not.” 
 
    “No, it is, and I get it, but we know his intentions weren’t pure to keep me in his class,” I grumbled. “I’ll help unload when Marshall gets here with the truck.” 
 
    “It’s fine. Get it out, Tams.” 
 
    I nodded and left again. There wasn’t much to handle with just Mel’s SUV. Five of us were returning to campus, and it was simply easier to borrow one of Calloway’s big delivery trucks. She was fine with it, as we always left some extra fae fruit or goodies for her personally when we used it. 
 
    My temper didn’t spark enough that I did anything stupid, like wander off into the campus woods alone when my guards were at a meeting and so was Mel. I did learn from my mistakes or lapses… Or so I told myself.  
 
    Instead, I went to the training center. I doubted Coach Khan would be around, given he was lazy as fuck, and most of the other faculty were in meetings. Campus wasn’t really even open yet, so it seemed the perfect place. 
 
    I took off my boots and socks before taking out my sword. I didn’t want to risk scuffing the gym floor that I would have to handle later and get annoyed again. Plus, the boots weren’t the best to wear while going through drills. Colton had been working with me once a week through the summer, and I practiced more than that, so it was easy to switch gears into what I knew. 
 
    It was a good hour before I needed to stop and by then, I’d worked out more than enough of what was in my head. I’d also come to a few decisions, including taking better care of myself like Izzy had said. 
 
    The whole summer had been work and studying and more stress. No fun. Okay, that wasn’t fair, as we’d had a lot of fun eating all over Japan and at the pool… But none of that typical college kid fun. And given how ridiculously bad my last attempt went to have college kid fun, I needed a redo. Something simpler. 
 
    Something Izzy and I would enjoy. It actually had me smiling as I arrived back to our room.  
 
    “We’re going out tonight,” I announced as I walked inside. 
 
    She frowned. “Where?” 
 
    “A nightclub. We’re going dancing.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, we’re not going to the supe clubs. That’s just—” 
 
    “One, I didn’t know there were supe clubs, so I need the info on that. Two, I meant human a one. I’ve got a fake ID, and we can get you one with magic.” It was my turn to shake my head. “We’ll be safe. Mel will come with. We’ll take Zack and Ray and act like they’re our boyfriends or something. No one will notice if we slip into a busy human nightclub and onto the dance floor.” 
 
    She worried her lower lip and I knew I had her. “I have always wanted to go. I could ask a woman to dance if it was a human one.” 
 
    “Sure you could!” I agreed, excited now. “We go to New York and no one will care. I’ve had women ask me to dance and everyone’s mostly cool, so people are polite if it’s not their thing. We don’t even have to go long.” 
 
    That broke the rest of her resolve. “Yeah, like an hour. Yeah, we can do that. We’ll be safe. We’ve been super safe.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    We were plotting as we unpacked when Mel swung by. At first she was against it, but then I suggested inviting a few of her cousins, assuring her we wouldn’t stay long. 
 
    “Mel, I’ve been in lots of dangerous situations where I was being pursued and someone hot on my ass and still handled it fine. Even the Underground won’t blast into a human nightclub on a report someone saw me. And what are the chances someone really sees me?” 
 
    She snorted. “With your luck? High, but I know if you can’t ever fly, you run. Fine, I’ll see who can come for an hour or two, no more. We do it safe.” 
 
    “Always.” It wasn’t hard to agree with that, given there were a lot of threats against me, and they were real. 
 
    After that, it was a rush to unpack, unload when Marshall arrived, coordinate, and get ready. Marshall and Sean opted to go with and pretend to be the dates of a few of Mel’s cousins. Part of me wondered if that pretending was for me, as I was pretty sure Sean had a huge thing for Avril. 
 
    But it wasn’t my business. 
 
    I ended up picking out a super sexy black dress that was one of the co-op’s possible designs. It was a short slant skirt that barely covered my ass cheek on the right and went down to past my knees on the left. The top wrapped around my neck and had a lot cut out almost to my belly button and on the back. Normally I wouldn’t think of it given I had big breasts… But there was a rune for that. 
 
    Yeah, really. 
 
    It was like a magical bra, but not everyone could pull off the rune, so I understood why witches still bought bras. However, it was nothing for a few hours.  
 
    Izzy demanded to do my hair and makeup since we were going all out. I really liked the dress, so she also took some promo shots for the co-op once I had put on strappy high heels as well. Even I had to admit I looked smoking, the fat braid she had done with my hair that had curls falling out all over the place pushed me over the edge for sure. 
 
    And the guys seemed to agree from the way they were cursing under their breaths, as if the only possible problem tonight would be the Underground. 
 
    Twits. Who said I was going to dance alone? 
 
    We went to some hole-in-the-wall, fabulous burger joint for a late dinner and stuffed our faces before Mel got us to the right portal close to the club. It was then that Izzy realized she didn’t have an ID to get in, but Mel simply snorted and handed her the fake one we’d long since set up for her. 
 
    Of course, we had a bailout ready for her as well. Silly woman. 
 
    The moment I felt the bass thumping after we paid cover, tension and stress I didn’t even realize were there started melting away. Mel and I dragged Izzy right out onto the floor. We put her in the middle and turned on just about every straight guy there, grinding on her and having fun.  
 
    A finger tapped me on the shoulder, and a guy asked me to dance. After checking Mel and Izzy were fine, I accepted.  
 
    The music was great, and I had fun dancing, but he wouldn’t keep his hands to himself, way over the line, so after the third time shoving him off of me, I ditched him. There was another guy waiting to take his place, which was the best part of clubs. This one was respectful, but didn’t have much of a beat or any clue what he was doing. 
 
    I liked adorably clueless though, so I helped him out until he needed a break. I saw Izzy and Mel wanting to take one too, so we went to the bar and got water. They wanted more time, but I chugged mine and went right back in, finding someone else to dance with. 
 
    But four guys who wanted more than to dance found me as well. 
 
    I spun around and moved my back to my partner’s chest and locked gazes with Darby… Then Lucca, Hudson, and finally, Craftsman. What was with them being together again? Were they a new boy band? 
 
    That thought amused me and I snorted. It also amused me that they looked pissed that I was dancing with a guy and having fun. Fuck them. 
 
    I smirked at them and looped my arms back around the guy’s neck, letting him pull me closer. 
 
    “You’re getting friendly,” he chuckled in my ear.  
 
    I turned my head and pressed my lips against his ear. “Don’t get the wrong idea. You’re not getting anything but dancing from me, but I’ve got some exes over there who aren’t happy. I’m just reminding them that I’m not theirs, but mine and I do what I want.” 
 
    “We should make sure the message is clear,” he kindly offered, moving his hand from my hip and up my stomach. 
 
    I stopped him when he almost reached my breast. “Behave, or I break your hand.” 
 
    “Okay then,” he drawled, sounding like he didn’t believe I could in the slightest. 
 
    Idiot. More and more women were learning basics to keep themselves safe. Men assuming women were nothing but prey would be their downfall. 
 
    I did grind my ass into his groin more, knowing full well the four of them could see it. It was their fault for following me and trying to make some statement.  
 
    Actually, I didn’t even want to engage with them. I turned and moved my leg in between the guys, him getting the idea and dancing the way I wanted. He gladly did it and was very happy to be there. 
 
    Someone else moved behind me and pressed against me. I was just about to tell them to fuck off, but I knew that body and who it was even before he spoke. 
 
    “Dance with me, agra,” Darby breathed in my ear. “Dance with us, not these guys.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and fought against the desire to simply give in, lean into him, and enjoy dancing with him like I missed so much. No, we were done. I wasn’t doing this. I pulled away and went to take my partner to a different area on the floor… But in those seconds of internal debate, my partner was gone, and Craftsman was now there.  
 
    His deep emerald green eyes were as beautiful as I remembered… And looking into them this close nearly killed me, because it made me think of all the times I had before. 
 
    He saw the pain or grief in my aura and flinched, reaching for me, but I quickly turned around. Darby was easier to deal with than Craftsman.  
 
    But I couldn’t look at him either. 
 
    Instead, my gaze caught Mel laying into Hudson and Lucca, who both looked annoyed they were hanging on the sidelines. I knew large men could dance, so that wasn’t the problem. Large men who were dragons and bear shifters weren’t meant for the dancing at a nightclub. Formal? Sure, I’d seen both of them waltz, and they did it well.  
 
    Not much else though. 
 
    “You look breathtaking, love,” Craftsman breathed in my ear. 
 
    I didn’t even realize I was throwing an elbow until he grunted. I shoved at Darby’s chest, but he didn’t move. 
 
    “We’ll dance all night, as much as you want, agra,” he said when I tried to escape again. “But we’re not letting other guys touch you.” 
 
    “Even if we were still dating, I could dance with who I wanted,” I snapped. “You never owned me. We respected—I thought we had respected each other—but clearly not. At least have enough respect for yourself to not become a stalker.”  
 
    He flinched, and I was glad at least he heard me they were going to far. I tried to get away from him, but he grabbed my wrist and pulled me back, spinning us away from Craftsman. 
 
    “I would never try to own you,” he choked out.  
 
    I mentally winced, not having meant to throw salt in our wounds by implying he really did date me to continue his family’s “business” of branding fairies and using them like blood cows. I opened my mouth to clarify, but a body pressed against my back, and my heart hurt as I knew it was Craftsman, recognizing him like that too.  
 
    “Let me go,” I demanded, my voice cracking. 
 
    “I can’t,” Darby rasped, lowering his forehead to mine. “You know it was real, we were real, and my feelings for you. I gave you the time you—” 
 
    I shoved him hard enough he stumbled into other people. I couldn’t hold back my sneer. “Don’t act like you were nice and let me take a break. I ended our relationship, and none of you fought me. Did you call and say you didn’t want to break up? I missed the months of you trying to win me back?” 
 
    He apologized to the people he had bumped and came closer. “You blocked my number. You blocked all our numbers. You went and stayed in there that night. We were scared you might not come back.” His voice cracked that time, and I realized he was serious.  
 
    Wow. I hadn’t known people thought I might stay in Faerie after what Collins did to me. I couldn’t have survived without anything to eat, but they didn’t know that. I mean, plants and vegetation were coming back now, but months ago, there was only grass. So staying there for good wasn’t an option yet. 
 
    “I wrote letters that I begged Melody to give to you,” he pushed when I got lost in my head. “I tried to talk to you a lot before school ended. You kept telling me to go away, leave you alone, and I owed you the space you wanted. I thought I deserved a real conversation before you would truly dump me.” 
 
    That wasn’t unfair, but the situation was so fucked up, it wasn’t fair either. I yanked away from Craftsman and stood so I could face them both, staring at Darby’s chest. “You’re not wrong, but things went epically bad—and you know I think people overuse that word—that there was no normal or—what could really have been said? I think there are lines that, when crossed, it’s just over.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong, and I can’t even imagine how bad it was for you. It was for me too though, Tamsin. You weren’t the only one who suffered that night, and I was on your side. We were both hurt and taken. I’m still on your side.” 
 
    “Are you?” I cut in. “I needed tonight to have fun. I needed it, because seeing you guys hurts me. I needed it, because all I’ve done is work all summer, and I’m tired. I’m exhausted, and I just wanted a night to let go before the next round of too much. But you’re all here because you don’t want me dancing with other guys or… I don’t even know, but not because it’s what’s best for me.” 
 
    “We were worried about your safety,” Craftsman argued. 
 
    I couldn’t even look at him. I couldn’t even speak to him.  
 
    And I wasn’t going to try. I turned away from them both and got lost in the crowd, using a barrier and shadows without even thinking about it.  
 
    “She’s gone,” Zack yelled over, searching for me. “Fuck. I’m going to pound those assholes. She fled.” 
 
    I pulled off my magic and grabbed his arm. “I didn’t. I’m here. Sorry.” 
 
    He yanked me into a hug, kissing my hair. “I get it, kid. It’s fine, you default to it now, which is good. I got scared we failed you again.” 
 
    “I thought they had mates?” Hudson shouted from behind me. 
 
    “They do, and they’re MIA, so don’t be a dick,” Izzy blasted. “I don’t care you’re the prince like Mel does. Right now, you’re just one of the dickheads hurting my friend. I was on your side to make amends because I thought you could make her happy, but coming here tonight to pee around her was shitty. We weren’t doing anything wrong.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I ruined our night,” I grumbled. “I’ll go; you guys stay.” 
 
    “We came for food and to see you have fun. I do not dance,” Zack promised me, Ray snorting behind him. “You guys staying?” 
 
    “No, we’re coming,” Mel answered, her voice icy.  
 
    “Wait, we didn’t want you to leave,” Lucca called over. “Come on, don’t go. We didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “Shut up, Lucca,” Izzy snapped. “All of you just shut up. You didn’t even fight for her. You let her think you were done too for months when you know she’s got abandonment issues, and now suddenly give a shit after her sexy photo shoot and she’ll be back at school? I don’t like any of you anymore!” 
 
    That sounded almost childish to say, but Izzy was so nice and sweet that it would hurt worse than all the foul language and insults in the world. She was almost on the level of the hobgoblins, where you might cry if they hated you. 
 
    “Agra, please, we just—” Darby tried again. 
 
    “Gang up on her,” Ray snarled. “Your new ploy is to gang up on her because none of us would help you see her. She dumped you. Accept that.” 
 
    Everyone must have joined us and gotten their stuff because Zack quickly led us to the door. My ears rang from the music once we were outside, Marshall leading the way to the public portal. 
 
    “Move or we will make you move,” Zack growled, making me finally raise my head. Hudson had moved in front of our group, and people looked ready to throw down.  
 
    “You know some of this is instinct,” he snarled, chuffing because his dragon was riding him. He met me gaze and winced. “Other men are taking you away from River and I. I know I deserve as much, but I walked in to find a strange man with his hand on your ass, and you won’t even see River. I’m trying to keep control, and you said you needed time. I gave it. Tell me what to do.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to say I wouldn’t ever be with him, but remembered what his parents had begged me before, and how his mate denying him would make him go feral. No matter how hurt I was, I didn’t want that either. I didn’t think there was any world in which I could ever be with him, but I would die if Hudson went feral. 
 
    “I’ll come meet River in the dragon territory tomorrow for lunch. You can’t just expect a pass, or forgiveness, because of what we are. I don’t deserve that, just because fate decided something for me, and you didn’t respect me. You need to come up with a game plan so your parents’ fears aren’t ever realized.” 
 
    He swallowed loudly, understanding I was telling him to figure a way not to go feral. He looked pale and ill as it sunk in, but then he shook his head. “I can make this better. I can fix this and show you fate was right.” 
 
    I felt my lower lip quiver. “But I don’t want you to.” I moved past Zack and shoved Hudson out of our way, energy dancing all over my skin, trying to bring us together. 
 
    He was faster than I could get away from him, grabbing my arm and pulling me closer. He leaned down so our foreheads touched. “Fuck fate then. I will show you what we had was real, I was real with you. I fucked up, but it was not my lack of respect for you. I cared, you know I did.” 
 
    “I can’t—” 
 
    “You deserve it,” he whispered. “You deserve to stop feeling so much pain.” He swallowed loudly. “Even if you never let me be with you again or grow what we had, I’d still do it. You deserve to know the truth and how I felt—still feel, and I will show you, because words won’t do when I messed up everything by not saying what I should.” 
 
    Well damn. Like dayumn. My heart fluttered, and for a second, I almost wanted to say I hoped he could really pull it off. 
 
    But I didn’t think it was possible for anyone, not just him. Too much had happened and damage done.  
 
    Instead, I decided to say something I knew would at least help him keep control, since he needed to. His family kept people safe, and they couldn’t afford the problems his losing control would have. 
 
    “River, I wasn’t doing anything bad,” I whispered. “I’m not looking for another mate. I hurt, and I went to have fun and dance. I’m free to do what I want, and you have to let me fly when I need to. I deserve that. I deserve to pick my mate and if the time is ever right, to mate, not have one forced on me.” 
 
    “He’s sorry,” Hudson mumbled. “That makes more sense to him. He didn’t want to give you space, and maybe he was right that I made the wrong decision. I thought I was doing what was best by you. I want to do what’s right so badly, Tamsin, but I just don’t know what makes it worse or helps.” 
 
    I nodded I heard him and stepped away. I couldn’t answer that for him, and not because he should figure it out on his own… But because I didn’t know the damn answers either. 
 
    I really fucking wished I did. 
 
    We were almost to the portal when Mel stopped me, nodding for the others to start going through. “I have one thing I need to say, and I’ll go back to quietly supporting you however you need.” 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed, thinking that was fair, and she had been really great at keeping her opinions on this to herself… Something practically unheard of for Mel. 
 
    “I’m rooting for you to forgive Darby and take him back.” 
 
    Well that was not what I had expected, and I wondered if my jaw had touched the actual ground, or it simply felt like it. 
 
    She nodded after giving me a few moments with that. “I am.” 
 
    “I figured you would push for Hudson,” I admitted. 
 
    She looked away, but not before I saw she wanted that too. “I can’t be objective on that. I love you both. I was there when he was born. It’s in my family’s DNA to do what’s best for the Vogels, and you are what’s best for him. But I love you too, and I don’t know he’s best for you. Darby is though.” 
 
    “I can’t—” 
 
    “Let me finish, because you’ve been ignoring stuff that you need to know to make the right decision.” She waited until I nodded. “He will blow his entire family apart when the chips land. It’s not just his dad and grandfather, but his brother. His uncles were part of it, any male Moore was groomed to be part of it. He fell apart and went on a bender after he learned that’s part of why there aren’t many Moores.” 
 
    My eyes went wide, understanding she meant some fairies had won when they’d tried to abduct them, killing members of his family. 
 
    She swallowed loudly. “Yeah, it wasn’t his grandfather or dad going rogue. It’s deep—sick—but deep in his bloodline. He’s convinced his grandma and mom had to know and… It’s been bad, but he’s doing it because it’s right. Yes, it’s because he loves you, but I absolutely believe he would have done this, even if he’d never met you. So do my cousins.” 
 
    “That’s a lot to try and get over,” I rasped, my heart aching for him. 
 
    “Yes, but he’s desperate for you guys to get over it together and heal.” She sighed when I simply bobbed my head. “There’s more to what he thought his family did. You should hear it from his lips, but my mom called me a few months ago when he was drunker than shit and blabbing all about it. I get taking a break and both of you trying to process and heal separately, but I think you need to at least talk to him.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly. “Would you forgive him? Could you move forward with him? Really? We both lied and—” 
 
    “Yes and yes,” she cut in, her tone firm. 
 
    Shock rocked me. “How? Why?” 
 
    “You both lied—though I’m not sure his was a lie, as he truly had no idea it was about fairies—to protect yourselves. And you weren’t at the stage of your relationship to tell all your secrets. That’s normal, Tams. You were going through something completely normal where you found out something bad about your partner you didn’t like. It’s just what it was, and how much it hurt you, that was so abnormal.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it. I will, I promise. I might—he really went on a bender?” 
 
    “Yeah, bad. He loves you with his soul, just like you do him. It’s killing him to lose you.” 
 
    I glanced at her, not sure I had felt that deeply about him. Yes, I knew I had loved him, but I wasn’t sure it was that deep.  
 
    Like it had been with Craftsman. I opened my mouth to ask about that, but I didn’t get the chance, Mel always able to tell where my head was. 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t forgive Craftsman.” She frowned. “Yet. I think he can do what he needs to so you can, but right now, I’d push him off a cliff instead of pushing him towards you.” 
 
    Okay then. Glad she was clear, as that actually helped. 
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    The next morning I headed out for my run to get into my back-on-campus routine… Only to find someone ready to join me.  
 
    Besides one of my guards. 
 
    The funny part? I had half expected Lucca, since he used to run with me in bear form. It was our thing, and I had wondered if he would try, knowing I found his bear irresistible. But no, it wasn’t Lucca.  
 
    It was Craftsman. 
 
    He was standing there looking sexy as fuck in a tank top and basketball shorts, stretching as if passing the time. He froze when I came out, Zack walking around the building—since he knew the time I had planned on—and sighed as he realized we had an extra party.  
 
    Yeah, I wanted to sigh too, but I went another way. 
 
    I glanced down at my iPhone and changed from the playlist I was about to start to Lady A’s “All For Love.” I took off at my warm-up jog and kept his gaze as I sang the first half, the guy’s part where he was saying walking away—no matter the reason—is never about love.  
 
    Craftsman flinched, clearly knowing the song, and fell in step with me, even as I kept singing. My warm-up was done after that minute or so, and I picked up the pace to my new routine I’d been on all summer. 
 
    Which was way faster than he was used to last year. He had no chance of keeping up and sure enough, he was left in my dust, Zack’s amusement making me feel like I wasn’t being petty.  
 
    My phone beeped with a message from a number I didn’t know. I frowned and checked it, wondering how anyone had gotten the number since it was unlisted and protected from all the bullshit robocaller lists. 
 
    Curiosity won out when I saw it was a link to YouTube and tapped it. My eyes went wide when it was Lady A’s “Need You Now.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s good,” Zack bitched from my left.  
 
    I glanced at him and nodded, understanding what was going on. Craftsman had either changed his phone or gotten a burner just to talk to me because I’d blocked his number. Too bad it hadn’t been months and months ago, or when I’d been desperate to hear from him.  
 
    Still, I listened to the song, the words gorgeous, but the message not doing a damn thing. 
 
    “Two can play this game,” I grumbled. I sent him the link to Kameron Marlowe’s “Giving You Up.” It was perfect, talking about how his partner walked away, and it changed him for the better, making him someone who would never accept her back.  
 
    Perfectly applicable. 
 
    It was a few minutes later, the next message came, making me think he’d actually listened to the song. I almost smiled when it was a link to Cher’s “If I Could Turn Back Time.” I watched it and burst out laughing. 
 
    “What?” Zack asked when I had to stop. 
 
    “My mind is a scary place.” 
 
    He snorted. “Not just yours, but what’s so funny?” 
 
    “I’m having a flash of him in this outfit Cher’s wearing, strutting around on a destroyer in heels with cheering sailors.” 
 
    Zack blinked at me, and his loud laugh echoed in the quiet forest. 
 
    Yeah, I was special. I responded with Avril Lavigne’s “Let Me Go.” 
 
    “Wait, doesn’t she change the words at the end to ‘don’t let me go?’” 
 
    “Shit,” I groaned, but then shook my head. “It’s not literal.” 
 
    “Still, might be time not to keep playing, as it seems like you’re open to him trying,” he suggested. 
 
    Fair enough. Part of me wanted to let Craftsman try. I missed him—all of them. Blocking them, cutting myself off from them, had killed part of my soul. All I had wanted was for things to work out with two of them, things maybe progressing with one, and… I honestly didn’t know what I had wanted with Lucca, but he had mattered to me more than I’d wanted to admit. 
 
    I sniffled, wiping away errant tears as I realized maybe that was a subconscious slip, as I had been so desperate for Craftsman to not let me go, and maybe I still was. Maybe I wanted him to fight for me even after he had abandoned me.  
 
    Oh fuck it, I didn’t know what I wanted. Especially when I caved and clicked on what came in next. 
 
    Bryan Adams’s “Please Forgive Me.” The tears came freely as I picked up the pace, as the ballad talked about the intensity of their love and how the physical was so much more than physical. We had had that. I had felt that with Craftsman. He was the man who showed me that making love wasn’t simply words, but something that changed a person. 
 
    “I hate him,” I rasped as I ran faster. 
 
    After I finished the obstacle courses and was heading back, he sent me a message with a link to Adele’s “Hello.” It was another apology song, and I was seconds from demanding if he’d looked up a list or something. 
 
    Zack snagged my phone after I’d listened to the song and pulled something up, handing it back. 
 
    I gave him a quick glance and saw he was smirking. Oh good.  
 
    And it was. He gave me great ammo. There were many reasons I liked him and his cousin after all. 
 
    Craftsman came into view, and I restarted the song Zack had opened, singing One Republic’s “Apologize.” I smirked as I did because the whole song was about it being too late to apologize. Too much had happened, too much time had passed—it was simply not an option. 
 
    Fitting.  
 
    Craftsman grabbed my arm as I went past him, yanking out my earbud as well. “No, it’s not too late. It’s never too late. I love you.” 
 
    I snorted as I yanked my arm away. “Yeah, sure you did. What’s this really about, Julian? You done with your latest project and want to get laid?” I stood my ground when his eyes went wide that I would say that in front of Zack, glancing at the wolf as if saying he didn’t want the man to hear this. He was the one who had pushed this. I turned to leave, but he blocked me again. 
 
    “I never—” 
 
    “Do you need crystals?” I asked, studying him closely. “Is that what this is? You ran out of the crystals I gave you and found more interesting than the woman you bullshitted that you loved?” 
 
    He flinched at what he saw in my aura. “You—how can you really think that?” 
 
    “That’s what you showed me,” I sneered, hating when people turned things around as if I was the problem. “Whatever. We’re over. I don’t love you anymore. I’m over you.” 
 
    Relief filled his eyes at what he saw in my aura, but was kind enough not to bust me. 
 
    I ground my jaw and pulled back my shoulders, squaring off with him. “I don’t want to want you or trust you enough to give you another chance. I will get over you.” 
 
    That made him flinch, as it was the absolute truth. “Don’t say that, my sweet—” He reached for me, but I dodged him. 
 
    “You don’t deserve me or another chance,” I rasped. “I was abducted, branded, and someone planned to use me as a blood cow—and my children—forever, and you were working. You were busy. What kind of idiot forgives that?” I let out a bitter chuckle when tears filled his eyes. “And yet I was going to. I was going to see if you came home after finals and figured your shit out so maybe we could be okay.” 
 
    “I was going to and—” 
 
    “Except you didn’t do a damn thing after my final and seeing how much pain I was in,” I cut in, my voice cracking. “Except I realized we were over and things had gone too far. Everything happened with the party, I was in deep shit, and it never crossed my mind to call you. That’s over. That’s—it wasn’t what you promised it was. I wasn’t what you thought I was, and you just bailed.” 
 
    “No, no, I didn’t,” he argued, grabbing my arm and trying to pull me closer.  
 
    I didn’t want him to touch me like last night when my body had ached for him, so I broke his hold… And clocked him. I stared from Craftsman on the ground, to my fist, and back to Craftsman in shock. I had done it so fast, in a panic he might make me cave that I hadn’t even realized it was happening. 
 
    “Don’t be upset, love,” he groaned as he pushed to stand. “I deserved that.” He nodded when I blinked at him. “I can see it in your aura that you’re horrified you just hit me. I shouldn’t have put my hands on you. It’s okay, Tamsin. I’m not a teacher right now.” 
 
    Except that had been part of why he hadn’t wanted me. My eyes filled with tears and I backed away from him.  
 
    “I’m not walking away,” he promised, holding his injured face. 
 
    I shrugged. “I just have to hold out until something more interesting comes along, and then you’ll forget all about me again. You’ll get excited about magic, and I won’t matter. How much you’re hurting me won’t matter.” I froze, giving him a horrified look. “It’s the traps. You want the traps. That’s why you’re back.” 
 
    He reacted as if I’d punched him again. “No. No, I don’t want your bloody traps. I want you, Tamsin.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” I whispered, backing away again. “You had me, totally and completely, and you just disappeared. You didn’t even have the respect for me to dump me, just you needed some time to think.” 
 
    “I did need it. I did think,” he argued, moving closer. 
 
    “Well, I’m not a fucking doormat for men to walk all over!” I screeched, shocking all three of us I would react like that.  
 
    Which was why I turned and fled. I didn’t stop sprinting until I reached the dorm, and then it was just to open the door. I raced upstairs and to our room, plopping on my bed when I was inside, and curling up in a ball. It was the worst thing to do after running six miles, but I really, really didn’t care right then.  
 
    I spun out, my mind and thoughts all over the place. I needed good. I needed happy. I needed some fucking progress. I knew there was lots of it, but I was always at the eye of the storm, and the good happened from the ripples of the stones I threw.  
 
    That wasn’t what I needed. I used to be involved through the ripples and see it through to the end. I had that closure with issues, that satisfaction of seeing the good of what I’d done.  
 
    That was what I craved; my soul needed to heal. 
 
    And I knew how to get it. 
 
    I went over to my desk and pulled out the map of Australia that I was using to track the movements of Chief and his pack. They had been scouring the continent to find hobgoblins trapped with other species besides dragons. While others had been debating what to do and pushing it back, I was done waiting. 
 
    Izzy was still sleeping, so I went in my closet and opened a portal, focusing my magic on Chief and hoping I could get close to him since he was sworn to me. Then, I walked through, knowing I could go right back if it wasn’t a good spot. I mentally pumped my fist when I saw the pack racing towards me.  
 
    My magic really was so cool. 
 
    Chief stopped before me and plopped on his butt, offering me his paw. I squatted down and took it, smiling at how much he had to tell me. 
 
    “You’ve all done very well,” I praised. “And we start getting them out now. No more of this bullshit of letting our people suffer. I want you to head to the ones we will get out today.” I went over my plan with him and smiled when he licked my face before they took off. 
 
    Good. We could do this. 
 
    Even better? I had planned it out so we had the cover to do this. People would point all the fingers at me and those who stood with me first, so the time difference from Kansas to Australia actually worked in our favor for this. I would be at lunch when it was the middle of the night in Australia.  
 
    The perfect time to get the hobgoblins out and to the sanctuary. 
 
    I opened a portal to the Recast Wardrobes estate and found Keya working in the office. “I need your help.” 
 
    She dipped her head to me. “Always. You always have my help and loyalty, Tamsin. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Not for me,” I clarified. “For our people.” I smiled at her. “No more waiting to save hobgoblins. It’s time to start going on.” I went over what I was plotting and she smiled, knowing exactly what I needed. 
 
    Hobgoblin magic. I couldn’t leave a message that others could find, and leaving something in Faerie would scream a fairy was alive or behind it. We needed to be smarter, as the moment we made a move, others would be on alert.  
 
    Which Keya mentioned and asked to speak with her mate, Mourn, about maybe also focusing on other areas. If we jumped around, it was easier to trip people up. 
 
    “True, but it also gives people time to hide them away and lock them up so we can’t find them again. Or we can get them, but not their stuff.” 
 
    She smirked at me, her skin changing to red as the idea of that angered her. “Oh, I’m sure the fae dogs wouldn’t like that and would make a show of collecting the belongings of our people. They’ve been very happy with us now that we tend to them as we used to in Faerie, now that we have places to, thanks to you.” 
 
    “I’m doing what I can.” 
 
    “We all know that, child. You are a miracle, and we wish you would do more for yourself. It’s why we spoil you so much. We see how hard this is on you, and still you fight for so many. You deserve nothing but the best and all the love we can give to remind you that you are not alone.” 
 
    That explained so much, and I could finally accept the over-the-top behavior of the hobgoblins without any guilt. I nodded I heard her and then picked her up, bringing us through a portal to where Chief and the pack had stopped. We were cloaked, so no one saw us as I brought us over to the wall of the large estate.  
 
    I was about to climb up when she assured me there was no need. I felt magic, but it was some I couldn’t even see as a fairy. I didn’t ask, waiting until she was done before nodding at Chief that we needed to go.  
 
    He shook his head and I frowned, hugging Keya to me and jogging after the pack about two city blocks until we were at another estate. He went right to the wall and put his front paws up on it.  
 
    I nodded I understood and let Keya do her thing again as I flipped on my telepathy, mentally rolling my eyes at myself for not having already done that. He explained there were ten well-off hawk shifter families that lived close together in their kettle and all had hobgoblins they wouldn’t leave. 
 
    And they were some of the worst abusers.  
 
    And the pack was not happy about that.  
 
    Neither was I. 
 
    I debated what to do about that as we moved between the estates and Keya sent up a magical message only hobgoblins could see… Or so her thoughts told me. Part of me wanted the fae dogs to do damage to their estates in retribution, but someone could get hurt in the fires, and that would start more problems. Plus, the environment was hurting enough. 
 
    I smiled when we finished, knowing the answer. I communicated it with Chief, and I could feel his and the pack’s amusement, glad they agreed with me. I thanked them for their help and opened a portal to bring Keya back. 
 
    “What amused the dogs so much at the end?” she asked once we were safely in the office again. 
 
    I smiled at her. “After we get the hobgoblins out today, I told them to hunt some natural hawks or birds and let the shifters see them drop them off. Dead. Or eat them in front of them. People will talk on that and assume the fae dogs are helping hobgoblins escape.” 
 
    “Which will have them tell us where the fae dogs are so we get them out, not wanting to admit to that publicly,” she surmised, her tone amused.  
 
    “That, or people will be stupid and take shots at the fae dogs and end up dead,” I purred. “I like either ending if I’m honest. People who abuse hobgoblins and are willing to kill fair folk to keep our people as slaves deserve death.” 
 
    “You won’t get any argument from us, Tamsin.” She let out a happy sigh. “That was some needed excitement. I look forward to our next mission.” 
 
    I threw back my head and laughed. “So do I. I’ll come right after my run, and we’ll meet up with the pack. It’s good cover before Izzy wakes up.” 
 
    She frowned. “People don’t know?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at her. “You think they’d let me do something so simple without several guards? We’d lose the alibis, and everything else we need, so people don’t get in trouble.” 
 
    “That’s true, but promise me you’ll be safe.” 
 
    “I swear it to you,” I said firmly. “I know my importance in saving Faerie. I won’t fail. I simply can’t keep pushing off the fair folk anymore.” 
 
    “Of course you can’t,” she sighed. “Off with you then.” 
 
    “Yes, dear.” I leaned in and kissed her head to show there were no hard feelings and then opened a portal back to my closet. Izzy was still sleeping when I headed for the shower, so it really was the perfect time to handle the first step. Hopefully, rumors would spread enough that maybe hobgoblins would start packing and be ready to go on their own. 
 
    Then again, there were millions of hobgoblins to save around the world, so that would be a horrible way to live, sitting and waiting for a rescue.  
 
    Then again, some might already be living that way. I would. I’d spent years of my childhood praying to Tinker Bell to save me. 
 
    Funny how I was now the fairy saving others. That gave me the first true smile I’d had in a while. I was making a difference, and my soul needed that. 
 
    It needed a lot of things, but this I could give it. 
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    When it was time to head back to Australia, I muttered an excuse to Izzy that I wanted food from the vending machines and left our room. She called after she wanted popcorn, but at least she believed me.  
 
    I swallowed a giggle as the urge to hum the Mission Impossible theme hit me. I knew there were no cameras in the dorms besides in the entrances and stairways, so there was no issue opening a portal at the end of the hall. 
 
     Arriving back at that first hawk shifter estate, I immediately used the shadows rune to cloak myself. The fae dogs still knew I was there and I dipped my head to them. I was pretty sure I read something that shadows or cloaking runes didn’t work with them as they could see heat signatures like infrared. 
 
    Cool, but creepy, given how lethal they were. 
 
    I easily scaled the cute estate wall and soundlessly dropped down on the other side. I might have showered after my run, but I’d changed in lounge yoga-ish clothes… Which might be a good default a few days a week during classes if I was going to do this more often. Heels and skirts wouldn’t work well for this. 
 
    Then again, wearing that sort of outfit would throw suspicion from me. I could change fast. A quick trip to the bathroom in the cafeteria, switch outfits, and open a portal. I just needed one big place or to figure out how to keep it under five minutes or I would get caught. 
 
    Fast. 
 
    Chief had already told me where to head at each place, and I quickly found where the hobgoblins were kept. It was hard not to burn the estate to the ground when I opened the door to what was one room off the kitchen that was clearly meant for a cook or chef, and dozens of hobgoblins were living in there.  
 
    On the floor. They had mats for beds. Old and shitty gym mats. Chief and his pack slept on better dog beds in my garage than the hobgoblins that worked at this estate.  
 
    Needless to say, I was livid.  
 
    They couldn’t see me, but they could clearly sense something was going on aside from a door randomly opening. They all hurried to their feet, even if it was after three in the morning there. I opened a portal to the main HAVEN address and knew they would handle things from there and get the hobgoblins to the right place. 
 
    “Thank you,” one of the closest ones whispered before hurrying to the portal. The others muttered the same, but didn’t waste time.  
 
    Good thing, because there were a lot of them. The moment the last one was gone, my magic closed the portal, and I raced out the way I had come. I was over the wall again in under five minutes. So this was perfect.  
 
    I nodded to Chief that I was done, and he led the way to the next place. I hopped the fence they had, and it was smooth sailing until after I got the hobgoblins out. I was halfway down a hallway when two of the guards on patrol came towards me. There was no good path for me because, even if I backtracked to where I had just been, they would hear the door open and close.  
 
    After a few moments of internal debate, I curled into a ball as close to the wall as I could. If they bumped into nothing that seemed to be the size of someone, they would rightly assume a person was there using magic to hide themselves. But hitting something lower, they would assume they simply misstepped. 
 
    It made sense in my head at least.  
 
    Sure enough, the guy’s shin bumped me as he went by and he stumbled. 
 
    “You got more than water in that bottle?” the other guard ribbed him. 
 
    He shook his head, but then glanced back to about where I was. “No, my shoe just caught.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, just pop some gum.” 
 
    They started bickering, giving me the perfect cover to get the fuck out of there. So I took it. 
 
    The next three went smoothly and gave me time to think about the best way to keep with the plan. I axed the cafeteria bathroom idea. It would be weird to go everyday with that many eyes. Someone would get nosy with all the attention I had on me.  
 
    No, better to do it during changing of classes. I could walk into a bathroom or empty classroom, change while covered in shadows, handle what I needed to so the hobgoblins were free, change again, and get back before the bell for lunch even rang. Yeah, that would be best and work up an appetite.  
 
    Perfect. 
 
    The next problem was the second to the last place. They had guard dogs that smelled a new scent that intrigued them.  
 
    Luckily, there was a rune for that.  
 
    Unluckily, that could be seen faster. I used the rune and harmlessly knocked the dogs out before racing for the hobgoblins. I opened the portal and was glad there was only a handful that hurried to leave, as if sensing something was wrong. 
 
    Yeah, it was because a blaring alarm went off right as the last went through and my magic closed the portal. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I used the fairy rune to make myself run faster and was at the estate’s wall seconds later. I honestly might want to always use that, just to be on the safe side.  
 
    “Magic,” a deep voice growled. “They’re down with magic. Turn on the floodlights and search the entire estate. Make calls and warn the entire kettle.” 
 
    Fuck. That meant the last place was out… At least for today. 
 
    And next time might be much harder. Chief and the pack were of the same opinion, not wanting to back down and retreat when I leapt over the wall. I nodded and used the fairy rune speed to get to the next place. We could at least check it out and maybe they hadn’t been given the heads up yet. 
 
    It turned out they hadn’t, and their security were actually distracted, wondering what was going on at the other estate just down the road from them. Awesome. That was just… Idiots.  
 
    When it was over and the hobgoblins were all safe, I didn’t feel the need to celebrate or cheer like I had thought. Instead, I was even more upset.  
 
    And I wasn’t exactly sure why.  
 
    I thanked the fae dogs, listening to Chief that we set it up to rotate areas and groups to extract hobgoblins from going forward. It was a smarter play, keeping people off-balance and not ready for us.  
 
    Opening a portal at the vending machine mecca on campus, I stepped through and let my stomach lead the way. I made sure to grab Izzy’s popcorn and headed back to our room. 
 
    “What took you so long?” she asked, shaking her head when she saw my overloaded arms. “Never mind, you bottomless pit.” 
 
    “I’ve been called worse,” I chuckled, giving her the popcorn and the drink I’d added. I sat on my bed with my haul and found myself pulling up a world map on my phone. There were enough packs of fae dogs that could check things out, and we had a lot of intel on where hobgoblins were as well. We could always get more, but that didn’t help with people handing them over. 
 
    There needed to be a reason why people wanted to let them go instead of us freeing them… I simply couldn’t figure out the puzzle I was looking at. And I needed to. They needed me to. It was frustrating and distracting, my mind on it the rest of the day and making it hard for me to sleep even. 
 
    The next morning I went for my run—without any extra guests—and then grabbed Keya. We didn’t even need the fae dogs this time as she had a request of where to go next. That worked, and we went to Asia, where she had been living before we’d gotten her family out.  
 
    Originally, it hadn’t been that hard, as no one had expected the move or guessed the hobgoblins could have somewhere else to go. But once they did, now others had closed ranks and disallowed hobgoblins from leaving estates, basically keeping them slaves. They could lie about contracts or whatever other bullshit they tried for, but they wanted their indentured servants and were willing to allow slavery for them. 
 
    Once she was done leaving magical messages only hobgoblins could see at two estates and telling me where I needed to go, I took her back. I showered and ate breakfast, but still needed to work out what was in my head. I didn’t want to waste the energy and save it for the rescue. 
 
    After I got the hobgoblins out of those two estates, I went right for the rec center again.  
 
    I had a lot of visuals to cut down with my sword now… So why not use it? 
 
    About twenty minutes in, I realized I’d been so in my head, I hadn’t noticed someone had joined me. I spun to see who it was, but a strong arm blocked mine. Not in a threatening or aggressive way, but simply for safety as he was standing too close to me, and that was how accidents happened. He slid his hand over my arm and cupped my hand holding the hilt as he moved closer. 
 
    “I could watch you run drills all day, kitten,” Lucca whispered in my ear. 
 
    I elbowed him hard, but he simply grunted, annoying me. I went to step away, but he slid his arm around me to keep me there, going further and pulling me against him. 
 
    “I’ve missed you,” he tried again. 
 
    I elbowed him again and slammed my foot on his. It wouldn’t do anything, given my feet were bare, but it should have told him I didn’t want him touching me. 
 
    Except he didn’t back off in his normal Lucca way. 
 
    And for some reason, that really pissed me off. I tossed the sword over by the case on the mats and spun on him, shoving at his chest. He simply grabbed my upper arms and pulled me back, negating any distance I’d gotten. I responded with reaching up and slapping him across the face. 
 
    His bear moved behind his eyes, clearly not liking that, but he didn’t argue or fight me, simply kept me close.  
 
    So I did it again and harder. The third time, he caught my hand and spun me so  my back was against his front again.  
 
    “I’ll let you hit me as many times as you want, but my sins weren’t as great as you think,” he murmured, his lips against my ear.  
 
    Making my fucking traitorous body shiver. One of the worst parts of a breakup—and I’d had multiple at once—that no one ever talks about is craving sex. Once you’ve had good sex, and I had lots of amazing sex, your body doesn’t want to go back to not getting any. I ached for it constantly, almost to the point where I’d had thoughts of going out and simply getting laid. 
 
    “You’re punishing me for what you think I knew, and I didn’t—don’t know it,” he murmured, running his nose along my skin. “It’s not like that with bears, kitten. Mates are—” He sighed when I flinched and tried to pull away. “Just hear me out. Please? You need to know this, no matter what.” 
 
    He was right about that, and I settled down, giving a swift nod. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Mates aren’t common, but are said to be for commoners.” 
 
    That took me a second, and I stiffened. 
 
    “I know,” he sighed again. “I know it’s distasteful and crass, but that’s what elites say all the damn time. I grew up hearing it over and over again.” 
 
    I chuckled darkly. “You know why they say that, right?” 
 
    “Yes, because they sell us elites into matings all the fucking time, and if we could find our soul mates, more of us would rebel and hold out. I put that together a few years ago, but many do not. It’s another form of control. I get it. I just didn’t get it.” 
 
    Huh? 
 
    He seemed to sense my confusion because he tried again. “I didn’t understand what might be going on with us. There are some who believe only shifters can find true mates with other shifters.” He let out a slow breath before brushing his lips against my skin. “And I don’t think I was ready to find my mate at twenty, even if she’s as wonderful as you. That sounds insane.” 
 
    I relaxed a bit. I agreed with him, and I could see that. I could absolutely see that. 
 
    “And on top of all of that, it might be the woman my father wants to control, the last one of your kind alive, and he wants to breed. Like, are you fucking kidding me? Oh, and my best friend is completely head over heels with her. And she has two other men, a comitessa and bears are totally cool with sharing. Yeah, like never. It seemed… Not at all feasible, but absolutely that you were a telepath.” 
 
    Well shit. When he put it like that, I sort of felt like a bitch for blowing up at him. Then again, we should have had this discussion before it all blew up in my face. Maybe not as much of his fault as I had thought, but it really wasn’t mine either. 
 
    His large hand moving to cup my breasts snapped me out of my racing thoughts. Just because I didn’t disagree with how he saw things didn’t mean we were going to simply be okay and… Whatever we were again. Shit was complicated, and I didn’t want to be his mate either.  
 
    And that wasn’t a slight against Lucca. His father was insane, his family complicated, and a list of shit, including our ages. 
 
    So I elbowed him much harder this time, sliding out of his arms when he loosened his hold. Shocked rocked me when I spun away and saw he wasn’t backing down. He was completely turned on and had a wild look in his eyes that my body reacted to. 
 
    Fine, I liked it too. I couldn’t blame everything on my body, but it wasn’t helping. 
 
    He moved faster than I was ready for and pulled me against him, rubbing his hard-on against my stomach. I moved with him, smirking when he groaned and leaned down to kiss me. 
 
    And head butted him. 
 
    He growled and let me go, rubbing his now injured nose as he stared at me with promised retribution. He yanked off his shoes and socks before coming for me again. We’d sparred many times in class, but he’d gotten better over the summer, faster. 
 
    But so had I, so we were surprising each other. He didn’t think I’d be ready to block his grabs for me, and I couldn’t get over how he wasn’t holding back, stronger than I’d thought. And I didn’t think that was new for only over the summer. Shit, that was hot.  
 
    He caught me again and I tripped him, smirking when he went down. He didn’t try to take me with him, but I heard ripping and then felt a cooler air against my ass. I glanced down and saw he had my shorts in both hands. 
 
    In tatters. 
 
    I checked just to be sure and then narrowed my eyes at him. “Seriously? You ripped my shorts off me?” 
 
    “Totally worth the bruise I’ll have on my ass,” he chuckled, licking his lips as he stared at my now exposed body. “Shit, you really are perfect, kitten.” 
 
    “You’re a pervert,” I growled as he rolled to his feet. “This isn’t porn sparring. Why are you pushing and being so aggressive with me instead of normal Lucca? Just because we might be mates doesn’t mean that—” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” he agreed, his voice firm and hard to say that wasn’t open for debate. He waited until I nodded, sliding his arms around me so his hands rested on my ass. “Put up a barrier or someone’s going to get a show if they walk in here.” 
 
    I immediately did, shocked I hadn’t already thought of that. 
 
    He tried to kiss me, chuckling when I ducked him. “This is foreplay for a bear, kitten. In the wild, they wrestle and spar, the female making the male prove over and over again that he’s strong enough to give her what he needs. He proves he’s worthy of her before she submits to his loving. So you’re just fucking pushing my buttons and making me harder for you, like always.” 
 
    “That wasn’t what I meant to do,” I muttered, wondering why it was always Lucca I was teasing. 
 
    “I know, but I still fucking love it,” he growled, trying to kiss me again. “And I’m not a normal, aggressive Alpha bear. I grew up seeing how big of assholes they always are, and I couldn’t stand that. My bear hates it too, and we’re pretty chill.” 
 
    “So why are you acting like this with me?” 
 
    “Because animals are all about being fair, and you weren’t being fair to us,” he answered as his lips worked along my neck. “You wouldn’t let me explain. You were punishing me without listening to me.” He kissed my cheek when I went to argue. “I know it was because of your trauma and how you were hurting, but it made my bear and I aggressive. You might be ours, and you were shutting us down. 
 
    “You were running from us and not for fun. That’s—it pulls at every aggressive instinct to not only protect you, but claim you, so you know where you belong. Asking not to push or needing time? Sure, we’re chill enough to handle that, and you know that. But just shutting me down when I didn’t really do anything wrong, and yeah, I can’t be normal, chill Lucca.” 
 
    That made sense, but I was still going to smack him around a bit. I could do what I wanted, when I wanted, and he needed to learn that. Which was why I bent his arm back and spun out of his hold. 
 
    And somehow lost my sports bra. He pulled it up from the back like hockey players do shirts, and my instinct was not to be trapped, so I ducked, and it came right off. The asshat simply smiled as I stood there glaring at him… Completely naked. 
 
    “I really hope you are my mate, kitten,” he murmured as he came closer. 
 
    I smacked his hands away. “You’re not getting fucking sex just because you stripped me while I was smacking you around. Just because you explained doesn’t mean we’re okay or going forward. Those concerns you listed are still concerning, Lucca.” 
 
    He nodded, and I thought he was going to chill, but then I was in his arms, my back pressed against his chest again. “We won’t tell, no matter what we figure out. It’s not safe for you. It’s between us and no one else. I know this. I know how much danger you’re in. I won’t push for something real or what you aren’t ready for. I just can’t take you pushing me away anymore.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to tell him he still wasn’t getting sex but instead, a whimper actually came out when he teased my nipple and his other hand moved lower. 
 
    “You’re fucking wet for me,” he growled, his fingers gliding along my pussy lips. He was right, and I was dripping, not having realized I was fighting against wanting him, instead of paying attention. “Give me cream, kitten.” 
 
    I wanted to roll my eyes at the line, I really did. It sounded so fucking cheesy, that I always wanted to pick on him for being a dork… Except he was so godsdamn sexy, he pulled it off. He could pull off any line and make it work.  
 
    Fucking asshole. 
 
    I groaned when two of his long fingers pushed in me, my body craving this, my soul loving how desperate he was for me, instead of feeling all the hurt and pain I’d been drowning in. He made me orgasm way too fast, and that excited him from the way he vibrated with need. 
 
    No, he wasn’t getting me to cave that easily. I reached my foot back and tripped him, smirking at him when he landed hard on the mat, blinking up at me in shock. 
 
    “You want cream? Work for it and drown in all the cream you want,” I taunted as I moved to straddle his head. He groaned as I rubbed my pussy against his face, grabbing my thighs and attacking me. He nipped, licked, and sucked everything good. 
 
    And that was before he added his fingers again. There were at least five more amazing orgasms before I flopped down on him, gasping for air and not able to do much else. 
 
    He simply chuckled and gave me another long lick. “If you’re mine, I’d give that to you all the fucking time, Tamsin. Bears are very tactile. We like tastes and touches. We like oral sex and knowing every inch of our partners.” 
 
    Oh fuck. Just fuck. The damn bear was putting on the full-court press for sure. 
 
    “Can I get that in writing?” 
 
    “Yes,” he snarled, as he gently rolled me off of him. He moved over me and wiped his hand over his mouth before lavishing excessive attention on my breasts. 
 
    And I didn’t think there was such a thing as excessive when it came to attentions, but he was so fucking good at it, I was seconds from orgasming and desperate for him. “Can you add that?” 
 
    “Yes,” he hissed, rubbing his naked cock against me. So I’d missed him losing his shorts. 
 
    I blinked at him. And shirt. I wasn’t shocked. “How would that wording go?” 
 
    He smirked at me. “If Tamsin Vale is found to be the mate of Lucca Von Thann, he will swear an oath to spend at least ten minutes worshipping her fantastic tits, and give her six oral orgasms, before he fucks her.” He brushed his lips over mine before I could respond. “And that’s raised to nine oral orgasms if they make love, along with kissing her entire body, and a massage after.” 
 
    Fuck, sign me up for that. 
 
    He growled loudly, making me realize I’d said that out loud. I felt my face flush and moved my hand to try and hide, but he simply nuzzled my neck. “We’ll have to negotiate what I would do to deserve anal sex at a later date.” 
 
    I slowly lowered my hand and stared at him like he was nuts. “You are not putting that monster in my ass. I’ve never done that, and you are not how I should experience that the first time.” 
 
    He groaned, deeply and loudly, as he lowered his forehead to my shoulder. “Oh, kitten, don’t tell me you’re a virgin on that and then say I can’t do it. That’s just not fucking fair.” He lifted my leg and pressed against my body as he kissed up to my ear. “I’ve never done it with a woman either. I never wanted to until you. I’d be careful. I’d never hurt you in a bad way, Tamsin. You know that.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure I did, but I knew what he meant about hurting in a bad way. He knew I liked sex rough enough that I needed a healing rune after. There was fun pain, and then there was just pain. I only liked the first. 
 
    He’d gotten impatient while I’d been lost in my head again, and I let out a yelp when he flipped me under him. The dick actually leaned down and bit my left ass cheek, his hands running all over me. “I fucking love your booty. It makes me ache. I see it bouncing as I watch you walk away and my cock twitches.” He moved and bit my other cheek. “And it’s going to be mine after today.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure that was true, and I definitely wouldn’t say it, but after he’d put me in such a state, we were certainly having sex.  
 
    I’d yell at myself for caving later. 
 
    Or maybe pat myself on the back, depending on how good the sex was. 
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    I went to push up on all fours, but he pressed my shoulders back down to the mat with a warning growl. I turned my head enough to see him, glancing back to figure out what was going on. 
 
    “Submit,” he demanded, his eyes locked on my lower half. “Submit and give yourself to me, Tamsin.” 
 
    Great, so I’d gotten rid of a pushy fucking dragon only to hookup with a pushy fucking bear. Why was I into that? 
 
    I mentally snorted, knowing the answer. Because I make them chase me when it’s not fighting and upset, but for fun, so they catch me and we play this way. Either I’ve got issues, or I’m really good at it. Both? They seem to like it.  
 
    Another growl snapped me out of my thoughts. “Submit.” He seemed to understand I wouldn’t say it. “Consent, Tamsin. I know I’ve been pushy, but I won’t fucking take you without knowing you really want it.” 
 
    I was glad to see the Lucca I knew was still there. I nodded, knowing he saw, as he brushed his cock against me, waiting until I nodded again. 
 
    And then he pushed that monster inside of me. I bit my lip to try and keep in the moan of pleasure at being stretched so wide after months without sex. Sure, I’d used toys, but I preferred the vibrating fun on my clit if I wasn’t having sex. I only wanted something inside of me if it was real and attached to a sexy man.  
 
    “Mine,” Lucca snarled, sounding more animal than man. “Mate.” 
 
    Oh fuck. Part of me was thrilled that one of the sexiest, smartest, and sweetest men I’d ever met was mine. The bigger part of me was freaking the fuck out though. 
 
    And then he slammed the rest of the way in me, and my mind wasn’t thinking much of anything. I mewled, acting like the kitten he called me as I angled my hips to take more. He grabbed my hips and quickly pulled out before ramming back in me, rougher than I would have thought he’d want our first time to be. 
 
    But when I glanced back, I realized Lucca the man was fighting with Lucca the bear… And both wanted to fuck me with all they had.  
 
    I wasn’t exactly complaining, but there was definitely going to be a healing rune in my future. Maybe two. 
 
    “Mate, mate, mine, mine,” he chanted, grunting each word out every hard thrust. It was a punishing pace that apparently I was into, as I came with an obnoxious scream several minutes in.  
 
    Which he also seemed to like from the way his cock twitched in me and the noises he made. He kept going and brought me again before finishing as well.  
 
    But he was far, far from done with me. 
 
    I flopped down to the mat with a groan, gasping for air and wincing when he pulled out of me. I was mush when he rolled me onto my back. My eyes went bug wide at the wild look in his gaze though. Lucca appeared feral, just not the crazed monster type. No, this was a man who was… I wasn’t really sure, and I didn’t think a woman, or anyone not a shifter, could ever really understand. 
 
    “Mine,” he purred as he spread my legs. He ran his fingers over my body, teasing my pussy as he smirked. “My seed in you.” 
 
    All the warning lights went off in my head, and I tried to close my legs.  
 
    He snarled in warning and kept them opening, glancing up at me and doing a double take. He let out a slow breath and chilled some. “It’s a marking thing, not where your mind went, kitten. I’m not trying to breed you or—no. Just no. We’re not remotely near the point of even thinking about kids.” 
 
    I nodded, interrupting his rambling. “So like my body has a part of you? Knows you in a way it won’t other men or bears?” 
 
    “Yes, exactly like that.” He gave me a relieved, grateful look before spreading me wider and leaning over me. He mashed his lips to mine and ravaged my mouth as he had other parts of my body already. “It’s also you owning me, and my cock only belongs to you now, kitten. You’re the boss of me, him, and my bear. All of us are yours.” He smirked at me. “And you’re ours to please.” 
 
    I gasped as he thrust into me again, all the way, hard and in one shot. It was glorious. He proceeded to fuck me with all he had, grunting and snarling way more than a human ever could or would. In between growling I was his mate, or his, he nipped at ever inch of my skin he could reach. I was going to have marks everywhere—my ears, neck, shoulders… Just everywhere. 
 
    A few more orgasms for me, and he finished so hard it seemed almost painful with how he jerked and snarled. I was completely sated and ready for a nap, wondering how that would work given he’d ripped my shorts in half. 
 
    Except he was still far from done with me.  
 
    He pulled out and carried me over to the stack of mats, laying me chest down on them. It put me right at hip height for him so he stayed standing. I was about to tell him I needed a break, or it was going to be too much, when he thrust into me. 
 
    “Sorry. Sorry, need my mate,” he grunted in between thrusts. “Losing my fucking mind. Mine. You’re mine. Didn’t know it could feel this good. The other women were nothing next to you.” He moved over me and slid his hands under me to massage my breasts, pinching my nipples hard. “Only you, kitten. Only you’ve done this to me. Only you’ll have me from now on.” 
 
    Oh geez, he knew how to push the buttons of my possessive side I tried to deny I had. Sure, all women like to hear they were best, but knowing he would forever be mine from now on was something I liked. 
 
    Which seemed horrible to me since I wasn’t going to only be with him. But as the others had told me lots, that was their choice, and they were adult enough to make it.  
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    “I’m best?” I gasped, wanting to hear more, as it was balm on my injured soul. I didn’t mean to seem shallow as if fishing for compliments, like I was pretty. No, it was about… He would never leave me if he was my mate, right? 
 
    “By far, the best,” he promised, nuzzling my neck. “All the women I’ve slept with can’t come close to you.” 
 
    Oh, we were going to have a conversation later about “all the women” he’d slept with. That sounded like a lot. But right then, I was too busy enjoying our sex. 
 
    After that time, he laid me back on the mat on my side and took me again, seeming to really get it was too much for me when I couldn’t even climax. He finished and tried to kiss me, but my body wouldn’t respond, feeling too heavy. 
 
    “Shit, think a healing rune, Tamsin,” he murmured. “I don’t have my conduit. I’m so sorry, kitten. I won’t be so rough with you again. I’m sorry I—” 
 
    “I haven’t had sex in a while,” I mumbled, wanting him to drop it. 
 
    “Yeah, me neither, but it’s different from my end.” He kissed my neck. “It was everything. It felt good for you too, right?” 
 
    I nodded, giving him at least that. I used the healing rune and felt a bit more in my head. “I don’t know what this means though, Lucca. I didn’t think the answer would be yes, because of everything against us. It’s too much.” 
 
    He sighed. “I know. I know it is, believe me. It’s not—we’re not mating tomorrow, or anytime soon. We like each other, and we can do things at our pace.” 
 
    I bit back a smile. “Who said I like you? I just agreed you could fuck me.” 
 
    He snorted and then chuckled. “You are such a fucking witch sometimes, you really are.” 
 
    I went to answer that some of my closest friends were witches, so I no longer thought that an insult, but I couldn’t get my lips to work, mostly asleep. Yeah, I was totally on empty, which he seemed to realize as the barrier came down.  
 
    Right, I’d been handling that during our wild marathon of sex. Shit. 
 
    “You are so going to kick my fucking ass, and I’m going deserve every fucking second of it,” he grumbled as he rushed to handle what we needed to. He used his shirt to cover me up as best as he could, cursing that it was only like a minidress on me since it wasn’t a big t-shirt. “I’ll replace your shorts.” 
 
    Yes, because of everything he was going to be in trouble for, that was the priority. 
 
    Twit. 
 
    He gathered our stuff and carried me out of there, freezing when there was a deep growl. 
 
    “You cannot do shit like this with her,” Ray chastised from our right. “Too many are constantly—” 
 
    “I know. I lost control,” Lucca cut in. 
 
    Ray cursed under his breath several times. “So the answer is yes. Well, do better by your mate and don’t risk her again.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “Give her to me.” Ray sighed when Lucca growled. “I have a cloaking charm I can use and hide her. You want to risk someone seeing you carry her like this to her dorm?” 
 
    “No, but we just finished—” 
 
    “Yes, I can smell what you just finished and how many times,” Ray drawled. “And I have a mate, so this is uncomfortable for me as well. Let’s just hurry, and then you can shower her in her dorm and tend to your mate. I can also smell the distress on her body. Idiot.” 
 
    “I know. She can beat me later.” 
 
    Ray snorted as he took me from Lucca. “Kid, that’s half the fun.” He tried to swallow a laugh, so I could only imagine what was on Lucca’s face. “She’s special. All they do is smack us into place and wind us up chasing them. It’s the best and a love none of us are worthy of.” He cleared his throat as we started moving. “Be grateful you have a chance at it while lots of us lost ours.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Lucca whispered. “Is she no closer to finding your mates? I mean, what’s the progress of—” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Ray sighed. “I don’t. We don’t ask, and we certainly don’t push for information. I cannot even fathom how hard all of this is on her. You better not either. You might be her mate, but you’re not jumping into being mated. You’ve not even asked her out on a proper date, and you just had a sex marathon that ended in her passing out and distressed. You’ll be lucky if she answers your call.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    “Oh, you are,” Ray chuckled darkly. “I’d start preparing your groveling now. You were in the doghouse before.” 
 
    “Yeah, but we went over that first,” he defended. “And I can’t just ask her out on a date. Did you forget the shit with my family?” 
 
    “No, which is why you need to get a mistress charm.” 
 
    “I won’t demean her with—” 
 
    “Protect her is what you meant to say,” Ray snapped. “It won’t just be your family, idiot. You don’t think the bear council won’t make a play for her if they find out she’s the mate of one of theirs?” He snorted. “Fuck, even dating one of theirs? The councils are losing their shit over her. Protect her and do everything over the top to keep her safe. We are, and sometimes it’s still not enough.” 
 
    “Okay, yeah, that’s smart,” Lucca agreed after several minutes of thought. “That means I have to be read in on the threats against her. I need to know more.” 
 
    “That’s up to her. She’s the boss of all of us.” 
 
    “My bear might not always like that,” Lucca worried. “He’s pretty chill, but still Alpha. I mean, I was the boss now and—” 
 
    “Kid, she let you be the boss. Your bear will get it, just like my wolf did. I’m a strong Alpha too, but my mate is stronger. Your mate is much stronger than you. Have her show you a fraction of her power, and your bear will show her his neck, belly—everything.” 
 
    Lucca didn’t reply, and I tried to open my eyes to see what was going on with him, curious why that made him quiet. 
 
    Ray tried to smother a laugh. “You’re not sure you want her to twist you around her little finger even more, right?” 
 
    “That obvious, huh?” Lucca quietly chuckled. 
 
    “Just give in.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Naw, there’s no but, man. Give in. You don’t, and all you will do is lose her. Trust me, I almost did a few times before my mate had to go back. I stood in my own way, trying to protect myself and keep control. You’re used to seeing dominance fights, and that’s just not what it’s like being with someone special. They don’t play mean games or fight like that, as they’re always on top.” 
 
    “I hear you, I do.” He cleared his throat and I heard a door open. “What do we tell Izzy?” 
 
    “Nothing. That’s Tamsin’s job to tell her friends. Plus, the little witch is crazy smart and intuitive. She’ll put it together when I’m cool with you showering Tamsin.” He snickered. “You better get in with Izzy though, as she was super pissed you guys interrupted their fun, and not only because you upset Tamsin. Izzy was planning to ask a hot girl to dance. Her first time doing it.” 
 
    “Oh awesome,” Lucca groaned. “I’m so fucked.” 
 
    They brought me upstairs and moments later, Izzy was opening our door, telling Lucca to fuck off. 
 
    “What happened to Tams?” she gasped, clueing me in that Ray took off the cloaking charm.  
 
    “I’m sure she’ll explain later, but she needs fuel,” Lucca answered. “Can you use my Portal Chow account and order her whatever you guys would want? I’m going to shower her so she doesn’t wake up gross.” 
 
    “Why would she be… Ahhh, yeah, give me your phone, Romeo.” She cleared her throat. “I don’t care if she’s your mate. She’s my best friend, and even if you’re a bear, I’ll find a spell to skin you alive if you hurt her again.” 
 
    “I didn’t say we were mates.” 
 
    Izzy simply snorted. “If you weren’t, you’d be anywhere but here, drowning your sorrows in gallons of booze because you lost out on the golden ticket to a happy life. That’s what you guys won, bear. You won everything by fate mating you to her. Earn it. Deserve it, or her friends won’t support you, and you’ve seen how good we are at keeping people from her. Not to mention, the hobgoblins would burn you alive.” 
 
    “I get it. Just give me time to wrap my mind all around it.” He cleared his throat this time. “What are her favorite flowers?” There was a pause. “What?” 
 
    “The ones Craftsman and Darby used to make with magic for her,” Izzy said gently. “It’s sweet you’d want to spoil her though. I’ll help you do it if you keep being nice. Now go shower her before she wakes up gross.” 
 
    There was more she said, but I completely fell asleep then, mostly waking when we were in the shower and he was washing my hair.  
 
    “Why are you so depleted?” he whispered. “It’s like a weird form of exhaustion. It’s almost like when the master’s students are completely sleep-deprived, studying for their last finals and finishing degree papers.” 
 
    “I’ve been having trouble sleeping,” I mumbled, my mouth working faster than my mind kept up with. “I use healing runes to cover it up. No one knows. I have too much to do and people to help. My personal shit can’t get in the way of saving my people.” 
 
    “Ohhh, kitten,” he rasped, hugging me to him. “How long has this been going on?” 
 
    I snorted, snuggling up against him. “Since I came into this fucking world. There just used to be ways to keep it all at bay.” 
 
    He went stiff, immediately understanding my meaning. The “ways” were Craftsman, Darby, and even Hudson. They helped me sleep peacefully, and at times, even kept the nightmares away. But I didn’t have them anymore. 
 
    “We’ll figure something out,” he murmured before brushing his lips over mine. “I’ll come up with a way to sneak into your bed and hold you at night without people finding out.” 
 
    I snorted. “Right, because that’s completely selfless. For one, you’d take up most of the bed and probably feel me up all night.” 
 
    He chuckled and pressed his lips against my ear as if worried someone would overhear us, even with the shower. “I know you’re a secret snuggler, kitten. I figured that out when we spent the weekend at your resort. You snuggled with all of us any chance you got. I’m part bear; I know snuggling and who needs snuggles.” 
 
    “Tell anyone, and I’ll castrate you, bear,” I threatened, not having the energy to put any real malice in my voice. 
 
    “All of your secrets are locked away in my tat.” 
 
    It was hard not to laugh. He included my inclination to snuggle in the super powerful mind locking tattoo? Oh, that was too fucking funny. 
 
    “I’m hanging her robe on the doorknob,” Izzy hollered to us. “We’re going to get food. Zack brought the first round to fuel her up. See ya in a bit.” 
 
    “Thanks, Izzy,” I called back to let her know I was okay. 
 
    “It’s cool. I totally abused his Portal Chow account to order tons and check out even more on his unlocked phone. I’ll fill you in later.” She paused. “No more sex or I’ll clip your balls, bear.” 
 
    We waited several moments until we were sure she was gone, but I wasn’t really sure what to say. I realized Lucca wasn’t waiting, but dying of laughter, his face in my hair covering the sound. He threw back his head and let it out, gasping for air as he hugged me to him. 
 
    “What did she find on there that was so good?” I teased, losing my mirth when he flinched. “What?” 
 
    “Um, I figured she checked my browsing history on there or used other apps I had to spoil you, which I would want.” 
 
    “But?” I pushed when he didn’t continue. 
 
    “I figured she’d snitch that any porn I’ve watched has a redhead in it. For a while.” 
 
    “That’s not why you flinched.” 
 
    “Um, no.” He cleared his throat when I pulled away. “I remembered what else was saved on my phone. From before I even met you.” 
 
    Ahhh, we were back to what he’d said earlier that implied there were lots of women in his past. “Let’s finish in here and get me food so I can think clearly and not simply beat you up.” 
 
    “Yes, dear,” he drawled, snatching away the soap when I tried for it. He made quick work of finishing both of us before I could argue. Plus, it felt too good. Fine, I didn’t really want him to wash me when we might have a problem, but I was seriously tired. 
 
    A couple of minutes later, I was sitting on my bed in the short bathrobe I had gotten to keep from the photo shoot, and he had my towel wrapped around his waist. Izzy started us off with a few Five Guys burgers and fries. I had always thought they were overpriced hype… Until I’d tried them, and then I was a convert and the extra money was worth it. 
 
    “All I can think about is having you again,” he muttered as I took a huge bite. He cleared his throat as I raised an eyebrow at him. “Is it just me? I mean, it was amazing for you too, right?” 
 
    I let him stew on that as I took my time and chewed, even taking another bite before wiping my mouth and answering. “It was good.” 
 
    “Good?” he coughed, staring at me, half like he was about to shake me until I admitted it was more than that, and the other half of him dying to show me how amazing it was again. 
 
    I shrugged and went back to my burger, taking my time to respond. “You made certain promises of how things would be that helped make me cave. However, you didn’t mention that your idea of fucking was at least four times, and with such vigor that I couldn’t even enj—finish the last time.”  
 
    I had started to say “enjoy,” but his face looked crushed at the idea I hadn’t. Yes, we did need to discuss this, and I did it this way to keep the conversation light, not to hurt him. No, I didn’t really expect him to seriously do that every time before any round of sex… But I also couldn’t always have sex like that. It had been way, way too much, and I needed to know it was like a first-time mate thing. 
 
    “I will gladly pay my debt, kitten,” he chuckled, leaning in and wiping something off my lip. “And yes, every time. And I know what you’re dancing around. Yes, bears do like to have sex like that, and yes, I will—at times—be that vigorous, maybe even worse now and again. It won’t be the norm though. I lost all fucking control for a few different reasons.” 
 
    I nodded, letting that sink in a few minutes. “Because we’re mates.” 
 
    “Yes, but also what I said about you running from me, my bear seeing you not being fair with me. Also, the serious danger you’re in and concerns of us being mates that could make things not work out.” He licked his lips as he stared over my body. “And lastly, because you just felt so godsdamn good, kitten. I didn’t know sex could be like that. You made me completely lose my head.” 
 
    I gave a happy hum, but then narrowed my eyes at him. “Before you lay the groundwork for the next time you maybe get laid, let’s discuss all the women you’ve had before.” 
 
    He frowned. “You aren’t—I wasn’t a virgin. You weren’t either.” 
 
    “I figured, but we’ve not discussed it,” I clarified. “You make the fifth man I’ve slept with though.” He winced and I nodded. “I get the feeling that number isn’t the same for you.” Technically, my number might be six, as Darby and I had started having sex when he’d almost drained me, but well… I chose not to count it.  
 
    It was my fucking body and choice. People could stuff it if they didn’t agree. 
 
    “Um, no, my number is higher. Much.” He cleared his throat and squirmed, looking almost adorable, no matter how big he was.  
 
    “Hmm, how much bigger? And when did you stop having all this sex while trying to—” 
 
    “None since I wanted you,” he cut in, nodding when I gave him a curious look. “Like, for real wanted you. You seemed to totally hate me when we met—understandably, now that I know the whole story—but it wasn’t like you were an option and um…” 
 
    “Mason made it seem like there was something between us,” I filled in, knowing the topic was still a hard one for both of us. 
 
    “Yeah, he did. Without getting into all the details, the last time was September last year.” 
 
    That took me a moment. Wow. Just wow. It was ridiculously sexy and sweet that he hadn’t slept with anyone since then because he was into me.  
 
    “Okay, so how many did you sleep with in high school and one year of college?” I asked. 
 
    “Um, so, well… The thing is that—so there’s no—it’s not a good answer.” He cleared his throat and about shoved his burger in his mouth. 
 
    “Really? I couldn’t tell from the way you’re acting,” I drawled, my tone dripping with sarcasm. “Can you tell me why at least?” 
 
    “Please don’t freak out, kitten,” he whispered, begging me. “Let me explain.” 
 
    I flinched, wondering if I had been stupid all over again. “If you have a fucking betrothed or some shit—” 
 
    “No, but I did,” he sighed. “Before we met. It had been set up since before I could talk even. That’s why I was such a slut. I was trying to sow all my oats before I was mated off after I graduated, to do what was right for my sloth.” 
 
    “What happened?” I asked gently, noting how stiff his body was, the anger coursing through him at the bullshit he’d been sold. 
 
    “She ran off with someone right after she graduated from college, my freshman year. She didn’t go here, but she was several years older than me, the only daughter of another Alpha close to us with whom my father wanted to combine the sloths. She was completely in love with someone—I think maybe even her mate, since she risked everything to run off—and didn’t want the mating, her family either.” 
 
    “I thought you said it was in the works forever? Didn’t her parents set it up?” The pained look he gave me said it all. “Your father was screwing them over to get more power. Your mating would combine the sloths, and you’d take over one day, but he was in charge now and until you did.” 
 
    “Yes.” The one word hung in the air between us. “I don’t want to give you more reasons to hate him and not want to be near me, but yes. I know my mother didn’t show you her best side the first time you met, but—” 
 
    “But she didn’t know me from any psycho off the street,” I defended, shrugging when he gave me a surprised look. “I don’t blame her at all. I didn’t know how nuts Artemis and this society was back then, so yeah, I don’t blame her at all for standing with her mate and your family. She did the right thing when she figured out what I am and what your father was plotting. I’m completely cool with your mom.” 
 
    The brilliant smile he gave me made him look even sexier, and my heart actually fucking fluttered. Damn men were dangerous sometimes. 
 
    “She flipped when she found out my father was putting the screws to that sloth, and everything else he had done. She forced him to undo it all and not seek retribution for humiliating him because my betrothed ran off on me. She also put her foot down that he got his one chance to make an alliance for our family and fucked it up, so the next chance for a good match was mine as the one-day leader of our sloth.” 
 
    “I really like your mother now. I don’t know how she mated to such a—” 
 
    “It was an alliance mating, but I know they did really fall in love,” he mumbled. “She says he was a different person once.” He sighed. “I remember him different as a child, but sometimes I wonder if he really was, or that was just what I saw through the eyes of a child.” 
 
    “Lucca, I’m the last person to ask about what families or healthy relationships are.” I gave him several minutes to settle with that, finishing our burgers and the food. “So seriously, what’s the number?” 
 
    “Please don’t make me answer that,” he groaned. “At least until you’re a fraction as into me as I am you.” 
 
    Fair enough… For now. 
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    Lucca was ridiculously sweet and attentive the rest of the day, not even blinking at the spread Izzy had ordered for us. He kept fussing over me, amusing Ray and Zack, so I was pretty sure it was a shifter thing. And he was not happy he couldn’t spend the night after the first time we had sex—or just always—but Izzy had put her foot down and said she wasn’t going to listen to me beat him because he got frisky. 
 
    He couldn’t even deny it, which made the whole thing even funnier. 
 
    The next morning, I went for my run and picked up Keya, immediately noting the color change of her skin that told me she was worried. 
 
    “People are talking,” she warned me. “Be careful, Tamsin.” 
 
    “I always wear the fairy rune to keep my aura calm and muted,” I told her. “The rest, I’m well equipped to handle. Trust me.” 
 
    “I do,” she promised. “Implicitly.” 
 
    Good. Mourn had the place set up to go next and was working on a plan. I did make sure to find Chief and explain the change, so we were keeping people on their toes, promising to keep him updated. 
 
    In turn, he filled me in on the hundred or so dead birds they left at that kettle we’d rescued the hobgoblins from, making sure people saw them. Nice. 
 
    I hurried back and found Izzy impatiently waiting for me. I simply raised an eyebrow, shocked she was up so early without me dragging her out of bed for breakfast. 
 
    “We didn’t get to talk last night, and I wanted to make sure you’re okay,” she explained with a huff as if it was a given. 
 
    I nodded, sort of accepting the chastising for not thinking of her being concerned on my own. “It’s a lot to process, and I’m trying not to regret that I caved because he doesn’t deserve that, but I truly thought we wouldn’t be mates.” 
 
    “You thought you were caving for a one-shot of hot sex and comfort,” she muttered, bobbing her head. 
 
    I sighed. “I’m not sure there was enough blood to my mind to think that deeply in the moment, but yeah.” I shrugged when she gave me a confused look. “One of the hardest parts of losing them was losing that connection and physical, that—I can’t explain it without seeming shallow.” 
 
    “No, I heard Mel saying the withdrawal from good sex, and having someone in your bed all the time was one of the worst parts of a breakup.” 
 
    “Yeah, it makes it all so much worse. I felt so lonely and all alone, more than I already did, which is a big problem for me, given everything else going on.” I sniffled and quickly wiped under my eyes. “But I have no idea what I’m doing, or going to do, so I appreciate you kicking him out last night. I’m—I planned to not have anything to do with any of them ever again.” 
 
    She shot me a look that she didn’t think that was smart, but kept her mouth shut, which I appreciated. Greatly. 
 
    “We do need to talk about what I found in his phone,” she blurted, seeming ready to explode with the need to get it out. “There was so much porn in his history. I mean just—everything was black guys banging redheaded women porn.” 
 
    “He told me.”  
 
    “Did he tell you he was watching stuff with redheads, or it was all BBC porn with them?” 
 
    I knew what that meant, but frowned. I knew black people who thought BBC stuff was racist, even labeling porn as interracial in this day and age was considered that as well. I shook my head. This was one of the last things I needed to worry about in this crazy world. If Lucca wanted to watch that, it was up to him. 
 
    “So does he have one? A BBC?” she asked me. 
 
    I winced. “I think most find that label racist, like that’s all black men can be for porn.” 
 
    “Oh, shit, ouch. My bad, but don’t dodge the question. Is he hung?” 
 
    “Yes, Izzy, he’s got a monster,” I chuckled, but then smirked. “And it likes me.” 
 
    She snorted. “Of course it does; you’re sexy as fuck. Okay, one more bad thing, and then off to breakfast as food service starts today.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Um, there was a lot of stuff in his phone that would upset me if I was to get involved with him, and I like Lucca, so I didn’t want to make this a thing before, but now that you might get involved, and I saw his phone, you need to know that he was a huge slut, and he’s got them all in his phone, and some of it wasn’t good like at all.” 
 
    I blinked at her, trying to sort through that one huge ramble. I slowly nodded. “He told me he’d been with a lot of women, but wouldn’t give me the number until I was more into him. I know.” 
 
    “I think there’s more to it,” she pushed, twisting her hands together. “There was a whole folder of pictures of women labeled ‘admission whores.’ I think he realized girls in high school were sleeping with him because his dad is the head of the school board at Artemis.” 
 
    “Oh shit,” I hissed. “Wow, his father really has been a fucking pain for him, as I ran from him because of that asshole, and he’s going to be one of our biggest hurdles.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I don’t get all of shifter politics, but I know his sloth is towards the top of the bear food chain. There was also a folder named ‘Alpha Mate whores,’ so I’d guess those were the women trying to use their bodies to get in as his mate for power and he found out.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks for telling me. I’ll think about it really, and I woves you for making sure I knew.” 
 
    “Always. I’m always on your side, Tams.” 
 
    I winked at her, knowing she was.  
 
    We headed to the cafeteria, and it was almost weird to be at Artemis without the hobgoblins, but it was smart of them to take the first few weeks off until the idiots got settled. They were making extra money helping with the bakery and stockpiling the dozen industrial walk-in freezers I now had in my basement. Mel talked me into it, so we always had fae fruit everything in winter. 
 
    Oh, plus, a huge room we filled with tons of shelves for preserves and pickling.  
 
    Last night and this morning was when anyone helping with the freshmen were arriving… Or people who just wanted the chance to get back to Artemis early and away from their families. Or for other reasons. I was sure there were lots of those. 
 
    I was sure I really didn’t care. It was pathetic people came back to school early to take shots to my face, instead of over social media about my owning Cherrywood or how they got banned from all the hobgoblins businesses. Yes, I absolutely seemed the type to cave because someone shouted in my face. 
 
    It had worked so well for Blake and that group. I not only immediately sent that to Claudia, but warned her I was going to do something that would start trouble at freshman orientation.  
 
    To which Geiger messaged me and asked if I wanted to spend my entire inheritance on their billable hours. I had laughed. I had more than enough new income from those inheritances, not to mention the interest on all the money sitting in banks, to afford them for whatever I needed. 
 
    I simply replied asking why I didn’t get a bulk discount yet, or at least like frequent flyer miles, like credit cards gave. He wasn’t amused. 
 
    Mel had found it hilarious, and I had a feeling Claudia did as well, but wouldn’t ever admit that since Geiger was her boss. 
 
    People were abuzz about the new addendums to the student agreements, several shooting me dirty looks as if knowing who was behind it all. I wouldn’t even deny it, but it was disgusting that it wasn’t already a thing at the schools. Humans had integrity all the time without needing fairies to make them do what they should. I refused to accept this bullshit it was all because fairies were gone. 
 
    It was corruption and laziness that no one pushed back and demanded better from their society. They were such children, they needed fairies to tell them how to behave and live?  
 
    Fine, this fairy would.  
 
    We had just sat down with our trays when someone cleared their throat behind me. I turned to see Darby laying down two massive yellow roses next to me on the table. They were astoundingly beautiful, and I knew they had to have been made by his magic. I swallowed loudly, and then again, when I met his gaze, my heart fluttering at how handsome he was.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what I might even have said, but he simply smiled and dipped his head to Izzy in greeting before walking away. Wow, so he wasn’t pushing or being over-the-top, simply apologizing now that he could. I mean, he said he wrote letters, but it was hard to get them to me when he hadn’t know the address or no one would bring them. I had blocked him on my phone. 
 
    So he really hadn’t had a way to apologize or talk to me. 
 
    I was still staring at the roses when another throat cleared. I prayed it wasn’t Craftsman, not able to handle him anytime soon, even if I’d have to. Relief filled me when I saw it was Dean White, until I saw she wasn’t happy. 
 
    I couldn’t keep the sigh in, and I saw mirth dancing in her eyes at least. “Good morning, Dean White. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I need to ask you a few questions about a situation I’ve been apprised of,” she answered. “Well, it was demanded of me to question you and make sure you weren’t lying.” 
 
    “Sorry you were put in the middle of whatever nonsense is going on now, but I’ll answer what I can without my lawyer.”  
 
    Her lips twitched, seeming relieved I immediately went there. “There have been reports of hobgoblins being abducted from their homes. Have you abducted any hobgoblins recently?” 
 
    I snorted. “No, no, I have not.” That was true. I didn’t abduct them. I didn’t even carry them off or extract them. I opened a portal, and they went through all on their own, not even knowing who had done it. 
 
    “Do you know anything about it?” she pushed. 
 
    “I heard from Keya that dozens of hobgoblins arrived at the main estate of HAVEN, asking for sanctuary as they were being held elsewhere against their will.” 
 
    She nodded. “I need to verify where you were the past two days.” 
 
    “What time exactly?” 
 
    “They’re unsure, but they think about one in the afternoon, our time.” 
 
    “Yesterday, she was training in the rec center then,” Ray told her, carrying a tray and walking with Zack. “I was right outside the entire time. She was in there for a couple of hours.” 
 
    “The day before, she was at lunch with Mel, Izzy, and I,” Zack added.  
 
    Izzy nodded to confirm it. “And then we were ordering stuff in our room until we all went to grab dinner.” 
 
    Dean White nodded she heard them. “Have you used the portal in the student union or faculty lounge since you’ve been back?” 
 
    “I have not,” I confirmed.  
 
    “Wonderful. Thank you for answering. I will report back my findings clearing you.” 
 
    “I’m disappointed that’s all you’re doing, Professor White,” Blake interjected from a few tables over. “It’s not like Vale hasn’t stolen hobgoblins before.” 
 
    I’d picked up on a few things about how supes did ranks and subtle slights. I wasn’t sure if it was how humans did it at the college level, but it did get confusing. On my first year schedule, White was listed as Professor White, as she was my teacher. However, she was a dean, so unless she was acting in her capacity as a professor, we really should address her with her higher title. 
 
    So Blake was actually slighting her by calling her Professor White right then.  
 
    Bitch. 
 
    I stood so I could see them both. “You cannot steal a person, Blake. The hobgoblins are free people, and I’ve helped them escape people who forget that—including your family.” 
 
    She blinked at me as if I was speaking another language. “They’re hobgoblins. You stole our servants.” 
 
    I fisted my hands and tried to reign in my anger. “Liluth is a person who was basically your family’s business manager and now runs the co-op. How you can—” 
 
    “Oh please, they’re fair folk,” she drawled. “You cannot equate them to the rest of us.” She rolled her eyes when several people gasped. “We all know it, but most try to be polite and placate them.” 
 
    “No, Blake, most aren’t fucking racist like you,” I sneered. I threw back my head and laughed at what I heard in her mind. “You’re just fucking jealous they’re more magically gifted than you.” I narrowed my eyes at her as if daring her to deny it. “I can hear their thoughts, as I can yours. The hobgoblins are just as smart as the rest of us. Hell, the fae dogs have more complicated thoughts and reasoning than you.” 
 
    Rage filled her eyes as steam about came out her ears. 
 
    “Enough, Blake,” Darby said as he moved near me, but so the three of us could still see each other. “Lots of us are tired of this picture you portray of vampires and as if you have some right to speak for us.” 
 
    She snorted at him. “I do. I’m a council family. I can’t believe you are speaking to me as if we’re equals just because you’re not a scholarship student this year. It’s nuts.” 
 
    “It is, because we’re not equals,” he agreed, crossing his arms over his chest. “I’m a senior who earned his place here and every grade he’s gotten. And you’re basically a freshman who bought her place here not once, but twice. So enough with you, of all people, trying to be the shining example of vampires.” 
 
    If looks could kill, he’d be dead. “Aren’t you in enough trouble for siding with her over your own?” 
 
    Darby snorted. “I love her, and I don’t even like you, Blake.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, you use that excuse for a lot—don’t you? It didn’t work when you were called in front of the council for questioning about her. How much trouble did you get in for getting a magical tattoo to lock away her secrets from your own council and trying to say it was because you loved her?” 
 
    I shot a glance at Mel across the cafeteria, seeing she had the same gobsmacked looked I did. We didn’t know that. Fuck. 
 
    Blake smirked at me before focusing on Darby again. “Right, but how did that end?” 
 
    Darby chuckled darkly. “I was ordered not to discuss what happened, but thanks for taking the gag off of me, because now you did, Blake.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “It was disgusting that they ordered me to go there and tell them everything about a young woman so they could try and steal what she has, and use anything they can against her. 
 
    “They are sick in the head—including your grandfather—for ordering me to rekindle our relationship and report what I learn to them. Also, for disallowing me from adding to my magical tattoo, refreshing it, or telling anyone. They also broke the law by not allowing that my attorney be at the hearing and by our laws, I’m allowed to tell them. 
 
    “I did, and since Claudia is also Tamsin’s attorney, she immediately told the dragon royals who help protect Tamsin. They all granted me their protection as well, so the next time the vampire council tries to drag one of their people in and break their own laws like criminals, they will have a huge fight on their hands. So thank you for outing that whole situation I was gagged on.” 
 
    “Wait, so how did bigmouth Blake learn of this?” a different vampire interjected. “It’s sacred that our council hearings are closed and private.” Darby snorted and Blake gave the guy a look like he was an idiot. “This is bullshit.” He glanced at me with worry in his eyes. “I used to think you were full of shit and just dense to reality because you were raised with humans, but now I believe you.” 
 
    I gave a swift nod. “We only know what we know, and I can understand that. You grew up seeing them as your law and protection. I’m sure I came in like a loudmouth bitch who acts like a bull in a china shop. It’s the only way I’ve seen things get done though when there’s corruption. They don’t protect you, they control you. The councils are puppeteers and it’s all bullshit.” 
 
    “Spoken like an anarchist and terrorist,” Blake drawled. 
 
    “Spoken like a dictator and tyrant propagandist,” Mel threw right back as she joined us.  
 
    Blake snorted. “You work for the school now. I’d remember that if you want to keep your job, Rothchild.” 
 
    Mel snorted as well. “Yeah, I work for Artemis, not your fucking council, Ms. Ward. And it’s Instructor Rothchild to you.” She held up her hand when Blake went to argue. “You need a reality check, as your council started a lot of shit with me and my clan when I wouldn’t allow any family to buy or change grades. I don’t work for, or answer to, any council. I justified my grades and they stood.  
 
    “So, I don’t answer to you. You are a student and answer to the faculty. I believe Dr. Craftsman already reminded you of this. I will make sure you learn it again when you get properly demoted into Physical Training I, as I don’t give a fuck what bullshit tutor you had in your year off, but you will earn your spot and grade, or I will fail you.” 
 
    I quickly picked up the conversation again when Mel had won that point. “And I don’t want anarchy. I abso-fuckng-lutely want order and the laws followed. That’s what I’m fighting for. I’m fighting for the councils to follow their own laws or they’re out. That’s about as anti-anarchist as things go. I’m not fighting the system, idiot. I’m fighting for people to obey the laws and system.” 
 
    “The councils are the system and above the laws,” she sneered. “You can’t touch them.” 
 
    “Bullshit. That’s tyranny and dictators, not councils and justice.” I shook my head when she opened her mouth. “And you forget I already had Elder Harbour removed. There are several I’ll make sure will be out, and Ainsworth I’ll get if it takes my last breath, as we submitted proof he’s killing witches and warlocks as part of the black market. So don’t fucking tell me anyone is above that.” 
 
    Dean White finally interjected, probably letting Blake ramble out her crazy so more people heard it. “There is a morality clause in your student contracts, Ms. Ward. It is very clear that all supes are equal and will be treated as such; hate speech is not allowed in any form on campus. I will be adding a warning to your file and informing your parents that you were clear hobgoblins are able to be owned. 
 
    “Also, of your public chastising of a dean and disrespect of your instructor by not addressing her as you should. This will be the only warning you get, Ms. Ward, and as you know from signing the addendum, being expelled again will be your final chance at attending Artemis. You may be let back into another college, but it will not be this one, and your place will be given to a more deserving student.” 
 
    Blake actually fucking snorted at Dean White. “The councils won’t let that stand. We all signed it to get our keys, but they’ll undo it in no time.” 
 
    Dean White smiled. “If you wanted to fight it, you should have done that before you signed it, Ms. Ward. That’s the downfall of being an adult. What you sign is legally binding as an adult and your parents cannot undo it, nor the council, unless you prove some sort of duress. Not being allowed into your dorm is not a form of duress, as you could have used the portal to go right back home since classes haven’t started.” 
 
    Dayumn that was good. Blake and several others looked as if they were just told there was no Santa, eyes bug wide as if trying to process their parents couldn’t save them. 
 
    Idiots. 
 
    “This is your fault,” Blake snarled at me. “You did this.” 
 
    “Yeah, I did,” I chuckled, smirking at her, shocking everyone around us that I blatantly admitted it. “It’s bullshit that you guys do whatever you want because you’re ‘elite’ and lie through your teeth that you’ve learned your lesson and deserve another chance. You aren’t sorry. You’ve learned nothing. And you never will, because you’re never truly punished. 
 
    “There’s no real consequence for any of you with money and parents that have power. You’re spoiled and entitled. But guess what? So are humans your age, and they face real consequences when they fuck up. Not always, but they do better than supes do to actually make people prove they’re sorry and work for that second chance. Are you saying you can’t do what humans do? That you’re not as capable as humans?” 
 
    “Of course I am,” she snapped. “We all are. We’re better than them.” 
 
    I smiled brightly at her, mentally laughing at how easy that way. “Good. Then there won’t be a problem, and you can accept the consequences for your actions, just like humans do. That’s what I started. That’s what I showed the school. Ivy Leagues don’t put up with half the shit from the students they do here. Well, they won’t anymore.” 
 
    “This won’t fly,” someone argued. “Just because you got Artemis to pull something—” 
 
    “Your assumption it’s only Artemis is wrong,” I purred. “Now, I’d really like to get back to my breakfast if we’re all done with the drama. I know everyone wants to try and think every problem or issue in the world is my fault, but most of it you brought on yourselves.” I glanced at Dean White, bringing us back to the original reason we had started talking. “Lots don’t like how the hobgoblins are treated.” 
 
    “I agree, but most think of you when someone fights for them. It was demanded that we question you and make sure you weren’t involved this one time, and so we agreed to play nice. Now we won’t again.” 
 
    I snorted. “Even if I did, there was nothing illegal about getting hobgoblins to the sanctuary.” 
 
    “They were clear there was trespassing on private property, breaking and entering of their residences,” she clarified. 
 
    “Oh, so they admit to keeping hobgoblins as slaves then, and they weren’t allowed to leave, where someone had to trespass and do such things to get them out? Is that what they’re saying on the record?” I smirked at her. “They should be very, very careful about saying that, as the hobgoblins are clear that the fairies aren’t gone for good and will be back. Several say all the time there are signs they’ll be back.” 
 
    White’s eyes flashed shock that I went there, but she schooled it. “Yes, they do say that and often, but I believe you know how many do not listen to anyone but themselves. I will make sure to note who was making the complaints for the hobgoblins though, as they will undoubtedly want to blacklist them.” 
 
    “That is a rather long list.” I couldn’t even hide my amusement. “And one that cannot be gotten around.” I smirked at Blake, remembering how she’d lied that she could. Bitch. 
 
    And just to be petty when she couldn’t do anything more to me, she reached over the table and smashed the roses Darby had given me. The smirk on her face dared me to take a shot at her. 
 
    Instead, I wrote the rune to make roses and leaned my hand on the table so two yellow roses appeared. I smirked right back. “Maybe you shouldn’t have gotten kicked out last year and gotten so far behind, Blake. It must suck to be a freshman again.” 
 
    “I’m a sophomore like you,” she snarled.  
 
    “Yeah, not like me,” I taunted, picking up my flowers and smelling them. “I really wish you had been at the Power Playoffs. We could have had such fun together. Well, I could have. You could have cried some more.” 
 
    “You’ll get yours one day, Vale.” 
 
    “Probably, but so will you, and yours will be deserved.” I shooed her off like a bug, knowing I’d won when people chuckled. She tossed the roses on the ground and stormed off like a child. 
 
    I sat down and focused on my tray, dying to glance at Darby and apologize that she destroyed his flowers. Or maybe thank him for backing me up?  
 
    Or that he got dragged in front of his fucking council because of me? 
 
    Maybe all of it. I wasn’t sure, but it made me doubt my decision to speak with him. It might be better if I left him be.  
 
    Why was everything so fucking complicated and this world so godsdamn corrupt?  
 
    I wasn’t sure, and I certainly didn’t have the answers, but just to add to my crazy, I felt energy dancing along my skin and knew Hudson was close. It was intense so near and I looked up before I realized it, catching myself at the last minute so I didn’t meet his gaze at least. 
 
    Instead, I met Lucca’s, who seemed seconds from tossing me on the table and fucking me in front of everyone.  
 
    Yeah, that would help. Men. 
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    The next morning, I was standing outside the auditorium where a new student meeting was about to be held, ready to start the trouble I’d warned people of. The first group showed up early, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed freshmen ready to learn and excited to start their college experience. They’d already had freshmen orientation over the summer, so this was something else and it involved the exchange program. 
 
    Either way, it worked for my purposes. 
 
    I gave them a gentle, non-scary smile as I handed over a flyer. “Hi, I just wanted to warn you ladies that there are a few convicted rapists on campus. Everything you need to know is on the flyer, along with the number to call if you have any questions.” One snatched it from my hand, and I grabbed what else I had from my bag. “Do you know how to use a rape alarm?” 
 
    “What? No?” one squeaked. “Should we?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, and not just because of this. All women should do what they can to protect themselves.” I showed them how the alarm was activated by pulling on the strap, causing an ear-splitting noise once the sensors inside touched when the battery tab was removed. I gave them each one for free, accepting their thanks. “Just tell your friends, okay? Make sure they know and are safe. We know the councils don’t value women like men, so we have to.” 
 
    “She’s right,” one muttered to the others as they walked away.  
 
    I managed to speak with at least fifty women before people started figuring out what I was really doing and taking notice. Several faculty seemed like they might say something to me, but thought better of it when I shot them a look or they remembered who would be upset if they pissed me off.  
 
    A few dozen more and my time ran out. 
 
    Chaddus Thane, the vampire councilman I had met during the joint meeting about Joshua Edelman, walked towards me with several people, including the students I had been giving the flyers out about. I finished who I was speaking to and dipped my head to him. 
 
    “Good morning, Councilman.” 
 
    His eyes flashed shock at my being polite, but it was gone just as fast. “Ms. Vale, you need to come with me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry; I won’t. You have no jurisdiction over me. As you and your council have been informed, any issues you have with me can be directed to my attorney, and they will relay your requests to my council who fully support my decision to stay undeclared.” 
 
    One of the lackeys with him got bold, sneering at me as he moved closer. “That might have worked before, but this time you’re committing crimes against vampires and will stand before our council to be judged.” 
 
    “And what crimes would those be?” I purred. “Slander?” I handed over a flyer to Councilman Thane. “Tell me what on this is untrue and slanderous. Did you not rule that they did in fact drug, rape, and brutalize a freshman vampire and then punish them for it? Did you not rule that she was in the wrong for smearing their reputations and making such an issue over all of this?” 
 
    “There are confidentiality rules,” one of the guys who had been involved and had confronted me with Blake bitched. “You’re going against them.” 
 
    “I’m not actually,” I drawled, rolling my eyes at him. “You’re a convicted sex offender. You’re on the national registry, as you should be.” 
 
    “What?” several people gasped or exclaimed. 
 
    I blinked at them, playing up my surprise how they could be shocked at that. “You all live too much in your bubbles that are like dangerous cults. It’s considered a public service to inform humans when a registered sex offender moves to the area. That’s exactly what I’m doing. A few have been allowed to come back to campus. It is standard for women to warn each other and the freshmen. 
 
    “It’s also standard for the schools to hand out rape alarms and warn people how to protect themselves instead of demeaning victims as your council did. I’m not breaking a single council law or school rule. This was a public council ruling that you made public to set the example against women speaking out on such matters. And you denied my request to testify against them, even as it was done as an attack on me. 
 
    “But now you want to pull me in to face charges on this matter for no crime committed?” I stared down the whole group. “You better have one of the gods on your side to drag me there by force, because you will need it. I’m here for the sole purpose to protect people—your people, all of the people, when you only protect the elite men.  
 
    “And you want to shut that down? Shut me up and slap me with fake charges that break your own laws? I have read your laws, and you are only allowed to take me into custody if you witness me committing a crime by chance, and then you are to immediately hand me over to my council, or their proxy, to face judgment. You are not here by chance, and you have been informed Geiger is my council’s proxy.” 
 
    “The councils were also informed that any issues with Ms. Vale needed to be discussed with our families as she is also under our protection,” Mrs. Vogel added from behind me. “I’m very certain that no matter how sexist your council is, you still acknowledge speaking with my husband, yes?” 
 
    “What are you handing out?” one of her aides asked me. 
 
    I blinked at her a moment and hurried to give over a stack of flyers and pulled out a bag of the rape alarms. She nodded and passed them on to several other helpers, and that was when I saw a few more of the dragon queens had arrived.  
 
    Awesome. 
 
    “I believe all you big, strong men were about to apologize for confronting and trying to not only corner, but illegally drag off a young woman without even allowing her to contact her attorney?” Mrs. Diaz said as she moved next to me.  
 
    Councilman Thane let out a long sigh. “You are making a mistake siding with her when she is upsetting so many and starting so much trouble.” 
 
    “We don’t think we are as taking this stand is long overdue,” another female voice declared. Shock rocked me as I saw Mrs. Von Thann step out from among the others. “This isn’t even about Ms. Vale, but the fact that a council made such a ruling that allowed what happened to one of their own to stand, simply because it was done to a woman.  
 
    “We say we’re better than the humans, and yet we are at least a century behind them in many ways, how we treat women in our society being the main one. It’s enough, and many agree that this is a stand we would take even without her after finding out that rapists, men who drugged and brutalized one of our daughters, were allowed back at our best school while she is shamed and shunned.  
 
    “It is disgusting, and my council agrees with me, incredibly upset such predators are allowed among the female bear shifters who attend here. So they are of the opinion that Ms. Vale should be commended for taking this stance when no one else did, or would, and risk your wrath. I suggest you reevaluate whether or not you are making a mistake on who you are siding with, Councilman.” 
 
    He seemed speechless at the turn of events, giving a quick and shallow acknowledging dip of his head to the royals and nothing more, before turning on his heel and leaving. The others hurried to scurry after him, not sure what else to do it seemed. 
 
    “Damn,” I whispered to Mrs. Von Thann. “Just dayumn. I need to buy you a mic to drop for that because that was beautiful, and that’s the second time I like your council best.” 
 
    She glanced at me. “Second?” Understanding filled her eyes when I winced. “Ahh, yes, that time. That was more Mason’s parents, but they didn’t disagree and supported their community, which they do tend to do. They listen better than most councils, which is about as good as we can ask for at times.” 
 
    “Much better than the vampires,” I grumbled. “I was ready for them to come, but I can’t believe they actually did after they didn’t even let me testify, and it was all done as an attack on me. They don’t even try to hide their corruption.” I might have said more, but I was cuffed upside the head. I rubbed it and glanced up at Mrs. Diaz. “Ouch.” 
 
    “Oh, I did not hurt you, but I should,” she threatened. “How could you do this and not warn us? Have we not said we will stand with you?” 
 
    “Yes, but just because I decide to make a move doesn’t mean I need to drag everyone down with me.” 
 
    “Yes, but we still have free will and are old enough to make those choices for ourselves,” Mrs. Vogel reminded me. “Tell us, and as we have before, we can also guide you. Your plans are normally very well thought-out, but we all can do better and need help, Tamsin. You’re too used to flying solo, and you don’t have to anymore.” 
 
    I sighed, staring at all of them in turn. “I just don’t want anyone else to get hurt or pick sides because I pick a fight.” 
 
    “That’s big of you, but we’re big girls too and want to fight the fights we believe in,” Mrs. Von Thann said.  
 
    “I really like you,” I blurted. I smiled when she gave me a shocked look. “Lucca and I had a talk, and he explained some things. Hopefully, he’ll explain what I said to you as well, as I was… I had no idea this world was so vastly different when I was dropped into it.” 
 
    “Yes, well, sometimes I have a hard time believing it as well.” She gave me a kind look that shocked me again. “Some of us have been dying to take this stand, Tamsin. You simply gave us the way and scorched the ground so we would all be able to find true allies that would help. You’ve seen enough of this world to know there are many who would offer help and leave us as roadkill.” 
 
    “Now let the adults do what the adults should and fight the bigger fights, as we can take the hits,” Mrs. Gui added. 
 
    I smiled at them and handed over the rest of the flyers and rape alarms to their aides. I was completely fine with getting help. 
 
    It was simply sad there was so much damn help needed.  
 
    We managed to catch well over half the females heading into the meeting, but hung around to wait until after for the rest came out. It was then I got the full scoop on this exchange thing. It was called the Culture Exchange, and after two minutes of listening, I wanted to roll my eyes at it.  
 
    Mostly because it wasn’t about culture, but a caste exchange. The course work was comparable between the colleges in the supe world, so it wasn’t about one being so much more challenging or getting the culture of a higher level. Sure, it was framed as going to a college in a different area or country, but really it was about money. It always came back to money. 
 
    And power. It was to show how the elites and rich lived, and that those from the lower schools couldn’t compare, and to learn early to stay in their lanes. Every student was to switch one class a semester with a student in the same class at another university, so it was seamless and didn’t upset their graduation path. It was every other year and would allow them to experience most of the universities by the time they graduated. 
 
    Except the program had been shut down about fifteen years ago. Why? 
 
    I bit back the need to roll my eyes again when they explained it became nothing but excessive bullying without the fairies to keep people in check. 
 
    “It truly is a shame that no supe is able to act anything but a fucking immature child without fairies around to be the parent and constantly tell them how to behave and what their morality should be,” I commented, my tone laced with thick sarcasm. “It’s a miracle the world hasn’t completely imploded since everyone is completely incapable of wiping their asses without them, and it’s all the fairies’ fault they can’t.” 
 
    Several people snorted. Mrs. Diaz, who knew I was a fairy, looked ready to burst out laughing, while Mrs. Von Thann gave me a shocked look. It was Mrs. Gui who responded and didn’t know what I actually was. “Yes, well, you know people won’t take responsibility or the blame, so they pass it off and miss how often they make themselves look like idiot incompetents by doing so.” 
 
    “So why bring the program back?” I muttered, moving the conversation along before they focused on my outburst. 
 
    “It was the tradeoff for your continuing education program,” Mrs. Vogel answered. “The councils would support it, but they wanted the program back.” She thanked one of the aides who showed up with trays of drinks someone had ordered from Portal Chow while we waited for the meeting to end. 
 
    “Nothing is that simple with them. There’s more to this.” 
 
    “Of course,” she agreed, studying me. “They’d look horrid if they didn’t support it, as they preach about second chances all the time as opposed to pushing people to the outskirts and Underground. They’d seem like even more of hypocrites if you gave them another way, but then shut it down.” 
 
    “So they did it to show they were in control?” Mrs. Von Thann surmised. “They could ask for it, and they wanted this program back. They weren’t fans when it was shut down.” 
 
    “Smart,” I agreed, thinking there was more to it though 
 
    “They probably thought it would be a way to get you off the turf of Artemis and near someone who might be on their side,” Mrs. Diaz added, giving me an amused look. “They didn’t think Edelman would immediately shut down your leaving and being a part of the exchange. His reasoning was solid that you had enough real-world experience and culture, and what you needed was stability here.” 
 
    I sighed. Heavily. “I can’t even argue that, and I’m glad he got me out of it, but again, that was a conversation to have with me before deciding this shit for me.” 
 
    “My understanding is that it was done on the fly, and it was throw at him, so he couldn’t have something ready or discussed with you,” Mrs. Von Thann defended. 
 
    Fair enough. I nodded I heard her and let it go, filing it away to thank him later. It was nice he went to bat for me then. We mulled it over and enjoyed our drinks in the lovely late summer morning.  
 
    And then the answer hit me. I threw back my head and laughed, holding my stomach as it built and built. 
 
    “Those fuckers.” I fanned my face and got myself under control so I could explain. “This isn’t about the continuing education, but the new addendum. They want the bullying to continue because when Blake or one of their assholes gets kicked out of here—” 
 
    “Who would want to take the spot at Artemis full time after seeing it was full of such elite little shits?” Mrs. Diaz said with a growl. 
 
    I smirked at her. “Exactly. They’re priming the rumor mill and setting the stage that people won’t want to take the spots and start the shit. They can’t fight against the new rules when all the colleges agreed, as most of it is for integrity and holding people to higher standards. But if the spots are still there, the colleges will need the money and income to survive, which is how things have gone all this time.” 
 
    “Which means they have all been speaking with each other since you caught their spies, but still found out what the meeting was about,” Mrs. Vogel mused. “It took them a bit to come up with this response, as it was a scramble to get it into place and scheduled. Everything was in place for the pilot run of the continuing education classes starting next month when they demanded this two weeks ago.” 
 
    “Clever foxes,” I chuckled. “It’s harder to shut them down last minute. They looked nice and amiable, willing to play ball, and the schools would seem like jerks if they wouldn’t give such a small allowance back. But they had a whole Bond villain plan around it. They really are such fuckers.” 
 
    “Assuming you’re right on their purpose,” Mrs. Von Thann interjected, shrugging when several of us glanced at her. “I agree that’s probably the purpose, but they are sly old foxes. There have been many times I thought they had a plan like that, and it was a completely different goal I wouldn’t have seen coming. They are the elders and council for a reason. However, I don’t think you’re wrong.” 
 
    “You’re simply warning her not to underestimate them,” Mrs. Vogel clarified. “Yes, they’ve been rather lazy in the past years as they’ve not had to be craftier and clever, but they can be. They are incredibly smart to have gotten to the top as most weren’t the original council families. I agree there could be much more at play. You’re used to idiot criminals, and most of the councilmen are not idiots.” 
 
    That was fair, and I could even agree, as many had been smart in the way they’d hidden their misdeeds or illegal activities. If no one had been pushing back on them, then why waste the effort? 
 
    Now someone had and they’d have to step up. 
 
    Let the games begin… Because I was the most lethal when people thought they had me in their grasp. 
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    Darby gave me more gorgeous yellow roses that made me melt when I went to the cafeteria. 
 
    That night was the freshmen welcome ball, and it was nice not having to go. Most of the scholarship students were glad they didn’t have to attend as well. We had fun not going, sitting on the quad eating and watching all the newbs racing off to the madness and commenting on their attire.  
 
    The next morning, there were more roses.  
 
    And the next. I stared down at them, realizing I did want to talk to him before classes started tomorrow. It would be hard and probably too much for me to handle, but so would having a class with Craftsman, so it was best to at least deal with what I could. I had no idea the outcome of this, but… I wanted to talk to him.  
 
    I missed him, and after speaking with Mel, I realized maybe… I wasn’t sure. Maybe I wasn’t so closed off to him as I’d thought.  
 
    Maybe. 
 
    About halfway through breakfast, I unblocked his number and texted him. 
 
      
 
    Tamsin: Thank you for the roses. Do you have time to talk today? 
 
    Darby: Yes, of course. Anytime. Whenever you want. 
 
    Tamsin: After breakfast? Meet me at our new room? 
 
      
 
    I smiled at how fast he replied, giving him the new room number. It gave me hope he was excited and immediately agreeing. That meant he wasn’t holding lingering resentment and setting me up just to blast me, right? I hoped so. I’d only spent time with jerks before the guys here and even then, everything had blown up in my face. 
 
    I finished eating and checked with Izzy she was going to meet up with Natalie and our friends before dropping off my tray and heading out. Darby met up with me at the exit, opening the door for me as he cleared his throat. 
 
    “Hey, hi,” he greeted softly. 
 
    “Hi.” I cleared my throat next, not sure what else to say. I kept walking, very aware of the eyes on us. Everyone was back on campus now with classes starting tomorrow, and there was lots of speculation about us since we were private and some people were still completely obsessed about me.  
 
    Always. 
 
    I let him into the dorm, and he followed me up the stairs to our new room. The tension built as I unlocked the door and allowed him inside, locking it behind him. After setting down the roses on my desk, I decided I wanted to do this right and went to my closet, opening a portal to my house and waving him to come with me. 
 
    “So you really can just open a temp portal whenever so easily,” he whispered, studying it closely. 
 
    I nodded. “No more secrets.” 
 
    He smiled at me. “I’d like that.” He went through without hesitation, showing he trusted me. 
 
    I went next, and we came out in my kitchen, the hobgoblins hard at work making tons of whatever with everything we were still harvesting from my private grove. I waved, but ignored their curious stares as I continued downstairs with Darby. Letting out a deep breath when we arrived at the portal to Faerie, I glanced at him. “Are you really ready for this?” 
 
    “Yes. I want to be at your side in everything, Tamsin. If you’re not ready, I’ll be patient and wait as long as you need. But I’m ready.” 
 
    I nodded, activating the portal and bringing him through. The sun was out and I angled my face up towards it as the world soaked up some of my magic. It didn’t take much, as if knowing I wasn’t there for that today, simply a bit off the top like a trim to my hair.  
 
    “I’ve dreamed my whole life of being able to see Faerie,” Darby breathed. “It’s miraculous.” 
 
    I chuckled darkly. “This has taken a lot of work to get here.” I held up a hand to hold him off. “We can talk about that later. I think we have other things to discuss first.” 
 
    He nodded. “I love you, Tamsin.” 
 
    A shiver ran through me, part of my soul healing at not only hearing the words, but feeling the sentiment from him. “Mel said there was more to our situation that I should know.” I licked my dry lips as I searched his eyes. “I don’t know what to do here, Darby. It seems too much and something that can’t be—” I gasped as he moved in a flash and pulled me against him. 
 
    “I know it’s too much, but what we have is stronger than this hurdle,” he breathed against my lips. “Blood is not thicker than anything. I would give up my family over this if I found out the truth of them doing this to any supe. Any supe, Tamsin. But they did it to you, to your people. I didn’t have to even debate it. This is not them versus you. This is them versus what is right.” 
 
    “Slow down,” I whispered, waiting until he nodded. I pulled away and led him over to a nice plush area of grass to sit down. “What does Mel mean there was more to what you thought? You knew there was more to rare game hunting. You thought rare supe hunting. That screamed you knew, and they hunted fairies.” 
 
    His eyes went wide. “No, no, agra. I didn’t.” He blew out a long, slow breath. “You need context for this to make sense.” He waited for me to nod. “I don’t like my family. I’ve barely spent any time with them from the moment I could get out of the house. I even qualified for scholarships for a high-tier supe boarding school. I’ve barely spent any time with them since then.” 
 
    I digested that a few moments. Okay, so most of what he knew or learned was before twelve or mid-thirteen. Again I nodded. 
 
    “What I knew, and what is always said, is our family used to be rare game hunters. That was before I was really even born, so they don’t talk about it much. I’d heard a bit of this and that about humans setting down protections and it being that much harder. My dad works for a large game butcher now. It makes sense. My brother was groomed to take over, but is a logger, and Granddad does that now too. 
 
    “There were a few times that Granddad got pissed drunk and would talk about the good days and hunts. It was the words he would use that wouldn’t match up. It hit me when I was ten that he spoke like they were people, not animals. And in my ten-year-old mind, I thought rare supes then. I had no basis for that, no real information. There was one more time since then and…” 
 
    “What?” I pushed when he went quiet and looked off in the distance. 
 
    Tears filled his eyes and he yanked off his glasses, roughly wiping them when they overflowed. “It was the one time I fucking respected them. It was right before I left for boarding school and—I thought—they were such—they hate the councils and all their bluster and corruption that I thought, I believed—” 
 
    “You thought they were vigilantes,” I whispered, putting it together and saying it so he didn’t have to. “You thought it wasn’t ‘rare’ as in lions and tigers, but as in councilmen and maybe bad royals and Alphas.” 
 
    “Yes,” he choked out. “Gods help me, but yes, that’s what I thought. I’m so, so sorry, Tamsin. For a moment I respected them. I actually thought—” 
 
    “Oh, Darby,” I whispered when he broke down. I didn’t know how to gracefully pull him to me to hug and comfort him, so I crawled onto his lap and threw my arms around him.  
 
    He clung to me and let it out. “There’s no way my ma and Gram didn’t know. My whole family is so dirty. I’m sick that their blood is in me. I don’t even know what to do, agra. And he took you. He hurt you. I want to kill him. I want to brand him and drain him for what he did to him. I want to kill all of them for being part of why I lost you. I love you with all of me. You’re everything I’ve ever wanted, and he took you from me.” 
 
    That made me cry too. All I had ever wished for was to be wanted like that. Now I understood what Mel had been trying to tell me, even pushing for. 
 
    “Please believe me and take me back, agra,” he begged. “I can’t do this without you. I can’t keep going on without you anymore. Everything is so empty without the light you bring to my life. I’ll do anything to get you back. I need you.” 
 
    And I needed him too. With all the crazy in my life—lots I brought upon myself and I fully acknowledged that—Darby was the strength and stability that cut through it and figured out how to push me forward. 
 
    “No more secrets,” I choked out.  
 
    “Then there’s something I need to tell you that you’re not ready to hear,” he rasped, his throat raw. 
 
    I flinched. “You’re still addicted to my blood?” 
 
    “No, I could give two shits about your blood,” he chuckled, giving me a sad smile when I lifted my head and couldn’t hide my confusion. “It’s a sign a vampire’s found our mate. You matter much more to me than your blood ever could. That’s a fucking miracle given what your blood is to vampires, but I want you, not your blood.” 
 
    “Oh,” I breathed, my eyes bugging out. “So how do we find out?” 
 
    He sighed. “It’s not like shifters or dragons. It’s not a set thing. It’s more… It’s really more compatibility and yin and yang. Witches and warlocks, it’s the ability to easily combine magic that highlights a good match, or souls that will join together for soulmates. Shifters—their animals give them a leg up to find their mates. Dragons too. I have no idea on fairies as many aren’t—you’re a comitessa.” 
 
    I worried my lower lips. “No more secrets.” I cleared my throat when he gave me a curious look. “I think I was born of a light fairy and a dark one.” I nodded when his eyes went wide. “I think that was why I was snuck out of Faerie. Someone could have found out during the war if my parents died. The fae dogs, who are used to dark fairies, work with me, but won’t swear to me. 
 
    “Everything I’ve read seems to very accurately split my personality and qualities down the middle between light and dark fairies. I might have noble blood on both sides or not, but it might also explain why I’m so powerful. I’m really powerful, even for a fairy so young.” I shook my head when he opened his mouth. “I am, Darby. More than you know. I should be a mess and stunted as an unknown, but I’m not.” 
 
    “Well, thank the gods you’re not, and if a banned match is what it took for you to have made it, then so fucking be it,” he whispered, hugging me to him. “I need to get my tattoo updated.” 
 
    “I’ll do it after we finished talking.” I nodded when he gave me another shocked look. “Yeah, I can do that too now. I did a lot of studying over the summer. Tons of it. There’s a lot you missed out on or will learn now.” 
 
    “I didn’t have a relaxing summer either.” 
 
    Yeah, because he’d been working on blowing his family apart and outing the network of sick vampires. I cupped his cheek and leaned our foreheads together.  
 
    “Please, please, swear to me that you won’t ever resent me for what you’re doing and what needs to be done later. That’s my biggest fear with getting back together. A year from now, you’ll hate me for all of this, and I’ll be completely in love with you and die from losing you all over again.” 
 
    “Agra, you’re the only family I’ve had from the moment that fucker bashed in my noggin and took you,” he whispered. “You and this misfit family you’ve built that I want to be apart of. I was never really a Moore besides in name, and I always knew it. Now I know why. My fate was to be yours and to help end their madness and fucked up network. There’s nothing to resent. I want to do it. I just want to do it with you more.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you and—” 
 
    He brushed his lips over mine and he pulled me against him. “Don’t. Please don’t apologize. You have nothing to apologize for. It was my family that put you in such danger, wanted to do such horrid things to you. I led you right to the worst possible—we both suffered traumas, and a break was what we both needed, even if it killed me to take. We should have had that distance for perspective.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah, because it was all wrapped together, and you weren’t only dealing with me and my family stuff.” He sighed and cupped my face, kissing me again. “And there was a lot of vampire stuff dumped on you too. Collins. Holly.” He kissed my forehead when I flinched. “Are you going to be okay seeing them?” 
 
    I admitted I had already seen Dean Collins at a meeting over the summer, but I hadn’t Holly, and I couldn’t get over that I would have to. How she wasn’t in jail or serious, serious shit for breaking the law of all councils by getting the location of my phone meant only for emergencies to protect supes was a joke.  
 
    She got the typical slap on the wrist after giving the bullshit of being sorry and it was a youthful indiscretion. This time, with the added crap of female drama between young girls that was so easily dismissed by the council, I seriously wanted to kick her fucking ass for playing into the sexist gender roles the supe world was already up against. It completely worked, and she was given a stern lecture. 
 
    Are you kidding me? Why didn’t they say something about her hormones ruling her or offer her smelling salts next time she got upset? And Holly would brag like she’d won something by pulling this over on them, except she’d set all women back by playing things this way and acting like she agreed with this sexist bullshit. So she hurt all women to save her own ass rather than own up to what she did. 
 
    So I personally thought every woman who saw her deserved to deck her for that. Think the councils would lecture me for being hysterical then? 
 
    Assholes. 
 
    “You know part of it was they hoped it worked, or now they want someone else of a different species to be the one to pull the same to try and find me,” I grumbled. 
 
    “It sounds too paranoid, which means you’re completely right,” he agreed. “The whole situation is insane, and this is before they find out you’re the last fairy. I’m terrified what it would be if they really did.” 
 
    I snorted, but then realized he was. I cupped his face and made him look at me. “I’m not worried for me. I’ve been on the run since I was fifteen, and I didn’t have magic then, Darby. I only had Mel for help, and we had no real money until the past couple of years. Sort of. Things are way different now. I worry for you guys, but if the shit hits the fan, I want you to promise me you go home and let the dogs protect you.” 
 
    He searched my eyes. “One of them is sworn to you, right?” 
 
    I smirked at him. “I have five packs sworn to me and more that help me.” I nodded when his eyes went wide. “Yeah, so the councils have no idea who they’re fucking with if things go wrong. Trust me. I know I’m going to be outed one day, and I’ve got lots in place for when it happens. We’re just trying to buy me as much time as we can so I can get more answers here. I haven’t found anyone here yet.” 
 
    “I’ll do anything I can to help, agra.” 
 
    Instead of hurting, this time, my heart healed a bit at hearing him call me that again. “I missed you, Darby. I was dying without you too. My soul was.” 
 
    “Don’t say that. Don’t ever say that,” he rasped, wrapping himself around me tighter. “No matter what happens between us, you were meant to shine and fly high, Tamsin. You’re better than all of us combined, agra.” 
 
    I snorted. No I wasn’t. I’d done so much wrong, and such dark things, that most days I couldn’t believe I was light anything, much less a light fairy that was supposed to be so good. I might fight for justice, but I was full of wrath and vengeance, not shining light. That was for damn sure. 
 
    “Before you adjust my tattoo, will you tell me one other thing?” he muttered, waiting until I nodded. “You’re helping sneak out the hobgoblins, right? You’re doing something cool and badass and getting them free?” 
 
    I snuggled closer and kissed his cheek. “For all their magic, hobgoblins can’t open portals. That’s all they need to get free. I just sneak in and open one where they stay at the estates. I go there after my run in the morning with Keya, and she leaves a magical message only hobgoblins can see, and then I go back and open a quick portal.” 
 
    “You’re so damn cool, agra,” he chuckled.  
 
    I swallowed a yelp when he stood with me wrapped around him, his balance and strength better than mine in that way, as I would have dumped us on our heads. He pulled out his phone and tapped it a few times before moving his arms around me. I smiled and snuggled against him as OneRepublic’s “Wanted” played. 
 
    Knowing Darby, it wasn’t a coincidence that this song was playing. No, he knew with my history and upbringing that my greatest wish was being wanted. I maybe didn’t need to be needed like the song talked about, but I needed to be valued for what I did and who I was… And he did that. From the moment he’d paid attention enough to learn who I was, he’d done that. 
 
    And when he hadn’t, he’d apologized for it. I found that to be rare in a man, which was what drew me to him first. 
 
    “I love you, Tamsin,” he whispered as the song ended. “I know I won’t be the only one to love you, but that won’t ever change how much I will always love you.” 
 
    “Me too, you prickly pear,” I murmured against his chest, sliding my arms around his neck.  
 
    “But I’m your prickly pear again.” He let out a rare full laugh and picked me up, swinging me around before kissing me deeply. Then he asked me to update his tattoo. I agreed, hating to hurt him, but knowing it needed to be done.  
 
    It was time to leave Faerie then and get back to campus before anyone noticed we were gone. We said goodbye to the hobgoblins working hard while having fun, and I opened a portal back to my closet. Izzy still wasn’t in the room, so I asked him to sit, wanting to catch up on everything as if that could heal all our hurt from being apart. 
 
    “You have no idea how to do this, do you?” he asked gently, tucking some hair that fell out of my tie behind my ear. 
 
    “I’ve never had normal, besides you,” I reminded him. 
 
    “Me neither, besides you, but I’ve seen it and people getting back together.” He pulled me to sit and leaned in, running his nose along my cheek. “Do you want to know how this works?” 
 
    “Sure,” I chuckled. 
 
    “We go slow, almost like we’re starting over, but know we’re not, as we want to respect the history we have.” 
 
    I frowned. “We went slow after our last, um, thing. Why do we keep—you’re never going to keep wanting to date me if you never—going slow is going to suck for you.” 
 
    He flinched. “You’re more to me than the physical and sex, agra. I’m not with you to get laid. It would kill me if I pushed you. I’m elated you’re giving me another chance after what happened, after we had other issues. So we go at our pace, and if I have any issues, I’ll talk to you, I swear.” 
 
    “But we missed each other.” 
 
    “I’m glad you feel that way too, but we weren’t together for months, so just do what feels right.” He leaned in and bumped my shoulder when I didn’t say anything. “What do you feel right now?” 
 
    “You’ll think it’s silly.” 
 
    “Can I tell you what I want?” He waited until I nodded. “I want nothing more than to hold you. I want to lie down and simply hold you. I want to feel that close to you again and like we’re together. I missed you so fucking much, I just want you in my arms.” 
 
    Okay, so apparently he wouldn’t think it was silly because that was what I wanted too. I flopped down on my bed and smiled up at him.  
 
    Tears filled his eyes again as he moved over me and gave me a long kiss before taking off his glasses and setting them on my nightstand. He laid down and slid his arm under my head, pulling me closer. I turned to him, wanting the closeness as well. 
 
    “I added that you were a snuggle monster to my tattoo,” he whispered against my hair. 
 
    A giggle slipped out. Him too? Oh geez, so my secret wasn’t much of a secret anymore. I moved my hand to his chest and my leg over his. “Thanks. My street cred would be shit if people found out.” 
 
    He chuckled softly. “Yeah, that’s the thing we need to keep quiet most.” 
 
    “Totally.” 
 
    Gods, I really had missed him more than I had let myself admit. Simply laying there with him and knowing we were on the path back to being together was slowly healing my soul. It was a good day for once. 
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    We must have dozed because a knock at the door had us both sitting up fast and blinking around. He reached for his glasses and put them on before giving me a quick kiss and rolling to his feet.  
 
    I wiped my eyes and glanced at the clock, knowing I had to be somewhere soon. 
 
    Darby opened the door to reveal Lucca carrying a huge box. They shared a surprised look, and then Darby stepped back to let him in, closing the door behind him so no one walking by would be part of this. 
 
    “Hey, hi, so um, you guys…” Lucca trailed off, glancing between us. 
 
    Darby was perfect and looked to me as if saying the answer was mine to give or not. 
 
    It made me smile. “We’re back together. Slowly.” It was my turn to shoot a glance at Darby. “Um, boyfriend and girlfriend?” 
 
    “Damn right we are, agra.” 
 
    Good. 
 
    “Cool, good,” Lucca said, sounding like he truly meant it, but felt awkward walking into something. Or simply awkward and not knowing what to do after what had happened between us. “Well, I didn’t mean to intrude, and I can come back.” 
 
    Darby glanced at the clock. “No, I need to handle some things, and lunch is soon.” He frowned. “But you have something to do. I didn’t mean for us to nap, though clearly we needed it.” 
 
    Lucca looked at the clock too, and understanding filled his eyes as he smirked. “How are you doing it? Do you need cover? I can pick you up from your class or whatever and give you cover.” 
 
    I gave him my most innocent look. “What are you talking about? I’m not doing anything I would need cover for.” 
 
    Lucca threw back his head and let out a full laugh. “Tamsin, I’m sure there’s at least a dozen things you’re up to that you could use cover for.” 
 
    “At least,” Darby agreed, sounding just as amused. “Let us help and update our tats to cover the whole topic.” 
 
    After thinking back to what the queens and Mrs. Von Thann had said the other day, I caved. Good people wanted to help, but didn’t always know how. “Yeah, okay, if you’re sure.” 
 
    “I am,” they said together. 
 
    I was already wearing what I needed, but I must have slid off my shoes while laying with Darby, so I put them back on before going to my closet. I felt the energy in the room change and spun on them. “You are not coming with. I can do tons you cannot. Accept that and you would be a liability.” 
 
    “We would,” Darby sighed. “Though, I do have a suggestion.” He waited until I nodded. “You kept getting back out of the estates and then opening a portal. You’re defaulting to that after years of thinking you were human and doing your activities. Go in because you don’t know the landscape and specific wall or who’s around, but after you open a portal for the hobgoblins—” 
 
    “Open one for myself right there,” I groaned, feeling like a moron. But then I didn’t. “Yeah, that helps, but most times I’ve been meeting up with the fae dogs or hitting two places. Still, I can let them know that I’ll get out that way and change the plans so they don’t worry. Thanks.” 
 
    “Anything to keep you safe.” 
 
    That earned him a quick kiss to his cheek before I opened a portal to where I was going and rescued the hobgoblins. At first, I had thought to do more on the weekends, but there were more people around then. And it screamed the person doing it had stuff going on during the weekdays when they might have eyes on them. 
 
    Like being at college. Sure, that would also be most adults at their jobs, but it would narrow down the suspect pool, and I wanted it as big as possible given most would already point all their fingers at me. If they were smart at least. 
 
    “How many did you get?” Lucca asked excitedly when I arrived back. 
 
    “I didn’t count,” I admitted with a shrug. “It was a big room, and they were packed in there like sardines. Four dozen at least.” 
 
    “Wait, they were all in one room?” Darby asked, not hiding his horror. 
 
    I nodded. “These aren’t nice people. They won’t let their slaves go, Darby. Most of the conditions I’m finding are worse than I treat the fae dogs. And I only keep them in the garage because they set themselves on fire. But lots of the hobgoblins are on nothing but old yoga mats for beds with junk whatever leftover stuff.” 
 
    “Wow,” Lucca whispered. “As horrible as my father is, even he immediately had two bathrooms converted to facilitate them when they came to work for us. A few bedrooms too. He offered more but—” 
 
    “They prefer that closeness,” I defended, nodding that I knew. “I’ve actually spoken with the hobgoblins who lived with you.” I cleared my throat. “They wanted to speak with me on your behalf and tell me how wonderful you were. I wasn’t open to hearing it, but they did tell me that, even with as many issues as I have with your dad, he was always, always respectful and kind to them.” 
 
    Lucca sighed. “He was, but he is still racist because he doesn’t see fair folk as equals, but more like dependents or child-like beings that simply have magic that needed to be managed.” 
 
    “They said that too,” I confessed. “But they said it wasn’t out of malice, simply he couldn’t understand and hadn’t spent much time in Faerie to know how things truly were.” My lips twitched. “And he was deficient in the brain and incapable of the higher reasoning to learn enough to evolve.” 
 
    Lucca’s laugh echoed through my room again, Darby even joining in after a moment. Yeah, it was a good dig, and I enjoyed it coming out so innocent from nice hobgoblins about asshole Mr. Von Thann. 
 
    “How about we all have dinner?” Darby asked, giving me a hesitant glance. “Something calm before the madness starts tomorrow?” 
 
    I nodded, seeing Lucca did as well. “Yeah, that sounds perfect. I’ll text Irma that we’re coming home for dinner. There’s a bunch of stuff they’re thinking of adding to the bakery for fall treats they want me to sample and give my opinion on.” I smiled when they simply blinked at me. “Yes, I’m spoiled. Get ready for it as well.” 
 
    “I’ve honestly missed it,” Darby muttered, wincing when he realized how that sounded. “Not—I missed the hobgoblins. They weren’t mean to me, but even the children immediately shut me out when we were—and it hurt. I wanted to cry that they basically hated me now.” 
 
    “Yeah, I feel that way whenever Irma gives me a disappointed look,” I grumbled.  
 
    Darby snuck a kiss before heading out, leaving Lucca and I alone… With the large box he’d brought. Okay then. 
 
    I pointedly stared at it as if making it clear I wanted an explanation. 
 
    He simply chuckled and dragged it over to the two super bean bag chairs we had, and then brought me over there too, pushing me to sit in one. He pulled the second much closer and knelt by the box. “Hi.” 
 
    “Hi?” I chuckled. 
 
    He cleared his throat and leaned in, brushing his lips over mine. “Hi.” 
 
    I swallowed a giggle. “Hi, Lucca. What are you up to?” 
 
    “So first, for the record, I’m glad you made up with Darby.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Izzy told me you—he gave you flowers, and you had other issues and well; that’s common, and you’re not a common woman. And I don’t mean that because of what you are. You’re special, and I wanted to do something fun.” 
 
    “I like fun,” I offered, unsure of how to help or what to do, but he was acting so adorable, it was hard not to laugh. He was uncomfortable though, so I was trying to make this easier. 
 
    He gave me a full grin. “I know, and I really like that about you. You’re so real and just who you are. So many women worry about how people will see what they do and judge them, so they hide who they are. You’re just you and know it’s not about doing something wrong, simply finding the people who fit with the type of person you are. And not just men, but friends.” 
 
    “Yeah. It took me a while to get there.” I squirmed a bit. There was more to it than that. There was a lot of heartache to it as well, and finally finding someone who accepted a fucked up kid. Mel had been the first person to really accept me and say she liked who I was, and that mattered. 
 
    “I know, and I honestly want to be more like that but, well, you know our society so right now, I just want to be more like that with you.” He stole another kiss as if each one gave him a power-up to keep going. “Don’t laugh, okay? I want to share one of my secrets with you. It’s part of my courting present, or not present, but like I would give flowers, but yeah, a part of me.” 
 
    Now I was supremely interested in the box’s contents. “I won’t laugh.” I reached for the flap, but he moved his hand to cup mine. 
 
    “You’ll keep my secrets too, right, kitten?” 
 
    “Yeah, always,” I promised, knowing we were talking about more than whatever he was about to show me. What we had learned was terrifying, and he was trying to lay some groundwork. Not only that, but because of my situation, everything tended to be about me all the time, and I was pretty sure this was his way of saying… He mattered? No, Lucca wasn’t like that. 
 
    Maybe he had needs too. Yeah, that seemed more like him. He wanted to share parts of himself with me so I could appreciate the person he was. I thought it was cool but not in my face. 
 
    I really thought it was adorable when I saw what was inside. 
 
    “So I’m completely addicted to Pop-Tarts,” he confessed as he pulled out the first box… Of the mountain of them in the larger box. “There are always some in my room, even at home I sneak them, and I hide extras in my closet. I even follow them on social media, and anytime there’s a new flavor, I have to try them. They have some new ones I’ve not gotten to yet, and I wanted to with you. Have you taste my faves.” 
 
    “I love Pop-Tarts,” I told him, biting back a giggle. “They were super cheap, and most of the assholes I stayed with when I was a kid considered that a real breakfast, but they were good. I’ve never really tried more than strawberry or cherry.” I shook my head. “No, Mel and I had s’mores a few times. Those are awesome.” 
 
    He beamed at me and dug in the box, pulling out a double pack of the s’mores flavor. “They’re one of my favorites too.” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    I listened as he talked about the watermelon ones that they no longer sold and how he loved them, but they wouldn’t bring them back and it was a shame. It was so friggin adorable that I couldn’t keep the goofy grin off my face. This big guy, a college junior and bear shifter, was gushing about Watermelon Pop-Tarts.  
 
    What woman wouldn’t find that totes adorbs? 
 
    “You don’t have a toaster,” he muttered, glancing around the room. 
 
    “Yeah, Izzy does, or I can use a rune,” I told him, pointing to where it was. The goof jumped up and went over to her side, unplugging it and bringing it back to us. “Do you only eat them hot?” 
 
    “No, but some are only good hot or better hot,” he explained as he plugged it in. “Some are good either way, and I thought this might be good for more calories you need. I mean, who can’t slip some packs in their bag?” 
 
    “I think you’ll like me better if I do,” I teased. 
 
    “Yeah, that will totally be why I sniff after you, Tamsin,” he chuckled, giving me a heated look. “Okay, so what do you want to try first?” 
 
    “I cannot believe you got this huge box full of them.” I moved to kneel and reached inside, actually giggling then as I saw the array of options. I ended up dumping the box and started stacking them to try and organize. I went for the new Bites in their Frosted Confetti Cake flavor. My eyes went wide as I ate one. “Shit, these are seriously good.” 
 
    “Right?” He snagged a package and gobbled them up as well. “It’s like a cookie, but a cake-cookie. The chocolate ones aren’t as good. These are my favorite of the Bites.” 
 
    “Teach me, Yoda.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at me. “Am I older, knowledgeable Yoda that lives in the swamp with the creepy hair, or the cute baby Yoda?” 
 
    “I think you know you’re cute, but I’ve not seen the stuff baby Yoda’s in, so in this case, you’re knowledgeable.” 
 
    He seemed to think on that a bit. “Can I be the sexy Liam Neeson character then?” 
 
    “Oh for the love of—what am I eating next?” 
 
    “Whatever you want, kitten,” he murmured, making it very clear he was also on the menu. 
 
    Like I didn’t already know that.  
 
    I tried the Strawberry Milkshake and spit it right back out, handing it to him like a little kid who didn’t like something. He gave me a surprised look, but the hysterical thing was when he did the same thing and put the whole box right in the garbage. 
 
    “This is like a McDonald’s apple pie,” I groaned after trying the Crisp Apple. “Shit, yeah, this is awesome.”  
 
    He leaned over and took a huge bite of mine, moaning as he chewed. “Yeah, see, this is why I love them. You can’t always run to McDonald’s, but pop a few of those in the toaster when you’re studying, and you’re set.” 
 
    “You’ve converted me,” I chuckled. I tried the Red, White, and Blueberry next, turning up my nose. “Those are just blueberry.” I checked the ingredients to make sure there wasn’t chocolate, like in red velvet. “Yeah, just blueberry with unneeded red dye. Eww.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I like blueberry.” He handed me Wild! Berry to try next, and it was hard not to laugh how much sugar we were having right before lunch. They were great, but he was super excited to try the limited edition flavor—as Pop-Tarts had limited edition flavors. “Oh fuck, try this.” He practically shoved it in my mouth. 
 
    I was about to tease him, but then I swallowed my bite. “That tastes just like warm, gooey Fruit Loops.” 
 
    “That’s the flavor.” 
 
    “Shit, buy out the stores before they stop making them,” I muttered, checking the box. 
 
    He laughed so hard he fell into me, and I couldn’t even blame him. But they really were that good.  
 
    And so were the cinnamon roll ones. I fucking loved the new Crisps options and was going to carry those along with my protein bars from now on. Raspberry was a staple but nothing exciting. Confetti Cupcake was gross. 
 
    Oh, and apparently I didn’t like any of the dessert ones besides s’mores. Go figure. What I did really like was Lucca. He was too much, and it was seriously sweet that he wanted to share this with me, and I didn’t mean all the sugar of the Pop-Tarts. 
 
    “Thanks for not laughing, kitten,” he murmured as he leaned in to kiss me. 
 
    I kissed him back, turned on at seeing this softer, goofier side of him. I used my magic to throw up a barrier on the room and locked it. “Never, but I am a bit jealous over snack foods, as you seem to like eating them more than you do me.” 
 
    “Never,” he growled, shoving the boxes away and rolling to his knees. “You’re sweeter than even the watermelon ones. I’d take you over a whole store full of them.” 
 
    “Oh wow, now I know you really like me and my pussy.” 
 
    “Kitten,” he groaned, loving it when I talked dirty to him. 
 
    I smirked up at him as I leaned back on the bean bag chair. “What? Do you like my tits better? My pert ass? No, my tight pussy most, right? You want to fuck it with your fat cock, don’t you?” 
 
    “I’m going to if you keep teasing me,” he growled, reaching behind him and yanking off his t-shirt so fast, a few seams tore. “And I want to fuck your tits. And your ass. And one day, my mate’s going to wrap her lips around my cock and suck it all night.” 
 
    I blinked up at him. Okay then. I hadn’t expected that from Lucca. The dragon I shouldn’t be thinking about, sure, yeah, he got possessive and aggressive like that. But it was a shock to hear it from Lucca. 
 
    “One day, way in the future,” I whispered. 
 
    “Yeah, way in the future,” he whispered against my lips as he moved over me. “Just checking you would for me one day.” He smiled when I nodded. “Do I get a sexy skirt or dress one day soon?” He swallowed loudly when I flinched. “It’s hard not to get upset when they ruined stuff—” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No, I don’t want you to be sorry,” he chastised gently. “I don’t. I was kind of apologizing for stepping in it. Or explaining that I’m not trying to step in it or hurt you.” 
 
    “I know. Thanks for understanding.” I licked my lips as I stared up at him. “It won’t be forever. I just need more time. It’s—this was my first real anything or real time loving anyone.” 
 
    He nodded, sliding his hands under my shirt, his eyes filling with heat when I let him take it off of me. He quickly yanked off my sports bra before I could react, and then he was on the girls.  
 
    Well, good to know my breasts could move him past any pouting or upset that fast.  
 
    I moaned as he lavished them with attention, practically making me orgasm from that.  
 
    “Show me what you want, kitten. Let me feel it. I want to feel your fantasy and enjoy it with you.” 
 
    I let out a whimper as he stripped me and caved, showing him how I wanted him to move me over to my desk and kneel behind me. He did, eating me out like that a few times like I truly was his favorite treat.  
 
    Then, he undid his jeans and pushed them down his thighs and lifted me up against the wall. He thrust up into me and fucked me against the wall with all he had, showing me how strong he was and how desperate he was for me. His fingers dug in my ass rough enough to leave bruises as he nipped at my neck and shoulders.  
 
    I climaxed again and again, letting him see how good he was making me feel through my telepathy. I begged him to finish in his mate’s body and mark her as his, shock rocking me how that worked almost instantly, and it seemed to rock his world. Wow, so that was a trick I’d have to remember with a bear shifter for sure. 
 
    “Fuck, kitten, I can’t believe how good it is,” he panted when we were done. “Are you going to troll me that it was only okay again?” 
 
    “There’s room for improvement,” I teased, not wanting him to get a big head. 
 
    He had a big enough cock. He didn’t need the ego to go with it. 
 
    He quietly chuckled as he gently pulled out and set me on my feet. “At least my ego won’t ever get too big with you around.” 
 
    I smirked at him as if making it clear that was the point. Then, I was distracted by his thoughts of how much he hoped I’d bend over my bed and stick up my pert little ass for him, offering myself to him like that.  
 
    So I did, even reaching back and spreading my cheeks so he could see everything he wanted. He was on me before I could get embarrassed it was too much, shoving in me so hard that my body pressed into the mattress enough to smother me. I had to let go of my ass and try to balance. He grabbed my hips and lifted me as he thrust his hips forward, hitting that perfect spot in me each time. 
 
    I couldn’t even get enough air to scream when I orgasmed and simply enjoyed the ride. I played with the idea of rimming him since I knew he liked anal sex, and he went wild, clearly feeling it as if I was licking him while we were having sex. 
 
    Cool. 
 
    I finished a few more times before he came with something like a roar and snarl. He pumped his monster in me so many times that I almost wanted to make a joke about how big his balls were to have so much stuff to empty inside of me, but I was too busy gasping for air. 
 
    And even I had enough tact to know better than say something so crass after sharing something so awesome. Some days at least. 
 
    “Holy fuck me, kitten,” he groaned. 
 
    “No, I think you did that to me.” Fine, I was still a smartass. “Were you trying to forever shape my body to your cock?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s my evil goal,” he panted. “Once I finally fuck you with all of it, that will be my goal.” 
 
    I simply moaned. He wasn’t even fully inside me yet? He really had a monster. Right, he hadn’t hit my cervix yet. I mentally winced. “Yeah, I appreciate that, considering how vigorous you are.” 
 
    He kissed my shoulder. “Even losing my head, my bear and I would never hurt you like that. I know you’ve not had sex over the summer.” He nuzzled my neck. “Does that upgrade me from ‘okay’ yet?” 
 
    “I think I got upgraded from earth-shattering. You seemed to really like what I did there.” 
 
    He groaned. Deeply. “I did. I seriously did, kitten. It felt so fucking real.” 
 
    “Be good and I might do it again.” 
 
    “I’m so fucking addicted to you.” 
 
    Just to prove that, he carefully tended to me with a wet towel to clean me up, and then took care of me with his tongue so I was completely and fully sated. Wow. 
 
    And wow because he had a talented tongue.  
 
    He went to lunch first so we weren’t seen walking in together and people wouldn’t speculate what we didn’t want them to. Plus, it took me a few minutes to really make my body work. It also tickled me that it left me with a Pop-Tarts haul. Well, that would thrill Izzy for sure. She loved sugary crap food. 
 
    Then again, who didn’t? 
 
    I loaded my tray, knowing I’d be going back for seconds, and joined Izzy who was sitting with Mel… Both of whom were giving me mocking looks. It took me two bites of my sandwich to figure it out, my cheeks flushing lava hot. “You came to the room.” 
 
    “Yeah, I bounced off the door and practically gave myself a concussion when I slammed into it since I could unlock the door, and it sort of opened, but your magic kept me out,” she drawled. There was so much sarcasm in her tone, I was shocked it wasn’t dripping all over her tray. 
 
    “I actually had to catch her so she didn’t land in the hallway on her ass,” Mel admitted before they burst out laughing. 
 
    Oh good, something else to never live down. I actually said that when they started to calm down, and they laughed all over again. Awesome. 
 
    We could always use more laughs, right? 
 
  
 
  



 15 
 
      
 
    Our mirth died fast when Holly walked by with her friends. I honestly didn’t realize I had reacted or moved, but luckily Mel’s reflexes as a dragon were faster than mine, and she caught my arm. 
 
    Holly snorted and nodded to my fisted hands and how Mel had stopped me. “That’s why you don’t belong here and are garbage. You’re more wild animal than person.” 
 
    “Funny, I think you’re more dangerous animal than person too.” 
 
    She stiffened and narrowed her eyes at me. “You’re furious and ready to use violence against me because someone challenged you and tried to give out your precious address when—” 
 
    “I could give a flying fuck about my address, you stupid twat,” I sneered, shocking everyone around us besides Mel and Izzy. “I’m seconds from pounding in your face for how you handled the situation to save yourself, and every woman with any sense should feel the same. You went to your sexist and demeaning council and played the simpering little girl, brushing off your crime as girl drama. 
 
    “You won your case and set us all back, while the rest of us are fighting for progress and to end the ridiculous amount of sexism in this world, well beyond what the humans put up with. This isn’t about me being violent, but you being so selfish. Every woman should get a free shot at you playing into this bullshit as an ‘elite,’ that the councils can now point to a woman as siding with them. 
 
    “So how does it feel to be part of the problem, Holly? How does it feel to be culpable? When the next vampire is raped, and they chastise her, demean her as no longer being pure and dismiss her—how will it feel to know you bear responsibility for that?” I nodded when her eyes went wide. “You played into their beliefs women are nothing compared to men, hormonal, and not equal.” 
 
    “You contributed to the problem and stacked the deck against the next woman who stands before them,” Mel added. “You’re now the reason they will rule how they will, even after others like Tamsin have been pushing back and fighting to show they’re sexist. Was it worth it? Was it worth your selfish need to not be punished, and do whatever you wanted when they’ll ruin the lives of other women?” 
 
    “Don’t hate the player, hate the game,” Holly sneered. 
 
    “No, because this isn’t fucking poker, but life, and the women who have to stand before them next don’t get a fucking choice as it’s not a godsdamn game,” I shouted. “You’re so fucked in the head that this is all a game to you, but it’s people’s lives you just fucked with. They don’t have mommy and daddy to go to bat for them, and now the council will push back with their demeaning sexist ideals, and it’s your fault.” 
 
    “And you didn’t even get the address right, idiot,” a female shifter taunted as she walked by with her friends. “Yeah, you’re such hot shit, they’re talking about taking the list away from the vampires if they won’t protect it as they should. Good job.” 
 
    Woah, I didn’t know that. Good. I didn’t think any one council should have that power, as I doubted it was the first time anyone abused that power.  
 
    I highly doubted it. Especially given the vampires were the second most corrupt council I’d been dealing with. The witch council being the first. Or at least from what I knew, as they were the one that came at me the most, and that screamed corrupt to me. I mean, they didn’t want me for anything valid and simply wanted my power or to steal what I had. 
 
    So yeah, total corruption basically. 
 
    Holly scurried off when someone else a few tables over made some comments, and I sat back down, chilling out as best as I could. 
 
    “Thanks,” I told Mel under my breath. “I didn’t even realize I was going for her.” 
 
    “I wanted to as well,” she admitted. “You’re faster though, after training this summer. Keep that in the back of your mind because you might have a few more instances like that, and I won’t always be at your side.” 
 
    Yeah, I had other reasons to go after people and unfortunately, the list of people who deserved my fist in their face was fairly long. 
 
    Really long, if I was honest. Awesome. 
 
    Though it was actually awesome I was faster. 
 
    We finished lunch and headed out. I almost tripped over my feet when that energy that happened between Hudson and I flared… And by flared, I mean roared to life as I walked by his table. It was like a punch to the gut and phantom hands all over me at the same time. 
 
    I heard glass breaking and guessed he felt about the same. That was not awesome. I had enough going on that I didn’t need some metaphysical bullshit with my ex-fuck buddy who said he was my mate.  
 
    Really, I didn’t. 
 
    Shaking my head when Mel and Izzy gave me surprised looks, I hurried out of the cafeteria trying to act like I wasn’t. I felt as if I could breathe again once I was outside, but still didn’t want to talk about it. 
 
    They were kind and didn’t push it. 
 
    Mel veered off towards her room to handle her teacher stuff, and we went back to our dorm to prep for the next day. We’d already gotten our books, but I hadn’t really gone over my schedule, as every time I saw I had to deal with Craftsman when I had placed out of the class, I about blew my temper. It was time though, as I had to plot out my days.  
 
    I pulled it out and read it over for real. Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, my schedule was: 
 
      
 
    Power Training I 
 
    7:45-9:45 
 
    Instructor Rothchild 
 
      
 
    Botany 101 
 
    10-12 
 
    Professor Pillay 
 
      
 
    Lunch 
 
    12:15-1:15 
 
      
 
    Shifter Culture I 
 
    1:30-3 
 
    Professor Puth 
 
      
 
    Tuesdays and Thursdays were other classes: 
 
      
 
    Physics 101 
 
    8-9:30 
 
    Professor Richardson 
 
      
 
    Magical Advancements101 
 
    9:45-10:45 
 
    Professor Campbell 
 
      
 
    Potions 101 
 
    11-12 
 
    Instructor McGrath 
 
      
 
    Lunch 
 
    12:15-1:15 
 
      
 
    Runes 201 
 
    1:30-3 
 
    Dr. Craftsman 
 
      
 
    I realized there was another possible serious problem to handle that I hadn’t thought of and immediately went for the door. Calling over my shoulder to Izzy I’d be right back, I hurried back towards the cafeteria in the hopes of catching who I needed.  
 
    Professor Richardson didn’t normally spend weekends on campus, but there must have been a faculty meeting, and he never passed up anything free, so he was in the cafeteria for lunch. I couldn’t even blame the man as the grub was good. 
 
    I caught sight of him on the quad and jogged after him, not wanting to call out as that would draw the attention of others. I was almost to him by the time he reached the administration building as if he was going to the faculty portal, but then he veered to the side of the building. 
 
    Huh? 
 
    Still I followed, and I realized he knew I was there for him when I saw he was waiting for me with a curious look. 
 
    I held my hands up in surrender as I threw up a barrier to keep anyone from listening in on us. “I didn’t want to shout your name and have people wonder why I wanted to speak with you.” 
 
    “I figured as much, Ms. Vale,” he accepted. “You’re not one to stab someone in the back, but punch them in the nose, and there isn’t a single thing I can think of that I’ve done that could raise your ire.” 
 
    I was about to agree, but then he winced. Oh, that couldn’t be good. Something to address later. “I realized we might have a—well, we’re going to have a problem with physics, worse than geometry, and maybe it’s best we discuss it up front.” 
 
    He simply raised an eyebrow at that, biting back a smile when I didn’t give him anything, but simply stared back. “How so, Ms. Vale?” 
 
    “Your word of honor that you will keep to the rules of the school and not make any assumptions into what this might implicate me in?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes at me. “I already know you’re rescuing the hobgoblins. Anyone with a brain knows that.” 
 
    “Yes, but this would give them the proof it was me,” I sighed, nodding when his eyes went wide. 
 
    “Wait, don’t tell me yet.” He cleared his throat. “Collins and I were pulled into a ‘meeting’ recently. It wasn’t a formal hearing or recorded, but merely a conversation, we were told.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly, understanding what he was telling me. “I’m so sorry. I never thought they would go to these extremes.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” he whispered, looking scared. “What are you asking me for, Ms. Vale?” 
 
    I sighed. Heavily. “I don’t want a free pass, as we both like being fair, but can I get like extra credit for using portals on the fly to save the hobgoblins, or just something? I placed out of runes, but can’t skip the class, as that would piss off too many, but I put in the work. I can’t do the work of this as my magic just jumps over it all. I’m doing tons of other work and—I have no idea, Professor.” 
 
    He mulled over my rant for a moment and nodded. “Yes, as long as you pass the written tests and apply yourself as you did last year to learn the theories behind it, I’m not going to dock you for your magic being advanced. I know I had trouble comprehending you truly were that strong, but after White verifying how she’s seen it firsthand working with you, and your honor is tested, I agree.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I would ask something just as odd,” he hedged. “We can call it extra credit if you’d like.” 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest. “You can ask.” 
 
    He flinched, probably realizing how shady he was sounding. “I’m worried about my mate getting caught in the crossfire of all of this, Ms. Vale. She didn’t sign up for this, and I love her dearly. I agree what the councils are doing is wrong, but I won’t pay the price of losing my mate to protect your secrets, even if you are the last fairy. I’m sorry. I love her too much, and she’s needed in this world too.” 
 
    I actually smiled when tears formed in his eyes. “I would never ask that, Professor Richardson. Never. I just asked that people come talk to me, or us, instead of betraying what we’re trying to do, and do the right thing. You did.” 
 
    He quickly wiped his eyes. “You act as if this is a simple matter that can easily be handled now that I told you the truth, Ms. Vale.” 
 
    “It is and can be,” I chuckled, smiling at him. I nodded when he opened his mouth to argue. “Have you seen Craftsman worry about his mom? Not in a while, right? Actually, I don’t think at all since you found out because we hid her away before you knew.” I had to think about that one, and I wasn’t sure what came first. “She’s safe.” 
 
    “You can’t seriously be suggesting I stash my mate at a safe house for the foreseeable future until—I don’t even know how this all gets resolved and—” 
 
    “No, that’s not what I’m suggesting,” I cut in when he started to sound too agitated and falling over the edge. “I’m saying we got this. And I don’t mean just the twenty-year-old that stands before you. Okay? Ray and Zack are good. They know their shit. The Rothchilds are all now in the loop. I don’t know what your mate does, or if she can leave your house, but I can order one of the fae dogs to guard her.” 
 
    He let out a slow breath, nodding his head. “I understand. You’re saying it can be handled.” He waited until I confirmed it. “Thank you, Ms. Vale. I’m sorry I would betray you for her but—” 
 
    “She’s your everything. I saw that when we went out to dinner last year. I get it. She’s a lovely woman who doesn’t deserve to be dragged into this.” I smiled at him. “Tell her the truth without everything. Tell her that the council wants to use you to get to me, and it might be a golden ticket for something better since you picked the right side of this, because it’s not just me fighting against the councils’ tyranny.” 
 
    “She knows of your fight,” he chuckled. “She’s rooting for you. She’s asked if I’m helping, but knows how cautious I am. She is not.” He shook his head as if saying that was silly given how the councils were, or even the current climate of the supe world. 
 
    He wasn’t wrong, but that didn’t mean we should all roll over and show our stomachs to assholes. 
 
    “Let’s go find White. She gets the fun job of being the adult of this and handling Collins.” I opened my mouth to say something bitchy about how I doubted the man would tell me the truth of the meeting, or demand more of my blood to keep quiet, but Richardson had enough going on without getting in the middle of that. 
 
    And I wasn’t sure if he knew what had happened over the summer. I’d prefer less people did.  
 
    I wished I could forget it. 
 
    Shocked rocked me when I found Collins already at White’s office, but then I reminded myself that the two deans probably hand lots to talk about all the time. 
 
    “Speak of the devil and she will appear,” White teased me. 
 
    Or not. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that, waiting until she waved us in to join them. I closed the door behind us and put up a barrier. “What did I do now?” 
 
    Collins glanced at Richardson. “I believe you already know about the conversation we were forced to have with members of our council if you’re having a private word with Professor Richardson.” 
 
    “She actually came to me about class issues, and I asked for help,” Richardson clarified, as if that mattered somehow.  
 
    White’s eyes went wide, but then she closed them. “Of course you’d have issues with magical physics. By the gods, that would have been a disaster. I’m so sorry I didn’t think of that, Tamsin.” 
 
    “We’ve been slightly busy all fucking summer,” I drawled. “And it’s not like the first day we start opening portals. We would have thought of it. I just did today.” 
 
    Collins glanced between the three of us. “Why? What’s the issue.” He cleared his throat after a few moments. “I apologize for prying.” 
 
    I couldn’t even imagine what look he got from White because I hadn’t even acknowledged his question. “So he came to confess his council wants him to rat on me?” 
 
    “Yes, to use his position to get them information on you, to which he wisely reminded them, he doesn’t have any access to you,” she explained. 
 
    Collins actually looked contrite. “In doing as good of a job as I did, I inadvertently put way more pressure on Richardson, as he does have access to you as your teacher, and sees your magic first hand.” He cleared his throat and crossed his arms over his chest. “Honestly, I was so busy trying to act as if I couldn’t care less about you while praying they didn’t think to ask if I was at that first meeting—” 
 
    “Because that was when I busted that species crystal, and everyone there knew I was a fairy,” I grumbled. “And you couldn’t hide you knew that.” 
 
    “Exactly.” He glanced at the professor. “I am sorry, Richardson.” 
 
    “Not needed,” the other vampire forgave. “I know you well enough to know when you’re cornered and reacting. The whole matter was disturbing, and I worried any norms were completely off the table, and we could end up buried somewhere if we didn’t play our cards right.” 
 
    “Tell us exactly what happened and who was all involved,” White instructed, pulling out a pen and notepad before gesturing for all of us to sit. 
 
    I let the men take the chairs and actually plopped on the corner of White’s desk by her so I was close to the door and far away from Collins… Something that didn’t go unnoticed, but no one commented on.  
 
    The short story was council guards were sent to their private residences after hours with the “request” of a private meeting, and a few councilmen were waiting to grill them. They wanted to know everything about me, and for the two vampires to become spies for the council, so the honorable councilmen could take me down and pick me clean for all I had. 
 
    Fuckers. 
 
    Collins had been smart, playing up the normal vampire ego and giving his opinion that too many were giving me power and fame by paying more attention to me than I was worth. Also assuming my assets were vast, as they all knew supes who talked up their wealth, and it was going to dry up any day.  
 
    He stated he found me crass and boring, and thought talking with Blake Ward was a much better investment of their time, as she had spent more time with me in her short tenure at Artemis than he had. He also had no reason to, and changing that would make his goal obvious at a time the vampires’ image was already hurting after what Holly did.  
 
    He suggested a smarter move if the council wanted to waste their time on me. Personally, he thought my new car smell would wear off as fast as my inheritance would run out, but he thought if we could focus my ire on other councils, it would make those groups look bad and keep focus on their corruption, where it should be. 
 
    So he was a masterful deflector and really, really lucky there wasn’t a falcon shifter in the room, as he was full of shit. 
 
    But it had fucked Professor Richardson. The man sighed heavily. 
 
    “I told them as little as I could while seeming to tell them much, but only what I was certain on, and willing to stake my reputation on. I did make that clear, and that I wouldn’t speak on speculations or rumors, only to be held to them later and punished when brought in for such an unorthodox and disconcerting off-the-record meeting.” 
 
    “That was smart,” Collins praised. “They flinched and realized how we were old enough to know it was severely over the line instead of being young pups they could brush off as something causal.” 
 
    Richardson nodded as if saying that had been the goal. “I told them I had not a doubt Vale wasn’t a vampire. I outlined how leery she was of them and used Blake Ward, as Collins had, but to throw her under the bus, as her grandfather wasn’t part of this meeting. He would never be party to something so corrupt.” 
 
    I swallowed a snort. I had once thought so as well, but now I wouldn’t put anything past any of the council members. 
 
    “I blamed my lack of knowledge on how the elite vampires have harassed and bullied Vale. I also confirm that I didn’t think you knew your full heritage, but I had heard whispers from Edelman that you did have at least one fairy grandparent for sure, possibly more. They asked my professional assessment, and so it wasn’t a lie when I said I thought you had fairy blood recently on both sides, but were a witch.” 
 
    “Yes, you were more careful than I,” Collins grumbled. “You never outright lied, whereas I might have.” 
 
    “I don’t think they had anything checking us,” Richardson admitted after a few moments. “I think they were too confident we wouldn’t dare or—” 
 
    “Or would have reason to,” I muttered. “Why would they ever suspect either of you would ever side with me over them? In their eyes, that would be insanity.” 
 
    “It is in my eyes most days,” Collins said at a level he probably thought I wouldn’t hear.  
 
    I let it go. I knew how big of trouble they both could be in if they got caught hiding this from their councils. Collins didn’t have any faith I would help him after what he’d done, but I would. I wouldn’t let anyone go down for keeping my secrets, even if they’d been required to keep them.  
 
    I was a better person than that. 
 
    “I said your magic was powerful, and because of the erratic nature of it since you were an unknown, you could skip steps. I’d only seen that from witches that I could think of, and that’s true, because I can’t think of the fairies who had done that. I also alluded to White’s interest in you being an indicator you’re a witch.” 
 
    “Why push that?” White asked, giving him a hard glance. 
 
    “Because the only councils who can truly go against the vampire council are yours, or the wolves,” Richardson answered. “The dragon royals can, which I also said I thought that was why they protected Vale, as they wanted her help and worried what your council would do if they could confirm she was a witch. Basically, I laid the groundwork for the next rumor that the dragons were going to fight your council.” 
 
    “As the vampire council would have to be stupid to try and step in between that,” White muttered, sitting back in her chair and staring at him. “However, that makes it smart to push the rumor the vampire council is doing the same, so maybe my council takes pause for the moment.” 
 
    “Right, so then the wolves might abscond off with me,” I drawled. 
 
    “Actually, the wolves are currently big fans of yours,” she corrected, smiling when I couldn’t hide my shock. “You saved not only Alpha Geoff’s two nephews, but a councilman’s cousin, and those artifacts they kept out of the Underground’s hands were a big deal.” 
 
    “I’m going to fucking peel the skin off the fuckers who did that to those wolves after they lost their prize, just to be vindictive and evil,” I seethed. “I could almost see fighting to keep powerful stuff out of the corrupt councils hands, and shit happens, and people died, but killing after is just—that’s just murder and pain they knew they would die from.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, you are still in the good graces of the wolves right now, and that could help, as the shifters all know you’re not theirs, but they’re leery to confirm it to each other. Basically, everyone is saying you’re not theirs, but no one is believing each other.” 
 
    “I know. I’m enjoying it,” I chuckled. We all were. It was like sitting back and watching the idiots stumble around drunk and blindfolded, falling into shit of their own making as all the corruption and distrust sowed over the years made none of them believe anyone else.  
 
    It really helped me. 
 
    “How do you want to handle this then?” White asked after a few minutes of all of us lost in our thoughts. 
 
    “I assume my vote of sending the fae dogs to burn the council estate to the ground and handle all the bad ones will still be vetoed?” 
 
    “Yes, very much so,” she drawled, the two men staring at me in horror. 
 
    I shrugged. “Then handle it however. That’s really the only answer you have.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re a light fairy?” Richardson sputtered. 
 
    I shrugged again, swallowing my true answer and theory. “I wasn’t raised with them and their influence, but instead, some of the darkest parts of humans. I would bet they won’t think me much like them either.” 
 
    “I did not mean it like that, Ms. Vale,” he muttered, sounding truly apologetic. 
 
    “I am who I am, and I’m proud of the woman I am. It took a lot to get here. If they don’t accept me, they won’t be the first, or the last, and I’ll survive.” I thanked White and left the room as if nothing we had said bothered me and I simply didn’t want to get involved in the boring adult details if I couldn’t have my way. 
 
    But that wasn’t the truth at all. I didn’t want to risk White busting me on my lie, as the fairies not accepting me would destroy me, and she was powerful enough to see through my aura-dulling rune. Plus, the light fairy side of me screamed to dole out justice and handle the rampant corruption we never could seem to focus on because we had to protect me. 
 
    Because protecting me meant protecting all the fairies I was trying to save. There was no finding them, or answers, without me, so justice had to wait a bit longer. 
 
    And that killed me. It ate at me. I put what was right on the backburner over my safety. It was hard to remember it was to save my people and the big picture. It was hard to remember that a lot as people I cared for were going to be the first hurt in the crossfire, and if I’d handled that corruption and justice, they wouldn’t be. 
 
    Gods, just give me more time to get the answers before it all blows up in my face. All I need is more time. 
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    “If you are reconciling with these two, then there are somethings you learned this summer you need to inform them of,” Irma lectured me, moments after I arrived home with Darby and Lucca. She started to turn red when I stared at her, opening her mouth as if to blast me. 
 
    “I don’t disagree,” I hurried to say as I held up my hands in surrender. “I just don’t know what you’re specifically referring to in the vast everything I learned. Irma. There was a lot. There’s always a lot.” 
 
    “She’s right, Irma,” Ryfon chastised gently. “Tamsin is kind and warns people when she knows she should. It is not her fault she doesn’t always know what to share and what is secret.” 
 
    Irma sighed, reached out and squeezing my hand. “I wasn’t angry with you. I hate how—your life should not have been this hard, child. You are such a good soul, and you have suffered too much. You are so closed off for a fairy because of all the pain and betrayal you have suffered. I hate it. It makes me so angry that this has been your life, but I am never angry with you.” 
 
    That wasn’t completely true as there had been a few times she’d been rather miffed with me. Mostly when I’d been difficult, but once Mel had explained to her a bit more about my childhood and how I’d been abused, Irma had realized it wasn’t my being a brat, but true issues. Now she got upset for me.  
 
    It was still hard for me as a fairy to be around the hobgoblins when they were upset. 
 
    “I’m speaking of the demons,” Irma elaborated. 
 
    Darby snorted.  
 
    “Do we believe in demons?” Lucca muttered. 
 
    “No, they’re nothing but myth and legends, like vampires not being able to go out in the sun and my not having a soul,” Darby stated with complete certainty. 
 
    “I’ll make sure there’s some of Melody’s beer with dinner,” Irma said, her tone amused. 
 
    Darby raised an eyebrow at that and glanced at me.  
 
    I sighed and sat at the table, my stomach happy at least when I saw there were appetizers for us to start in on. “She’s saying you’re going to need a drink or six because I’m about to burst your bubble.” 
 
    He smiled at me as he took the seat next to me at the head of the table so we were also at an angle. “Agra, there’s lots you don’t know about our world yet and can easily be explained—” 
 
    “Darby, there’s lots you don’t know and the fairies didn’t tell anyone. Ever. Not ever, except other fairies or fair folk,” I said firmly. I nodded when he pressed his lips together. “They’re real, and they sent a group to warn me to stop trying to open Faerie and to leave things alone the night of my summer soiree.” I gave them the quick version of what had happened, leaving out my upset and fleeing from Craftsman. 
 
    “It’s a lot to swallow, Tamsin,” Lucca admitted. 
 
    I snorted. “Really? I had to wrap my head around all of this, and supes in general, and you guys are completely certain I’m off my rocker, or totally missing something, to believe this.” I gave Darby a look that I dared him to deny it since I had my telepathy turned on and could hear him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he sighed. “It’s simply one of those things that we know to be true. Demons don’t exist.” He flinched when all the hobgoblins in the kitchen burst out laughing. “You all know? You saw the ones Tamsin spoke of? Or you simply trust her that much?” 
 
    Half the hobgoblins turned red, but Irma knew him pretty well and didn’t get angry at his prickly side. “I wasn’t there to see them that night, but we’re fair folk, and fairies don’t hide much from us. We’ve always known there were demons in this world, young man. It’s why we mostly stayed in Faerie until this last war. The demons liked to use fair folk to deter dark fairies from hunting them.” 
 
    “Shit, this is real,” Lucca whispered. “Demons are real. Angels?” 
 
    “Not that we know of,” Irma told them.  
 
    I already knew this answer from them and a few fairy journals. Of course I’d already asked as well. 
 
    Ryfon cleared his throat. “As the human bible or religious teachings write of angels with wings, messengers of good coming from another world or plane, most believe that fairies are the embodiment of that. Also, that humans have caught glimpses of fairies over the centuries, and that is who they have spoken or written of. Now the demons—we are not educated enough to know their origins.” 
 
    “But there are dark fairies who are scholars on all things demons that can tell you enough to make your heads pop,” Irma added. “And none of this can be shared. Ever. We tell you this as it’s dangerous for you since they threatened Tamsin. It cannot become common knowledge.” 
 
    “Why? Why would you not warn people of this threat?” Darby demanded. 
 
    And implied “if real” in his questions. 
 
    “We don’t know,” I answered honestly. “There’s more to this than I’ve learned and the fae dogs know. There was some line the demons couldn’t cross as well. They wanted to attack me, but they couldn’t start it. They couldn’t just run up and attack. It was… Something else is going on. I think there’s some sort of deal or—I just don’t know.” 
 
    “What’s your theory?” Lucca pushed when I went quiet. “You’ve always got at least a theory.” 
 
    I rubbed the back of my neck. “Some sort of balance. Fairies are all about balance and being fair. I think there’s some sort of rule that demons can possess dead humans and do their evil deeds, but cannot attack fairies or supes who don’t know about them. That’s not fair and upsets the balance. It’s the only answer I can see as they were itching for me to make a move. Why did they need me to?” 
 
    “Did you just say dead humans?” Darby whispered. 
 
    “Did I leave out that part?” I sighed, wincing when they both nodded. “Yeah, so they possess dead human bodies. Their eyes glow, and not like how your eyes change color, or I can see your bear in your eyes. Not even like magic flashing. I mean fucking glowing as if there was a flashlight behind each eye. No, like LED contacts kinda glow. There was no trick or lights or mistaking it.” 
 
    “Okay, putting aside the hours it will take me to mull this over and let this sink in,” Darby muttered, sitting back in his chair and crossing his arms over his chest. “It makes sense why they would want to keep Faerie closed. They must have a lot more fun without the dark fairies to keep them in check or kill them? Do you think they were dead-dead for good, or simply sent back to Hades again? I doubt even if they were sent back it’s an easy trip back up.” 
 
    I held up my hand to hold him off when he looked about to ramp back up. “I have no idea. I’ve found very little, and there’s a lot I’m trying to handle all at the same time. As much as yes, I want to dive into the whole demons are real thing, I’ve got piles of shit all over to handle. Hobgoblins are being abused all over and trapped. Fae dogs are being chased and abused by dust collectors, always on the run. I’ve got—” 
 
    “I know. I know. I’m sorry, agra,” he whispered, reaching over and moving his hand onto mine. “Sorry. My mind spun out on the everything this opens up.” 
 
    I snorted. “Darby, that happens to me all the fucking time.” 
 
    The hobgoblins brought over tons of food, and we had a brief pause in the conversation as we dug into dinner. Lucca started us back up again. 
 
    “I’m glad you told us, especially considering they’re clearly a threat to you, but how the hell are we supposed to fight against them?” 
 
    “You don’t.” I shook my head as they both went to object. “They couldn’t seem to make the first move. You do not do a damn thing. I’m going to assign fae dogs to keep watch on you guys off campus, but otherwise, you do nothing but play stupid. Watch what you say because I don’t know if they can sense lies. You won’t try and get me to keep Faerie closed.  
 
    “You won’t, and lying that you will is just stupid. What you need to say—and this is what Mel came up with, and I agree—is hurting you is the best way for me to go demon hunting. Right now, I don’t care about them and what they do to humans. There’s a chance I won’t ever be able to get Faerie open or answers. I might not ever be strong enough to manage it. 
 
    “But if they fuck with me, or people I care about, I am strong enough to send all the fae dogs and hunt every demon on this planet and do it ever second of every day. And I will, if they touch one hair on anyone’s head. If they know anything about fairies, they know I will and believe that promise. That’s what you tell them, and then to back away from you slowly.” 
 
    “That’s rather brilliant,” Darby agreed after we all ate a couple of minutes in silence. 
 
    “We have our moments,” I teased. “I cannot stress enough how important it is that you not tell people. We’re not even sure if they can reveal themselves to you. They might not be able to—” 
 
    “Because we aren’t in the loop, but if we tell people, they would be,” Lucca groaned and then shot me a worried look. “That was a hard decision you had to come to on whether to tell us.” 
 
    I sighed. “They all are, but we said no more secrets, and I keep so many that… I can’t keep always hiding everything. For one, I can’t keep it straight who doesn’t know what and how to deal with it all. I just can’t fucking deal with it all alone anymore.” I cleared my throat when I realized I’d gotten rather loud on that last part, even the hobgoblins stopping what they were doing to look at me. 
 
    “You’re not alone, child,” Ryfon tried to comfort. “There are so many in Faerie who—” 
 
    “We don’t know that, Ryfon, and respectfully, they’re not here. It’s hard not to be angry at all of them that I’m left like this to handle what I shouldn’t have to all alone. So some days, I’m worried they won’t accept me, and other days, I worry that I’ll hate them all for doing this to me. And that’s just on top of the other big worries I have.” 
 
    No one knew what to say to that, and dinner was quiet as the hobgoblins joined us. 
 
    Yeah, I didn’t know what to say to it either, which was why I normally kept my mouth closed on the topic. 
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    The conversation from dinner was still floating around my head the next morning, so I was glad jumping back into classes started with training. Which was actually amusing, as my day started with over six miles and more to my workout, but I was excited for Power Training I. 
 
    Maybe less excited when I found a surprise… Several. 
 
    I came out of the locker room fixing my hair so it was in two tight braids and pulled up like normal only to lock gazes with Councilman Ainsworth. I blinked a moment and then smiled widely. “Please tell me you’re joining in, and I get the excuse of kicking your ass all over this place. I’ve had dreams where I get to throttle you, and that would just make my semester.” 
 
    His nostrils flared as rage filled his eyes at my blatant disrespect. “I am a councilman that deserves respect, and you will behave—” 
 
    “I am not a dog you can order,” I seethed. “And you are a murderer who deserves death.” A fly farting could be heard in the large gym, people completely appalled I went there and said it because he was a councilman.  
 
    “She just threatened—” someone tried but I wasn’t done yet. 
 
    “The people you’ve murdered deserve justice, and the punishment by your own laws for those crimes is execution by the council. You are not above that because you are on the council. I’ve read your laws. Nowhere does it say you are king or tyrant and absolved of your crimes.” I glanced at the guard who was itching to make a move on me. “And before you spout shit of slander next, I submitted all the proof.” 
 
    “You’re still speaking to a councilman and—” 
 
    I snorted. “He’s not my councilman. I didn’t elect him. He’s just a man. A corrupt man who murders people. It’s a joke you all treat him with anything but disgust, and he’s got you all brainwashed to act like his dogs he can just order to behave and obey.” I stared down the guard. “I thought supes were stronger than that, but apparently, you lack the higher reasoning to think for yourself.” 
 
    I turned on my heel and left them all speechless, finishing my hair and finding Mel and Colton, who did not look happy. 
 
    “They have every right to come onto campus at any time, as long as they give notice,” Colton explained. “Apparently, they did moments before showing up.” 
 
    “Seriously? They’re so fucking petty and desperate for any information on me, they’ll spend their time here watching my power training instead of doing their fucking jobs and helping their people?” 
 
    “I believe it has more to do with my being here than simply spending hours spying on you,” a deep voice said from behind me. 
 
    I turned and glanced up, meeting hard green eyes that I somehow knew saw way too much. I smirked at the man. “Well, it’s nice to know it’s not my fault for once.” 
 
    He snorted before holding his hand out to me. “I’m Instructor Larson, your personal instructor.” 
 
    I had almost taken his hand until that last part, then I yanked it right back. 
 
    “Geiger sent him,” Colton added. “You’re at the level I can’t help you anymore, and Uncle Trigger can help you with swords, but your power training is beyond us, beyond what we’ll even teach here. Geiger was fine with you being held back in Runes for show as long as you kept training on the side, but he would not give on this and got you someone qualified.” 
 
    “We’re super sure Geiger sent this guy and he’s not just using that line to get near me?” 
 
    Instructor Larson studied me. “Why aren’t you using your telepathy?” 
 
    I smirked at him again. “Because people know I’m a telepath and try to just give me whatever ‘answers’ they want me to hear. You can lie in your thoughts.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    Still, I flipped it on. 
 
    “Yes, Adrian sent me, young fairy. I have trained many, many like you, but that is not common knowledge. The council members are here because, while I am an old warlock, I am removed from their control as I have protection from several councils and royals. It kept me neutral in a time when it was needed and I could train freely and not constantly be in danger of being accused of spying.” 
 
    “Smart. Harsh for you, but smart.” 
 
    “You don’t live as long as I have and not be smarter than most.” 
 
    I glanced from him to the handful of interested councilmen. “Geiger’s also smart; too smart to bring more attention to me without finding value in it.” 
 
    He smiled widely at me. “You are as quick as he told me. I don’t mean to sound sexist in my shock to find that in a woman in your age, but it’s finding a woman your age in our world who will freely speak or show her intelligence.” 
 
    Unfortunately, that was fair and I already knew that. I nodded to accept it. “So what’s the piece I’m missing? If you’ve trained many, then you’re not the wild card here. Could they never see you train before and now they can with access to Artemis?” 
 
    “No, but I’ve been in retirement for many years. My coming out of retirement to work with you spread like wildfire.” 
 
    My eyes went wide. Why the fuck would Geiger bring that intrigue and heat on me just for training? 
 
    Amusement filled Instructor Larson’s eyes and I knew I had projected those thoughts. “Because I’m also a strong ally. No matter your power, you’re a woman—and a young one at that—in our world, and people won’t take you seriously as a threat or obstacle. They will someone like me.” He gave me a moment to let that sink in, but I didn’t even need it which seemed to impress him. “And by strong, I also mean I have a fairy parent and fairy grandparents on the other side.” 
 
    So he was fucking powerful like White was. Oh, shit. Which meant this guy would want to stay off every radar. I studied him and noted his hesitation. “What debt do you owe Geiger?” I smiled when it was his turn to be shocked. “You’re not here for the hopes of my opening Faerie or getting answers, saving the others. You’re too guarded and not wanting to be here.” 
 
    He studied me a moment before swiftly nodding. “I’m not here for hope for me. My family that are fairies would kick my ass all over the place for risking myself or picking a side to interfere in their mess. I’ve accepted I can’t get the answers and to try could mean death, and I have a lot to protect as well.” 
 
    “So why are you here, Instructor Larson?” 
 
    “Because Geiger saved me once when I needed it. The specifics are personal, but I know the councils’ corruption well, and your ally has fought this cause many times for more than you. Besides the debt, I’m here for hope for him. Geiger needs his mate, and you’re the key to getting back his other half and making my old friend whole. So I’m here to help keep you alive, shield you when I can, and divert attention.” 
 
    I mulled that over a few moments before nodding. “Tell us if you think the shit is really going to hit the fan. We have more in place than you’d think. We just need to buy more time before this all blows up to handle it best, but we do have lots in place. So don’t risk you or your people to help. We can be smarter and keep people safe.” 
 
    He gave me a sad smile. “You won’t keep everyone safe in a fight this big that you’re in the center of, young fairy.” 
 
    I fisted my hands and stepped into his space, squaring off with the larger man. “Don’t tell me what I can and can’t do just because it’s never been done before. Just because others have failed doesn’t mean we will. I know it might happen, but assuming it will happen is admitting defeat while we’re still fighting. This isn’t an all-out war, but a strategic fight I’ve been fighting before becoming a supe even.” 
 
    He crossed his arms over his chest and gave me a hard look. “And you’re going to tell me you never lost anyone?” 
 
    “I have, but they didn’t die. They went back to drugs or their bad lives. That was their choice, but we lost them, and I acknowledge that. We might lose some who go back to their families or abusive mates as making a new path is hard. But I would rather order all the fae dogs under my control to wipe out every council than let one person on my side die. So no, I will not accept that anyone with me dies in this fight.” 
 
    Instructor Larson looked much younger as a slow Indiana Jones smirk creeped onto his lips. “Then let’s get to training you, shall we?” 
 
    “Let’s.”  
 
    I realized there was another problem going on while we’d been sniffing each other’s butts, Mel and Colton getting into it with a councilman. 
 
    “Your aides and guards were supposed to give longer notice and have an appointment,” she argued. “Council members are allowed on campus at anytime but—” 
 
    “The guards and aides with us are included in the—” 
 
    “But that’s not the rules,” Mel declared. “You’re assuming that, decreeing that, but that’s not the actual ruling or verbiage. You can’t just say your whole posse is covered and bring in as many guests as you want to disturb my class.” 
 
    The other councilman whose name I didn’t know stared down his nose at her so hard, I wondered if he had a headache from eyestrain, which was amusing since Mel was actually taller than him. “If you do not remember yourself and speak to me as you should—” 
 
    “You’ll what?” I interjected. “You have no jurisdiction over her. You’re nothing to her. This is her domain you just encroached on. Do you not understand how manners work, or are you so uncouth and need to remember yourself?” 
 
    He ground his jaw, but keep speaking as if he hadn’t heard me. “I will file a grievance with your elders and—” 
 
    I snorted. “Oh no, not those chickenshit assholes.” I waved it off. “Whatever, I’ll buy them off as that’s how you guys all handle these ‘grievances’ and your ‘justice.’” I held up my hand to him when he opened his mouth and faced Mel. “Ignore them. They’re here for me and I’m—please, you don’t think I have a plan for these fools? I’m insulted you don’t have more faith in me.” 
 
    “Tams, the guards and aides aren’t held to the same confidentiality and rules the councilmembers are. They can run their mouths all over the place about anything they see,” she worried. 
 
    I pointed behind her to the students. “Right, because they all keep their mouths shut. We know they tell everything too. I got this. Don’t worry and go be fabulous and teach your class. Really.” 
 
    She studied me a moment and sighed. “Fine, but if you put yourself in danger I’m telling Irma, and she won’t make that marble and pearlberry pie.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to say something snarky and closed it. My stomach really did rule me. I smiled, nodded, and she walked off. I turned to the slightly amused Instructor Larson next. “How big of a space do you need for us to work? Are we off to the side or how are we doing this?” 
 
    “We need to warm up and—” 
 
    “I can go over my morning routine before breakfast if you want and all of everything as I have with Colton, but not everyone needs to hear it.” 
 
    He studied the people spying. “Several are wearing runes and using runes to journal everything we’ll both say in their presence.” 
 
    “That’s fine. Just tell the space you need, and it won’t work a few seconds after that.” I smirked at him when he gave me a confused glanced. 
 
    Slow understanding filled his eyes.  
 
    Yeah, hi, I knew powerful barriers. Duh. 
 
    I nodded as he pointed it out and then smirked at the councilmen and their lackeys before throwing up the barrier to cover the whole area. I turned to Instructor Larson and answered his unasked question. “They can’t see or hear anything, but we can them. The essence dampener charm I wear and rune I use both change the magical signature of the barrier.” 
 
    He studied it and smiled. “So they don’t know it’s a fairy spy barrier that allows you to see and hear them, but think it’s a powerful one like I’ve seen Geiger use that protects him like the charm his mate gave him. They have no idea we aren’t blocked from them.” 
 
    “No.” I moved closer to the edge and bit back a chuckle as the councilmen blew their lids. “I feel like I need popcorn.” 
 
    “Get Edelman here now,” Ainsworth bitched at his aide. “He needs to have her take this barrier down now. This is against the rules. We’re allowed on campus to inspect at anytime we want, and we want to inspect the unknown’s training as her power could be a danger to all of us!” 
 
    “Call it what you will, Councilman,” Mel shouted over, amusement in her tone. “Tell whatever lies you want to those dumb enough to believe you, but Tamsin won’t ever be one you abduct and drain for the black market. My whole clan has sworn an oath to protect her. So I suggest you stop interfering in this class as she’s using her power in training, which is the goal of it.” 
 
    “She is—” Ainsworth tried again. 
 
    “Councilman, you might be used to being around people who can’t tell when you lie, but I can,” she snapped. “You do it again about your intentions of being here and in regards to one I’ve given my oath to protect, and even my council will agree with my acting on your being a danger to Ms. Vale in my presence as a dragon’s oath is sacred. Now, you know where the door is. I suggest you use it.” 
 
    Well dayumn.  
 
    I held out my arm and dropped an imaginary mic for Mel when Ainsworth wasn’t stupid enough to piss off a Rothchild and stormed out. I still kept up the barrier as now everyone would want to snitch to their council anything about what they could learn about my power level or training, but it was a good win. 
 
    For the moment. They would be back. Pests always came back, no matter how many times you swatted them away.  
 
    You needed to squash them completely to make them stop bothering you. 
 
    I started easy with Instructor Larson. I went over my workout—which he said he would join me for the next morning—and then we sparred so he could get the real idea of my level. Before the end of class, he had me speak with Colton to give permission to get full information on my training from the dragon and Mel’s father. 
 
    I shocked them both by hugging Colton. 
 
    “I’ve always got your back, Cousin,” Colton muttered, patting my back and even kissing my hair.  
 
    It made me smile that he even guessed what I was so happy about. There was so much going on that I understood why people didn’t always check with me before telling secrets… But it was my life. They were my secrets. It was hard to give up control of them. After so long of being almost completely on my own, it was really, really hard to simply trust everyone would do what they should. 
 
    And then add in all my years of being in the foster system where the adults didn’t do anything they should by me, and I had next to no faith left in anyone. But for as much corruption as there was in the supe world, there were a lot of good people who were slowly bringing back my faith. Slowly. 
 
    Very slowly with tiny bread crumbs. Colton just gave me another one when I needed it. So did Geiger, as Instructor Larson seemed pretty cool already. 
 
    I showered and hurried to the greenhouses on the outskirts of campus to my next class. I wasn’t sure what to expect from Botany 101… Except not to touch a plant while using magic at the same time Professor Pillay did as apparently that would be a shining beacon I was a fairy. Somehow. I didn’t really get it, but Dean White said it would be as glaringly obvious as when I picked up a fairy sword. 
 
    Good I found out in advance then. 
 
    The class was going to be fun because I liked Professor Pillay, but pretty basic after learning so much about gardening and agriculture from the hobgoblins. It was another instinct to fairies, and from glancing at journals, it seemed almost impossible for a fairy to kill a plant under their care. 
 
    So really, I was simply there to enjoy playing in the dirt and the plants and walk out with an easy grade. Nice. 
 
    It was the first class I had with outside students from the exchange program though. I didn’t notice it at first, taking a station at one of the ends near the other exit and going over the syllabus that was handed to me as I walked in. But moments later, I had a guy join me and was chatting me up. 
 
    And that had yet to happen since I’d arrived at Artemis.  
 
    Like at all. I was the non-elite unknown that everyone looked down on until I made friends. At first, I assumed the guy was talking to anyone else other than me.  
 
    But then I realized no one else was around.  
 
    I blinked up from the syllabus and glanced at him before checking I was right. 
 
    “So your ears do work,” he chuckled as if cracking a seriously funny joke instead of insulting me. 
 
    I smiled brightly at him. “Yes, but so do my manners, and talking to someone while they’re reading and preparing for class and expecting them to entertain you because you want it is considered rude to most people. You know, those ones whose brains work.” I looked back down at the syllabus and it took everything I had not to smile when I saw him flinch out of the corner of my gaze. 
 
    Wow, he was slow on the uptake there. It took him a few beats to catch that insult?  
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to bother you,” he tried again, completely ignoring what I’d just said. “I was saying that your necklace is really pretty and I wanted to know what it was to get it for my girlfriend. Can I see it?” 
 
    I didn’t even look at him as I flipped on my telepathy. My suspicions were confirmed in under five seconds and I snorted. “Wow, you’re so super clever, and no one else would have thought of that plot to get me to take off my essence charm to figure out what species I am. I mean, it’s not like you’re subtle or anything. It took you five seconds to go right for that with the lamest excuse ever.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean,” he argued. “How was I supposed to know that was an essence charm? I don’t even know your name or—” 
 
    “Or that I’m a telepath apparently,” I drawled. I flinched when several guys across the aisle burst out laughing, focused on the guy.  
 
    “What a douche,” one of them said, elbowing his buddies. “The idiot from one of the lowest ranked schools thought he could walk in here and just do what none of us could. Hey, why don’t you try to rip it off of her in sparring? That worked well for the last guy who tried too.” 
 
    The exchange student glanced between us before focusing on me, clearly dropping the act. “What did you do?” 
 
    “I worked on his flexibility by folding him into a pretzel and breaking more bones then he could count on the hand he used to try and steal my charm.” I waggled my eyebrows at him. “I’ve had council aides come after me, and they’ve run screaming. I’ve had Underground come after me, and they’re in supe prison. But yeah, sure, you’ve got this. You go on with your bad self, dude.” 
 
    He had enough good sense to admit defeat, tucking his tail and hurrying off to anywhere other than the spot near me. 
 
    I glanced over to the guy who had interjected and saw him watching me with amusement in his eyes. There wasn’t a hint of hostility or the desire to find out himself. After a few moments, it hit me why. 
 
    He was a dragon. I recognized him from the gathering of dragons the day I saved the Diazes and came back to campus. He was one of those who knelt before me in thanks.  
 
    I dipped my head to the guy, letting him know I had pieced it together. He shot me a wink and turned back to his friends. I was cool with that. We didn’t need to be friends or pretend our goals would magically converge because I’d done his people a solid… But it was nice to see they had stopped seeing me as an enemy, instead as an ally to speak out for if I needed it.  
 
    That was some nice fucking progress in a year. 
 
    But not too much, as the spot next to me stayed empty after I scared off that guy. Fine by me. 
 
    Once class was over, I met up with everyone for lunch, noting that energy danced over my skin when Hudson went to sit by Juan and Lucca… And Lucca wouldn’t stop staring at me as if I was on the menu. The cafeteria was abuzz moments after Darby leaned down and gave me a kiss. I heard whispers about us being back together from at least a dozen people when I went to get more food. 
 
    It was better they got it out of their systems and moved on. 
 
    Right, like they would ever just move on from me. Stalkers. 
 
    My last class of the day was Shifter Culture I, taught by Professor Puth. He was a wolf shifter, a very Beta one, according to Ray and Zack, but a good guy. He liked the cousins because they put a stop to the guard boss and Alpha being a dominant dick to the professor.  
 
    About a half an hour into the first class, it was clear Professor Puth was a good teacher, engaging, and liked the material. He seemed the type to stay out of the drama and simply do his job, which was my favorite given how many wanted to interject themselves into everything to do with me. Granted, it was needed for some, and I liked several of them, especially Dean White. 
 
    It was simply too much and overwhelming. It blurred all the lines, and it was nice to just have a teacher be a teacher, and Professor Puth would only be my teacher. 
 
    When class was over, I felt Zack fall in step with me. “How are the new pup guards?” 
 
    “Good. Lots of potential, and it seems to have chilled Glen out to have pups again instead of mostly strong Betas, but…” 
 
    “But just because Glen’s an Alpha doesn’t mean he should be boss, and he’s always going to be a dick whose face you want to punch in?” 
 
    “Yeah, I really want to punch in his face. I will once before I leave here for good when our job is done,” he confessed. 
 
    I snorted. “Good to have goals.” 
 
    It was his turn to snort. “Like you don’t have the same one.” 
 
    “There’s a reason we’re friends.” 
 
    He threw back his head and laughed so hard it echoed in the open area, lightening both of our moods. Sometimes it was the little things that we needed to get through the day. 
 
    Even if the “little things” were plans to punch someone out when we could. 
 
  
 
  



 18 
 
      
 
    “Your development is good,” Instructor Larson praised the next morning after my run. “Melody Rothchild did well by you, and I fully believe that is the only reason you’re not imploding with your vast power as an unknown. Many unknowns have gone that route that have had even a fraction of the juice you do. Sad, but true. It’s so much easier for the unknowns that are shifters as it’s a matter of shifting or not.” 
 
    I nodded. I’d heard it before and it made sense, but it was nice to have as many independent sources confirm it as possible. It was something that kept me up at night or filled my nightmares, given all fairies were relying on me to get them out of Faerie or… The possibilities were long on what could have happened. 
 
    “I’m going to speak with the guy who was your power assessor last year and go over where you were before drawing up the best plan on combining the two.” 
 
    “Ahhh, well, that’s a bit complicated,” I warned. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at that. “I know the savant was young, but I saw your performance at the Power Playoffs. It was a thing of beauty. He—” 
 
    “He didn’t approve of the plan. Things went sideways and—it’s complicated. You’re going to want to speak with Dean White on all of that as she’s the one who’s been working with me since. On a lot too. I mean, way past what… Well, I’m not sure what. She simply always uses ‘astoundingly advanced’ when she refers to much of anything I do.” I shrugged, not sure how else to explain it. 
 
    I was still ridiculously new to all of this. 
 
    He nodded after a moment. “Fine, but I’ll still start with the one you started with. I need the journey, not simply where you’re at, if I’m going to fill in any gaps as well since your education has been crammed into a year. Too much can be overlooked then.” 
 
    I held my hands up in surrender. “Preaching to the choir, man. I worry every damn day if we skip anything and everything that it will out me or blow up in my face, so be the adult and handle what you think best.” 
 
    He shot me another glance, seeming amused this time. “You’re a lot more reasonable than I would have thought given half of what’s said about you.” 
 
    I snorted. “I’m reasonable with people who are reasonable with me. I respect people who treat me with respect. I know it’s a crazy idea when I have breasts, and big strong men pee standing up, but well, it’s also a great place to kick them when their heads are up their asses. I want to survive and save my people. If you can help me get there, then I’m diligently under your tutelage.” 
 
    “Good, because I also want to go over your diet and possibly make changes. College kids don’t have the best diets, and that could greatly help you—” 
 
    “Talk to Irma. She’s the boss of me. Izzy’s my roommate, and she tracks a lot of bars and stuff she’s always ordering me extra to eat. There’s gels, and I never have plain water, but herbal tea with juice infusions for extra calories and sugars.” I nodded when he couldn’t hide his shock. “I use a lot of magic. Talk with White. Maybe she can put it in terms that make sense without telling you what I’m doing.” 
 
    He didn’t take offense to what I said, but cleared his throat so I knew to listen to him. “My mental shields are a fortress, believe me.” 
 
    “I do, but everyone slips. The one thing I’m learning reading journals is there’s always a stronger rune or a way to sneak past a ward or barrier. I have the charm and a rune, and I’m still ridiculously careful. No one can keep guard all the time and take on all challengers.” 
 
    “It’s smart you’ve learned that so young.”  
 
    I snorted. “I learned it way younger, but that’s not a conversation for someone I’m not friends with.” I was impressed when he let it go since most would have pushed. 
 
    We swung by the dorm and picked up Izzy who was more than happy to fill him in on the types of snacks I eat and the vast amounts of them. He followed me around at the cafeteria buffets and kept shooting me glances as if wondering if I was messing with him. It had to be that I was still young—especially to fairies who matured at thirty—because I’d constantly read fairies ate a ton. 
 
    “I’ll be back for seconds,” I told him. “Sometimes thirds.” 
 
    “I’ve seen her go for fourths and fifths,” Mel drawled as she joined us. “Take her as a few hobbits and remember that she was severely neglected growing up. She spent many years starved, so she’s got a lot of catching up to do.” 
 
    “I understand. Thank you. I’ll speak with Irma and see you for your routine in the morning. If you could start journaling what you eat…” he trailed off when I shot him a look of horror. “Take a picture of your trays before you tuck into them?” 
 
    “That, I can do. I’ll try and send texts with snacks. Drinks with calories?” 
 
    “Yes, for now. Juices especially.” 
 
    “Got it.” I realized there was something I should have asked. “How much is Geiger paying you to do this?” 
 
    The serious and hard man chuckled, finally giving me more than a smirk or some subtle amusement. “You are paying me gobs, Ms. Vale.” He strutted off with his tray after dropping that bomb. 
 
    “I approved it, and he’s worth it,” Mel muttered as we headed to our normal table. “The guy is a legend and it’s not known, but he’ll double as protection. I saw him placing wards on the witch and warlock dorm. It’s all or nothing with him, so the full package is totally worth his skills and knowledge.” 
 
    “Hey, you don’t have to sell me on him. He’s detailed and all over it like your dad.” I did a double take when her thoughts said Instructor Larson was probably better than Trigger Rothchild, which I hadn’t expected. She quickly explained in her mind that it was because of Larson’s extensive magical knowledge and all of his power, but yeah, the man was seriously lethal and could take things to another level. 
 
    It wasn’t Mr. Rothchild’s fault that he couldn’t. But it was just like Mel to always be fair and acknowledge that, even if it was only in her head. 
 
    I took my pictures, ate tons, and hurried for a shower before heading to Physics 101. As I knew, it was going to be a lot of evil math that I wouldn’t be friends with, but I was pretty sure I could struggle through. 
 
    Magical Advancements 101 was going to be fascinating, and I was ready to dive right in and read all the material. Others didn’t seem to have the same opinion and thought it a blow off class. They seemed to have that same opinion of Professor Campbell from their thoughts, which was a shame since she was a good teacher. 
 
    I simply had other issues with her since she had been completely into Dr. Craftsman and pursued him the whole time we were together. Every time I’d seen her over the summer, his name was on her lips. She wasn’t trying for him again, but she still cared too much, and that was obvious from the way she would comment about trying to help him and the way everyone shut him out. 
 
    And today, her thoughts were on him as she started the lecture. She was glad he almost seemed more like himself, and he was looking forward to something. It was nice for him that he could get back into the semester, and it would push him past whatever had happened that he wouldn’t talk about with her, no matter how hard she tried. 
 
    That was about when I shut off my telepathy. I hadn’t meant to listen that long, but I had flinched, wondering if he was looking forward to me being in his class… But that sounded utterly self-absorbed. He had to seriously know it was over, right? 
 
    Please let me be right. I felt like an overfilled water balloon most days, and if anyone tried to push more in me, I was going to burst all over the quad. 
 
    When class was over, I stayed back to ask a private question, waiting until she was finished talking to another student to approach her. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Ms. Vale?” she asked as she packed up her materials. 
 
    “I wondered if there was any flexibility on the paper topics? I did a lot of research over the summer into advancements, and there are others I want to research. I was hoping there might be a chance for some crossover, even if you don’t cover them specifically or they might be covered in later classes.” 
 
    She stopped what she was doing, glancing at me then. “Some of the research was for your traps.” She smirked when I didn’t reply. “If I made the exception, I’d want to see those and—” 
 
    “No,” I immediately shut down. 
 
    She blinked at me in shock, probably given how flexible I’d been with teachers going over the line with me, but also the harsh tone I used. “Whyever not?” 
 
    “Those are weapons in the wrong hands, Professor Campbell. I trust you, but someone gets it from you, or the knowledge how I did it—I’m not going down that rabbit hole. I won’t even show them to Dean White, and she’s been my magical advisor on several other projects. I’d love her help because I think she could guide me how to use a ton less magic to make them, but it’s dangerous.” 
 
    “How are spy traps dangerous?” 
 
    “I caught council spies in them,” I reminded her, thinking she was a bit too naïve on our world and lived in her fancy lifestyle bubble. “I’ve been ordered by powerful families to make more for them and alter them as they want. People threaten, abduct, and kill for less.” 
 
    “My word, you go to the darkest options fast,” she whispered. 
 
    “Professor, I like you, but you’re not paying attention to what really goes on in this world if you don’t.” I shook my head when she flinched and looked miffed. “White did. She yelled at me for letting the other headmasters and schools find out that I could make those as it was another reason I was a target.” 
 
    She pressed her lips in a thin line and nodded. “I’ll speak with her on that then. I admit that my family kept me sheltered from much and are good people, so I didn’t experience the horrors most elite women do.” She went back to packing. “Fine, yes, I’ll allow other options for your assignments, but I would like another half of a page to a page as to what drew you to that advancement or your interest in it.” 
 
    “As long as I don’t have to give specifics or intents of how to use it.” 
 
    “Not at all. I find your mind fascinating and the way you see our world. Call it professional curiosity as I’ve never spent time with an unknown, nor a young witch of your power. Plus, now you’re training with Nathan Larson, who’s a legend, and I find myself jealous I’m not ever invited into the fun club. Melody isn’t much younger than I. Pillay is involved all the time.” 
 
    I ignored the comment about my being a witch. “Only on the extra seminar and co-op stuff, which I’m not,” I defended. “And it’s not a club, Campbell. It’s dangerous. White signed up knowing it might cost her life to fight with us. Are you willing to go that far? Because we are. It’s not a club, but a war we’re fighting.”  
 
    She blinked at me as if I was going too far. There was no good way to say that, and I appreciated she was at least being polite as she couldn’t seem to make her mouth work. 
 
    “Talk to White, but you’re more than welcome to help Pillay or the hobgoblins or HAVEN or whatever you want. The super inner circle is locked to people only willing to take this all the way.” I sighed when she tried to say something again. “Councilman Ainsworth is one of the top dogs of the supe black market. He is a murderer who wants me to drain my magic and steal all I have. This is war.” 
 
    There wasn’t anything else to say and I had to get to class, so I left her to settle with that. I kinda thought she was a bit dense to not have realized it was so serious already. I mean, she had been right there when one of Ainsworth’s aides attacked me and tried to rip my mental shields down to find out what species I was so they could control me. 
 
    Did she think things got better after that? 
 
    I mulled that over as I hurried to my next class. Campbell might be the type of person who preferred her head in the sand and only saw what she wanted to. She saw Craftsman’s last name and his prestigious family, but no matter how many times even I’d heard him talk about the shit of his family… She never seemed to get there was bad to them or being among the ultimate, top-powered elite. 
 
    Every protection and warning rune and charm I possessed flared or reacted as I walked into Potions 101, to the point I almost turned tail and raced right back out and found my security. They were dull responses though, so I continued, flipping on my telepathy and keeping alert while ready to book it. I felt a strange sort of excitement I hadn’t in a while, not since Mel and I had stopped giving ourselves assignments. 
 
    There was a predator in the room, full of glee at being able to trap prey. 
 
    And there was someone who was wearing a telepathy blocking charm. I didn’t need two guesses that it was the same person. 
 
    The thing that did shock me was Instructor McGrath wore the charm. I didn’t know much about him, just the quick background Mel had given me about all my teachers so I was prepared. He was a warlock, new to Artemis, but had a few years’ experience teaching under his belt. 
 
    He was also a plant of the council who they had ordered to seduce me as they firmly believed the rumors I was a huge slut after having lived with humans for so long. Instructor McGrath was more than willing as he was a colossal pervert that loved co-eds and making them submissive to his authority.  
 
    I had a problem with Professor Nelson playing with students and not making the lines clearer, but they were adults and needed to be smarter. 
 
    This guy was a fucking predator who liked to entrap people and threaten them with exposing what they’d done. He’d taped people—and looked forward to doing the same to me—and all kinds of despicable things. He was also to get access to everything of mine for the council, but he wasn’t planning on giving everything to them as he was selfish and knew without a doubt he could bend me to his will. 
 
    I was a stupid redheaded slut that was full of bluster and won the lottery with fairy grandparents to have too much power that I didn’t understand. I needed a firm hand and better guidance, the right spoiling and seduction, and I’d enjoy every second of it and give him the keys to everything.  
 
    First, he’d get me away from White by teaching me all the stuff she’d never let me near. Second, he’d break Darby and me up by catching the vampire in some compromising position he’d fake with magic I wouldn’t understand. I’d be so devastated that I would be broken and weak and completely open to his training to become his submissive. 
 
    And then he’d have everything he could ever want.  
 
    The kicker of all of this? The seriously shocking part to me, way beyond finding a man who was a sick fuck or the council would send someone to do something so underhanded? 
 
    I could read his thoughts with the telepathy blocking charm. That wasn’t supposed to be possible. So… What. The. Actual. Fuck? 
 
    I was more powerful than the person who made the charm? Did they not normally work on fairies who were telepaths, and I was simply too young and weak after having my magic curbed for years that they did work on me before? Was Instructor McGrath a weaker warlock than the others I’d been around who worked those charms? Did that matter? 
 
    My mind reeled with questions, but I only had one answer I knew for sure: I couldn’t tell anyone about this development. Not even White. This was one of those secrets only I should ever know. No one else needed to know I was so powerful, telepathy charms didn’t work on me anymore. 
 
    Because I had the feeling that that made me scary powerful, and most people feared anything that was scary. Even if it wasn’t bad scary. 
 
    But McGrath posed a serious problem, and there wouldn’t be an easy solution or answer on how to handle him. Luckily, I wouldn’t need to right away as the bell rang. For the moment, most knew I was fairly standoffish and kept to myself, so any chance he took to try and form an attachment or bond with me, I could easily rebuff. 
 
    Even if I would want to slice off his balls and shove them up his ass. 
 
    The most insulting part of his whole plan? The man was gross. I wasn’t even trying to be rude or judgmental on his looks. He wasn’t the best looking, anyone could see that. I wouldn’t normally judge based on physical appearance, simply that I wasn’t attracted to him and he wasn’t my type.  
 
    No, it was his whole package and… There are some men you look at or are near and you can feel the slime, sexism, and creep factor on them.  
 
    That was Instructor McGrath. So there wasn’t a chance in fucking hell I would go near that man or be alone in a room with him for any reason. And I had a hard time thinking any woman had without major alarm bells going off, so I wanted to know how many he’d done stuff to with magic that he then recorded and threatened with. 
 
    And then I’d clip his balls and shove them up his ass. 
 
    I debated what to do and how to handle telling people as he went over the syllabus. He then handed out the packets with ingredients for our first assignments, and I heard from his mind that mine was fucked with. He wasn’t paying me any particular attention, but planned to make me need to come to him like a mouse in his maze. 
 
    Right, cute. A few simple comments about White not doing all she should by me, and Craftsman wasn’t as smart as everyone thought if he couldn’t teach me the basics to help me with anything besides runes, and I’d want to spend time with McGrath and absorb his vast knowledge. It also gave me the perfect reason to see the charm around his neck when he leaned over to hand it to me. 
 
    The charm that was on the metal chain. 
 
    Metal I could break when I was upset. I made sure I was upset and snapped a link of the chain, mentally smirking when I saw it fall to the ground as he rounded to walk down the next row. He was trying to be cool by wearing a dress shirt without a tie and a few buttons open, with too-tight fitted slacks as opposed to more professional attire like others. 
 
    I swallowed loudly, knowing my favorite look was Craftsman’s with the nice jeans, dress shirt, and tie. It was such a sexy look… And I had to see it on the asshole during my last class of the day. 
 
    I really, really was going to hate Tuesdays and Thursdays. Between the evil, complicated math, a fucking creep council spy, and my ex-lover teaching runes I already knew…Yeah, I just hated those days this year. 
 
    The moment the bell rang to end class, I had my phone in my hand, everything already packed up to go, and I was out the door. I pulled up a text message and addressed it to Mel, Dean White, Zack, Ray, and Geiger. That seemed the essential group who needed to know on this one, and if they thought we needed to add others, then I would trust their judgement. 
 
      
 
    Tamsin: We have a serious fucking problem. Instructor McGrath is a council plant. He’s here to seduce me to get everything they want, but he’s planning on keeping most of me and what I have for himself AS HIS SUBMISSIVE. He was wearing a telepathy blocking charm that I broke a link of the chain on so it fell off. That will only work today. We need a longer term plan. Fast. 
 
    I started thinking there might be a way to fib there was a fairy rune I could put on the charm if someone helped me distract him. Ray’s text came in immediately and before I could work out any flaws in my idea. 
 
    Ray: The plan is easy. Let the fae dogs eat him and find a new potions teacher. See? Easy plan. 
 
    Mel: I was just typing out the same plan. 
 
    Zack: That sounds like something they’d be ready for and their backup plan if he can’t seduce Tamsin, idiots. 
 
    White: I second that. Though I would have left off the name-calling as I wanted to call the fae dogs as well. That seems a reasonable response to such a disgusting situation, but I agree the council is smart and their plans are normally layered. 
 
    Geiger: Agreed. Do nothing for the moment.  
 
    Tamsin: There’s more to this. He’s entrapped women and students before. He’s a total perv predator and was excited at the chance at someone with a huge estate like me. He’s got a detailed plan where I’m a mouse in his maze. He’s going to show Craftsman neglected me as he knows there’s issues there, so does the council. He’s also going to cut me off from White’s influence so I rely on him. 
 
    White: That’s nonsensical. Why would you choose an instructor over the tutelage of a dean? 
 
    Tamsin: He’s going to offer to teach me the bad stuff he thinks you wouldn’t ever teach a young witch as he and the council are fairly convinced I really am one. He tampered with my first assignment in an attempt to make it seem I’m so lacking that I can’t even handle the basics and need his expertise if you’re all so busy and would neglect me when I’m so special. 
 
    Mel: We’ve seen predators use that ploy over and over again. It’s effective, normally on girls younger than you. He’s not looked into your background enough to realize you would see right through that. 
 
    Tamsin: I got the feeling his sexism blinded him pretty hard to my having that much rational thought. Also he agrees with the council I’m UNDOUBTEDLY a huge slut given I’ve lived so long around humans so I’d be easy to seduce if given the slightest attention. Oh, once he frames Darby for cheating on me with magic. Because I’ve been stupid enough to fall for any of that.  
 
    Zack: Seriously, do they think women are completely brainless? Wolves do not treat their women like this! 
 
    White: Yes. 
 
    Mel: Yes, but dragons don’t either. They’re sexist in leadership and councils, yes, but nowhere to this extent. It’s vampires and warlocks that are so bad and hold the society back because they are the two largest groups. The shifters are the biggest if they all combine but they don’t. Though some of their groups are incredibly sexist.  
 
    White: For now with the assignment, you will bring it to Professor Pillay tomorrow and say you think something is off with the ingredients. She would be the right resource since you will see her before McGrath and you’ve worked with her more so it make sense while leaving me out of it. She will undoubtedly know what’s wrong or something is wrong and bring it to mine or McGrath’s attention. 
 
    Geiger: Good. That will make someone as distrusting as Tamsin leery of the new teacher and give her every excuse to avoid being alone with him. It explains lots and has nothing to do with his telepathy blocking charm. Is there anything else we can do about that long-term? 
 
    I let out a slow breath and decided to go with my lie as I hurried to the cafeteria. It was better to get it out over text instead of saying it since White could see past my aura dulling rune. 
 
    Tamsin: I need someone to help me distract McGrath and then I have a fairy rune I can use to nullify the magic in the charm without him being able to sense it. It has to be someone he wouldn’t ever think of working with me. 
 
    Mel: Larson. I’ll talk with Larson. It only makes sense given Larson wants to outline how much magic you’ll be using to come up with your diet plan and energy usage. McGrath will want access to Larson too which means he’ll jump at the chance to not only speak with him but speak with him about you. 
 
    White: Good. I will warn Edelman, Craftsman, and Dr. Salzman not to say a word about you to McGrath and we will fill them in later when we can. That should be enough for now as we don’t know what other charms or powers the man has given he’s working with the council. 
 
    That was smart and we all said as much. 
 
      
 
    I tucked my phone away when we finished up and I reached the cafeteria, my mind racing with the development. This was all so fucked up. How could grown men really sit in judgment of others and call themselves honorable with straight faces and order someone to do this to a young woman? All so they could control her and take what she had? 
 
    How could they not expect people to fight back against that? 
 
    I really didn’t know but I certainly fucking would. 
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    Mel and I were tense during lunch, leaving Izzy to glance between us as if trying to figure out what was going on now. I caught her gaze and gave a slight shake of my head to warn her to stay out of it. Luckily, she was good at leaving things be when she knew it wasn’t because we didn’t trust or love her, but it was over her level of badass. 
 
    Or so she referred to it. She was still new to all of this and having to fight the bad guys. She was getting better at physical training and combat, but she was still a behind-the-scenes addition to the team. Though according to Zack, she had great aim when he took her to the shooting range. I hated guns, so I didn’t like the idea of her using one, and I really loathed the idea of her ever carrying one. 
 
    But she didn’t. She said she knew she was cannon fodder as a witch who didn’t have the juice as I did, so if it could level the playing field a bit then she was for it. 
 
    That made me change my tune. She was her own woman, and if she wanted to learn guns instead of swords to protect herself, then that was her choice, and we supported each other in this makeshift family we had. 
 
    Hudson walked by and energy danced all over my body, tanking my mood even worse. Between that, and my next class being Runes 201, I was surprised storm clouds weren’t forming over my head. For real. There was a serious difference between catching glances of Craftsman in public areas, or even see him in a meeting, and being stuck in a lecture with him where he was the teacher. 
 
    “You can do this,” Mel whispered gently when lunch was wrapping up. 
 
    I glanced at her and let her see in my eyes that I wasn’t sure I could. Then I swallowed everything I was feeling down and headed to class. 
 
    He was already there writing on the chalkboard… The one I’d goofed around at writing runes on with Izzy while he’d watched us with amusement. I glanced at the desk we’d messed around on more times than I could count and had had sex on. Next, I looked at my old seat and memories assaulted me. 
 
    I shut it all down and pushed it out as I hurried to a seat on the far side in the very back by the windows. Maybe if I was in the corner furthest from his view, then I wouldn’t feel his eyes on me, and the windows would give me a distraction. 
 
    The bell rang and he gave his intro, my heart aching to hear his accent and smooth voice in such a familiar way instead of simply in my dreams. It killed me to know how many were falling for his voice as I had, and maybe he would actually love one of them and the person they were, accept them when he couldn’t me. 
 
    I couldn’t listen to this. I couldn’t listen to him. This was too much for my broken soul and longing for Julian Craftsman. I didn’t even realize I had made the decision to completely tune him and the whole class out until a syllabus packet was tossed back at me, landing on the extending lap desk used to take notes. I mumbled something resembling a thanks and stuffed the packet in my bag. 
 
    And then I went back to plotting what areas and estates I planned to rescue hobgoblins from in the coming weeks. 
 
    “Ms. Vale!” Craftsman’s voice echoed through the lecture hall, letting me know that it wasn’t the first time he’d tried to get my attention. Even if I didn’t physically react or look at him, something in my muted aura must have told him he’d surprised me because he didn’t shout again. “Am I boring you, Ms. Vale?” 
 
    I was about to swallow down what I really wanted to say, but then realized he’d given me the perfect opportunity to sow some dissent. People were bitching about how the school protected me and that I was in too tight with them. McGrath wanted to spy on me for the council and others wanted access to me. I was limited on this and that because I had to play nice for the school. 
 
    Maybe letting people think everything wasn’t all flowers and candy with us was a good thing? 
 
    “Yes, to tears actually,” I drawled as I kept my focus out the window. Several people gasped or tried to cover snickers with coughs, but failed miserably. 
 
    “Excuse me?” he bit out. 
 
    “You asked, Doc,” I purred. “Don’t get angry at me if you don’t want the truth as I’d be in trouble for lying. So do you want my answer, or do you want to pretend you didn’t ask the question?” 
 
    “I expect you to answer my questions if I ask them, Ms. Vale.” 
 
    I slowly turned my head and met his gaze, letting him see how much I hated him for forcing me to take his class behind my back after what had happened between us. I mentally smirked when he flinched. 
 
    “Yes, you’re boring me, Dr. Craftsman. I find this class remedial, which was why it took me less than a month over the summer to learn the runes and place out of it. Which Dean White and Professor Pillay approved. But it was decided that the spoiled elites couldn’t handle allowing the lowly unknown to place out of yet another class as I have skipped ahead two years of physical training and now mental shielding. 
 
    “And unknowns are so unstable, and the gods forbid I do anything magical well as I’m so fucking volatile. Or so sayeth the savant Craftsman, right, Doc?” People weren’t even trying to hold back their shock then. “Did I do something before you could or better than you could at my age? Are you like your sexist council and I needed to be put in my place because I have breasts?” 
 
    “I think that’s enough—” he tried to cut in, but I wasn’t done. 
 
    “It’s funny how the elites get around the rules all the time, but I wasn’t even given the respect of a conversation before being stuck in this class at your discretion after I was approved to be placed out of it. And I pay my tuition just as they do. Hell, I was the single largest donor to Artemis this year and still I was screwed over because you, a male from an elite family, said it should be so. 
 
    “So yes, you’re boring me. You’ve bored me since you wanted me to bail on the Power Playoffs when the elites cheated and tried to stack the deck against me. You couldn’t keep up, and I had no problems doing it without you. I had no problem learning this whole year on my own, but that pissed you off, so you used your penis and forced me into this seat. So here I will sit because you can’t keep up.” 
 
    I turned to look back out the window, but not before I saw steam practically coming out of his ears at being called out like that. It wasn’t simply I’d poked at our relationship and his personal failings, but I’d poured salt in his wounds and issues with his family and insulted him as a teacher. 
 
    “Participation is a part of your grade, Ms. Vale,” he ground out. 
 
    “Doc, I did all the runes for the full year flawlessly for your boss. I can show you how they work anytime you need me to.” I bit back a smirk at the implication he couldn’t do them himself when clearly he could. 
 
    He was quiet a full minute, the whole class seeming to wait with bated breath to see how he would react. “Stay after class, Ms. Vale. There seems to be much we need to discuss.” 
 
    I swallowed a snort. Yeah, that wasn’t happening. He’d done enough to force me to be around him. He had started this and picked on the fact I wasn’t paying attention in front of all these people. He could have simply ignored it and been kind.  
 
    For someone who claimed he still cared for me, he didn’t seem to want anything other than to make my life harder. I bit my tongue hard enough that it hurt to fight tears when I realized that. 
 
    He waited a few more moments for me to respond, but when I kept ignoring him, he went back to his lecture. 
 
    Five minutes before the bell rang, I seriously considered using a shadow rune and barrier to hide myself and silence my presence and slip out of class… But we weren’t actually supposed to use our conduits outside of class, the practice rooms, or supervision until junior year after we passed some certification, and there was a list of rules. 
 
    Yes, I was in class, but even I knew that was pushing the line, and I could get in valid trouble, which I didn’t need right then. I got in enough bullshit trouble that I tried to limit how much I deserved. 
 
    He wrapped up about thirty seconds before class ended. I was up and out of my seat as everyone else packed it in. 
 
    “Ms. Vale,” he called after me as I reached the door the same time the bell rang. 
 
    I ignored him and kept going. Ray was waiting outside and didn’t say a word, probably smelling my upset or any number or indicators I was about to lose my shit. I mumbled a thanks after we reached my dorm and I headed inside. Once inside, I dumped my bag on the floor and crawled in bed, snuggling in the bedding even and pulling it over my head. 
 
    And then I silently cried, letting everything out I’d been holding in for the past hour and a half. I don’t know how long I went on, but I heard a key in the door and tried to get myself together so Izzy didn’t call Mel and start shit. 
 
    “I’m not sure if she’s here or how—” 
 
    “She’s inside, Ms. Kincaid,” Dean White assured her. 
 
    Oh shit.  
 
    “No she’s not,” I grumbled once they were in the room and the door was closed behind them. “She’s taking a time out and unavailable.” I bit back a growl when my covers were yanked back, reminding myself that it was a dean of my school doing it and not someone I could smack. 
 
    Even if she deserved it. 
 
    “Oh dear,” she sighed, taking in my state. “Well, this explains the over-the-top and rebellious outburst I had a report about from an explosive Craftsman.” 
 
    I mopped up my face as I swung my legs over to sit. “He shouldn’t have busted me in front of everyone that I was off in my head. That was a dick move, even if we weren’t a thing, and he was using his position to try and force me to give him time to win me back. My whole life is precarious, and he says he cares, and yet he does shit like that.” 
 
    “Yes, which he realized was a massive mistake and part of why he was so upset,” she murmured as she pulled out my desk chair and sat down. “But what was the rest of what he said? I know him to be incredibly accurate, though I’m having trouble accepting you said all you did.” 
 
    I sighed and went into my idea about how to use Craftsman’s blunder and give idiots something to talk about or openings to try something. It was easier for us to handle threats if we gave them openings instead of never knowing where all of the problems could come from. 
 
    I shrugged after explaining where my head was. “Basically, I took the opening. He set me up perfectly, and his utter disbelief and serious anger sold it. Yeah, I shit all over him and his perfect Dr. Craftsman image, but he honestly deserved that for the dick moves he’s been pulling.” 
 
    “The hobgoblins are going to have a field day with him when they return back to campus,” Izzy said, beaming as if she was ready to grab popcorn and enjoy the show. 
 
    That actually perked me up some. They were going to freeze him out and make his life miserable. Nice. 
 
    “Your plan has merit and is smart, given the opportunity presented itself,” Dean White agreed. “I’ll speak with Craftsman so he gets off his warpath, and Edelman, so he knows this is a bit of trying to pacify the elites. The rest, I will speak with Geiger on as I think we need to keep the circle small on that. He’s currently digging into McGrath’s past and investigating what you learned.” 
 
    “What’s up with Instructor McGrath?” Izzy asked, glancing between us. 
 
    Dean White’s eyes flashed shock. “You didn’t warn Ms. Kincaid?” 
 
    “We don’t include Izzy in a lot as she gets dragged into the fighting and dirty stuff then.” 
 
    “Agreed, but that sort of filthy scum won’t be deterred when we close this first direct line to you. He will start on the next easiest access to you.” She gave a pointed look to Izzy… My roommate who was also taking his class. 
 
    I felt all the blood leave my face. “Izzy, I’m so fucking sorry. I didn’t even think of it. I’m so used to dealing with pervs solo that I didn’t—” 
 
    “Hey, it’s cool,” Izzy forgave. “Mel told me she needed to talk to me about something after dinner, so I think she realized whatever Dean White did. We’re not perfect, right? Didn’t this just happen and it’s what you guys were upset about at lunch?” 
 
    I nodded, knowing she’d already put that together. Izzy was easygoing but incredibly intuitive. She paid attention, was detailed oriented, and from what I’d heard Natalie say, was picking up how to read auras fast. So she might not have the juice she wished, but she was still gifted, as that was pretty hard for a witch or warlock to get down. 
 
    “Okay, so read me in, and we’ll figure something out. You can put that aura muting rune on me or whatever since we’ll have to assume a warlock who teaches here knows how to read them.” 
 
    “He does,” Dean White confirmed. “I pulled his file after your messages. His level is passable to teach at Artemis, so it’s not his best ability, but passable here is much better than the average warlock. Be on your guard. He is extremely gifted in potions. He has to be to teach the subject here. It also means that is probably what he will use on you.” 
 
    I sighed as understanding filled me. “To test me. He’s going to start there and use some sort of potion on me to test what I am.” 
 
    “Yes, and I fear it will trigger your PTSD,” she said gently. 
 
    I swallowed loudly. Yeah, it would, and throw me back to Mason drugging and abducting me for sure. He almost killed me using too much of a fairy knockout potion and type of date rape drug so he could get me pregnant and force me to mate. Using any potions on me against my will would absolutely trigger me. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “What do we do? There’s got to be a way to fight that, right?” 
 
    “Yes, and I’ll get right to work on it, but I wanted to warn you so you’re on guard more than normal. The hobgoblins will help. I’m also going to speak with Katrina Calloway as she’s impressive in potions as well and knows about you.” 
 
    Izzy was still glancing between us like watching a tennis match. “Can’t we just let the fae dogs eat this guy if he’s such a threat and get a new potions teacher?” 
 
    Dean White shot her an unflattering look and waggled her finger at me. “This is your influence. Ms. Kincaid is turning into the third amiga with you and Melody.” 
 
    Izzy simply beamed at her. “That’s a great compliment. Thanks, Dean White.” 
 
    It was hard not to laugh when Dean White simply sighed and headed for the door. We waited several moments after she was long gone and broke out into chuckles.  
 
    I went over to Izzy and hugged her. “That was immediately Mel and Ray’s plan. I thought it wasn’t bad either, but it could be a trap since he’s also a council plant. I’ll let Mel fill you all in. I’m totally wiped and just want the day to be over.” 
 
    She tightened her arms around me. “You’ll be okay. Runes are stupid.” 
 
    “No they’re not, but thanks. Today will be the worst class, right? It will get easier from here.” 
 
    “Totally.” Her tone sounded as confident as mine. 
 
    Which really didn’t sound confident at all. 
 
    She offered to go get us some splurge ice cream from the vending machine mecca, and I gladly accepted.  
 
    I sat down on my beanbag chair with my bag and debated what I should start studying first when all I wanted to do was nothing. I stared at it for a while, wondering if Izzy had caught Mel and they had got to talking, or if there was a line at the vending machines. 
 
    My phone vibrated with a message, and I was glad for the distraction. I frowned when I saw it was from a number I didn’t know, but then my eyes went wide when I realized it was another new number for Craftsman. I’d blocked that second number he’d sent me videos from.  
 
    Well, I assumed it was from him when the message was simply a link to OneRepublic’s “Start Again” featuring Logic. He was there when I had found out how integral music was to a fairy and their soul, and he’d been trying to use it to communicate with me. He had before too, when we were together.  
 
    Plus, we both loved OneRepublic. We’d danced to a lot of their songs over winter break in my kitchen and done cute, cuddly couple things like that with their music playing in the background. I listened to the song even though I knew it, truly listening to the words and letting them sink into my soul as tears ran down my cheeks. I didn’t bother mopping off my face this time and found my response. 
 
    I sent back the link to OneRepublic’s “Didn’t I” which was all about suffering through ending a relationship and the pain of moving on. It was about the most fitting thing I could think of for us right then. I had loved him and given all of me to him and it hadn’t been enough. I couldn’t give anything else or go back when I would risk the same outcome of killing part of my soul. 
 
    It took a few minutes for him to respond, letting me know he’d listened to it, but he did with the link to OneRepublic’s “Somebody To Love.” I broke down sobbing as I listened to the heartbreaking song about watching someone move on with a new person. Part of me hated Craftsman for breaking me, but I didn’t want him to hurt over my being with Lucca.  
 
    I responded with one final song before blocking the number again… Kameron Marlowe’s “Giving You Up,” the song I had listened to over and over again to try and get over all of them. I wasn’t sure there was any other song that more accurately said—especially for Craftsman—“you had your chance and walked away, and I won’t be stupid enough to give you another one.”  
 
    Why were we even having this back-and-forth?  
 
    Why wasn’t that a valid stance to have?  
 
    Because he asked for time? 
 
    Why didn’t I deserve better than being abandoned? 
 
    I gave up on even trying to do homework, heading back to my bed and wanting the day to just be over. Instead, someone knocked on the door again. At first, I ignored it, but when the knocked kept up, I sighed and caved. 
 
    “Oh, agra,” Darby whispered when I opened the door. “What happened?” 
 
    I shook my head and stepped aside to let him in. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Did you forget I was coming?” 
 
    I wracked my brain and came up short, not simply forgetting, but not registering it at all. “I’m completely drawing a blank.” I closed the door behind him and went back to bed. “Sorry, but I just want today to be over. Can we do whatever tomorrow?” 
 
    He caught me around the waist and hugged me to him. “Was his class that bad?” 
 
    “It’s more than that,” I admitted. “What did we have?” 
 
    “You weren’t paying attention at all at dinner yesterday, were you?” 
 
    I opened my mouth but then closed it. I sighed and let my head fall back to his shoulder. “It’s hard for me to focus when Hudson sits close to me. The energy dances all over my skin, and I’m seriously seconds from orgasming or just letting him fuck me right on the tables, no matter how much I still can’t stand the idea of being around him after what he did. I’m sorry. I’m sorry you have all my baggage—” 
 
    “It’s okay, agra,” he murmured, softly kissing my neck.  
 
    Izzy opened the door before he could finish his thought, once again perfectly fulfilling our joke that she had the most accurate timing to always know anytime Darby kissed me or we took any sort of break. She sighed. “Is this seriously all you guys do?” 
 
    “No, but I’m going to start recording our time together so you can really see how you just have radar to walk in the moment he touches me. It’s like you have perv radar, Izzy.” 
 
    “It’s uncanny,” Darby drawled. 
 
    “Well, I got ice cream for you too since I remembered your study date with Tams, so don’t be salty with me,” Izzy threw right back. 
 
    I rolled my eyes as Darby let me go. “Glad you remembered because I apparently didn’t ever hear about it.” I glanced at him over my shoulder. “You’re not our year. Are we just studying whatever together?” 
 
    He frowned, reaching out and tucking some stray hair behind my ear. “No, I’m helping you with physics and your high school Latin.” 
 
    It was my turn to frown. “You’re not a tutor anymore, Darby. I gave you my prize so you could be free and not have that shit to deal with. Even the scholarship students don’t have to do that anymore.” 
 
    He leaned in as he cupped my cheek, being more affectionate than normal as if he couldn’t believe he was allowed to touch me again. “I know. This is simply me being a good boyfriend and helping out my wonderful girlfriend who has too much on her plate. She helps so many, and I want to support her, so let me.” 
 
    “Now I’m really glad I got him ice cream,” Izzy mumbled as she went to grab us spoons.  
 
    Yeah, I was too. 
 
    I brushed my lips over his in thanks and accepted my pint from Izzy before we jumped right into it. It was nice to have something familiar and normal. Something calm. I didn’t have a lot of that in my life, and I needed more of it. 
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    The next few weeks of school were a mix of ups and downs, but it was oddly easy to fall into the routine of getting back into my studies. I found it shocking, given I’d been out of school for years before my freshman year and had had only one year of traditional high school education. My college life was going to be exponentially easier once I finished my high school degree. 
 
    Funny how that worked out when I was going to such a difficult school. 
 
    Instructor Larson was awesome to work with. He was like the ultimate guru and completely dedicated to my overall advancement, not simply in training. I was learning a ton from him and soaking it all up like a sponge… Even if the man was cutting my sugar intake considerably and making me eat a ton more lean protein. It was totally worth it. 
 
    And it was hysterical to watch him battle with Irma, who loved to feed me sweets. They went at it at least every other day, and I was not the only one who grabbed a front row seat in the cafeteria to see who would win. Mostly, Irma would concede to add more protein, but only when Larson would grant more fae fruit sweets for me as those had benefits too. 
 
    Botany was fun, but not much of a challenge. After the lectures, I finished my assignments pretty fast and got into the habit of reading for my high school classes, which was nice in the greenhouse. I was into nature as a fairy, and as long as I found some shade to hide under, as I also burned like a redhead, it was enjoyable. 
 
    I found Shifter Culture I fascinating. Any discussions about bear shifters were hard for me because it brought up issues with Mason, but I was also curious since Lucca was my mate. My life was complicated and so was I. For now, I thought it best to leave it at that and cut myself some slack. 
 
    Physics wasn’t too bad with Darby’s help. He was putting whatever language Professor Richardson spoke into English for me, and I was fairing pretty well. I would never be friends with physics, but we wouldn’t be enemies because my magic jumped to the end, so life gave me a break with that. 
 
    Magical Advancements 101 was a fascinating topic, but Professor Campbell was annoying me. She either enjoyed having her head in the sand, or she truly hadn’t heard the warnings Dean White had given her that the shit we were dealing with was real. Either way, she was supposed to be the adult, and it wasn’t my problem she was acting like a kid picked last on the playground or some shit. 
 
    It was a shame because I had thought things would get better between us after she had moved past pursuing Craftsman. 
 
    Potions class was not a good time for me. I went to Professor Pillay with questions on the ingredients for my first assignment as Dean White had instructed, and just as she had guessed, Professor Pillay had immediately known the problem. She had brought it right to McGrath at dinner and given him an earful in front of witnesses that he needed to be more careful with his lessons. She hinted the alternative could only be he was bullying a student, and teachers got fired for that. 
 
    Immediately naming the former Professor Koch, who used to teach all the mental shielding classes and had tenure, which he thought made him untouchable.  
 
    So, for the moment, McGrath was being incredibly careful with me, pleading it was an absolute mistake and random luck I got the packet with a bad ingredient. He even went so far as to fib that he thought others were contaminated and took full responsibility as some of the items came in later than expected. After promising he would handle it all now that he was fully settled in, Pillay backed off. 
 
    But he was rallying. I knew that from his thoughts. Larson had helped me distract him, and according to what the others thought, I pretended to use some fairy rune to nullify McGrath’s telepathy blocking charm. It was good cover for now.  
 
    Still, I hated that I had to be on such guard while trying to learn all I should and do my job as a college student. 
 
    Plus, it was hard to have that far end of the crazy spectrum and then swing all the way back on the pendulum right after lunch during Runes 201, where I completely tuned out my ex-lover. So… Good times.  
 
    The only thing that helped was before lunch, I got out some of my frustration and aggressive feelings towards McGrath by have a quick trip wherever to rescue more hobgoblins. I was getting so many right under peoples noses that it really helped my stress levels and to cope with everything else I had to deal with in my life. 
 
    I ended the third week of classes by plotting to hit up three large estates right by each other Saturday before lunch. Izzy was my alibi on the weekends, just in case. It was something I’d never ask for, but those close to me were itching to help the hobgoblins anyway they could, just as I was. Who was I to deny them? 
 
    I opened the temp portal in my closet and went through with a shadow rune. The fae dogs were waiting for me, able to sense me, even with the rune. This group wasn’t sworn to me, but I could still read their minds and got the information I needed. I mentally thanked them and confirmed the next location and when I would meet them before they headed out. 
 
    Making my way to the fancy brick wall that surrounded the estate wasn’t a problem. It was the tension in the air that worried me. Something felt… Off. My spidey senses that sometimes picked up impending danger weren’t going crazy. There weren’t a bunch of guards around that would have been out of place for an estate that size. 
 
    Maybe something had happened with that group that had left a weird vibe at the place?  
 
    I moved closer to the wall, and my magic didn’t react weird to it, so I shrugged it off. I was still careful as I climbed over, making sure I had good holds, and carefully listening for any signs or signals there was danger. My gut was pretty good at knowing when there could be a problem, so I wisely listened to it. 
 
    I paused at the top, but sensed nothing, nor saw anything that worried me. Deciding I was concerned over nothing, I slid off and hopped down. 
 
    And onto some sort of magical trap.  
 
    It was as if I had landed on a landmine, but instead of it exploding when I stepped off the plate, it blew when I touched it. It had to respond to… I had no idea. I couldn’t think as I went flying, pain instantly flaring all over my body as I felt fire sear my clothing to my skin. 
 
    My magic was responding before I landed, opening a portal to the one person I knew could help me. I didn’t land on the ground of the estate, but on the floor of Dean White’s office. 
 
    And she wasn’t alone. 
 
    “What the blood fuck is this?” Craftsman demanded. 
 
    “By the gods, Tamsin,” White gasped. 
 
    “Trap,” I managed to croak out. 
 
    “That got through your barrier?” she worried. 
 
    I could explain it to her later, which she seemed to realize. I was incredibly grateful when healing magic started pumping into me.  
 
    But then I realized it wasn’t her, but him. Craftsman had reacted first and leapt over her desk to get to me and start healing me. I saw her after I felt the healing, and then felt more.  
 
    “How much pain?” Craftsman asked after several moments. 
 
    I took a few moments to assess before answering. “Better. Like a five.” 
 
    “Take a break, Julian,” White snapped when he went back to healing me. 
 
    “Not bloody likely when she was burnt to a crisp,” he bitched. 
 
    “I can heal her so she doesn’t scar. She’s out of danger. Just give her a moment, or you could hurt her with rapid healing—” 
 
    “I’m not some fucking git who would make some newb mistake like that, White. I’m healing some internal bleeding she’s got from the blast and then I’ll stop.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” White whispered. “I didn’t sense that.” She sighed. “I’m sorry, Julian. You’ve not always kept a level head when it comes to her.” 
 
    He didn’t respond until he was finished healing me. “I know, but I do learn from my mistakes. No disrespect, but I also have more experience in these situations, which is why I was originally Vale’s advisor, not simply because I was there that night.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” she sighed. “You were the right person to send to find an unknown and had worked with the supe police to hunt Underground.” 
 
    I hadn’t known that and I knew… Other intimate details. 
 
    Craftsman snorted. “‘Hunt’ is generous. They called me when the shite was going to get real, and I helped with portals and healing when I was on breaks from school. I was glad to do it, but I had to stop when the head of my family thought he’d found another use for me.” 
 
    “The list he has for you is long,” White drawled. 
 
    “How are you now?” Craftsman asked me gently, clearly not wanting to talk about his family, but also staying focused. 
 
    I didn’t answer immediately. “I’m like a three, thanks.” 
 
    He helped me sit up, studying my aura and seeming relieved at whatever he found before meeting my eyes. “Okay, then I need to know if you have the juice for your barrier because we have to go back in.” 
 
    “Julian, you cannot be serious,” White hissed. “I know—” 
 
    “If she fails this time, everyone will lay magical traps over every inch of their estates, and one that’s worse could catch her,” he interrupted, explaining it more for me. White seemed to know where he was coming from, but the pain made me muddled still. “They will scour our world for someone injured, and there will be a witch hunt for who is doing this. 
 
    “We can’t have that, especially when it risks the hobgoblins.” He changed to speaking directly to me then. “We need to go get your people out and let them see this was nothing. I care for them too. I need you to trust me on this. I can handle us and get them out if you keep the barrier up, I swear it. I won’t risk losing you, love.” 
 
    I didn’t even need to think about it, knowing my people needed me. “I can do it. I can open the portal where I came out and guide us from there. The fae dogs tell me where to go.” 
 
    “Good.” He glanced at White over his shoulder. “Meet us back at her house so we can give her more healing and Irma can mother her, yeah?” He waited until White agreed before giving me the go-ahead to open a portal.  
 
    I had us go through the floor like I had come in and brought us out right near where the trap had gone off. I used a different, stronger barrier that completely cloaked us and everything I did. 
 
    A draining barrier. 
 
    “Well, that will be the end of this ‘hobgoblin Underground Railroad’ nonsense,” someone pompous and clearly rich declared with tons of bluster while yucking it up with the guards.  
 
    It was really hard not to order the fae dogs to eat people most days. 
 
    Craftsman could see me, so I waved for him to follow, but when I had trouble moving easily, I was suddenly in his arms. I didn’t have—nor want to waste—the energy to fight him, so I simply showed him the rooms off the garage where the hobgoblins were being held. 
 
    And this time I meant held, not simply they weren’t allowed off the estate. The room was locked down. My blood boiled as we reached there and Craftsman set me on my feet. 
 
    He used some rune to quietly bust us in, but that wasn’t the worst of it. 
 
    The hobgoblins were kept in cells. The asshole had retrofitted, or built, an addition of a fancy workroom off his garage that included cells with bars and everything for the hobgoblins to sleep like prisoners. 
 
    “Tasmin, no!” Craftsman called as I rushed forward.  
 
    I turned to see what he was upset about as I approached the cells, reaching for the bars, but he knocked me out of the way. Horror filled me as he crashed into the bars and magic did something to him that looked as if he was being electrocuted at a power plant. 
 
    But how through my barrier? 
 
    “On the wall!” one of the hobgoblins called out. 
 
    My head turned so fast I heard my neck pop as I found the magical item doing whatever was hurting Craftsman and laid the trap. I shot electricity at it, destroying it instantly and stopping whatever was being done to Craftsman… Who was now unconscious. 
 
    Fuck. Fuck! 
 
    I reached through the bars and opened a portal for the hobgoblins, digging deep to open three since there were three cells. They thanked me and hurried so I could quickly close them. I leaned over and laid my head on Craftsman’s chest as they rushed out, tears filling my eyes as his heart made bad, bad noises. 
 
    The second the hobgoblins were through, I closed the portals and opened one for us into the basement of my house. I did the only thing I could think of, the thing my instincts were screaming for me to do. 
 
    I brought him to Faerie. I activated the portal and used the last of my strength to drag his unconscious body through. 
 
    “Heal him!” I shouted to the world as if it would hear me, ignoring how hysterical I sounded. “He saved my life and many hobgoblins. More can be saved because of him. Heal him! Save him! Please! I can’t—I can’t do this and go on if I lose him like this.” 
 
    I moved over him and let out a wail when his heart stuttered like it was shutting down. I tried to pump healing into him, but I was out of juice. It was the first time in forever I was completely out of power. 
 
    But I didn’t need it. Faerie answered my pleas.  
 
    The ground around Craftsman glowed as power raced into him. He gasped as his body lurched. It was as if the world had used shock paddles on him… Those magical ones that I didn’t think exist. 
 
    A few moments after, the glowing stopped and Craftsman’s breathing evened out, his heart sounding fine.  
 
    I lifted my head just in time to see his eyelids flutter open and those deep emerald green eyes I had fallen so hard for stare up at me. I had no idea what to say, so I blurted the first thing that came to me. “Welcome to Faerie.” 
 
    “I love you,” he whispered, reaching up and cupping my cheek. “You are a miracle, my miracle.” He let out a shaky breath when I went to pull away, moving his other hand to me so I stayed. “I would die a million times to save you, and not because you’re the last fairy, Tamsin. This world is not worth living in without you. You are perfect.” 
 
    I flinched away from him, pulling against his hold. No I wasn’t. He hadn’t wanted me when he’d seen who I really was. 
 
    He responded to my trying harder to get away by rolling me under him and leaning his forehead down to mine. “I’m so sorry, my sweet fairy. The issues were mine. I’m sorry I thought—even for one second—you could be like my family. I know you better than that. I could never love anyone like them. I know you, and it was my issues that made me doubt you. I’m so sorry. 
 
    “You deserved none of that. When Darby said he was worried you wanted to be alone, I knew. I knew you had cried alone in bed because you’d hurt people that day. I knew it hurt you to hurt others, and I felt two inches tall that I could have doubted you for even a second. It was all my issues and past pain, and I’m sorry I put it on you. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “I forgive you for that,” I mumbled, turning my head away. “I could always—I have piles of my own issues, Julian. I understood you doubting me after I heard your family had congratulated you. I understood not liking the plan or thinking I was out of my head. Mel and I have had blow-up fights that came to taking swings when we let our issues get in the way of the crazy. I get all of that.” 
 
    “I didn’t walk away,” he whispered, knowing what I was going to say. “I wasn’t—I blinked and it was—” 
 
    “A man abducted me, branded me like cattle—his food—and was trying to force me to have lots of babies so he could do the same and not be able to tell anyone, and the man who said he loves me never showed. He never came. He never held my hand or hugged me as I sobbed at how horrible this world is,” I said, confessing what was one of his greatest sins to me. “You weren’t there and—” 
 
    “I didn’t know. I swear I didn’t know until later. White and Edelman had tried to tell me. I believe them that they did, but I wasn’t hearing them. I was… I was so lost, love. White says I had what every teacher has hit them, but it devastated me because it hit me with you, and I’m so bloody in love with you.” 
 
    “Let me go,” I begged. “I can’t. I cannot—thank you for saving me, but I saved you, so we’re even.” 
 
    He let out a shaky breath. “I saved you twice, right?” 
 
    I flinched. “You would use that debt to—” 
 
    “No. Never. I would never ask for something over the line like that. You know me better than that, Tamsin.” 
 
    I turned my head and looked at him then. “I thought I did. I thought I knew exactly who you were. The man I loved would never have taken his eyes off of me for so long, even before all of that happened, so don’t act like it was only that, Julian. Hear me when I say I might love you, but I don’t want to be with you.” 
 
    He checked my aura and sighed. “Yes, you do, but you don’t want to be with someone who emotionally abuses you and forgets you like I did. I won’t. I will get my shit together and be who you deserve. I promise. I can be better and—” 
 
    “Stop,” I begged. “Just stop.” I broke his hold and covered my face, giving a wordless scream. “I can’t. I can’t do this again. You nearly killed me. I’m a mess and losing you—I will not risk going through this again. I won’t. Not when I have to save Faerie, my people, all the fair folk, and fight off several councils. I’m not strong enough, so no matter how much I love you, my answer is no.” 
 
    Tears filled his eyes as he saw the truth in my aura. “Please? Please don’t say that, my sweet fairy. Please give me a chance to win you back. I need you. I can’t go back to a life without you.” 
 
    I looked away and he cried, his tears hitting my skin and making my cry too. All I wanted was to take him back and everything be okay again. I just couldn’t. I knew my limits, and I knew I wouldn’t get back up again if things didn’t work out.  
 
    Hell, I was still trying to get back up from this time.  
 
    “I won’t give up,” he rasped when he got himself better under control. “I won’t ever give up trying to get you back. I know I get distracted and lost in my head, but I’ll prove it. We have long, long lives, and I know in my soul I won’t love another like I love you. We’re meant to be and I need my sweet fairy, so I will win you back.” 
 
    A small, tiny, miniscule flicker of hope sparked somewhere inside of me that he could. I wanted to find it and stomp it to shit, but I wasn’t a robot where I could do things like that.  
 
    There was another slight problem to him having me under him and us being so emotional. Yeah, it made me think of other times, mostly naked.  
 
    I cleared my throat and pushed at his chest. “Doc, I need you to move.” 
 
    Fear filled his eyes, and it took me a few moments to realize why he was so scared. I couldn’t be sure, but I was pretty certain it was because he thought I’d never let him touch me again.  
 
    Wow. He was terrified because of just that? 
 
    No, no! It didn’t matter. He wasn’t mine, and he had left me.  
 
    Great, now if I could truly convince myself of that. Idiot. 
 
    “Julian, I used the last of my energy to get you here,” I murmured. “I’ve never been completely out of power before, but I am. I’m glad I did it to save you, but we might have a problem soon.” 
 
    Then his gaze filled with horror as he took in my state instead of selfishly focusing on trying to win me back. I was up in his arms in a flash, and then we were back through the portal. We were upstairs moments later. 
 
    “What happened?” White demanded. 
 
    “A trap almost killed him,” I muttered, my eyes feeling heavy now that the adrenaline had almost worn off. “My fault. I brought him to Faerie and commanded it to heal him.” 
 
    Irma looked gobsmacked and a bit scared. “That’s not possible. Only the—” 
 
    “Faerie’s magic is sentient enough to know desperation and probably Dr. Craftsman saved you,” Ryfon cut in. 
 
    I nodded. “I told it he saved me and many hobgoblins. It saved him then.” 
 
    “Good, good,” Irma whispered, relief smoothing out her expression. “You need fuel and more healing. You too, Dr. Craftsman.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he agreed as he gently sat me in a chair at my kitchen table.  
 
    I would have preferred sitting at the counter, but there was also more possibility of me falling if I got too tired… Which I knew from experience. Chairs with arms and backs were best when injured. 
 
    “Thank you for saving her,” Irma muttered to Craftsman as she set down the first tray for us. “Maybe we won’t starve you this semester for completely abandoning her. Though I cannot promise the children will stop throwing things at you. They know you made her cry. The fae dogs made sure we knew of her pain.” 
 
    Oh well damn. Just dayumn. My dogs snitched to the hobgoblins about me blubbering to them about him who punished Craftsman last semester. That was just… Even White looked like she was having a hard time not laughing. 
 
    “The situation is worse than we thought,” I told Irma, and not simply to change the subject. “These hobgoblins were held in cells. Tiny cells, like prison with normal human toilets to share. It was—” 
 
    “Cruel and horrific,” Craftsman cut in with a shiver. “They need to tell their story. I know it’s hard, and no one wants to push anyone into speaking out, but I believe people need to. I know it’s not in the natural of fair folk to rock the boat, but to react when pushed. However, the focus needs to come off Tamsin saving them and onto the conditions those being held are living.” 
 
    “It is time,” I agreed, shooting the hobgoblins a look. “No one is saying the supe news who would badger you with questions. Mel can tape it, or Izzy, but I believe the average supe would be horrified to know what you guys are living like, and we need that outrage to help us.” I shook my head when they went to argue. “Those were death traps to keep their slaves. Enough.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Ryfon agreed after a moment. “That’s too much to risk with the last fairy.” 
 
    I mentally sighed. It wasn’t about what had been done to me as a fairy. They wouldn’t fight for themselves and it drove me crazy at times. 
 
    But the end result was the hobgoblins taking a needed stand and going into battle to save the others. That was a relief and made me feel better. 
 
    What really made me feel better was when Darby, and even Lucca, came into the kitchen and right for me. Irma must have let them know, and I was glad.  
 
    Except I met Craftsman’s gaze as Lucca wrapped his thick arms around me, and I had a flash to the song the warlock had sent me about the pain of watching me move on to a new love and leave him behind. Except he’d done this to us. I hadn’t wanted to anything but to love him forever and be his.  
 
    So I looked away and hugged Lucca back, soaking up his strength and sturdiness because I needed it. Not because of Craftsman. No, what happened today had shaken me. People were willing to go to those lengths to keep the hobgoblins as magical slaves because no one was there to fight for them.  
 
    When I fixed Faerie and figured out what happened to all the fairies, I was going to kick all their fucking asses for allowing this, and more, to ever happen. Dipshits. 
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    It really only took me a day to recover with magic and how much the hobgoblins fed me. Still, I wasn’t an idiot and next did a super simple place to snatch hobgoblins out of before spending the rest of the day stuffing my face and relaxing.  
 
    The rest of the week was chill besides McGrath trying his next attempt to get in with me. It was lame, asking about my interest in cooking as he’d heard I made wonderful curry. He loved spending time in the kitchen as it was just like potions and blah, blah, blah. It was all lies. I heard in his thoughts that he could barely use his rice cooker, which was idiot proof. 
 
    Which made it really hard not to laugh as he lied his ass off. 
 
    And even better when he hinted he wanted to see the expansive chef’s kitchen I must have. I shrugged and told him it was basically Irma’s now. so I left everything to her. Then, I focused back on my assignment, completely brushing him off and shutting down his well-thought-out ploy.  
 
    Larson knew something had happened to me, but from the smirk on his face, he’d figured out what it was and I was up to. Reports were all over on Saturday that the one kidnapping hobgoblins had been killed trespassing and breaking into an estate. 
 
    That was hysterical since all the hobgoblins were accounted for and had asked for sanctuary. Even funnier? 
 
    When more went missing on Sunday. I wasn’t the only one who was dying when the first reports the news had gotten it wrong, and that asshole had to admit his hobgoblins were gone as well. That, and he hadn’t really killed me, no body found. 
 
    What wasn’t funny was the press conference that came on during dinner Friday night. We all flinched and went quiet when someone put up magical screens all over the cafeteria, getting something big was going on. 
 
    Dread filled me when Katrina Calloway came into view since we weren’t only tied together in business, but I genuinely cared about the witch and thought her my friend. 
 
    “Effective immediately, I am dissolving my partnership with the hobgoblin co-op and all their businesses,” she announced to the supe media cameras. “My esteemed council brought me before them today and ordered me to use my relationship with them to figure out who is ‘stealing’ the hobgoblins from their owners, and to spy on Tamsin Vale.  
 
    “It was the first time in my long life I was ashamed to be a witch. I told them no, that it broke our laws, and I had to deny their request and ask them to take the time to reevaluate what they were asking me to do. I practically begged them to pray to the gods on their path and seek guidance as they have lost their way if they ask this of me. The response I received was disgusting. I am disgusted with our council.” 
 
    Several people in the cafeteria gasped, others looked as if their eyes might bug out, as Katrina was always careful to keep neutral as often as she could. 
 
    “I was informed that the allowances I had as a witch had clearly made me irrational, and it was time for me to be mated to a warlock who could manage my affairs as they should be. One who would be loyal to them and clearly lick their boots and had no morals. It was also made clear to me that the fact I have breasts means my intelligence is lower than men somehow. 
 
    “I’d like to see the science on that, but given how far I’ve come in business when other men have failed, I think I personally disprove those theories. But our councilmen have actually put it on their calendar to start working on my mating interviews as I have too much power as a woman to them. That is the world we live in. That is acceptable behavior to them. 
 
    “They see any woman with a brain, means of her own, and a voice as a threat, and would go against our most solemn law of forcing a mating—which is a death sentence by the gods—to keep control of us. They used a rune to silence me when I tried to argue this. They tried to force me to speak on my clients and what I know already, but I have never, not ever, betrayed a client. 
 
    “I have turned in Underground and criminals, as our society is one of order and good people who deserve to be protected. I will never betray my clients for greed, corruption, or power.” She held up her arm and pulled up her sleeve to show she had a magical memory tattoo. “And I never will. All Calloways have these tattoos.  
 
    “The councils know this and tried to break mine today. For one woman they want to own and take everything she has, all her power. That is our council and their vast corruption. So for all of you who blame Tamsin Vale for all she’s done to our world and the problems she’s caused, hear me and listen well. She did not do this. They did. They did this to me because they want power.  
 
    “They want her power. Today, they came for mine and are trying to take it by forcing me to mate. Tomorrow, they will come for yours if we allow this. I will not, so I’m cutting ties. I would rather burn my branch of Veritas Portas to the ground than allow some council lacky to force me to mate, and puppet me. I would give all my contractors over to the stores my family owns. 
 
    “It is insanity to think by slapping a silence rune on me and plotting who best to mate me off to, that it was as good as done and I was handled. Order me to keep quiet all you want, but I will not stay silent on the council breaking our laws. Not ever. 
 
    “And personally, I thank Tamsin Vale for pulling back the curtain and showing us how much corruption is in our world. It is to a level that I didn’t even realize, and I have my finger on the pulse; I have to in my business. We have all become too lax and accepting of this behavior. Instead of dismissing her that she is used to human ways and not one of us, we should have listened to her. 
 
    “I wish I had sooner. Maybe I would have been more prepared for my own leaders to treat me like a pawn, a possession, they believe they can do with as they please because I am a witch, instead of warlock they might value. I have never been more mortified than after the way my own elders spoke down to me, and of me, today in my presence, and I have lived long enough to endure a lot. 
 
    “There is one glimmer of hope and warning I wish to leave everyone with, that I have learned working closely with the hobgoblin co-op. The fairies are not gone forever. They believe that. They say there are signs all around, and this is why they do not fight their lot. They know the truth that most have lost faith in or hope for, so no one will restore honor to our world. 
 
    “I would also remind people that there are lots of us who would fight to free hobgoblins from those would keep them in captivity. I saw the reports of them living in cells and cages like animals. I’ve heard it from their own mouths. Monsters who would do such things to fair folk, and when the fairies come back, those monsters will be the first they seek justice upon. 
 
    “So maybe it’s time we stop blaming everything in our world on Tamsin Vale and start owning our part of it and taking the blinders off as to how much is truly wrong. I sincerely hope others do, as today shook me to my core as to how far over the line my own council would go for power, and to own one woman they see as fair game, no matter her species. 
 
    “For now, my manger will be running my branch of Veritas Portas and knows how to contact me. I will be staying in Paris as a guest of the dragon royals, the Courtenays, who have long been clients of mine and my cousin’s, who owns the local branch there. I thank all my loyal customers and know—as always—I will keep confidentiality, and my honor, sacred, no matter the cost.” 
 
    My heart ached as she thanked everyone and turned away from the cameras. Her life was totally blown up because of me and my fight, my need to stay hidden as the last fairy.  
 
    At least the Courtenays are giving her protection. The council would have to be suicidal to go after her. 
 
    Still, I was out of my seat and heading for a side door with my phone in my hand the moment I saw that the news clip we had just seen wasn’t live, but from an hour ago. So someone had gotten word, and it was airing during the normal dinner news broadcast. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked her when she answered, a barrier already up to keep anyone from listening in. “What can I do?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she sighed. 
 
    “Katrina, this—” 
 
    “My fight, darling,” she chuckled. “They were going to mate me off and take everything of mine. This was clearly already their plan and you were the lead-in they needed. I didn’t see this coming and I should have. I’m probably one of the most powerful and wealthiest unmated witches of a certain age, and that worries them. They’re also making a move against my family, who isn’t elite, but powerful.” 
 
    “I still should—” 
 
    “You will do nothing.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, sighing. “It’s a trap. You’re a witch and under their jurisdiction. I get involved, and they have actual legal grounds to do something real with me.” 
 
    “Yes, as I just knowingly broke a council mandate by discussing a closed proceeding and ruling, even if it was all against our laws and about my forced mating, as I would never have agreed. They would never have considered a woman telling them no, but well, it’s still a forced mating. I will accept the consequences.” 
 
    Dread filled me. “What consequences, Katrina? You’re with the Courtenays, right? They’re protecting you?” 
 
    She sighed. “For as knowledgeable and street-smart as you are, you’ve never had much to lose. Yes, I’m with them, and the store is protected under a charter of my family. They can’t make a move against the business unless the business is directly involved, plus there’s not much stock there, which is why we structure our stores as we do.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. What can they do?” 
 
    “My house has probably already been raided by council guards for any information about you,” she admitted after a moment. “My vacation homes I have to register, I would assume as well. They will destroy or take what they want as evidence.” 
 
    “No,” I whispered in horror. “No, we can’t let them—” 
 
    “It’s done, darling. I knew that.” 
 
    “I’m so, so sorry.” 
 
    She was quiet a moment. “It’s my penance, Tamsin. I should have done more earlier. I was neutral too long, and I’ve said as much to my family. We’ve all gotten a wakeup call with this that the council is coming for our power, and we needed to take a stand with what we had instead of always riding the waves and making money off a broken system. I more than deserve this. 
 
    “And they are just things. The important items and my files, they will never find. You know I’m too smart for that. None of this is on you, dear. This is the world you walked into, and I’m sorry those of us who are older and had more power didn’t do better, do more, so you weren’t walking into a world so dangerous for you. Take this distraction as my penance to help you buy time, but work fast, as time is short.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I muttered, dread filling me again. 
 
    “They’re not men who are used to losing, and you’ve been evading them almost a year now. They first wanted you, truly tried for you, at the end of your first semester. That is a long time for you to dodge such powerful men. I would guess you have until about the end of the semester before you have a true battle and war on your hands. Get ready, because they are coming. I’m taking myself out of the way; others should as well.” 
 
    I nodded, knowing what she meant. She wasn’t chicken and running. She wasn’t trained for this fight and would be used against me, not helpful in the direct fight. It was smart. She could do more from where she was, protected in Paris, instead of vulnerable in New York, and having another front for me to focus on. 
 
    Which meant it was truly time to get others out of the line of fire. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I went back inside, shaking my head when the others tried to ask me what was going on, and hurried to finish dinner. The moment I was done, I headed out to talk with Dean White, knowing we needed a strategy session at a minimum. At most, we needed to hit the brakes and send up flares for security level red, or however that analogy worked. 
 
    Instead, I found her at her office completely sauced. 
 
    I couldn’t even hide my shock at her with a bottle of dark liquor on her desk, large drink in hand, her suit jacket tossed over a chair, and only wearing her sleeveless shell. That was fine, and women wore them all the time… Except prim and perfect Dean White.  
 
    Hell, I barely saw her arms over the summer at my pool, and only some of her legs in proper shorts. It was simply her style and comfort. 
 
    So this was a serious change. 
 
    I closed the door behind me and threw up a barrier. “Anya?” I hadn’t ever used her first name before, but if there was ever a time, it was right then. 
 
    She sniffled loudly and wiped her eyes before looking at me. “Calloway wasn’t the only one they went after. Except they made a move months ago and I didn’t know.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” I whispered, more concerned for her in the moment than my secret getting out. 
 
    “Men are pigs, dogs, and I hate them all.” 
 
    I snorted. I had a quippy answer to that, even if I currently liked two very much, but then I froze, releasing something that broke my heart. “They got to your lover.” 
 
    “Yes, yes they did, and he was all too willing to sell me out for a better position in life and a close tie to the council.” She let out a bitter chuckle. “Gods, am I glad I never mated that asshole. I’m blessed I was smart enough never to tell him my father is a fairy.” 
 
    “But?” Because I sensed a very big but coming. 
 
    “They know I’m more powerful than I let on. Much more. I’m on their radar now, and maybe it was because I stood up to them when you saved the Diazes—I don’t know. I don’t know much right now except my lover of five years sold me out to my council and has been trying to invade my mind in my sleep. I was so confident, so annoyed with that damn wolf, but he was right. He was so very right—” 
 
    “Wait, who?” I cut in. 
 
    She let out a huff and took a long drink. “Zack. That damn Alpha badgered me into getting a tattoo like the rest of them. It’s on my leg. He didn’t want to tell you how we all were getting them, but he was right, and I could have been the reason you were—I cannot even imagine. There is so much evil on our council I couldn’t see, and I have not been blind to it.” 
 
    “I know.” I shook my head when she gave me an annoyed look as if I was placating her. “You are not Campbell who keeps her head in the sand and only sees her experiences. You pay attention. I’m saying I know, because the monsters wear masks, Anya. Some of the biggest monsters stand right before us as anything but what they shout they are. It’s all over history, so this isn’t your fault.” 
 
    “It could have been.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t. You did listen, and even I think Zack is too paranoid, and I’m seriously paranoid. So buy the wolf shifter a damn steak, and let’s be glad we sidestepped another landmine. I am sorry this blew up your life and—” 
 
    She slammed her glass onto the desk and for the first time, I saw Dean Anya White truly and seriously pissed off. “Stop fucking apologizing! I’m so tired of it. None of this is your fault. I asked to help. I damn well demanded it. I knew the risks. I knew—this is my world and fight too. It’s my fucking council! It is not on you.” 
 
    I sighed as I took a seat across from her desk. I didn’t reply a few moments, but then nodded. “I know. I do. It’s hard when I get so much blame that I shouldn’t, but mostly I’m not apologizing as if my fault. I’m saying I’m sorry you’re a nice person and this has happened to you. You don’t deserve this and have my…” I couldn’t think of the right word. Sympathy and empathy didn’t seem right. 
 
    “I appreciate the support,” she accepted. “And the lack of judgment that I used an interrogation rune on my lover, but I’ve been feeling off, as if magic has been used on me. Given my level and abilities, I’m sensitive to that, so I’m surprised it took months for me to notice. Apparently, it’s because someone from the council gave him a magical item to aid him.” 
 
    “Jesus Fucking Christ. How many laws are they going to break?” I couldn’t even hide my shock, and once again cursed I wasn’t old enough to drink. 
 
    “All of them, it seems,” she drawled. 
 
    I winced. “Didn’t you break one doing that?” 
 
    She smirked at me. “Have more faith in me than that. He won’t remember it. At. All.” 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    She bobbed her head and finished her drink, smoothing back her hair. “They are not going to be happy that Calloway and I are sidestepping their moves. We need to get the others out of the line of fire.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same,” I sighed. “Izzy, Natalie—all of them. Even I never thought they’d go this nuclear. Forced matings? That’s like your guys’ most sacred law.” 
 
    “Indeed. And from what Calloway says, it was flippant and a given, so it was not a first time, but default on how to handle witches with power. She was truly sickened to see a dirty underbelly she hadn’t realize existed. Pressure and pushing from families? Sure, we all know that. But a council setting it up and ordering it all as if we’re theirs and they own us? That’s so far over the line of corruption, she’s sickened.” 
 
    “Yeah, I talked to her,” I muttered when she started to ramp back up, the booze setting her up for Mel-level tirades probably. 
 
    Or I heard most adults were like that. 
 
    “I already spoke with the Diazes, and they will help the Higgenses,” she told me after a moment. “They will be working jobs for them in the foreseeable future and helping on Cherrywood renovations down there.” 
 
    That had me raising an eyebrow. Her council was global, so being in South America wouldn’t help them, like Calloway staying in the dragon royals’ castle. 
 
    She smiled behind her glass. “My council pissed off several shifter groups in South America a few years ago, and they hold grudges. It was made very clear, very loudly that the next time they or council guards step foot in South America, that it had better not involve any other supe groups, or they will get eaten.” 
 
    There it was! “And the dragons own Cherrywood with me and we employ lots of supes, even more now that they’re hiring more with the expansions instead of humans. Yeah, it was a lot of jobs for a few shifter groups, if I remember from my summary reports.” 
 
    “Yes, lots. And renovations and expansions of existing resorts will bring in more income, and possibly more jobs, to those groups, so they will protect that and the people on the project. The council has started a lot of shit—all of them have. That is what has kept balance.” 
 
    I sighed, having heard this lecture several times. “Yeah, they all fought for their own, and pissed in enough cereal, that it was a delicate balance of not doing much of anything and keeping hands off. But they see me as a free agent with not declaring, and are not acting rationally then, as they assume I’m lying and not talking to my council, but they can’t risk being wrong on that bluff.” 
 
    “They’re not wrong, simply they aren’t adding in the option your council is stuck in Faerie, which makes you the Queen’s advisor here and thus, your own voice at the moment. But yes, that is where we are.” She tapped her fingers on the desk. “The Kincaids will be trickier. They want to become elite and be council lapdogs if needed. They were willing to sell their daughter already.” 
 
    “And sell me out,” I drawled. “Excited to. The one brother still idiotically boasts I sobbed in the corner and cried for the guards, which even the dumbest doesn’t believe after the Power Playoffs. It makes them look like idiots, so really, they’ve done a lot to themselves.” 
 
    “Of course, but they won’t protect Izzy as the Higgins, and others, will their daughters. They will hand her over and do anything they can to get you and what they want.” 
 
    I nodded. “Her phone is changed and bounced around like all of ours. We’ve scanned everything she got out of there with Claudia’s help for runes and human electronics. I can’t see how they can get an in without abducting her off and trying to crack her mind like they did Calloway. She’s got the tat too, but she would be easier than Katrina.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly,” she agreed. 
 
    “What would you suggest? No matter how much I wouldn’t like it—where is your head?” 
 
    “Make a better alliance with the wolves. It will take the Kincaids a bit to realize they will truly have to resort to having their daughter dragged into the council to use her. That gives Geiger time to set up what he needs to. You might not be with a wolf, but you are mated to a bear.” 
 
    Horror filled me when she said that so easily. “You—no one else can know that!” 
 
    She did a double take and pity filled his eyes. “I’m sorry. I’ve had a few drinks, and for a moment, I forgot what a monster the head of our school board is. Yes, no one can learn of that. Well, there are other ways.” 
 
    “There are, yes.” I agreed, chilling out and letting her advice settle. “If you have someone in particular we would want to befriend, and maybe has some dirt on their hands, but isn’t dirty, I’d love to hear it.” 
 
    “I’ll speak with Alpha Geoff. He’ll know best. You have the best in with the hobgoblins and I suggest you use it. Everyone loves to be around them, and they could use some more security now that you’re rescuing them all. People will react to them being ‘stolen,’ and soon.”  
 
    It was my turn to smirk. “Fuck, I hope they do. My dogs need to be fed after all.” 
 
    My good deed for the day was making her laugh when she was so heartbroken. 
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    “What’s going on, agra?” Darby asked me as I led him through the portal to home. 
 
    “A secret.” It was, but honestly we needed a break. It had been another week of too much drama and shit, and I wasn’t sure which of our heads were going to pop first. 
 
    We had called it right with Izzy’s parents, and they had shown up at school, demanding Izzy stop throwing fits and tearing into her right in the middle of everyone who would love the show. My heart had hurt when I saw my friend want to die of embarrassment right there and then.  
 
    I had stormed right over and called them an embarrassment of parents before wrapping them in a barrier and calling security. Everyone was appalled by my behavior—especially Instructor McGrath, from his thoughts—but I reminded them that they didn’t pay for Izzy’s education. She had cut ties with them. They weren’t alums of the school. 
 
    So in what world were they just allowed on campus to verbally accost a student? They had to come to campus because she’d changed her number and moved to where they couldn’t get her. Yeah, that screamed she wanted to see them. Artemis wasn’t an open campus.  
 
    I was doing my civic duty by tossing out the trash, and I said that loudly for the Kincaids to hear. 
 
    The supe news had gotten a “tip” that the council had raided Calloway’s houses in retaliation for her going against their orders and telling everyone what they did. So they were handling that mess for the moment.  
 
    And there was still the mess of the hobgoblins being stolen.  
 
    Basically, there were a fuck ton of issues, and I was at the center of most of them—my fault or not—I was.  
 
    So my boyfriend was as well. We needed a night off, and I’d asked Irma for some help with that. The hobgoblins were back at campus now, and we had the whole house to ourselves, a fully stocked fridge… And plans for a weekend I hoped we’d never forget. 
 
    “I like secrets when you’re involved, but I’m also worried about you,” he muttered, watching as I locked the portal. “Your guards aren’t here.” 
 
    “I know. I talked to them. Two packs of fae dogs are here, and Zack can unlock the portal in an emergency, but this is our time.” 
 
    He opened his mouth but then closed it. “I don’t even know how to lock a portal and give someone a specific key to unlock it.” 
 
    “It’s a fairy thing.” I shrugged. It was, and I honestly didn’t understand how I did it. I simply did. I moved my fingers over his lips when he went to say more. “Darby, I’m about to show you the secret. Do you want to see it or keep grilling me?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes at me. Of course he wanted to see it. 
 
    It was as if fate also knew we needed the night off because we were having unseasonably warm weather… Which meant we could use the pool. 
 
    And I planned to. 
 
    Naked. 
 
    Darby got clued in pretty fast when I started stripping at the kitchen and left a trail of clothes for him to follow. 
 
    I turned to face him when I was without anything left to take off and at the edge of the pool. “The secret is your girlfriend wants you inside of her all weekend. I’m aching for my boyfriend. You game?” 
 
    I didn’t wait for his answer, jumping backwards into the pool. I opened my eyes when I touched the bottom and looked up as I had months ago when he’d brought me to one of my resorts for a time out when I’d needed it. Moments later, he dove into the pool after me, snagging me around the waist and pulling me up to the surface. 
 
    He barely gave me enough time to gasp for air before his mouth was on mine. Pressing me up against the wall of the pool, he ground his naked body against me. I wrapped my leg around him and even moved his hand lower as if telling him to hurry up. 
 
    “I am not rushing this,” he growled against my lips. 
 
    “Please?” I whimpered. “Please fuck me, Darby. We can go slow and foreplay and make love and whatever later, but I so, so want you.” 
 
    “I want you too, agra, but we said slow and our pace. I need to know what changed,” he muttered. “Are you okay? I—we just got back together. I didn’t know you were even thinking of—” 
 
    “I was,” I promised. I had been thinking of this already. I truly had. 
 
    And then he had kicked the shit out of some students from the exchange program that were in our Power Training I class who were taking shots at me behind my back. He didn’t think I knew about it, and I hadn’t wanted to start problems for Mel, but my prickly pear had laid the smack down. It had been making me vibrate with need for my already plotted plans since it had happened this morning. 
 
    “This was already the plan for a romantic weekend,” I explained when I realized he wasn’t going to budge. “And then I heard something in some exchange students minds that got me fucking hot.” 
 
    He groaned, totally busted and burying his face against my neck. “I didn’t want you to find out.” 
 
    “Which I find ridiculously hot. You know I can fight my own battles, but you’re still my hero who would fight for me.” I ducked my head and kissed him. “Fuck me, Darby. Claim your prize for being the hero, my knight in shining armor, and make me scream your name.” 
 
    “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, agra,” he groaned, letting me hear his Irish accent deeper and saying that, as supes didn’t believe in the Christian god. He caved, shoving his fingers inside of me as he attacked my mouth. “Glad you’re not pissed at what I said.” 
 
    “No, be possessive like that,” I moaned as he kissed down my neck to my breasts. “Tell those assholes I’m yours and you’ll fucking gut them if they touch your woman. You scared them, and it was hot how much you cared they might hurt me. You—I got so fucking turned on seeing it in their heads. And gods, were they jealous. They wanted your agra like you have me, Darby.” 
 
    “Fuck they did. The fuckers wanted you more than they wanted to know what you are for their councils,” he growled as his fingers moved faster. “But you’re my agra. Aren’t ya? Ya bloody fucking mine, aren’t ya, Tamsin?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I’m yours,” I mewled before orgasming, digging my nails into his skin. I could only have imagined his back if he didn’t have the rapid healing of a vampire. 
 
    “I cannot believe how hot this got you,” he murmured when I finished. “I was so fucking possessive and—I was a dick. It’s just…” 
 
    “We’ve had a rough time,” I panted, knowing exactly what had been going on with him. Those guys hadn’t been able to read the facial expressions of my prickly pear, but I had. I knew what had been going on with him, so this wasn’t only my being turned on.  
 
    Darby needed this. He was all… This wasn’t only my issues and problems. We needed this. 
 
    I pressed my lips to his ear and bit the lobe hard. “Fuck me, Darby. Fuck me like they’re here and show them I’m yours. Fuck me, and then fuck me again. Fuck me as many times as you can because your agra wants you that much.” I swallowed a yelp as he lifted me out of the pool faster than I could jump out and then was hopping out and picking me up again. 
 
    A moment later, we were on one of the daybeds, and he was checking I was stretched enough. Mostly. Enough for when we were this wound up and we had healing runes, no matter how big he was.  
 
    Which he seemed to remember as he hurried to thrust in me. I arched my back, feeling completely full and aching with it at the same time. He loved that, groaning as one of his hands came off my hips to play with my breast.  
 
    “Yeah, ya fucked now, and mine, agra,” he warned. 
 
    I did not have a problem with that. Darby put his hand back on my hip and absolutely drilled me while standing, taking me on a ride with his strength and speed that drove me insane. I came twice, to the point I thought my head might pop off, before he finished as well. 
 
    “That was not the gentle and loving first time I should have given you,” he panted when we were done. 
 
    I tried to burst out laughing, but couldn’t get enough air. I simply shook my head. “We’ve had as much normal as we could. We tried, we really did. That was amazing, and please just do it again and again.” 
 
    He smirked down at me. “That good?” He groaned when I tightened my body around him. “Yeah, for me too. Best sex I’ve ever had. By far.” He leaned over and kissed me. “It must be because I’m in love with you.” 
 
    “Me too,” I murmured, my face flushing. “Thanks for fighting for me, and that we reconciled.” 
 
    “Thanks for working past your trauma enough to hear me, loving me enough to listen,” he whispered, tears filling his eyes. “Thank you for fighting so hard that night so I didn’t lose you.” 
 
    I raised my head so our foreheads touched as tears filled my eyes as well. “Thanks for wanting to be my knight and save me that time as well. I know it was already over, but I never thanked you for coming there to take on your own family to rescue me.” 
 
    “You’re my family now, Tamsin. You, Mel, Izzy—this whole group is my family. Those people were just how I was born and not my people anymore. You are.” 
 
    I kissed him with all I had, hoping he knew how much that meant to me. 
 
    We had his slow and loving time next before actually lounging in the pool. Then we hopped out and found towels, heading to the kitchen for grub. Darby let out one of his rare, full laughs when he saw the fridge and freezers completely stocked with prepped everything for us. 
 
    “They really know your appetite,” he teased me. 
 
    I simply rolled my eyes and brought him to the basement to see all the other industrial freezers everyone had wanted. He couldn’t even try to curb it after that.  
 
    “That should last you a week?”  
 
    My response was less than flattering, and he started laughing all over again. Jerk. 
 
    “Fine, but I asked Irma to make sure your favorite pie with fae fruit was here and got the ice cream you like.” I turned on my heel and headed for the kitchen… Because I was hungry, but I wasn’t going to mention that part.  
 
    “You’re the best girlfriend ever,” he muttered when he caught up to me, wrapping his arms around me. “And I love your appetite. I love watching you eat and how adorable you are when you like something. You always appreciate the food and who makes it, and I think you are perfect.” 
 
    Nice save, but I also knew he meant it. 
 
    Which was why I picked one of the dinners I had asked for as well. I preheated the oven and put in the large catering-tray size of baked pasta. I set the timer and smiled at him. “We have forty minutes until dinner. Wanna make salad and sides or…” I dropped my towel and hopped on the counter. 
 
    Yeah, his answer was another round of me.  
 
    “I can’t move,” I panted when we finished and the timer was going off. “Best way to wait for dinner ever.” 
 
    “Best fucking sex and body ever,” he muttered under his breath as he hurried over to handle the oven. I was pretty sure he hadn’t meant for me to hear it, so I didn’t respond, but my cheeks flushed for sure. 
 
    Good thing I was already flushed from the sex and he wouldn’t see.  
 
    I knew from his thoughts he wanted me to eat naked so he could stare his fill, still shocked he was able to get me back. I wasn’t comfortable with it though. I was getting better and more confident with myself and my body, but after so many years of being abused and torn down, it would take more time. 
 
    And Izzy helped me see that was okay. At first, she thought I hid because she was a lesbian, and it hurt her. A lot. But after we talked more, she was patient, and now I could change in front of her and not be so… Uptight? I wasn’t sure that was the right term, but she teased me with it. Mel had been the only person I’d ever trusted, so I thought adding more in a year was great progress. 
 
    Even if some of them had betrayed me and completely broken my heart. 
 
    “What are you thinking about so hard, agra?” he whispered as he served me another helping. 
 
    “My progress.” I shrugged when he gave me a confused look, telling him where my head had been. “More than that; I laugh more. I smile more. I’m not a huge ball of aggression and pain. I still have a lot of that, and I will maybe never lose it all, but I feel better balanced.” 
 
    He swallowed loudly and tapped his fork to his plate, clearly wanting to say or ask something he didn’t think he should. “I’m glad. I want you happy.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” I whispered, but then heard his question in his thoughts. “Yes, Faerie takes power from fairies to sustain itself. It cleanses us of our overages in a way, and I think that’s why fairies don’t go off the rails like other supes. It’s…” 
 
    “What?” he asked, his eyes full of concern. 
 
    “Like jumping into a freezing cold shower and waking up, or when you’re super cold getting into a hot shower. It’s jarring, but also a rush and comforting? Yeah, comforting.” 
 
    He reached over and rubbed his hand over my arm. “You’ll find your people. I know you will.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    He smiled at me. “Because you’re Tamsin fucking Vale, and you don’t let anyone or anything get in your way when you’ve got a mission or goal. You won’t stop, and I cannot see fate being so cruel as to leave you the last, allow you to get into Faerie, and not get answers and help the others. This is your fate, and you never fail.” 
 
    It was my turn to swallow loudly. I decided to tell him something I didn’t ever tell the others. “I feel like I’ve failed making them wait an extra year and not having answers already. I feel like—I’m losing hope.” I pulled my arm away and covered my face. “I’m losing hope and it’s hard. I don’t want to be the last.” 
 
    “Oh, agra, you won’t be,” he whispered. He came over and picked me up, sitting in my seat with me on his lap and hugging me tightly. “You won’t be. This is far from over, okay? Just hang in there. Let’s just get through the next round of shit, and we’ll keep going forward.” 
 
    I snuggled up against him and accepted the comfort. “Fine, you be the boss.” 
 
    He puffed out his chest and cupped my breast with a grunt. “Of course I am. I’m the man. Woman, do as I say, and I will—ouch.” 
 
    I pulled back my fork I had just jabbed in his arm. “You’re lucky that’s all I gave you.” 
 
    “You always be the boss, Tamsin,” he chuckled, nuzzling my neck. “But there is something I want to poke you with. I want to poke you with it all weekend, and I still will be pent up and dying for you.” 
 
    I flinched. “I’m sorry I made you wait so long.” 
 
    “That is not what I meant,” he replied, turning me around so I was straddling him. He cupped my face, and I saw the love for me in his eyes. “I meant I want you so much. You were worth the wait after all that happened, and I am blessed you took me back. I was simply saying I didn’t even look at another woman while we were apart because no one measured up. I needed you.” 
 
    “Prickly pear,” I sighed, getting what he was trying to tell me. He wasn’t trying to make me feel bad he was pent up, but letting me know he was really pent up with longing for me. It was flattering in his weird Darby way. 
 
    I thought after dinner he would immediately jump me again, but he ended up leading me to the library and scanning what he’d known I’d worked hard to collect. He’d helped me look for books on runes and journals from deceased witches and warlocks with tons of knowledge. 
 
    “So where are the fairy ones?” he asked hesitantly, finally breaching what he knew I’d been hiding… And sort of the elephant in the room or issue between us. Not just because of what his family used to do, but simply a vampire’s reaction to fairy blood. 
 
    “There’s a lot I can’t let you read,” I warned. “I’m sorry, but I didn’t let Craftsman either. I don’t know enough to know what’s always safe to share, so it’s mostly best to be careful. That’s what I’ve read over and over again.” 
 
    He glanced around and slowly nodded. “That’s fair. I’m not your mate. I want to know more mostly to know you and try to help. I don’t want any secrets between us either, but that’s fair, and I accept that.” 
 
    Good, because I wouldn’t budge on it either. 
 
    “You’re gonna have to add this to your tat as only a few people know. Even Izzy doesn’t,” I informed him as I walked back out of the library… Much to his surprise. He assumed I had one shelf hidden in plain sight or something. 
 
    I had, but I’d long since grown out of that.  
 
    After working with Natalie’s uncle, and with Katrina Calloway’s help, I had added to the Townsend estate I had inherited. Namely, a few secret rooms to store all of the vast everything fae, and from Faerie, I had been buying up. Most of it seemed legit in the way it was sold… But sometimes I got vibes that things didn’t belong where they were. 
 
    I had the first one after I’d won the Power Playoffs and found a fae artifact in the Artemis vaults. I still didn’t know what it did or who put it there, but I knew it shouldn’t have been there. I’d found others, and I knew my powers weren’t always honed as much as I would like. 
 
    I wouldn’t keep getting hurt or in trouble if they were. 
 
    So I got what I could, when I could. I had the money and was making gobs more. Especially now that I was making more investments in the human world and the constant expanding with the hobgoblins. The co-op was thrilled when I let it slip I was reclaiming fae belongings in the supe world and started working even harder to help. 
 
    Clearly that was the right path then. 
 
    But the rooms were hidden on the far side of the estate, along the outer wall, so they weren’t all that noticeable if anyone tried to compare the layout with the blueprints. They’d have to really look, or know the house, to find them. Plus, they went into the basement. It gave me a lot of extra room in a smart way. 
 
    And the crews who had done it had been fine with Calloway taking the memory of it. They knew it was important and wanted to stay out of it. I appreciated it and gave them a very handsome bonus. 
 
    “Agra, you’re running out of house to take me to,” Darby muttered as he glanced around. 
 
    “Which is why I had an addition put on,” I chuckled, moving a side table to reveal a very small biometrics reader. I put my thumb on it, used to the small prick as it took my print and blood. It was some combo of human tech and magic, so it was extra hard to bypass. 
 
    “Holy fuck me,” he whispered as the hidden door no one could see with the naked eye opened.  
 
    I nodded and flipped on the lights, leading him into the first of the connected rooms that had all the locked up artifacts I’d gotten so far. I waved him to keep coming when he stopped to ask questions. 
 
    It was better to let him see it all and then ask the list he would have. 
 
    Next, was the room with all the fairy and fae weapons. Then the books I had gotten through—or enough for the moment—and organized. From there, we went downstairs to the three rooms that had crates more of books I hadn’t even gotten to, lots in Faerie. 
 
    “So this is part of what I hid from you,” I said as I turned around to him, gesturing to the crazy. “And I’m sorry for that. I never said that, and I should have because you deserve a girlfriend who doesn’t lie to you. I hope you can forgive me.” 
 
    I hadn’t realized until that moment, but I had needed to say that. Whether it was understandable or not, I needed to be forgive by him for hiding all of this when we loved each other. 
 
    I didn’t have to wait long for him to pass judgment. I blinked and he was kissing me, passionately and in a way that healed my soul. 
 
    “I would forgive you anything you did to protect yourself, agra. Always.” 
 
    “I love you, Darby, so much,” I rasped and hugged him, tears of relief overflowing my eyes.  
 
    No more secrets between us besides the ones I had to keep to protect my people. 
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    The next morning, I got up early since I was used to my normal schedule. I headed for the kitchen in nothing but Darby’s t-shirt since… It seemed like a goofy girlfriend thing to do when we had the house to ourselves, and we didn’t normally get that luxury. Or at school with Izzy. 
 
    Opening the fridge, I found tons of options for us. It was ridiculous to the point there was a huge container of pancakes all we had to do was zap in the microwave. I appreciated it all, but it was over the top. 
 
    The only way the hobgoblins knew how to be.  
 
    “Shirt thief,” Darby accused, his voice scratchy and deeper than normal from sleep.  
 
    I opened my mouth to answer, but instead gasped as his hand moved under the shirt and his fingers found my pussy as he kissed under my ear. So someone wanted morning fun. 
 
    Sign me up. 
 
    He teased me a bit and then dropped on his knees, burying his face between my legs like he was dying for me. I gripped the door and placed my hand on the inside wall of the fridge for balance as I orgasmed. It was toe-curling, and my heart felt like it might beat out of my chest, it was going so wild. 
 
    And then he stood and thrust in me. He didn’t even warn me, or check, which I sort of loved, when it was him. I was his, and we were together, always open to each other. It wasn’t demeaning or dismissive. We’d said that was what we wanted this weekend. 
 
    Which made it super hot that he jumped me and screwed me silly. 
 
    “That’s it, agra,” he growled. “Scream my name. Scream you’re mine. Scream my dick makes you feel this good.” 
 
    Done, done, and done. And then I was done. I climaxed again, and he followed me over, letting me know he’d woken up wanting. 
 
    As if I hadn’t already guessed. 
 
    “Well, that’s one way to thank me for getting up to make breakfast,” I teased when we were done. “Do I get another round if I admit I was going to make you coffee?” 
 
    “You want me to fuck you again, agra?” He chuckled when I shivered. “I want to ask why you’re okay with me being so aggressive, but…” 
 
    I bit back a flinch. He’d seen it before with Hudson. “That was different. It’s not… I don’t need that play. I like doing it for you. It gets me hot to give you what you want and to see how desperate you get. You’d do the same for me. You fuck me all over the house today and next time, I’ll ride you in every room and not let you touch me. Who knows? It’s just fun.” 
 
    “It is.” He kissed my neck again. “Thank you for giving me what I need.” 
 
    It was still a bit awkward, so I tried for amusing. “So where did we land on that second round?” 
 
    We landed with me flat on my back on the kitchen table, naked and screaming his name. Well, that worked out well for me. 
 
    And him, from the way he was smiling when he made coffee. 
 
    “So the way to turn a prickly pear into a smiling guy is lots of hot sex?” 
 
    He snorted. “I think that’s true for any man if he got even a fraction of the hot sex we have.” 
 
    Damn. Just dayumn. 
 
    “Uh-huh. What do you want?” I teased, my eyes going wide when he flinched. I had kept my telepathy off, and I didn’t think he’d ever butter me up.  
 
    He seemed to understand where my mind went because he set down the bag of coffee and came over to me. “I meant what I said. This is separate. There is something I want, so it seemed—sorry.” He brushed his lips over mine, but accepted when I didn’t want to do more. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked, my tone softer this time. 
 
    “I want you to invite Lucca over,” he admitted, smirking when I couldn’t hide my shock. He moved his hands along my arms and under his shirt to cup my breasts. He teased them and my nipples. “I want to see him fuck you, Tamsin. I want to see your mate, the bear who completely eats out of the palm of your hand and you’ve tamed, fuck my gorgeous girlfriend.” 
 
    I worried my lower lip even as I pushed my breasts into his hands more. “But this was our weekend. I thought we could use the time?” 
 
    He nodded. “We had last night and maybe he can’t get away. We’ll have it again.” He gave me a soft kiss as he pinched my nipples. “I want to see it, but I—this is a delicate balance, agra. You’re my girlfriend, and I love you, but you’re his mate. Vampires don’t have mates like shifters and dragons do. We don’t have huge flags, but subtle signs like witches and warlocks.” 
 
    “I won’t dump you for him,” I promised. “I’m, um, yeah, that anyways.” 
 
    “A comitessa,” he said for me. “I know. I just want to make sure I share you and welcome your mate so we stay on good terms and he welcomes me always.” One of his hands moved lower and fingered me. “Plus, I want to see him fuck my girlfriend’s tight pussy. I’m shocked that it does it for me, but I like watching you with the men you care for and who treat you well.” 
 
    “Weirdo,” I panted as I spread my legs for him. “Because I’d fucking gut you if you even touched another woman. I’d lose—” 
 
    He snorted. “You are the only one who puts up with me and needs glasses, Tamsin. I don’t want another woman, and I’m not the one with a line and—” 
 
    “I am not the only one with self-esteem issues in this relationship,” I snapped, toning it back when he flinched. “Sorry, but you’re a bit dismissive of me when I’ve brought this up in the past.” I shook my head when he went to argue. “I hear thoughts, Darby. You are incredibly popular. You’re just unapproachable, and no one likes to get shot down.” 
 
    He studied my eyes a moment and licked his lips. “I hear you, and I’m sorry I’ve been dismissive. It’s just hard to believe when I’ve been torn down so much, especially at that school. I’ve not seen any evidence of what you’re saying. None.” 
 
    “Oh? And you paid such attention before me? Sitting in the corner alone, reading a book, while basically holding up a sign that said ‘fuck off?’” 
 
    His lips twitched. “That’s not unfair.” He reached over to grab my phone I hadn’t realized he’d brought down from the counter … While keeping his fingers in me. He handed it to me and smirked. “Call your mate.” 
 
    I nodded, getting the game. I yanked off his shirt and spread my legs as I called Lucca, rewarded with another finger and Darby’s lips on my nipple. 
 
    “Hey, hi,” Lucca answered. “I didn’t expect to hear from you this weekend. You said you had a thing.” 
 
    “I do, and he’s currently finger fucking me,” I moaned. “But he asked I invited you because he really, really wants to watch you fuck me all over my house. He worked hard to convince me, naked on my kitchen table.” I smirked at Darby when he snorted. “Are you fucking me again next, boyfriend?” 
 
    “I want to see him stretch you wide if he can make—” 
 
    “I can be there in half an hour!” Lucca blurted from the phone so loudly, he almost startled me into dropping it. 
 
    “I think he wants you for breakfast and to feast all day on, agra.” 
 
    “Twist my arm,” I gasped as he curled his fingers and touched that spot while teasing my clit. “Let me know when you’re ready in your room alone, and I’ll open a portal to you.” 
 
    “Shit, yes, give him all your cream, kitten, and I’ll be there soon to lick it up.” 
 
    I orgasmed. Right then, with that visual, I just spontaneously came. Shit, that was hot. 
 
    But then Darby stopped, taking the phone and hanging up on Lucca. “Let’s get you food. You’re going to need your strength.” 
 
    Okay then! 
 
    We reheated or baked what we needed to as we ate other stuff while we waited, Darby with his coffee and me with juice. He stared at me a moment when we were finishing up and glanced at his drink. 
 
    I nodded. “The caffeine thing is really part of my being a fairy. Also, we don’t tolerate human alcohols well. Drugs are a gray area. I know pot doesn’t work on me, but just gave me a headache. I thought that was a contact high, but apparently not. I haven’t found all that much yet as it’s probably just what fairy parents teach their kids.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” he agreed after several moments of mulling that over. “The spicy thing?” 
 
    I shrugged. “No clue.” 
 
    He let it go and started cleaning up as I decided to make myself another plate. He didn’t pick on me, simply offering me a chance to take anything before he put it away. 
 
    Smart man. 
 
    Lucca messaged he was ready right as I truly did finish, and I opened a temp portal to his room… Naked. 
 
    He didn’t hesitate, snatching me around the waist and kissing me as he dropped his overnight bag. “I need a shower and so do you, dirty kitten.” 
 
    I let out a yelp as I was tossed on his shoulder, hurrying to pull my magic back for the portal. I rolled my eyes as I saw Darby’s gaze focused on my breasts bouncing as Lucca stormed off with me. 
 
    He brought me to my master suite and turned on the shower to warm up before setting me on my feet. He whipped off his clothes in a flash and kissed me some more before pulling me into the extra large shower stall. 
 
    Without Darby.  
 
    I was clued in on what he wanted when he pressed me up against the glass so I was facing my boyfriend. I kissed the glass to be cheeky and then moaned as Lucca thrust in me. I was totally into it… Until Lucca’s hand moved up between my breasts and over my throat. He didn’t apply any pressure, but it was… Disconcerting. 
 
    “Trust me,” he growled when he felt my reaction. “It’s not dominance, but trust.” 
 
    “It’s fairly possessive,” Darby muttered, clearly siding with me. 
 
    “But she’s ours. She’s ours. The rest might want her, but she is yours and she is mine.” 
 
    That sounded way more than some fun during sex, so I turned on my telepathy before even making the decision to do it. 
 
    “Those fucking exchange students always talking about her and wanting her. They don’t know her and say such shit. They should have learned. She’s accepted at Artemis, and they want her to jump through their hoops to be accepted at their levels and not get labeled as practically human? A nice pet for the right man? She’s my fucking mate! 
 
    “Gotta keep her safe. Can’t tell everyone yet. Not for a while. When we can, I’m going to fuck up all those fuckers. She’s mine. She’s ours. Fuck her pussy is so good. I can’t stay this mad while with her. Let me get possessive and say you’re mine, kitten. I don’t want to leash or own you. Just trust me enough to give me your throat and say you’re mine. It’s hard keeping this to ourselves.” 
 
    Whoops! He knew I was listening. 
 
    I swallowed down my hesitations, knowing it was hard for shifters who needed to lay claim to feel secure and at peace with their animal.  
 
    Except I was too powerful to be claimed and let anyone show that to me more than a bit of play. There was a way that fairies laid claim to those they considered theirs while involved with someone, if it was more than playing around, but I didn’t have the first clue how to bring that up or how to handle this. 
 
    “Yes, give me that rune,” Lucca snarled. 
 
    Well shit. I was all-around not doing well. I had shown him in his head. 
 
    “Soon?” I offered, but really asked. I wasn’t ready but maybe soon. 
 
    He stopped moving and kissed my neck, rubbing the spot with his thumb. “Soon is good. I’m sorry. It’s hard when there are assholes.” 
 
    “I know,” I forgave. I got it. 
 
    Hell, I got it all the time from the assholes. Including his father. which was one of the big reasons we had to stay quiet. 
 
    I thought maybe I hadn’t handled it right when he pulled out of me, but then he kissed me gently. Darby joined us, and they washed me, confusing me even more. 
 
    “We want you together,” Lucca explained when we were done. 
 
    “Not like that,” Darby hurried to say when I gave them a panicked look. I was not ready for anal sex yet, and they were both huge. 
 
    And then I panicked because that meant oral sex, and I still wasn’t ready for that either. It was mean, but well, it wasn’t just how I’d seen men treat women after getting it, but what I’d experienced with almost being raped and sexually assaulted a few times. 
 
    “Not like that either, kitten,” Lucca murmured, guessing where my head went. He licked his lips when I looked at him. “Darby said you once—” 
 
    “Remember when you nuzzled me, agra?” Darby cut in. “We want that. I hoped you might do that while your mate takes you. I want to be part of you guys together and see him please you.” 
 
    I slowly nodded. I could do that. I felt completely sure when they both checked with me and made it clear I really didn’t have to. That was seriously sweet, and I appreciated it. For real. 
 
    We climbed on my bed, and I crawled over Darby, who was sitting up against my headboard. I kissed him, and then down his body, licking his abs as I pushed my ass up and offered myself to Lucca. 
 
    An offer he gladly took.  
 
    I was moaning in pleasure when I moved lower and nuzzled Darby’s groin. I gave the base of his cock a few kisses, and then his balls. I sucked up a few marks as I stroked him, and all of that was completely fine with me, but that had to be the line for right then. They seemed more than okay with that. 
 
    When Lucca finished, I climbed right on my boyfriend and rode him, smacking his hands away and smirking at him. He was primed, so he came fast.  
 
    “Better than you pictured?” I asked him. 
 
    “Yes,” they said together. 
 
    Well, okay then. Nice. 
 
    I teased Lucca about the overnight bag, but enjoyed when he “convinced” me he should get to stay as well. I wanted him to anyways, which they both knew, and I was glad he did.  
 
    We had fun. We needed more fun. 
 
    So, of course people had to fuck it up for us. 
 
    Darby and I had left through the faculty portal—always careful of McGrath, who stalked it for the chance to see the runes needed to get to my house—but returned through the portal in the student union. I could take the power and immediately wipe where we came from without anyone knowing, so it was safe and didn’t risk us walking into something. 
 
    Plus, a student manned the booth there and teachers were around the other one. I didn’t trust all of them, and they could read magic enough that it could be a problem. 
 
    I learned from my mistakes as much as I could. 
 
    Others—apparently—did not. Or, more aptly, the mistakes of others. 
 
    Magic was thrown at us the moment we stepped out of the student union and hit the barrier I always kept up around me now. I sighed and glanced at the idiot who had tried it. I did a double take when I heard his thoughts, already having my telepathy on, talking to Darby in his mind since we were plotting. 
 
    “A full ride to Artemis for your whole family and a cushy job with your council after graduation if you can figure out what I am, huh?” I taunted the guy. “That’s quiet the deal the fox elders are offering. They think they can wheel and deal with that knowledge and get a leg up since they’re one of the smallest shifter groups?” 
 
    He glanced from his hands to me. “How can a sophomore unknown stand up to a master’s student? What kind of charm are you using for that barrier?” 
 
    I snorted. “Yeah, I’m so going to tell you, idiot. And it’s not a charm, but my magic.” I shook my head when he tried to argue. “I’ve fended off council aides, dumbass. Keep up. You don’t think anyone’s tried this shit? We’ve been here and people have done this. This was my whole last year, and no one found out.” 
 
    “And a lot of us are tired of it,” Natalie said firmly as she stepped out from the now gathered crowd. “We were all ready to move past this bullshit and learn what we should. Instead, all of you assholes are ruining what should be a nice program to stop the class division. Screw what the elites see it as. That’s what this program could be. Instead, you’re all focused on Tamsin and what you might get.” 
 
    “Hope it was worth your shot to take classes here,” a dragon I didn’t know said as he stepped up too. “Because enough of us witnessed it as you also did it so publicly.” 
 
    The guy sneered at him. “Of course I did. She’s always guarded and—” 
 
    “Yeah, because of assholes like you,” I drawled.  
 
    “It ends!” Hudson roared from my right, and I doubted I was the only one who about jumped out of their skin. He was a very large man who sounded really scary if he wanted to. He moved forward and stared down the guy and group of exchange students behind him. “It ends, and not just with you getting kicked out of the program.” 
 
    The guy stupidly mocked him. “You have no rule here, Prince.” 
 
    “She has the protection of my family and all the dragon royals and leading families,” Hudson announced loudly. “A few stupid pranks weren’t something to get pissed about, but an upperclassman just openly used a magical attack because he has his council’s backing; he’s their pawn. So let me be clear for the next idiot who will try for her. 
 
    “They will not save you from our wrath. It’s not even about Tamsin, but our word as dragons giving our protection. We will not allow any doubt in the strength of those promises. The next student—exchange or otherwise—who tries anything underhanded with her—in class or outside of it—will deal with us. Your councils know this as they were warned.” 
 
    “It’s why they’re offering you the brass ring,” I told the students, appreciating the backup, but not wanting Hudson to speak for me. “You’re expendable. You fail and get eaten by my guards or stomped to shit by dragons, and it’s no skin off of them. They’ll disavow you or anything you tried.” I snorted when I saw his disbelief. “What do you think happened to the other exchange students who got booted?” 
 
    “They got booted because their councils didn’t back them up,” Natalie about purred, smirking when other people looked shocked. “Wake up, people! Our councils don’t care about us. They care about power and what they can get. Those councils denied everything and blamed the students as making it all up so they didn’t have any issues about crossing lines. They will do the same to you. We are all pawns to them.” 
 
    My eyes went wide as I heard in her mind that her council had tried to drag her in, but Geiger had interjected and told them that if they tried to drag a student off this campus without a valid reason and to another closed door meeting over his dead body. That man was seriously done with all the corruption and bullshit. 
 
    Good. More people should be. Enough! 
 
    “And the dragons aren’t the only ones on her side,” a female I sort of recognized said. “She got rid of Koch, who rooted all through our minds and fucked with our shields. She’s helped us see the corruption and protect ourselves.” 
 
    Office hours! She was one of the first to truly come to my mental shielding office hours asking for real help, even when she was done with the class. Rock on. 
 
    “So this ends,” Hudson declared. “If you came for the exchange program to get to her—leave. She is off the table, and you will piss us all off and incur the wrath of dragons. And before you give me some bullshit about student code of conduct, you’re breaking it going after a student, and dragon protections are exempt from those rules. That gives me free reign to eat all your asses. My dragon would love it.” 
 
    Oh, I just bet River would. He had to be having a horrible time with all this crazy. 
 
    Security showed up and took the guy away, and finally, finally it seemed people were realizing the shit was real, and everyone was done with the crap. 
 
    For now at least. My luck was never good enough that it would last too long. 
 
    One could only hope? 
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      I felt like I blinked and another few weeks went by. I was glad, because things were calming down and classes were going well, but I was so, so ready for midterms and break. Even a week… I simply needed a break. At least from Artemis. I wouldn’t get one from this world, but I would take what I could get. 
 
    There would be a ton to do over break, but mostly sneaky hidden stuff, which I much preferred anyways. 
 
    I had just sat down with my tray in the cafeteria at dinner when several large men who looked out of place walked in. I bit back sigh. All the students packed in the place, and I didn’t even need to guess who they were there for. 
 
    Zack and Ray seemed to understand that as well because I felt them reach me before the strangers. 
 
    And someone must have alerted Edelman because a temp portal opened right as the group stopped in front of me. 
 
    “Tamsin Vale, you need to come with us,” their leader instructed. “We have questions you are required to answer, as you’ve been implicated in a theft from the home of a hawk councilman.” He glanced around as if making it clear that all the people there was why he wasn’t telling me a name. 
 
    Funny, because I was damn sure all those people being there was why they were doing this to me now. 
 
    “Well, this is a new ploy,” I purred, making no move to obey, smirking at them even. “What did I supposedly steal from an unnamed councilman I’m sure I’ve never met, as I’ve never met a hawk elder?” 
 
    The guy’s eyes flared with anger at my snark and dismissive attitude, but there was something more. My telepathy instantly told me he didn’t want to be there either. 
 
    And this whole thing was bullshit in his eyes. Glad we both thought that. 
 
    “We weren’t given a list of the items you are accused of stealing, but there is valid reason to believe it’s you,” he answered. 
 
    The cafeteria went eerily quiet.  
 
    Ray was the first to break the silence. “You came here to seriously drag her off to be interrogated for a theft when you don’t even know what was stolen? Did I just hear that crazy right?” 
 
    The guy shot Ray a less than friendly look. “The councilman is withholding that information at the moment and—” 
 
    “Then he can’t even file a report,” Zack cut in, a snarl in his tone. “We have laws and rules, just like the humans. You cannot report a theft to open a valid investigation without actionable evidence, including a damn list of what was taken.” 
 
    “Yes, I know this, Captain.” 
 
    “Captain?” I purred deeper, glancing at my guard. 
 
    He nodded, but kept his focus on the supe police. “I was with the supe police for over twenty years, retiring at captain when there were some changes made.” 
 
    “Meaning we couldn’t take the corruption after the fairies went back, and no one would stand up and keep groups in check,” Ray grumbled. “There were many reasons Geiger hired us to protect you.” 
 
    The guy glanced between them and then at me. “So it’s really true that this is all Geiger’s move to stab at the vast corruption, and he’s using her to do it? No one would ever show that side to him or was stupid enough to mess with him, so he needed someone they would. He’s taking up the banner of the work his mate did?” 
 
    Oh boy, things must have gotten bad if he was pushing that narrative or trying to take heat off of me. The problem was he was putting it onto himself and I wasn’t a fan of that.  
 
    “Who’s saying that?” I asked. 
 
    The guy raised an eyebrow at me. “He was called to answer to the dragon council last week. They finally got tired of him blocking you and all the pressure from every group that they make him stop and hand you over. He refused and said this was his fight, as it was a fight that needed to be fought and won.” 
 
    “The dragon council is a sham. They have the least power of any council, and no respectable dragon will work as their guard, so they have no one to back their barking,” Zack stated, more for me so I wasn’t worried.  
 
    I appreciated that because it was damn hard to keep it all straight. 
 
    But right then, we had a situation, so I focused. “So you think you can drag me off to wherever—not identifying yourselves—about stealing something from someone and no specifics, and… I’ll just go?” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at me. “Yes, when the police tell you to come in and answer questions, you come in and answer questions.” 
 
    I snorted. “Not for bullshit like this. If you had anything valid, I would absolutely work with you guys, and I have. But this is crap.” I held up my hand to hold him off. “When did this happen? Do you have a date or time so I can prove where I was?” 
 
    He ground his jaw. “Sometime last week.” 
 
    “You’re fucking kidding, right?” Zack snapped. “You weren’t even given a date and time, and you’re acting on it? This is bullshit. Have some integrity.” 
 
    Edelman moved and opened another temp portal, his phone in hand, so he must have called or been talking to someone. Sure enough, Geiger came through with Claudia, both looking ready to throw down. 
 
    “The reason the councilman won’t tell you what or when is because his hobgoblins were liberated,” Geiger announced loudly. “He will not officially document them as things, but sent you to try and trap my client into admitting she’s involved so he can recover his possessions. He wants them back before the hobgoblins file grievances against him, but he is too late as my office is already taking their statements.” 
 
    “And?” a policeman behind the leader asked. 
 
    “He beat them. Regularly,” Geiger spat, steam about coming out of the large dragon’s ears. “Kicked them, mostly. He treated fair folk like that, and he doesn’t want it common knowledge. He made it clear that the grievances will be filed in the garbage like the others, but there is no statute of limitations like in human laws, and they will pay their bill one day when the—” 
 
    “They aren’t ever coming back, Geiger,” that lead cop said gently, giving Geiger a look of pity. 
 
    “They are,” he argued, Zack, Ray, Mel, the hobgoblins in the cafeteria, and I all echoing him, but he continued. “My mate is coming back. I have always said that. I would know if he was gone for good. So would they.” He gestured to my two Alpha wolf guards. “Until they do, we will fight the corruption and have hit our limit on this madness. Fair folk are not slaves!” 
 
    I felt a pulse of power and swallowed down when I realized Geiger had a lot more juice than I’d thought. Nice.  
 
    “For the record, the fact you’d come here in the middle of dinner to humiliate me, but won’t even say his name to protect him, makes me not feel bad for you for one second that you’re stuck in the middle of this,” I said to the lead cop. “You’re just as guilty as they are.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I was ordered to come now, in public, as there was less of a chance you would fight us and risk injuring my people. It wasn’t to embarrass you at all, and I hate that I’m in the middle of this.”  
 
    I changed my answer when I heard in his mind that he didn’t fight the order because he thought doing it publicly would draw out people who could fight for me… And it had. Fine, he got a pass with me, as it was a tough position, and he did do a lot of good for supes. I nodded I knew what he’d been up to, and relief filled his eyes.  
 
    “I’m still not coming with you. The hobgoblins are not things and cannot be stolen. If you have viable proof of things being stolen from a man who will put his name on the record, along with a date and time that’s not a week, I will gladly answer your questions as I’m innocent. I have a lot of money, Officer, and I don’t need to steal. The rest is bullshit and they are using you, and the police, to do bad.” 
 
    “And as her attorney, I’m forbidding this questioning,” Geiger interjected. “You don’t have enough for an arrest warrant, which is why you want to bring her in for questioning only. However, they were going to use that and the magic dampeners you have at headquarters. We intercepted the call the hawk elder made as to where and how soon she would be locked down for the taking.” 
 
    I bit back all the curse words. That meant either the vampires or warlock elders, as we were listening in and surveilling them. There were mob families and seriously fucked up gangsters that had more morals and reasonable lines than these assholes. 
 
    “I will need a copy of that to give to my boss,” the guy hedged. 
 
    “Already sent, as the head of the police is clean, but we both know many in between you are not,” Geiger grumbled. “I promise when you go back, the order to bring her in for questioning will already be rescinded. You were being used.” 
 
    The guy gave us both a look like he more than knew that already. We got shallow nods, and then the group left as fast as they had arrived, not wanting to draw it out or more attention.  
 
    Yeah, must be nice to have that option. 
 
    “So, it’s your fight and I’m the pawn you’re using to rile them all up into pulling back the curtain on their corruption?” I asked Geiger under my breath. 
 
    He gave me a soft smile. “It will give you a month or two of diversion with the focus on me.” 
 
    I nodded. “Then forgive me for what I’m about to do.” I didn’t hesitate, throwing up a barrier so we were blocked from everyone and jumping over the table. I grabbed his arm and marked him with a deep fairy rune only I could take off, or would fade if I died. 
 
    He groaned in pain but then looked at me with wide eyes. “What did you just do?” 
 
    “I gave you an emergency exit,” I explained. “If the shit ever hits the fan, activate that rune with your blood, and the fae dogs will come through a temp portal and save you. They will get you out, no matter what.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of such a rune,” he whispered, looking almost terrified at how powerful I was. 
 
    Yeah, I was too, as I shouldn’t have had the juice for it yet, even if I was born of a noble line.  
 
    I shrugged. “You didn’t get all the secrets of both sides, or all of them ever, as we’re not supposed to give them. Just don’t wait until you can’t activate it. Promise me.” 
 
    “I promise,” he swore, reaching out and cupping my cheek. “If nothing else, I can’t add to the worry already on your young shoulders, and you’ll doubt yourself if you think we could all be harmed fighting with you.” 
 
    Damn right I would, but wouldn’t any decent person? 
 
    “Take today as a win.” He chuckled which surprised. “And take down the barrier before everyone freaks out.” 
 
    Oh, right. I pulled back my magic and went back to my seat. 
 
    “What did you do now?” Zack demanded. 
 
    “Are we telling each other everything now, Captain?” I teased as I hurried to tuck into my meal before it got any less fresh. I focused on Edelman. “Thanks for calling in the big guns.” 
 
    He dipped his head. “As much as everyone says I favor you and go too far for you, this is what I would do for any student.” 
 
    “You just don’t normally have to, as they have parents or living relatives to step up,” I finished for him, nodding when he did. “Still, I appreciate it.” 
 
    After dinner, something I had ordered arrived and I swung by White’s office, seeing she’d skipped another meal to avoid people. The rumors about her, and what her lover had done, were a joke. The council had done it to embarrass her when they couldn’t get to her, to smear her reputation as a witch, because women were nothing compared to men to them. 
 
    Unfortunately, that was true in too many species. 
 
    I didn’t even bother knocking, walking right in and putting up a barrier and magically locking the door. I was glad to see the hobgoblins had brought her a tray of food at least and to see she’d eaten from the empty plates sitting there. 
 
    “Hey, Cousin, wanna hear about some fun with the supe police you just missed?” I set down the box of expensive liquors on her desk. “To help your broken heart.” 
 
    “Thank you, Cousin,” she whispered, touching the box with a smile. She looked put through the wringer and totally wiped.  
 
    “You’ll get through this, Anya.” 
 
    She bobbed her head. “I’m losing faith we’ll win this fight. I’m sorry, but I am, and you’d probably hear that in my thoughts right now as my shields are a mess.” 
 
    “I don’t pry when I’m around people I trust, unless I’m worried,” I reminded her. 
 
    She responded with a glanced that she knew she was in a place anyone would worry about. 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    “I’m losing faith too,” I admitted, flopping down in the chair. “We’ve had wins though. We just had one now, and Geiger reminded me that of that. We’ve saved over a hundred thousand hobgoblins, Anya. I didn’t even know there were that many, or Faerie was that big to have that many anyone. We’re getting wins.” 
 
    “Quietly,” she whispered. “Exchange students being tossed back to their schools to thwart the councils. Dragons and friends stepping up, but nothing… Public. They are still winning publicly and in control. We can’t beat them—we need a public smack that lands.” 
 
    I told her what had just happened and hoped it was enough. 
 
    She shook her head. “He won’t admit it was him or someone will weasel their way out of it. Their moves are being dodged and thwarted, but nothing is happening to them in punishment or retribution. Even all that happened to Calloway—or myself—and it was no skin off of them. Some angry phone calls and press. Oh no, I’m sure they are so worried.” 
 
    “They got banned from all the hobgoblin businesses.” 
 
    “It’s not enough,” she snapped, immediately apologizing.  
 
    I accepted it because I knew the anger wasn’t pointed at me. This wasn’t my fault anymore than it was hers. We couldn’t get the upper hand just yet, and it was maddening. Any small victory was met with lies and dismissals of it never happening, but anytime we dodged them, they did the same. So they never lost ground. 
 
    But neither did we, which was an actual victory. 
 
    “We’re gaining ground,” I argued with her and myself. “That’s a victory, even if not public. We are. You were the one who told me many times that if we keep taking small steps, we’ll look back and see miles of progress behind us. We are doing all we can, and we just keep going. Look how far we’ve come in Faerie since you’ve even helped me. We are miles and miles from the portal now.” 
 
    “But no people,” she rasped. 
 
    “We’ll find them soon,” I declared, swallowing loudly. Dear gods, please let me find some fairies soon. We need backup, or we might lose, and lose everything. 
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    Banging on my door made me about jump out of my skin all the way from the shower. It was weeks after the incident with the supe police and almost time for break. I was looking forward to a chill Saturday watching Izzy compete in the big Physical Training tournament. 
 
    “Hold on!” I bellowed when they started again. I rushed to finish and throw on a towel, wrapping my hair as well, before booking it for the door. I couldn’t even hide my shock when Craftsman was standing there… Nor could I get my mouth to work. 
 
    His seemed to stall out at seeing me in a towel as well, both of us staring at each other until he shook himself. “The councils made their next move. They’re demanding you compete today, as it’s written as a requirement for all underclassmen to participate to pass the semester.” 
 
    “Right, but I placed out of the class,” I sighed. 
 
    “Except the wording isn’t currently included for that, as no one has ever placed out before and Edelman can’t fix it today,” he explained, sounding just as annoyed. “I’m sorry, love, but we’re over a barrel. We need you to fight.” 
 
    I studied him a moment. “So what? I’ll still kick their asses. I mean, I placed out for a reason. Why are you worried?” 
 
    He licked his lips and eyed me over before trying to focus again. “Something is up with the vampire council. They’re all here, and their auras are… Disconcerting. Edelman, White, and I are all in agreement they are up to something.” 
 
    But what? I nodded I heard him and adjusted my neck. “Give me a few minutes to throw on clothes and get ready. I’ll be right there.” 
 
    “I’ll walk with you. Zack and Ray were called on to handle something.” He nodded that he thought it was funny too. 
 
    So they were going to come at me from all sides on this? No, on campus? That would be… Well, they’d been stupid before for sure. 
 
    I hurried to dress and grab the bag with all my training gear. Locking up behind me, I was out the door in under five minutes.  
 
    The walk across campus was quiet. Most everyone was at the arena already, and I would have been too, but one of our suitemates had taken forever in the bathroom—again—and since she was competing, I had patiently waited.  
 
    Maybe I’d get paired up with her and have an excuse to kick her ass? I was seriously tired of her drama and diva act when it came to our shared bathroom. 
 
    “Where is your head? Are you worried?” Craftsman asked me quietly. 
 
    “No, just hoping I can use this to smack my suitemate around,” I confessed, shrugging when he gave me a surprised look. “This is who I am.” I increased my pace, considering the nerve the conversation struck with me and how he hadn’t wanted me. 
 
    “I know, and I love that person,” he breathed. “I will always love who you are.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say that wouldn’t sound like I wasn’t trying to start a fight, but I couldn’t say nothing as if I accepted that. “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you, but one day you will.” 
 
    We ran out of time as we arrived, which worked since I didn’t have a response anyways. Instead of focusing on Craftsman, I wracked my brain on what I knew about the tournament and the changes Mel had made. Random lottery. Everything was random lottery from the matchups, to if and what weapons were used, going down the list until we got all of them.  
 
    Right, so all facets of the training she was teaching. Got it. 
 
    “Good luck, love,” Craftsman whispered when we reached where I had to enter. “Kick all their asses.” 
 
    I flinched, glancing at him over my shoulder. “You’re at least six months too late saying that to me, and it doesn’t matter now coming from you.” I didn’t give him a chance to reply, storming off and ready to do all the battles they could throw at me to get out what I was feeling. 
 
    Hell, I was glad to have an excuse to bash some faces in. 
 
    “Why are you here? I mean down here?” Izzy asked me as I moved over by her. 
 
    “Another trap,” I muttered, glancing all around. I found where the vampire council was in the stands and could see well enough to catch the smug expressions. 
 
    But the warlock elders had them too. Ainsworth looked about salivating.  
 
    Something was seriously wrong.  
 
    “Tams!” Izzy hissed at me, giving me a shake. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I sighed, realizing she’d been talking to me. “Yeah, sure. Just worried what they’re up to now.” 
 
    “Fuck them. You got this. You’re the best here by far.” 
 
    I blinked at her. Yes, yes I was, and they had to know that. 
 
    So what were they setting up for when all eyes were on me? Those were confident smiles expecting to watch someone special fall.  
 
    I didn’t have much time to consider it given I didn’t arrive with the others. Mel shot me a few worried glances, but I nodded I was fine. The magical boards announced the pairings, and we were starting with staffs. Not my best, but again, I had already placed out of the class, and I ended up being paired with a freshman guy who was fairly clueless. 
 
    So I won almost immediately.  
 
    After a short break, we were paired up and went hand to hand. I got matched with a Physical Training III female dragon and still won fast. She was agreeable about it. 
 
    What was the setup? Where were they going to try and go for me? 
 
    Another break, and then we were using swords. I’d long since learned to tone down how good I was in public as it raised all the eyebrows. But I won against a freshman female who dropped her sword, since they’d barely used them yet. 
 
    I was getting anxious. I couldn’t find the answer. 
 
    Two more rounds and different weapons and it hit me… Well the over-the-top cheering did. 
 
    For Blake Ward. People had hated her at the end of last year and yet, the vampires had rallied around her. And she’d been dying to fight me after getting back on campus. She’d thrown a fucking fit when she’d learned I’d placed out of all the Physical Trainings. 
 
    Plus, Mel had had to place her in Physical Training III, and that had shocked Mel. Blake had been training on her year off from Artemis.  
 
    To fight me. 
 
    It sounded so fucking pathetic and stupid, I almost dismissed it… But it tracked. She could not let it go that I had beaten her. I could absolutely see that psycho go all-out in getting revenge and focus on kicking my ass. In front of everyone was even better.  
 
    I had been surprised she hadn’t tried to start shit with me so far this semester after that impromptu meeting where she got the warning. 
 
    We went another round, and when those who advanced moved closer together, I made sure to get a spot near her without acting like that was the goal. I mentally sighed when she had a telepathy blocking charm on. So she was definitely up to something. And I couldn’t start shit about her wearing charms during a tournament as I had my species one on. 
 
    Unfortunately for her, those things didn’t work on me anymore. 
 
    “Almost time. I can almost lay waste to her. This is going to be the sweetest revenge ever. I will humiliate her pathetic ass in front of everyone and earn grandfather’s respect back. He might hate all of this and what’s being done, but it will bolster our name and standing. I can do this. I will do this. Fucking whore.” 
 
    She went on and on for a bit, not giving me anything useful. 
 
    Until she did. I did a double take and couldn’t even hide I was focused on her, which she caught. 
 
    “Yeah, you can’t hear me with the charm on. You can sense it, huh? Fuck you, unknown freak. You’ll fizzle out and probably die young because you were abused. You might be powerful and have exploded now, but you’ll dry up fast. You’re definitely a witch, and when I prove it today, your elders are going to bleed you dry, and I will go back to being the queen of this campus, not you.” 
 
    Her mind was a scary, scary place as she truly believed I’d stolen everything she deserved and earned from her somehow. And the councilmen were majorly cheating. Instead of fighting with each other, they’d decided to work together. They were both pretty sure I was a witch and playing both councils, so they’d given Blake a charm that would push her over the edge to beat me. 
 
    One only a powerful witch could sense if near her.                                                                                                                                      
 
    Once I nailed her for cheating, the guards were waiting to swarm in and take me into custody to answer a list of charges as a witch. Wow.  
 
    And if I didn’t fall for the trap, Blake was to get my essence charm off me in an “accident” during fighting that would easily be explained. But she was to do it by any means necessary, and she had worked with councilmembers on how to definitively identify a witch. 
 
    So to both councils, they would have me no matter what. 
 
    The fuck they would. 
 
    I glanced around and saw White was front and center with Edelman. I saw vampire council guards watching Darby. Lucca was actually still competing. Izzy was out, but she could get in serious trouble for being involved and her poker face was shit. Mel was running this whole thing with several of the Rothchilds. 
 
    I locked eyes with Craftsman, understanding immediately filling his gaze that I’d figured it out. 
 
    “Please let me help, love. Tell me what to do. I am on your side. Even if I’ve failed you so many times, you know without a doubt, I’m never on their side.” 
 
    That I did. Even if he wasn’t always with me, he was never with them.  
 
    “The shit might really hit the fan this time. Can you sneak away and open a portal to my house outside the arena? I need Chief and the pack here as backup.” I gave a slight shake to my head when he looked like he might argue. “They’re ready for just about everything. I think I can get through this, but they’ve got a plan if I don’t make it to the finals or bail out, Julian. They’re going all in.” 
 
    I filled him in on the rest, and I thought he might spontaneously combust from where he sat. 
 
    He let out a slow breath and gave a bare nod. “Kick her ass all over the fucking place, love. And then bust her ass. You’ve seen that charm at Calloway’s. You don’t need your power to know she’s cheating. You’re smarter than all of them.” 
 
    “Thanks. Really.” 
 
    I shut down my telepathy and left him to handle it while I did what I needed to.  
 
    A few more rounds, and I saw my opportunity to have some fun right before the finals. I used a tiny bit of power and weakened some links in Blake’s telepathy blocking charm so it would break soon.  
 
    And then I almost fell over when it was announced we were matched up and what we were using. I turned to face her and burst out laughing. 
 
    I mean, I laughed and kept laughing. 
 
    Swords. She was squaring off with a fairy in swords. The bitch would need all of the cheating she could do and would still lose. 
 
    “You won’t be laughing soon,” Blake hissed at me. 
 
    “Oh no, I will be,” I snickered, shaking my head as I headed for my stuff. I pulled out my custom sword and headed back towards the match area. I glanced around and found Colton and Mr. Rothchild standing together, looking amused. I bowed to my teachers before doing a few basic stretches as if I wasn’t already completely loose.  
 
    “This will be fun,” Blake taunted. 
 
    “You have no idea,” I mocked. “Do you want a few mulligans?” 
 
    She frowned. “What’s that?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You all live way too much in your supe world like it’s the only world on this planet. Idiot.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes right back with a huff. “The human world isn’t worth knowing.” 
 
    “And yet you make money off of it, so you’re a hypocrite. You eat the food they provide. You buy the clothes they make, so you just sound like an idiot.” I glanced over what she was wearing, noting it was almost a carbon copy of my outfit and my normal workout gear. 
 
    Fine, I didn’t wear anything all that out there, but now I wore everything from the deal with Lady Jean… And Blake was wearing the exact copy a vampire company had made from their new line the dragons had come up with. 
 
    Pathetic. 
 
    Which was why “The Real Slim Shady” started playing in my head. It seemed pretty fucking fitting. 
 
    And gave me a fairly evil idea to screw with her. 
 
    We got the notice to get into position and the whistle sounded for us to go. I didn’t hold back, not one ounce, and gave it my all, easily deflecting her lunge and knocking her sword from her hand so it went flying. I clearly could have had her, but I danced away… And started rapping “The Real Slim Shady.” 
 
    Everyone went dead quiet for several beats, and then one person burst out laughing.  
 
    I didn’t even need to look to know it was Mel.  
 
    “You’re gonna want to get that,” I taunted Blake, gesturing to her sword before going back to rapping and dancing. 
 
    She snapped out of it and scrambled for it before I changed my mind, not having the honor or pride to accept I’d beaten her and wasn’t going to embarrass her even more. She came right for me, and I had her disarmed in two moves… Dancing away again instead of ending the fight. 
 
    And went back to rapping. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up!” she screeched when I did it all over again. She went for her sword and stormed over to me. “How are you doing this? There is no way you’re better than me! The instructor I trained with last year is the best!” 
 
    “I’m just better than you, and in everything, Blake,” I mocked as I kept dancing. “Your main problem is your ego. You think you know everything, way more than you do. Who was my sword instructor?” 
 
    “Melody! We all know that,” she bellowed as she lunged for me. 
 
    “Errrrnnnttt, wrong answer,” I sang as I blocked her. “I graduated from Mel. My current sword instructor is none other than Trigger Rothchild, head of the Rothchild clan, and King Xavier’s dragon knight ninja. Plus, Instructor Larson. So you spent all this time, effort, and money for a fight and didn’t even do the first step of basic research. That’s why you always fail and look the fool.” 
 
    She let out some ear piercing noise and tried for me again, losing her sword.  
 
    “You think you deserve everything, and all you are is bile, salty bile, who’s so jealous of me and all I work for, that you do everything you can to be like me. It’s pathetic. You’re pathetic, Blake. I pity you. Even if you won today, you needed to have this all set up to get me here, and a special trainer, and on and on, just to get the chance to maybe win. You cheat and would call that winning. It’s sad.” 
 
    I shut up when I saw the council members moving out of the corner of my eye. They thought I was about to spring the trap, but I hadn’t even meant that cheating. I shouldn’t have been there in that fight when I had placed out.  
 
    I kept tearing her down in front of our vast audience as I knocked her sword away dozens of times, but didn’t finish the fight. People were calling for me to, but I had a new goal. 
 
    A better goal than just beating her ass.  
 
    I wanted the public win. This was being live broadcast on supe TV, and I wanted that win. 
 
    Right when she was about to snap, I pulled out the big guns. 
 
    “Lose something, dipshit?” I said in her mind, touching my neck to clue her in she was without the telepathy blocking charm. 
 
    That was it. That was the straw that broke the vampire’s back. She came at me with all she had and didn’t stop when I knocked her sword away. She came right back for me with fangs out, trying to use vampire powers on me to subdue me and kill me. She didn’t care about anything other than killing me and getting even for all the times I’d embarrassed her. 
 
    Well, I was going to do it some more.  
 
    I blocked and dodged, letting everyone see what she was doing to break all the rules and lots for the camera. I waited until I heard Edelman’s booming voice call over to the others that Blake was disqualified and then thumped her on the head with the hilt of my sword, knocking her out instantly. 
 
    She went down like a rock, the illegal charm showing right against her upper chest. 
 
    I smirked as I leaned over and ripped it off of her, studying it for a few moments before finding White. “Dean White, I saw this in Veritas Portas, and I’m fairly certain it was sold by a member of your council—could only be made by a member of the council. What’s it doing on a vampire councilmember’s granddaughter during a tournament?” I tossed it over and her eyes went wide the moment she caught it. 
 
    “It’s a power enhancing charm and completely illegal for any event,” she declared loudly. “It would have increased her physical stamina, strength, and endurance.” 
 
    I wrinkled up my nose. “Really? Are we sure it’s not a dud? I mean, that or Blake just really sucks.” I snorted at the pun of a vampire. I walked a few feet to where her telepathy blocking charm had fallen off and held it up for all to see, smirking up at the two councils. “Oh, and boys, next time you have a foolproof plan, maybe don’t send such a fucking moron of a pawn in. 
 
    “Seriously, you idiots and your egos just make it so much fun to do this over and over again. You cheat and cheat, and still you can’t win.” I tossed the charm up towards them, wanting to roll my eyes when several ducked as if I’d thrown a grenade. “Are you guys tired of constantly losing yet? Have you any pride left? Time to raise the white flag and just admit defeat?” 
 
    Several opened their mouths to say… A number of everything I was sure.  
 
    I didn’t give them the chance, turning on my heel and heading over to Mel and Edelman to claim my prize. I smirked at White as I went by. “How’s that for a public win? Let those fuckers deal with that flack and mocking for a while that one of theirs got kicked out of school again, and on live TV this time.” 
 
    She smothered a snort. “It’s a good win, Tamsin. It’s a good fucking win this time.” 
 
    Yeah, it was, and it gave us a bit of fuel to keep the hope we could win the fights we were fighting, as losing wasn’t an option. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THANK YOU for reading this book!! 
 
    Thank you so much for coming on Tamsin’s journey with me. I woves all of you lots for your continued support and wanting more of my books. Please, please leave a review. It really helps me out to know which series people are looking for more from. And it’s encouraging to get back to series when people are excited for more. I appreciate the time it takes and hopefully you guys love Tamsin and this world as much as I loved writing the series!!  
 
    I’m sorry for the delay. Things are starting to find some level of normal (and I most definitely just jinxed that) so I’m looking at a every six weeks release schedule for the foreseeable future. BUT there’s more to come and I hope you’re as excited about that as I am. 
 
    Stay safe and kisses to everyone from Vader. 
 
    All my best, 
 
    Erin 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    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. 
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