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        There’s a story of old,

        Where the sky meets the sea,

        And a heart grows warm,

        With the knowledge it seeks.

      

      

      

      
        
        Nothing changes at all,

        Nothing stays the same.

        But a love foretold,

        No magic can tame.

      

      

      

      
        
        When the night comes,

        And the demons descend,

        Only the pure at heart,

        Will have the power to withstand.
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      Another day, another bush for me to hide in.

      It's been a week since I ran out on Derek and the rest of my friends. Although, are Derek and I really friends? I can't stop thinking about that kiss—and dreaming of it whenever I catch moments of rest. The way his body felt—no, now is not the time and I am not mentally competent enough for a trip down that lane.

      I've probably slept about an hour or two a day, and it's catching up with me. Every time I get anywhere near relaxing, I'm afraid the shadows will come, and with them, the Ancients. Granted, they don't need me to be sleeping for that, but I think it's my sheer will keeping them at bay right now. That and a few protection talismans I've put together and now carry on my person.

      It won't stop them for long, but it's something. Now I just have to figure out my next move.

      While also trying not to think about Derek.

      I feel the pain of our separation like a physical ailment.

      We started out as enemies, who then became something akin to friends, and now, we’re engaged. No one could've predicted that one. Not that it was our choice. What was my choice was leaving him, and a part of me thinks we're back to enemies again. He won't do well with my betrayal. I can't imagine him seeing this as anything but.

      What I thought we were, what I think we've become—it's overwhelming and exciting and terrifying. All at the same time. My heart truly yearns to be near him, and for the first time, I'm open to the possibilities. I don't understand it, but a huge part of me wants to. I have no idea what to do with that.

      Maybe if this was another time and place.

      This is definitely not what I should be thinking about right now.

      Stay focused and alert.

      Stay focused and alert.

      Stop thinking about my prince.

      That last thought leaves me slightly stunned but not for long.

      A scream splits the night, jerking my attention from my musings. I jump up at the ready, but I have no idea where it's coming from. A glance back at the house tells me my parents heard it too. It seems to have surrounded the whole house somehow. That's when I realize it must've been one of the fae guards the queen sent as part of the bargain I made with her. They wouldn't scream like that unless...

      I don't think about it. I jump out of my hiding spot, and I run for them. I'm inside the house in mere seconds.

      "Avery. What are you doing here?" My mom's shocked face greets me.

      "We have to go. I know that sound, and it's not a good one."

      My dad appears by her side, sword in hand.

      "Avery?"

      "Hi, Daddy." That's all I manage before I'm motioning for them to come. They move toward me without question, but before they can take more than a few steps, the doors burst open at my back. I spin around as a group of soldiers enter, filling up the space around us. They're the same type of soldiers that attacked the Summer Court in Faery, no insignia on them. They're simply dressed in black, wielding magic and weapons.

      There's no hesitation on my part. I go straight into battle mode.

      The fierce desire to protect my parents rises up inside of me, calling forth my magic. I've got a blade on me, courtesy of Derek, but I'm not using it. My emotions are one hundred percent focused on my magic. That's what I let fly free.

      Fire pours out of my hands, slamming like a wall into the soldiers closest to me. It sweeps them off their feet as others try to jump out of the way. The few that get through are stopped by my father, who works the sword like it's an extension of him.

      "Avery!" My mother yells out a warning, and I send another blast at the soldier coming at me, knocking him out.

      The way has been cleared, but I'm not sure how long that'll keep. I know my magic can only do so much. We need to keep moving. As we race out into the night, there are more of them coming.

      "We have to fight!" I shout, just as my mother shifts. It's been years since I've seen her in wolf form, but there's a warmth inside of me at the sight. I've always felt like that, that shifter side of me answering the call, even though I've never been able to shift. She stands tall, coming to the middle of my chest, her fur a deep brown and as shiny as glittering gold.

      "We're with you," Dad says as he swings his sword. All of this happens in a matter of seconds, and then the second wave of our attackers is upon us. I reach for my magic once more. The exhaustion of the last week, the worry for everyone's safety, among other things I won't name, hang heavily on my shoulders. The magic is slugging at best, having been spent inside the house.

      My mother is effortless in her attacks, grabbing the soldiers by various parts of their body and flinging them against the house or the trees.

      But my dad? I'm in awe of my father. Sure, he has trained me in the basics of sword fighting, but this is another level. He spins around, waving his sword as if he's in the middle of a dance. Every movement is fluid and precise. There's a sense of calmness about him it’s almost shocking.

      I tear my eyes away just as two soldiers reach me. Yanking out the dagger Derek gave me, I move before they have a chance to grab me. One swipe of the blade cuts the closest one on the arm. Blood gushes out. Ducking the other's approach, I spin around with a roundhouse kick. It sends him tumbling. I don't hesitate to push my fire magic out, but there is a heaviness to my limbs, and it's difficult to stay upright.

      Dropping down to the ground, I try to catch my breath. More soldiers are coming. If I don't do something soon, we'll be overrun. The soldiers are almost to me when I realize I've been neglecting a part of me during this fight. If my fire magic won't do, maybe my newfound water magic will.

      Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath, reaching deep inside of myself. Then I thrust my arms forward. Water and fire pour out of me, blasting our attackers up in the air and away. I'm breathing hard, but I push myself back to my feet and turn to my parents. They're staring at me in complete shock, but now is not the time. We have to move.

      "Run now, questions later."
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        * * *

      

      It's another fifteen minutes until I finally feel like we can stop. Mama is still in her wolf form, running a dozen feet in front of us as a scout. I have no idea how far back the soldiers are, but we have to stop. Dad has blood dripping all over.

      "Let me see," I say, halting his movements by stepping in front of him. He moves his hand long enough for me to see the gash. Grabbing my knife, I slice at the bottom of my shirt before I rip it off.

      "Avery—"

      "I need to bind it." It's the best I can do. He didn't tell me he was hurt, in his typical dad fashion. I know Mama stopped as well, her supernatural hearing alerting her without me having to shout. I can feel her presence at my back. I haven't seen her shift in years, and a part of me just wants to watch her move.

      "I'm sorry." I glance up at my dad's words and find him looking at me with all the sorrow in the world. My heart clenches at the sight. and I suddenly want to be the parent and chase his worries away.

      "Dad, we don't have to—"

      "No, we do. I'm sorry I didn't tell you."

      "Why didn't you?"

      "It was too complicated. Too much for one kid to handle. Even a strong one, like you." His smile turns into a grimace as I tighten my makeshift bandage. "You already had plenty to deal with being half witch, half shifter. We couldn't risk more."

      My mother is back beside us now. I glance over to find her eyes on me as well. Even in wolf form, she's still my mother, and I can read that look. She would do anything to take me away from all this.

      "Did you know about my magic?" They haven't seen me use fire and water magic before, since I kept that pretty under wraps until now.

      "Not exactly. It was always something that stayed in the back of my mind. But you never exhibited anything but fire magic, and that was your mother's side. Fae have elemental magic, since we're so tied to nature. But you only manifested your mother's bloodline. We thought—well, we thought you were safe."

      This is the first time I've heard my father refer to himself as fae.

      "Why did you leave Faery?"

      "Oh, pumpkin. There are so many reasons. It was too dangerous for us to stay. For myself and your mother. When we found out we were pregnant, I swore to do everything in my power not to have you growing up as one of them."

      Since visiting Faery, I can understand what he means. My thoughts involuntarily switch to Derek, but I push those away. He may be different, but he's still fae. And so are Nora and Julian. I can't ever let myself forget that.

      "I guess it didn't matter, did it?" I sigh, but I'm not bitter. Only tired.

      "We always knew you were special." Dad reaches over to take my hand into his, giving it a gentle squeeze. "We knew you'd do great things. We just didn't want you to carry this kind of burden."

      "But we don't get to choose that. I—I wasn't ready for this, but I'm in it now. And I need your help. I need to figure out this magic. I need to find a way out of this engagement. I need—"

      The growl beside me stops my rant. I look over to see my mother's full attention on me.

      "What engagement?" Dad asks. I shake my head.

      "Now is not the time. I need to get you somewhere safe. And then we'll talk."

      "Get us to safety?"

      "I've been watching you for the last week. You're in danger because of who I am. I've been waiting for them to come for you, and they did."

      "Avery, I don't—" But Dad never gets to finish.

      Another growl comes from my mother, but this one is different. Dad looks at her, understanding coming over his features.

      "It's too late. They're close."

      Just then, the shadows move, and I see them. They've used stealth to get close to us. Maybe even some cloaking magic. It doesn't matter. This is on me. I should've simply bound the wound and kept moving. I made a mistake. And now my parents are going to pay for it. There is no way we can hold them off, not when I feel like I've been run over by a truck. Not when my magic is so wonky. It goes between being too much and not enough. I don't know if I can control it when I'm feeling so exhausted.

      Turning to face the hoard, I try to find a way out of this, but they're on us before I can think of anything.
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      Soldiers surround us in the blink of an eye. I have absolutely no time to get my bearings or try and find a way out. Mama gets low to the ground, a growl rumbling her big body as she gets ready to spring. My dad is on the other side of me, and I realize he's weaponless. His sword must've fallen somewhere back at the house.

      My emotions and magic are so heightened, I'm praying I don't hurt my parents. It's our only weapon against the assault. It's too volatile, but I have no choice. That will be our only way out of here.

      Stay calm. Stay focused.

      Stay calm. Stay focused.

      Stay calm. Stay focused.

      I can feel the sparks at the end of my fingertips, the fire magic I was born with mingled with the water magic I recently discovered. They're both there, both at the ready and begging to be set free. I'm terrified I'm going to make a mistake, but I don't know what else to do.

      The mob begins their approach, but then a twinkle of light catches my attention. I glance to the left only to find a portal opening up in midair.

      Derek steps through.

      My heart plummets and then soars just at the sight of him.

      I haven't had a moment to come to terms with my feelings or just how much I missed not being around him, and now he's here.

      He's not alone.

      "Right on time then," Nora says as the portal closes at her back. Derek and Julian are both armed, a sword in one hand, and in Derek's case, magic in the other. Our eyes meet and hold as chaos explodes around us.

      And then we're moving.

      The soldiers attack, but now there are six of us against twelve of them. I like those odds a lot better.

      I hear a shout and then Julian is throwing a sword overhead. It's my father who catches it. There's no hesitation in the way Dad moves. My mama jumps right into the foray, using her head to butt at one of the attackers. She sends him sprawling across the ground. She then picks up another soldier with her mouth and throws her against the wall.

      My battle magic is at my fingertips, and I send it at the man in front of me. He slams against the ground. I send a wave of water at him to push him away, using his body as a bowling ball. Two others go down, but more seem to be coming.

      Julian is suddenly at my back. "Fancy meeting you here."

      "Julian—" There are a thousand apologies on the tip of my tongue, but he doesn't let me get there.

      "Not the time." There's no malice in his words. He sends a wink my way as he swings a sword at his attacker before kicking him a few feet back. My mama is still on the other side of the group, biting people, while my father swings the sword like a professional. I mean, I knew he was good with a weapon, but even I'm surprised. I can't stop watching my parents. I'm seeing them in a whole new light.

      The distraction causes me to lose my footing. One of the attackers gets through, and the next thing I know, air rushes out of my lungs as a punch connects with my stomach. I double over, gasping at the pain. Derek shouts my name—I don't have to look to know it's him—as my attacker yanks my head back by my hair. They can't kill me. They need me. But clearly, hurting me is in the cards.

      Too bad for him, I don't go down easily. Pushing through the pain, I raise my arms  and thrust them right against my attacker's chest. The magic inside of me—the one I know and the one I don't—rushes to the surface. Then the man is flying through the air. Fire pours out of me. Even after all this time, the magic and the way it makes me feel surprises me.

      A tightness in my chest alerts me to something, and my head snaps up. Immediately, my eyes zero in on Derek and the men swinging their swords at him from behind.

      "Derek, watch out!" I yell as I throw a stream of fire at his attackers. The fire pushes the guy away, slamming him against the opposite wall. Derek turns, sending me a grateful nod as another guy attacks him. The clanging of swords sounds in the air around me as I spin trying to see if I can help any of my friends. The magic inside of me battles, fire or water. Fire or water. I don't know which one to use or how to use either one properly, but both are coming to the rescue.

      I rush to Nora, who's holding her own. She’s much more skilled with a sword than I could have imagined. But I guess that's just the way of court life, right? Everybody is a warrior in their own sense.

      She stabs the guy clean-through and spins around, bringing her sword down on the next one. But she's not fast enough, and two more are on her. That same feeling rushes over me. Instead of fighting it, I channel it. The desire to let it burst free is nearly overwhelming. I push my hands in front of me, pushing magic with it. This time, fire and water comes out, one in each hand. It sweeps the attackers up and down, slamming them against the ground.

      I don't even have time to marvel at what my magic is doing. There's no time to waste. We are getting overrun. The twelve against us has turned into twenty, and more are coming. If we don't get out of here now, we won't get out of here at all.

      Nora is on one side of me and then Derek is suddenly on the other. Between Nora and him swinging their swords masterfully like they've been doing this all their lives, I can concentrate. My parents are on the other side of the mob. Julian is stuck in the middle.

      There are words on the tip of my tongue, words I read in the forbidden book, but now is not the time to test out any kind of theories. The only thing that's left to do is trust the magic I was born with.

      As I have done my whole life.

      It doesn't matter that now there are conflicting forces inside of me or that my heritage isn't what I thought it was. The magic is still my magic, and I have to trust that. I have to get us out of here.

      So, I bring my palms together, and I feel the intensity between them, fire and water.

      Two opposites, living inside of me.

      When I open my arms, the magic opens up with them. It pours out of me even more intensely than before. When I pushed the soldiers back, I wasn't even using half of the power that's raging inside of me. But right now, looking at my parents and friends, I let it all pour out. No overthinking, no contemplation.

      Simply trusting. With complete intention.

      My magic sweeps across every attacker. The sight is more terrifying than I'd like to admit. It either burns or drowns. Just like that. I try not to focus on what I've done, because as fast as it starts, it's over. My breathing is labored as I try to slow my heart rate down.

      Nora is beside me and then so is a portal. She wraps her arms around me as I sag with exhaustion. No one hesitates as we step through.
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        * * *

      

      As the portal closes behind us, we find ourselves in a familiar-looking forest. We're back in Arizona near Derek's cabin. I don't need to know the trees to know that. The smell in the air is that freshness I've come to associate with his place. I know I will find the magical lake right behind the building. A part of me wants to go straight there, if only to recapture the safety I felt here before I had to leave.

      "Could you?" Nora's voice pulls my attention to her. I glance over to see her watching my dad. My gaze drifts between them, confused. But my dad seems to know exactly what she's asking. After only a moment's hesitation, he nods.

      Stepping over to where the portal just closed, my dad crouches to the ground, plunging his hands right into the dirt. Before I can open my mouth to ask, a tree springs up from that spot, growing about a hundred feet into the air. No one else seems to be shocked by this development but me.

      "Something you've forgotten to tell me?" I ask, directing my full attention on Dad. He turns, holding my gaze steady.

      "There's a lot I haven't told you."

      I already knew that but to have him say it is an extra punch to the gut. Magic is still boiling inside of my veins. I murdered or seriously hurt a bunch of people, and my father is apparently some magical...something? I'm flooded with emotion from every side. I'm not even giving myself permission to look at Derek right now.

      "Let's start with why you just grew a tree right there?"

      "To cover our tracks. Portal energy is disrupted by its living presence."

      Nora grins at my father and then launches herself at me. The hug is fast and fierce before she pulls back to look me straight in the eye.

      "Don't you ever pull that stunt again. We were worried." I don't miss the way her eyes shift to the right as she says so. I can feel Derek there, even though I'm refusing to look at him.

      "We need to move before our combined energy leads them here anyway."

      Derek's voice slams into me like a tidal wave. Nora squeezes my hand before turning to follow the fae prince into the woods. I feel a slight pressure on my waist and look over to see my mom's face nuzzling into my side. I run my hand over her silky fur before giving her a smile. I'm sure her “mom intuition” is at an all-time high right now. Even an untrained eye can see the tension between the fae prince and me.

      No one speaks as we make our way back to the cabin. I knew I was familiar with these woods, and when we step into the clearing, I almost smile. I've spent so much time here lately; it's become a comfortable reprieve.

      Derek doesn't bother with formalities and marches straight for the building with the rest of us following behind. By the time we're inside, he's disappeared.

      I glance over at Nora, who shakes her head sadly.

      "Okay, let me show you where you can clean up," she says and then motions for my parents to follow her. They each give me a look in turn, but I simply nod. I need a moment to catch my breath.

      But no crying.

      No crying.

      No crying.

      The fear I felt back there, for my parents and then for my friends, is what I've been carrying with me for a week now. The sleepless nights, the worry that if I let my guard down for even half a second everything will come crashing down. It's why I left in the first place. To protect the people who have become so important to me. But even so, everything I do seems to backfire.

      I left to protect them, and I ended up being the cause of their near demise. I'm so good at this whole thing.

      I want to let the tears spill over, if only for a moment, but I know I'm not alone.

      Julian leans against the main doorway, his eyes on me. He has only ever allowed me glimpses of his emotions, but right now, they're on full display.

      "Don't look at me like that," I whisper, but I know he can hear me even with the distance between us. The tears I'm holding back are threatening to spill over. As tired as I am, I'm not sure how long I can keep it together.

      "You really scared us, Avery," Julian says, coming farther into the room. It's just the two of us on the main floor now. I have no idea where Derek is. Nora took my parents upstairs. It's the best time for me to give into emotion because I trust Julian with that part of myself. He's been my friend in all the best ways possible. But even though a part of me wants to break down in front of him, I don't. I'm afraid that if I let myself feel, I won't be able to stop. And then every wall I have put up to protect myself and those I love will be a useless pile of broken stone.

      "I had to leave," I say instead, as Julian stops two feet in front of me. "The Ancients...they're too close, Julian. They're in my head, and I can't protect anyone if I..."

      "You really scared him," Julian says, his voice barely above a whisper. My eyes latch onto his, and my heart squeezes in awareness. Reaching over, I wrap my hand around Julian's arm, giving it a gentle squeeze.

      "I'm sorry. Truly."

      The words are not something the fae hear very often, if ever. I can see the shock on Julian's face. There's a moment of silence and then he's reaching for me. He hugs me close, cradling me to him like he never thought he'd see me again. I think if I had a brother, he'd be a little bit like this. Or maybe I'd just want him to be exactly like this.

      We stand like that for a long moment until a noise catches my attention. I pull back to find Nora coming down the stairs. There's a slight smile on her face as she looks at the two of us. I walk over to meet her at the bottom of the stairs.

      "I'm sorry for leaving."

      Her face lights up with a brilliant smile before she takes my hand and squeezes it.

      "We all do what we think is right," she replies. She glances up the stairs, and the message is received. She's talking about my parents. It's probably time I talked to them instead of hiding in the bushes. I give the room a quick scan before turning to Nora.

      "He'll come to you when he's ready."

      Of course she knows exactly what I'm doing. I give her hand another quick squeeze and then climb the stairs. It's time for a conversation of all conversations.
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      I find my parents in the same room I stayed in when I was last here. Mom is back in her human form, sitting beside my dad on the bed. She's wrapping his arm in actual gauze, and the bleeding seems to have stopped. The moment I step through the doorway, she's on her feet.

      "You're hurt."

      "What?" Her words take me by surprise. She reaches for my jacket, and when she does, I realize my arm is sore. When she pulls the jacket back, I see it's more than that. My upper arm is covered in blood, and I didn't even notice it. When the material catches on the wound, I hiss in pain.

      "Come here, sweetheart." Mom leads me to the bed as Dad stands and grabs the first aid kit Nora must've given them.

      "I didn't even notice," I say, looking down as Mom cleans the blood. A large gash opens up from my shoulder down toward my elbow.

      "Adrenaline," Mom replies as she continues to work on the wound. "Your whole body is running on a different set of rules."

      I watch her for a moment, letting myself feel the sadness at how much I've missed her. I quickly shut that down and turn my attention to Dad. He's watching Mom work on me, his lips in a tight line. He has kept so many secrets from me, I'm not sure where to even start.

      "Dad, are you actually fae?" I ask the one question that's been plaguing me for months. It's the only explanation that would make sense, but I have no idea how that's possible. I know he said he left Faery behind, but that doesn't mean he was fae. He could've been a witch living in their midst. Mom stops cleaning my wound, glancing back at my dad. I know they're about to share something I'm not going to like.

      "It's complicated, Avery."

      "It's a yes or no question, Dad." I roll my eyes, but barely, just to show my annoyance. My father chuckles.

      "You have always been stubborn."

      "Yes, wonder who I've learned that from?" I give him a pointed look, and he smiles. For a second, everything feels right in the world and then he sobers up.

      "We never thought you'd find out. Your fae magic isn't dominant. We never thought—"

      "What? That I'd grow wings? Well, I have."

      "I'm sorry, you did what?" My mom's voice is so shocked, my heart rate speeds up immediately.

      "I have wings," I reply, looking from one parent to the other. "They're clear and shimmery, and I have no power to choose when they show up, but they've done so a few times. And this…" I pull back my hair so they can see my pointed left ear and the golden design woven around it. If I wasn't already watching my dad for a reaction, I might've missed it. His eyes—just for a moment—seem to glow, full of wonder and light. But then they're back to his regular brown color.

      "Dad," I stand as Mom finishes wrapping a bandage around my upper arm. "What is it? Tell me what it means."

      "It's not...possible."

      "What isn't?"

      I'm begging, just a little, but I need to know. This is my life we're talking about here. My magic, my body, my everything. I'm operating on so little information it's laughable. And I might laugh, if this weren’t life and death.

      "Daddy—"

      That one word gets to him. His eyes fill as he walks over and takes a seat on the bed.

      "I'm sorry, honey. I never wanted to put this kind of responsibility on you. If I had known—well, I'm not sure what I would've done."

      "Tell me."

      "The wings and the ear, they're part of the ancient families. Those who were on the council."

      "The advisors to the king."

      "You've been doing your homework." My father looks very proud of me as he smiles. "The ears were marks of great power. The wings displayed that power, but they also helped equalize it. Magic is all about balance. Once that balance is disturbed, bad things happen."

      "Why do fae no longer have wings?"

      "Because that magic has been suppressed for hundreds of years, and there is no way Queen Svetlana would allow it to ever return."

      "So, you know my mother." Derek's voice catches me by surprise, and I watch as he steps into the room. He's all business, none of the man I got to know underneath, but that's okay for right now. We both need answers.

      "She is the reason I was banished from Faery all those years ago. Falling in love with a shifter was unheard of for a council member. I broke her rules, and for that, I was banished."

      "So, you are fae, and not just any fae. You’re one of the important families from court," I mumble.

      You're okay.

      You're okay.

      You're okay.

      I know this is the only explanation that makes sense. I know I should have been expecting this. But at the same time, it feels like I can't get enough breath into my lungs. No wonder my magic is so out of control. I'm the biggest mutt there is. A witch, a shifter, and a fae. The triple threat, some may say. But most would just think I need to be handled. If I felt like I don't belong before, I feel it a hundred times more now.

      "Why didn't you tell me?" I ask, looking from one parent to the other. "You didn't think I needed to know?"

      "We were going to tell you, sweetheart," my mom says, taking one of my hands in hers and giving me a comforting squeeze. "After you graduated from Thunderbird Academy, we were going to tell you everything. We've been trying to protect you your whole life, and it wasn't enough. For that, we are sorry."

      I'm not sure if I should be mad at them or not. But right now, I just need to think. So, without a word, I stand and head out of the door. The lake beckons.
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        * * *

      

      The lake is just as I remember it. Peaceful and magical. It makes me want to dive right under the surface and stay there until all the worries of the world have passed away. Then I can resurface and simply live instead of being tasked with all these impossible choices.

      Because that's all I feel like I'm doing now, making decisions that are leading nowhere. Maybe the magic chose the wrong girl. Maybe I was only ever supposed to be a witch. The words in that book, the rush of that power, none of that matters. But even as I think these things, I know they're a lie. For whatever reason, I was chosen for this. I can't tell if it's because of my heritage, or if that was just a side effect of a prophecy.

      For a second, I think I'll give into the tears, but then I feel him behind me.

      Derek.

      I don't turn. I try not to think about the last time we stood on this tiny beach. Well, maybe standing isn't the right term. Just being here, the memory of that kiss is even more overpowering.

      "We should rest," Derek says. He comes into my line of vision but about ten feet away. I turn my head just slightly and see that his eyes are trained on the water. "Tomorrow we can go back to Hannah's safe house. It's the best place for research and your parents will be safe there."

      He knows exactly the arguments I would make, it seems. It's like I'm an open book when it comes to him.

      "Derek—"

      "I heard you apologize to Julian and Nora. You don't need to do the same here. You don't owe me anything."

      Isn't that the biggest lie? I try not to let his cold tone get to me, but it's difficult. I'm used to him having his walls down when he's around me. But at the same time, I know I did this. I left him and shattered whatever illusion we were creating. Because it was an illusion. I don't think I have a happy ending at the end of all of this.

      And that's what I need to focus on, the end result. The lives of so many are at stake. If he can stay focused on business, then so can I.

      "How did you find me?"

      He rolls his shoulders, just a tiny bit, which makes me narrow my eyes. It's like he's preparing to offer me half truths.

      "Nora was able to pinpoint your location with a portal." There's definitely more to it than that, but he's not sharing. I can almost see him shutting down. I put those questions away for another time.

      "What can you tell me about the soldiers?" I ask. There's a slight tick on his jaw, and I wonder what words he's holding back.

      "They're highly trained, almost military-like. Only some have magic as far as we can tell. They carry no emblem or name, which makes it difficult to find any information on them."

      The words are delivered with no emotion, but I suspect that's an act. There's no way he isn't as unsettled as I am standing so close beside me. Even ten feet apart, I can feel the intensity between us.

      "We need more information on them. And on the book," I add. This time, Derek does look at me. There's a slight smirk in his gaze, and that's when I realize the other part of what he said.

      "We're going back to Hannah's?"

      "Yes. Her house is protected, and Queen Svetlana won't be able to breach it. "

      "Derek—"

      "We need to talk about the engagement." He's cold, detached, much like the fae I met when he found me in that alley in Phoenix. All the walls we've torn down while traveling together and fighting side by side are back up. And higher. Probably. They seem to be, at least.

      Don't get emotional.

      Don't get emotional.

      Don't get emotional.

      Maybe I should start repeating mantras five to ten times instead of three. It might help more. Pulling some air into my lungs, I exhale and turn my focus to the fae prince.

      "What about it?" Oh look, that came out with no emotion attached to it. I'm learning. Derek holds my gaze for a moment, and I raise my eyebrows, waiting for him to go on.

      "There are magical ways to break the binding. We need to do research, as it has only been done a few times in the past thousand years. Hannah's library should provide some answers."

      At the mention of the extravagant fae, my heart squeezes in awareness. We let her get caught. I don't even know if she's alive anymore. She got us out of Faery, and I let her be taken in response. Like I thought earlier, I keep failing. No matter what I do, I keep failing. This whole "chosen one" situation has really shown me how terrible I am at this job.

      "Is there a way to know if she's alive?" I ask, stopping whatever other speech Derek has prepared. I can tell I stump him for a second before he recovers.

      "What happened to her isn't your fault."

      His words and the way he delivers them surprises me. My eyes latch onto his. I can't help but feel the emotions creeping in. He's become so much more to me than I can even name, and I don't know what to do with that. Not when he feels miles away, standing only ten feet down the beach. But that statement—it's as if it bridges the gap. Just a tad.

      "Doesn't mean I don't feel like it is."

      And that's that. I feel responsible for every little aspect of this whole situation. It's why I had to leave in the first place. But I don't think Derek is ready to listen to any of that. Or maybe it simply doesn't matter. He doesn't say anything further, and I feel the exhaustion seeping into my skin.

      "I'm heading to bed. Good night, Derek."

      Then, I leave him standing there, staring at the water.
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      It's been days since I've slept. Even though I'm afraid to let myself relax, I know I have no choice. For a second, I think I'll lay tossing and turning, but then, I'm in dreamland before I know it.

      There's a second of peacefulness and my subconsciousness is content before it's ripped away. Suddenly, I'm hurling through mist into oblivion. I scream but no actual sound comes out. The space around me feels disorienting. I don't know which way is up or down. The feeling intensifies. When I think I can take it no longer, it stops.

      I find myself on my hands and knees, gasping for breath. Raising my head, I look around and see darkness has descended. The forest opens up around me on every side, and otherworldly mist creeps in slowly. My heart is still beating a mile a second, so I stand slowly, giving my body a chance to adjust. It feels like I might fall over where I'm standing—everything seems to be spinning around me.

      Then, he's there.

      Don't panic.

      Don't panic.

      Don't panic.

      The creature floats a few feet off the ground, his robes even more majestic than the last time I saw him. He’s still dark and velvety but richer somehow. He's also a lot clearer, not the fuzzy outline I remember from before.

      "You have tried to escape, Avery Kincaid, and you have failed." The words are also louder somehow. It's as if whatever magic the Ancients have been collecting is powering up this creature.

      "I haven't given up yet," I say, raising my chin a little higher. I will not allow this...thing to see me cower. It's been days, and I have kept him at bay. I will do what I need to do now to keep it so.

      "It is foolish for you to try," the creature says, moving closer to me, yet staying the same distance away. I don't understand the logistics of this place. But I do know it was my exhaustion that finally allowed him to break through the walls I put up.

      "I will continue trying. For as long as there is breath in my lungs." My voice is strong and sure, and I will not waver. Determination fuels my body. The fate of all those I love weighs on my soldiers.

      "You think the bond with the fae prince will save you?"

      The question comes out of nowhere, and it stumps me. The only reason the creature ever brought up Derek before was as a threat. But now—it's something more. I don't understand the meaning behind his question, but I do know what he means by the bond. It’s the engagement that the queen tricked us into in front of the whole of Faery. But I still don't understand how it plays a part in this, in any of this. I can't show my doubts though, not in front of the creature.

      "He has no weight in this battle." I keep my voice steady even as my heart threatens to beat out of my chest. I don't understand the response. Except that's a lie. To myself. I know how I feel about Derek, I've just been refusing to admit it. Now is definitely not the time. "This feud is between you and me. You will not win. I hope you know that."

      The creature surprises me then—by laughing. The sound is almost melodic and magical and not something I would think he would be able to produce. But then I think back to the last time we talked and how I thought him to be searching to reclaim a piece of his humanity. Is that what this response is?

      "You are foolish, Avery Kincaid, yet strong. That strength is admirable but ultimately will be your downfall."

      "Are you speaking from personal experience?" Even though I surprise myself with the question, and even though I can't see the creature's eyes, I can feel his glare directed at me.

      "You will bring us the book, or we will act upon the promise we have made to you. But we will not stop at your family and your prince. We will take the whole realm with us. Their destruction will be on your shoulders."

      The words echo around us, sending goosebumps up my arms. There is no doubt in my mind that the creature will actually go through with his threat. The Ancients are an old magical race, creatures who created the magical world I know today. If they can create, they can destroy.

      I open my mouth to speak, but then I hear screaming. Turning my head toward the sound, I'm pulled back, as if by a cord. The next thing I know, I'm sitting up in bed, covered in sweat.

      "Avery!" My mom is beside me, holding me by my shoulders, her shocked eyes on me. Confusion mars my expression as I try to figure out why she's there. "You were screaming in your sleep. Thrashing, enough to hurt yourself."

      Mom points to my arm, and I see my cut is bleeding again. The screaming I heard in the weird vision thing must've been my own. Just then, Derek appears in the doorway. My eyes meet his. He does a quick once over scan of me to make sure I'm intact before he pivots and leaves once more.

      "I have a lot of questions for you, sweetheart," my mom says as she turns away from the doorway and toward me. I want to tell her everything, but I also want to protect her from this. I know she'd say that's her job but not anymore. There comes a time when children do the protecting, and my time has come. But she needs some answers.

      "Where's Dad?" I ask, and she smiles.

      "Finally resting. It's been a while for him as well."

      "He didn't hear my screaming?"

      "Not since I used a sleeping spell on him."

      My eyes grow round as I stare at my mother. Being a shifter, she doesn't have any witch powers. But I know Dad has prepared a few backup spells for her to use in case of emergency. I didn't think a sleeping one was on the menu.

      "He would stay up and worry, and he needs to be at his full strength," Mom continues. "Plus, he gave me permission to do so if I ever deemed it necessary. This was the only time I have ever thought so."

      That makes sense. But it also makes me wonder just how much my parents have kept from me. I guess I've been wondering that since I found out about my heritage. One of us needs to be truthful here, so I decide to give my mom the short version of what's been going on. She bandages my arm as I talk, and for just a second, the thoughts of the creature flee. For once, everything I have to do doesn't seem so overwhelming because I am here with my mom and everything will be okay, as long as I have my parents.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I'm more tired than before. Mom and I talked for a while before I climbed back into bed, with her by my side. I actually ended up sleeping, but the two hours didn't do as much for me as they did for her. Wolves truly don't need as much rest. But even after I fell asleep, I was too afraid to actually relax enough to rest. I didn't particularly want another run in with the Ancient.

      It's a bit confusing why he waited until I fell asleep, since before he was able to come into my presence whenever. But maybe something changed in his magic. Or mine.

      That's a problem for another time, because right now, I need to figure out our next move. And I have no idea what that is. Or even could be.

      Nora is in the kitchen with my mom cooking waffles. Julian is at the table, eating the said waffles. I can see my dad on the back porch, coffee cup in hand.

      Derek is nowhere to be seen.

      Not that I'm surprised. Or looking for him. Mom greets me with a kiss to the temple before handing me a plate.

      "Please eat all of it."

      I smile and nod, before making my way to the table. Julian grins at me around a mouthful and I chuckle. This whole scene is way too domestic for all the craziness that's been going on.

      "I should take a look at that arm after breakfast," Nora says, pointing to my bandage. I look over and see blood has seeped through once more. Maybe those swords were enchanted because this seems to be a bigger issue than I thought. That's something I should probably research, as well as a million other things I have questions about.

      Just then Derek comes into the kitchen from outside. Julian is on his feet immediately, taking his plate to the sink. Without a word—or a glance in my direction—Derek walks over to the coffeemaker and picks up a cup. I can't help but watch as he says something to my mom. She smiles at him. After taking a few sips, he walks out of the room with Julian on his heels.

      I glance over at mom and Nora and both have their eyes on me. That's that, my appetite is gone. Good thing I finished already. Dropping my plate in the sink and giving mom a kiss on the cheek, Nora and I head to the sitting room.

      "I heard you screaming last night," she says, not beating around the bush.

      "I had a visitor."

      Talking about it makes it worse, but I know I can't keep secrets from them anymore. Their lives are on the line. Giving Nora the shortest version possible, I wince as she takes the bandage off my upper arm.

      "It doesn't look good," she says.

      "It doesn't feel good either."

      It's definitely magically enchanted, so that's another problem to add to the large list of problems. Derek comes back into the room then, his eyes zeroing in on the cut.

      "Nora?"

      "I think it's magically infected," she replies. He nods, not meeting my eye. He stands at the doorway for about thirty seconds before twisting on his heels and walking back out.

      "Think he's ever going to actually talk to me again?" I ask Nora as Derek leaves the room again.

      Our conversation last night felt like I was talking to a stranger. I can't blame him for this awkwardness between us, but I miss us talking. I miss him.

      Nora is administering aid to my arm, but she stops for a second, watching me.

      "Does it matter?"

      "Of course it matters," I reply automatically. But there's something in her voice that stops me. I study her eyes as she concentrates on her task. I know I apologized for leaving already, but maybe that wasn’t enough.

      "You know I had to go. Right? I had no other choice."

      She finishes wrapping my arm before she turns her full attention on me.

      "We all have choices, Avery. You could have come to him. You could have come to us."

      And there it is, the part of this whole situation that we haven't dealt with. Just like Derek, Nora feels like I abandoned her. But more so, like I don't trust her. So wrapped up in my own problems, I didn't even take the time to think about how this would affect them. My friends. Because that's what they are. But maybe even more so—my family. It seems I just keep making mistakes. But I need her to understand as well.

      "No, I couldn't have, okay? What's going on with my magic, with the Ancients? This whole thing? It's not your problem. It's mine. And I have to fix it before somebody gets hurt. Because people will get hurt. Everyone in my vicinity is in danger. I can't put that on you. Or Julian. Or Derek."

      "And what about you? You don't care if you get hurt?"

      This is the first time Nora has ever raised her voice at me, and it makes me pause for a moment. A part of me wants to offer her comfort and reassurance. But I can't do that. I have to be honest with her, without sounding crazy. So I take a deep breath before responding,

      "It doesn't matter what happens to me, Nora. I have come to terms with that. If Svetlana gets me, I'm dead anyway. If the Ancients get me, I'm also dead. But first, both sides will use me to destroy Faery, and I can't be the weapon they want me to be. I have to choose my own side and fight."

      Nora reaches over to give my hand a squeeze.

      "I get it, Avery. I do. But I think you keep forgetting that your side is not just you anymore. You have me. You have your parents. Julian. Yes, Derek. You don't have to fight this fight alone. You can't protect us from wanting to help you."

      Passion and determination shines in her eyes as she looks at me, as if willing me to believe her words. The fact that I do is the thing that scares me. Because if I believe it, it must be true. And I don't know what to do with that. It's much better if I'm alone. It's much safer if there is no one relying on me.

      But I know I'm only kidding myself when I think that. It's always better to have people on your side, and I have found my people. This ancient power inside of me—it brings with it the weight of many worlds. It's a lot of pressure for one person to carry. But I don't have a choice.

      Now that my parents are safe, I have to start making big moves. I can't keep hiding or running. Sooner or later, they'll catch up. The queen will pull some trick or use the engagement to her advantage. I've been trying very hard not to think about it, but it's near impossible. Now, it's even more impossible to talk to him about it without it being just a string of clipped words and barely grazing glances.

      "Was he mad?" I ask before I realize what I'm doing. Nora gives me a kind smile before squeezing my hand once more.

      "That's a conversation you'll have to have with him."

      "That's not helpful." I pout, and Nora simply shakes her head.

      "You have to be patient with him. You always have been, so don't stop now. He needs you, just like you need him. Don't forget that."

      Before I can respond—or even find a way to process what Nora just said and how that makes me feel—a noise catches my attention. We turn toward the hall to find my father in the doorway. His eyes meet mine, and I know it's time we had a conversation as well.
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      We head to the back porch, taking a seat on the comfortable chairs Derek and I used not so long ago. The lake glistens in front of us, and the guys are nowhere to be seen. Nora stays inside with Mom, cleaning up after breakfast.

      "Your mom told me what happened last night. I'm sorry I wasn't there."

      "Oh, are we starting off with apologizing already?" The words are out before I can stop them. I'm not typically one to speak so disrespectfully to my father, but I guess there's a time for everything.

      "Maybe we should," Dad replies, turning his body toward me. "Because I am sorry. I should've prepared you better."

      "You mean like the nursery rhymes?"

      If I wasn't watching him already, I would've missed the flash of surprise in his eyes.

      "That's right. I figured it out. You were teaching me fae ways, even though you didn't tell me about your heritage."

      "You've always been a smart girl, Avery." He smiles, and there's pride shining there. The feeling it ignites inside me is warm and familiar. My parents have always been in my corner. I guess until they weren't. But I can't truly say that anymore. I did the exact same thing when they and my friends became in danger. I protected them by keeping things to myself. I have to understand where my parents were coming from.

      "So how did that work then? Did you leave or—"

      "No, I was banished. Love between a shifter and a fae was unheard of back at that time. Fae could only be given away to other fae. You heard that right," he says when I raise my eyebrow, "given away. Arranged marriages were all the rage."

      My mind briefly shifts toward Derek and our own arranged marriage, but I push those thoughts away and focus on my father. I've been carrying around all these questions, but now I don't even know where to start.

      "What made her worth it?" I blurt out the question before I could even think of it. I'm a little surprised but my dad seems to be the opposite. As if he's been expecting that question.

      "She's my home in every way possible," Dad replies without hesitation. His eyes look over at the kitchen window, and I turn to watch him watch my mother moving around and talking to Nora. I've watched them love each other with this fierceness my whole life, but I never truly understood what it meant until now. They've given up everything to be together.

      "You never regretted it?"

      "Never." He turns his attention back to me, his eyes kind. "And after we had you, there was no going back, Avery. I wanted to protect you from that life. I wanted to raise you to have a choice."

      I understand that, of course I do. But in the end, I don't really get to have a choice anyway. I was chosen before any of this came about, or maybe not. Maybe it was my parents' love that made it possible in the first place. Because that kind of love, it's magic all on its own.

      But of course, I'm not about to say this to my dad. I don't want him to feel any more responsibility for this than he already clearly does.

      "Dad." I lean forward, making sure he can see just how serious I am about this. "You have done an incredible job raising me. I am strong enough to handle this because of the kind of parents you are. Don't ever doubt that."

      His eyes fill with tears. Then we're reaching for each other. We stand, and he holds me tighter than imaginable, as if he wants to protect me from everything and anything. I hug him back just as tightly because that's my job now. And I don't intend to fail.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the day goes by without a hitch. We decide to wait to go to Hannah's until tomorrow, to give our magic a little more of a break. My arm appears to be healing, finally, and I wonder if some of it was physiological. After my talk with Dad, I feel better. Even though I didn't even ask all the questions I planned, I think I just wanted reassurance, in a way.

      Now, I'm by the lake once more, giving myself the time I need to find my center. My magic seems to have replenished itself, but it's restless. I think instead of me channeling it, it's channeling me. So, I really need to chill.

      Something shifts in the air. The lake is suddenly as still as a mirror, reflecting the stars above. Glancing around, I try to pinpoint the cause of the uncomfortable feeling, but I see nothing but darkness. The forest seems to be holding its breath as the feeling intensifies.

      Everyone else is inside the cabin. I can see them in the kitchen through the large glass doors leading to the back porch. As I scan over everyone, Derek's eyes catch mine and hold. It's like we're attuned to the same wavelength because I can see the same tension I'm feeling in the set of his shoulders.

      A silent communication passes between us and then I give him the slightest of nods. He turns to his friends and my parents, speaking urgently. There's no hesitation on their part. They each reach for a weapon while my mom takes a step back from the table so she can shift if need be. I keep my footsteps slow and steady as I turn to head back into the house.

      Maybe it's nothing. Maybe I'm just overly aware of every dancing shadow after the creature threatened the wellbeing of my loved ones. But then I meet Derek's gaze through the glass once more, and I know it's more than paranoia.

      I'm reaching for the doorknob when my mom suddenly shifts. There's no time for a reaction. As I pull the door open, I'm yanked backward by a blast of magic. Landing hard on my back, I try to catch my breath as I roll over.

      That's when I see them. They're coming out of the water.

      The shock of seeing bodies emerge from the lake freezes me for only a moment. Then I'm pushing to my feet, my magic at my fingertips. Fire is what I know, but water is what I'm called to. The constant confusion inside me is frustrating to say the least. But that's when I realize, I should simply stop fighting it.

      If there are two sides to me, then I will use them both.

      Or I will at least try. I did it in the alley; I can do it now.

      Every single time up until now, my magic responded on instinct. Now, let's see how it responds intentionally. I hear shouts coming from behind me as I get to my feet.

      Fire and water.

      Fire and water.

      Fire and water.

      I repeat the phrase in my mind, finding my center. Suddenly, Derek is beside me, a sword in hand. Our gaze meets for only a moment and then my magic is set free.

      A stream of fire and water pours out of each hand, racing toward the soldiers. The magic sweeps across the open beach, entwining together like two snakes dancing around each other as it attacks the shadowy figures.

      The sound of their screams and the smell of their burnt flesh fills the air. More soldiers flank us on both sides, spilling out of the forest. Swords clang around me as my friends and family fight.

      Mom is in her wolf form, pouncing on one soldier after the other. Dad is the closest to her, a sword in his hand. He looks like a warrior as he fights off his attacker. I send another blast of magic at our attackers when I realize this looks very much like the attack in the alley. They're flanking almost the same way.

      "Derek!" I shout just as the fae prince swings his sword across the closest soldier. "We have to break them apart!"

      Derek glances at me, then at the soldiers. A look of understanding comes into his features. He gives me a firm nod and then races toward Nora. I pivot and run toward Julian.

      "Come with me!" I shout at him as I send a blast of water battle magic at his attacker. The soldier flies ten feet back, smacking into two others. Julian doesn't hesitate to follow.

      My mom must've heard me shouting at Derek and understood as well because she leads Dad in the opposite direction. The three pairs of us disperse, and for just a second, the soldiers stop fighting. Julian and I catch our breath at the edge of the woods as we watch the soldiers. They seem frozen in place before springing into action again.

      Separating into three groups, they give chase.

      The way they move, the odd way they stand there, something is definitely off about them. But that's a problem for another time. Julian and I take them deeper into the forest. I send blasts of fire and water magic at them as they come. Once we reach a clearing, Julian and I take a stance back-to-back.

      "That was weird, right?" Julian asks, his sword firmly in his hand as he watches the trees.

      "Extremely weird," I agree as I do the same. It doesn't take long for the soldiers to reach us. Now that there are fewer of them, I think my magic can do extra damage.

      "Let me do this," I say softly, but I know Julian can hear me. Once again, he doesn't question. But he also doesn't attack.

      Just like back on the beach, I focus on my two magics, putting my intention into them the best way I know how. Closing my eyes, I breathe it all in—the nature around me, the ground beneath my feet, and the power running through my veins. I can feel the soldiers move. Then instead of looking at them, I look up, sending my magic there.

      The stream of fire and water rises up out of my palms before it shoots out around us like a sunbeam. There are screams of agony and the smell of charred flesh, and then the soldiers are gone, as if they were never there.

      Dropping my arms down, I look around, trying to understand what happened.

      "Did I evaporate them?"

      "No," Julian replies, also looking at the empty space. "It's something else."

      Just then, a scream reaches my ears, and my heart drops. Without a moment's hesitation, I take off toward the cabin.
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      When we burst through the trees in front of the cabin, my eyes instantly go to my mother. She's on the ground, still in her wolf form, but she's not moving. Dad is beside her, hacking at the soldiers trying to reach her, sweat running down his face.

      There's no hesitation in my movements, no thought in my mind. I send a blast of magic out of me, and the soldiers disappear the moment water and fire reach them. My body feels like all my energy has been sucked out of it, but I manage to stay on my feet as I race toward my parents.

      Dad is beside mom, cradling her head on his knees.

      "What happened? What's wrong with her?"

      "She was knocked out by a blast of magic. She'll be okay," he hurries to add. "She just needs rest."

      "How do you know though? What can I do?" I can feel panic set in.

      I can't lose her.

      I can't lose her.

      I can't lose her.

      "Avery." My dad's voice breaks through my inner chanting, his eyes steadily on me. He knows I do this, understands the need for reassurance. He reaches out, placing his hand over my knee and giving it a tiny squeeze.

      "I can feel it through our bond. She's fine."

      Bond? Just then Derek and Nora run out of the woods on the other side. Their eyes grow wide at the sight of us on the ground. Derek turns to me immediately, doing the once over he always does. His gaze lingers on the tears holding onto my lower eyelashes. He moves toward me automatically before visibly restraining himself. Instead of rushing to my side, he holds my gaze. The pure confidence he has in me—all his emotions displayed just for me to see—helps me push all the panic away. Right now, I don't need to be held as I cry. I need to be respected as someone who can handle herself and whatever life throws at her. And with that one look, that is exactly what Derek does.

      "We need to get out of here," Julian says. I turn to see him standing behind me, his eyes on the woods. "They found us once, they'll be back for more."

      "How did they find us?" I ask, glancing from one fae to the other.

      "It must be my magic," Derek replies, his features once again as cold as his exterior. "The tracking spell Svetlana has on my magic must be accessible to others, maybe simply because it's not hidden like it usually is."

      "So that means this place is no longer safe," I say.

      This is Derek's sanctuary. A place he kept away from his fae world so that he could escape. But now, just like everything else in our lives, it seems to have been tainted by the magic of the Ancients. Even though he's keeping his expression neutral, I can see frustration bubbling under the surface. Every rule we know about magic is changing, and we're right in the middle of it.

      "If we can be tracked here, we can be tracked anywhere," Nora says. I glance at my friends, one by one, and my heart squeezes at the sight. Tired and dirty, blood and sweat stained, this is not the way the fae live. But they have chosen to be here, by my side, to ensure their world isn't destroyed. I can't thank them out loud, but my heart feels full. So many people have stood by me in this. I have to find a way to make sure they survive.

      "No, wait." An idea comes to mind as I stand. Everyone's attention is on me, but I'm only looking at Nora. "There is one place we can go."

      She seems to read my mind as she grins. The portal opens, and I glance over at my dad. Mom is back in her human form but still unconscious. I didn't even notice her shifting back. Dad stands with her in his arms. After I give him a firm nod, he walks through the portal without hesitation.
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        * * *

      

      The house feels empty without Hannah and quiet somehow, even though I can hear the forest moving around us. It's as restless as I am. My dad cradles Mom in his arms. I don't remember the last time she looked this helpless. My heart squeezes at the sight and at the way my dad looks at her.

      Derek and Julian separate, disappearing from view. I can only assume they're checking the house for any dangers.

      "You need rest," I say, facing my parents. Yes, I'm the one handing out orders now, but they look worse for wear. The worry that mars their faces is caused by me, which makes me feel like I'm not doing enough to protect them. My mom was in danger because of me. In trying to protect them, I've put them in harm's way. This is becoming a pattern.

      "We're okay, Avery," Dad says, but I'm already shaking my head.

      "You're not. Julian will show you to a room, and I want you to rest. Please? For me?"

      The guy in question just walked into the room, and I look at him as I say the words. He nods his head before motioning for my dad to follow him. Dad gives me a long glance before he follows Julian out of the room. I still have so many questions for him. But right now, we all need a break. And my mom needs to regain consciousness.

      She's fine. I have to trust that Dad knows what he's talking about.

      Nora and I head to the library, the same room I was in with Hannah the last time I was here. It’s where I finally let my ancient magic out to play. Derek and Julian find us there a few minutes later.

      "The house is still protected, but there's no one here," Julian says. I give him a nod.

      "Okay, so we regroup. Figure out how they found us, how to prevent that from happening again."

      Derek is staying quiet, standing in the corner of the room where he can see both of the entrances. I can feel his eyes on me, and I'm trying not to fidget under the scrutiny. We're in such a weird place. I'm not sure what to do with it.

      "We need to figure out what's next."

      "What's next is that we need that book," Nora says. Derek looks at her sharply. If I wasn't watching him so closely, I would have missed the glare he sends her way.

      But Nora isn't wrong. Everything that's been going on has revolved around this magic, and I need an upper hand here.

      "You're right," I say. "We do. The Ancients and the queen, they're not going to stop until they get to me, and I need to be able to protect myself."

      "How are you supposed to protect yourself if you're going to use the magic that is meant to destroy you?" Derek's voice is clipped and harsh. He's not looking at me now, but I feel emotion radiating off him. Nora gives me a look and then she leaves the room, grabbing Julian on the way out.

      I walk over to Derek slowly, giving him the time he needs if he decides to run for me, but he doesn't. Surprisingly. He's still looking at everything but me, and even though we had a prior conversation, it still feels like there's a vast chasm between us. When I stop beside him, I do the first thing that comes to mine.

      I take his hand.

      I feel his whole body shudder under the small contact. The skin against skin sends my heart soaring and my soul singing. That pull we've been working against this whole time, it's more intense now than ever before.

      There's something between us. I don't understand what it is, but now is not the time to explore it. No matter how much I want to. I have to focus on this.

      I have to focus on saving them all and then maybe I can save my heart.

      "Derek," I say, keeping my voice soft. "I don't have a choice. In the span of two weeks, my family has been attacked, my friends have been attacked, and a Faery revel was invaded. If things keep up the way they have been going, Faery won't survive long. If Queen Svetlana gets the magic that's inside of me, everything will perish. And everyone."

      "I know," he says because he can't actually argue with the truth. But I also need him to understand that it's more than that.

      "I know you know, Derek, but you have to understand that it doesn't matter what happens to me. It can’t matter. Not if we're going to save Faery," I say, squeezing his hand. He holds on to me just as tightly. His fingers lace with mine and a tingling sensation races up my arm as our palms touch.

      When all this started, I ran from the responsibility that came with this magic, but I can't do that anymore. The realms rely on me to choose what's right and to follow through with it. I'm not the first or the last individual who is gifted with such a hard decision, but I want to be one of the ones who makes the right decision. At the end of it all, I want there to be history books written about this time and space, even if I'm not in them. I want there to be a future, and right now, I'm the one responsible for making that happen.

      "I can't run from this anymore," I say as Derek finally turns his eyes on me. Now I'm the one looking over his shoulder, at the painting of a forest surrounded by a magical mist. "The last half a year has made me realize that this magic—it's a responsibility that was given to me because I could handle it. I should not be afraid of it. And if I'm going to do my part, if I'm going to use this magic to do what I can to stop the Ancients, then I have to risk everything."

      There are tears in my eyes when I finally meet Derek's gaze. There is so much emotion in his eyes that I probably would have fallen if I wasn't holding on to him so tightly. But I know that no matter what he says, he can't talk me out of this.

      Yet a part of me still wishes he would. I want him to tell me that I don't have to do this, that I can walk away, but we both know it's not true. More than wanting this to be someone else's life, I want him with me.

      I want him with me.

      I want him with me.

      I want him with me.

      He takes a step toward me, erasing the distance between our bodies. A part of me thinks he can read the emotion in my eyes or maybe he can just read me.

      "Am I going to have to watch you die?" Derek whispers, his voice wavering at that last word. It takes all the wind out of my sails. The tears I've been holding back for what seems like forever slip down my cheeks. I want to say no, I want to make a million promises, but I know I can't keep any of them. It wouldn't be fair for me to bend the truth.

      "I don't know, Derek. I don't know. But I know that I can't live with myself if I don't do everything I can to prevent our world from dying."

      He takes a deep breath, leaning down so our foreheads touch. His hand is still holding mine and the other curls over my elbow as I place my own on his upper arm. We stand like that for a long moment, connected on an otherworldly level as we breathe the same air. He inclines his head to the side, placing a soft kiss to my cheek, catching my tear with his lips. He moves to my other cheek, his lips only a breath of a touch, but the sensations race through me as he kisses my tears away.

      "That means," Derek says, his voice barely above a whisper. "I will be there every step of the way."

      Then, he says something I have never heard a fae utter, and I never thought that he would.

      "I promise, Avery. I will be there with you every step of the way."
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      The house is quiet as everyone rests, but I'm too restless to even try. I'm worried, yes. But I'm also high off Derek. I can still feel his gentle kisses on my cheek.

      After finding my way back to the library, I spent the last few hours pouring over the books. Research has always been a fun activity for me and a calming one. It's the whole reason being accepted to Thunderbird Academy was such a big deal. I would have access to the greatest magical library. Well, one of them at least. So much knowledge at my fingertips.

      But it seems crazy now—that whole life. My plan to graduate from the academy, to go work for the council, to train under my father. All of these are simply dreams that will never come true now.

      I remember how excited I was to meet Maddie, the water witch who saved Thunderbird Academy from the Ancients. I thought being in class with her and her wolf shifter boyfriend would be the extent of my excitement at the school. But then before classes even started, I was in possession of an ancient book only I could read.

      I chuckle to myself, shaking my head. What a funny thing life is. It never turns out how you want it to. Right now, I can't tell if that's a good thing or a bad thing.

      But that's not true either. If I'm to be completely honest with myself, I wouldn't change a thing. My parents have always taught me to live my life without regrets. Each experience is an opportunity to learn and to grow. I've been thrown into the most unbelievable experience and it's my responsibility to learn and to grow. If for nothing else but the fact that I owe it to myself. I also owe it to everyone I love and those who I don't even know. Sometimes destiny chooses you and you have to choose it right back.

      It's what I basically decided when I was out on that beach tonight. To allow my magic to be an intentional choice, not just a reaction. That means I need to learn more about it. Surprisingly enough, Hannah's library is stocked with all kinds of books on magic and quite a few on water magic. Those are the books I've been pouring over—no pun intended.

      As soon as the thought crosses my mind, I chuckle. Maybe I should go to bed. I seem to be losing my mind.

      That's when I feel him.

      My eyes go to the doorway and he's there, shrouded in shadows. Even so, his eyes shine somehow through the darkness, and they're on me.

      "You couldn't sleep either?" I ask, cocking my head to the side with a small smile. Derek pushes away from the doorframe and slowly makes his way into the room. He's dressed in a dark t-shirt and jeans. It's the most human I've seen him since we met. But of course, he's not. When my eyes meet his, the illusion is shattered, and I can see the fae prince again. It's amazing that I didn't see it right away. His whole being screams royalty.

      "I've been researching water magic," I say when he comes to stand in front of the table. He does that thorough study of me that I've come to know as his signature move. When his eyes finally reach mine, there are a lot of conflicting emotions there. Because I've already decided to be intentional about everything else, I'm going to be intentional here too.

      "What is it?" I ask, keeping my gaze on his. I know it's something. I see it in the set of his jaw, in the way he's holding his shoulders. I think I surprise him, but at the same time, it's like my question has given him permission. He exhales deeply, as if he's been waiting to breathe.

      "I was scared."

      Those three little words take both of us by surprise. It's so unlike fae to admit any kind of emotion. Especially to an enemy.

      And isn't that what he's been taught I am? From an early age, anyone who was not fae has been the enemy. Which is why our connection has never made any sense to us. Even though I now know I'm part fae, I'm still not worthy in the eyes of the courts. I don't need to be part of that world for a long time to know that. I've read about it in books.

      I'm still a half breed, someone who isn't pure fae and doesn’t come from a proper family, regardless of my nobility status. They would never accept me in court. I could never have a place there, unless of course, the queen demands it. And that's what she did when she made me Derek's fiancée. Now my magic, regardless of where it comes from, belongs to her and the court will see that.

      Derek doesn't see me like that though. And right now, he's being more honest with me than he's ever been.

      "Tell me."

      His eyes latch onto mine. I think he's going to come around the desk, but he doesn't. He simply stands there, watching me.

      "When the soldiers came and you ran into those woods, I didn't think I'd ever see you again. I have no idea what to do with that."

      It's an admission worth a hundred admissions in gold.

      "Derek," I say, standing up from my spot to go to him. But then, darkness descends. I see him open his mouth, but then he's no longer there. I'm in the strange in between place, still the library but not quite there.

      Then, the creature is there.

      "What did you do to him?" I scream, pushing away from the desk and moving toward the creature before I can think about it.

      "You have disappointed us." The creature ignores my question, his voice louder than I've ever heard it before. "We are done waiting. You have been warned before, and this is no longer a warning."

      "Give him back to me now!" I yell. The magic I carry inside of me rises to the top. The feeling stumps me for a moment because I've never been able to use magic in one of these weird out of body experiences before. When fire ignites at my fingertips, time seems to stop. And I with it. Suddenly, I can't move as the creature floats over to me. His attention is on the flame in my hand. I follow him with my eyes as he studies it.

      "It should not be possible," he says and then I'm being ripped away. The library falls back into place. Now I'm face to face with Derek.

      "Avery!" He grabs me around the waist as I stumble after being frozen, extinguishing my flame. "What happened?"

      "The Ancients," I reply. Hannah's place is officially not as safe as we thought it to be.
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        * * *

      

      “I have to leave.”

      My announcement goes about as well as I think it will. Everyone starts talking at once. At least mom is here now, sitting on the couch. She’s the only one not freaking out.

      Well, she and Derek. I think he's still a little shocked about the whole Ancient being here and not here at the same time. He's known about it, but he's never experienced it. It's different when it's happening to you. The one thing we've learned about the Ancients is that their magic is unlike anything we've ever seen before. It felt different this time, but I'm not sure if it's just my own fears or if something is happening. I mean, something is happening. The Ancient definitely freaked out over the fact that I could pull on my fire magic. But I still need to get away from the people I love. Fast.

      "You're not going anywhere by yourself," Nora announces for the tenth time. "I am your lady’s maid, and I am to come with you wherever you go."

      "Nora, you are my friend.” I make sure to emphasize the word. “And you are in way too much danger with me beside you.”

      “Nope, I’m not taking that as an answer, and you can stop arguing. I'm coming."

      I glance over at Julian, whose features are set with the same determination as Nora's. I already know Derek is coming. There isn't a force in this realm or the next that would be able to keep him away. Selfishly, I want him by my side. Especially after we sort of told each other some things. And he made a promise. I can't bring myself to force him to break it. Even though I want to protect him.

      But Nora and my parents? Them I can try and protect.

      "Nora, I need you to stay here and take care of my parents." This time Mom does begin to speak up, but I stop her.

      "This isn't a negotiation. You are staying here. Mom, you still need to heal, and Dad will stay by your side. You are directly involved in the threat the Ancients are holding over my head. After I was done freaking out over the Ancients getting into Hannah's place, I realized they didn't actually. They have access to me but not to where I'm at. Therefore, if I'm gone, so is the threat."

      "I'm serious about this." I give my parents a stern look. "You're staying and so is Nora. I can't worry about you. Please."

      My mom grabs my dad's hand and gives it a squeeze. With that one gesture I know they'll pay heed to what I say. Nora doesn't look happy, but she will also follow my lead. That leaves Julian.

      "No, absolutely not," Julian starts before I can even say anything. "I'm not leaving your side. Don't you even try to convince me otherwise."

      The look he gives me disputes any arguments I can make. Well, I guess that's that. That's the best half of a plan that we can come up with right now. Once we've put some distance between myself and my parents and Nora, we can come up with a better one.

      We say our goodbyes because there is no way I'm giving the Ancients a chance to come back and make good on their threat. Thankfully, Julian has kept his Phoenix apartment.

      "I don't like this," Nora announces as she opens a portal to Julian's place.

      "I know," I say, stopping in front of her. "But I am grateful you are following my lead." It's the closest I can come to saying thank you, and Nora understands.

      "Just make sure you come back in one piece," my friend says, giving me a hug. "And take care of them."

      I don't have to ask to clarify. The guys step through first and are already waiting on the other side. My parents both give me a hug, but they don't try to talk me out of anything. I am thankful for that.

      "We love you."

      "I love you too."

      Emotion threatens to choke me, but I swallow it down. They need to see me strong. I have no choice but to be strong.

      They will be okay.

      They will be okay.

      They will be okay.

      Giving them one last long look, I step through the portal.
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      We slept for a few hours. It's all we can manage because we're all a little wired. But we also know we need to unwind. I doubt any of us actually rested. We're going through the motions though, and I think that's the best that we can do right now. It's still dark when I finally can't pretend any longer and make my way to the rooftop.

      I walk over to the edge, my hair moving slightly in the wind. The city is restless and so am I. I don't know what to do next, but there is no doubt in my mind that it requires me to get the book.

      Nora is right about that. There isn't an option where I won't be using this ancient magic. It runs through me, powering my decisions and my actions. It's part of who I am, even if I don't understand it or truly know how to wield it. The attacks will keep coming, and it's almost like there's a third force out there, hunting our every step. I need to get ahead of this, somehow.

      "Running away again?" The question comes from behind me. I'm not even surprised. Without turning, I wait until Derek is standing beside me.

      "I'm never running away again," I reply honestly.

      "Oh yeah?" The completely human phrase makes me smile. "Is that a promise you're willing to make?"

      I glance at him then, as he watches the city below us. His shoulders are tense. There's tiredness in him that I'm not used to seeing in fae. He carries this burden just as fully as I do. I don't think I realized it until this moment. It makes me want to reach out to him.

      "Derek—" I begin but then stop because I really don't know what to say to him or how to say it without sounding like a crazy person, or whatever else I am. Because I am so many things right now. Unknown and unfamiliar things.

      I feel like I want to apologize again, for leaving. Even though he's clearly forgiven me, there's still tension there. Maybe he's simply worried I'll disappear. Especially after the whole fiasco with the Ancient at Hannah's house.

      That's something else I'm trying not to think about—Hannah. I want to go after her, but that's kind of like stepping back into the lion's den right now. Without any way of getting out. Maybe learning more about the magic I possess can give me the option to save her.

      One problem at a time.

      I have to survive the magic first. In the back of my mind, that has become a big concern.

      "We need to go to Thunderbird Academy," I announce, my voice low. This time, he does look at me directly.

      "Why is that?"

      I don't want to say it out loud, but I know I need to tell him. It's scary to put the words out there because I don't know who's listening. Not when I'm being constantly watched by so many entities. So, I take a step forward, bringing myself right against Derek's side. He doesn't move, keeping completely still as I stand on my tiptoes and bring my lips near his ear.

      "I have to get the book," I whisper.

      There's a split second where Derek's eyes register the shock before he shuts it down. We have to tread lightly here. He understands that as well as I do.

      "You left it there?"

      "It's a little more complicated than that."

      "What do you mean?"

      We're still flush against each other, but now Derek bends down, so I don't have to keep standing on my tiptoes. My body is against his side. His arm comes around my waist to keep me close. If anyone saw us, they'd simply think we're embracing, not discussing matters of grave importance.

      "How much do you know about the academy?' I ask.

      "There was a witch and a pack of shifters who saved the Spring Court."

      I nod, my cheek brushing his shoulder. An array of goosebumps travel up my arm at the small contact. My hand wraps around his upper arm before I can think too much of it. His body is tense but alive at the same time. That sensation mirrors my own.

      "I met her friend Liam there, when I was apprenticing with Hannah. When the time came, I sent the pages to her as a backup, but the book itself went back to Maddie."

      Derek's eyes light up with understanding. Maddie would be someone who's not directly connected to me, not in any way the queen or the Ancients would really know or think about. After everything that has happened, it's the most protected place I could think of, and the school itself is nearly impossible to breach. After all, that's where I found the book. Or I guess, the book found me. It's been safe there for years.

      "That was a smart move," Derek finally says. I look up to find him already looking at me. Our eyes meet and hold, that connection that I still don't understand passing through like we've been holding onto a live wire.

      "I do what I can," I reply.

      We still haven't moved apart, and I don't think I ever want to. This whole thing, it's crazy. Us getting engaged in front of the whole court as a power move by the queen but also as punishment. Except is it really punishment when it's something I want? And do I want it? I do. I'm coming to terms with that every moment of every day. I honestly don't know what to do about it.

      Somehow, we're standing even closer now, our lips just inches apart.

      I want to taste him.

      I want to kiss him.

      I want to hold him close.

      The thoughts race through my mind, scaring and exciting me at the same time. This feels so much more than just a crush. It feels like the most important thing in the world. Even that feels wrong to think because there are things so much more important than this.

      "Hey." Derek places his forehead against mine, and we both exhale in contentment. "You got this."

      The human phrase once again makes me smile, but I don't respond, and I don't move. I just soak in this closeness for a moment longer because I know the battle will come. I'm more than determined to see it through to the end.
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        * * *

      

      “You're sure about this, right?” Julian asks as we step through the portal. Nora happily provides us with a step-through portal, and I get to look in on my parents. Even though it's only been a few hours, I'm still too nervous about the Ancient's threat to simply ignore it. But I am very tired of simply reacting to the events unfolding around me. I need to be proactive.

      It's time I owe up to the expectations this magic has placed on me.

      That’s why we're in the woods surrounding Thunderbird Academy. We're still some distance away. I didn't want to alert any of the magical wards in place around the school.

      "I'm as sure as I'll ever be," I reply.

      "Can you explain to me again why we're sneaking into it though?" Julian asks as we move slowly through the forest. "Didn't you go here?"

      "Yes. And then I ran away."

      "Oh, that's true."

      I chuckle at Julian's tone before continuing.

      "I'm pretty sure the headmaster doesn't want to see me right now. Or ever. Since, you know, I'm bringing doom and gloom to the school again."

      "Doom to the school?" Julian rolls his eyes. "That's very dramatic, Avery."

      "I can be very dramatic." I shrug.

      "Don't I know it."

      I smile at him and he at me, and in this moment, I feel a little bit better.  Everything has been so off lately. I've been unsure of every move I make, but talking to him like this, while moving through the woods, it feels a little more normal. A little more like us.

      Everything I do affects the people around me. I have to remember that.

      We're still pretty far away from the academy, even though we've been walking for a few minutes. Shifters patrol the woods, and I'm sure they can probably already sense us. It won't be long until our presence is known. Glancing between Derek and Julian, I'm amazed at how these two fae keep trusting me in my decision making. I just really hope this is the right decision.

      "How exactly are we supposed to get into the school?" Julian asks when we come to a stopping point. This is about the area Hannah saw me through a portal, so I know we're close to the school. "Since, you know, you ran away and then basically got banned."

      "I'm not sure about the banned part but—" I stop and think. "Okay, yes, I'm probably banned, but I'm going to get in the same way I got out."

      "Which is how?"

      "With the help of an awesome fae."

      The voice comes from behind the trees, and we turn as one, Derek and Julian's weapons at the ready. But I know that voice. Liam steps into our line of vision, leaning against a trunk in his nonchalant way.

      "What a warm reception," he says, glancing at the weapons with one eyebrow raised.

      "Who is this?" Derek speaks up for the first time since we stepped foot in this forest. He still hasn't lowered his sword.

      "This is Liam," I say. "He's going to help us get back into the academy."

      "Ah, yes, the famous Liam."

      Now, everybody turns and looks at Derek and the bitterness that just came from his tone. That's very unlike Derek and unlike fae. Strong emotions aren't exactly a natural concept to them. Or should I say the portrayal of them to the outside world isn't. I narrow my eyes, studying Derek, but there's nothing there beyond the bitterness I just heard.

      "Wow, he really is a charmer," Liam says, giving me a wink. I'm pretty sure that wink was just for Derek's benefit because the fae next to me is about to launch himself at Liam. I'm not exactly sure what's causing that particular response but here we are.

      "Okay. Anyway, Liam." I turn to the fae. "What are we doing?"

      "We are not doing anything." At first, I don't think I hear him correctly.

      "What, what do you mean? You're supposed to help."

      "I am helping. Actually, I helped already." This makes no sense.

      "How exactly did you do that?" I ask the question, frustration rising to the surface. But before Liam can answer, a noise comes from behind Liam, catching my attention. Liam waives his arm in that direction and says, "This is how."

      Just then, three large wolves step through the bushes. As I eye the massive beasts, my own hand conjures up a ball of fire, at the ready.

      "Liam, what did you do?"

      "He came to me, of course." Maddie is right behind the middle wolf. The moment I see her, I understand. He had to go to Maddie, and Maddie doesn't go anywhere without her shifters. Maybe it's just the suspicious side of me, but I was nervous there for a second that we got betrayed. False alarm.

      "Hi there, Avery," Maddie says with a small smile. "You know when I met you, I had a feeling you would be trouble."

      "Is that right?" I extinguish the flame on my palm, returning the witch's smile.

      "Yep. Saw a little too much of myself in you." We share a smile. I'm still fan-girling a little, on the inside. This witch has really done a lot for the academy and for the fight against the ancients. She knows what's at stake and what it takes to sacrifice in order to protect those she loves. I find a kindred spirit in her. I'm glad I went to Liam for help.

      "Do you have it?" I ask. She shakes her head. There's a bit of disappointment in me, but I also understand her not wanting to carry it around.

      "It's in a place only I can access," Maddie says. "I didn't want to bring unnecessary attention to myself if I brought it up here, especially since we don't know how the book would react to me."

      "That makes sense. Is it far?"

      "No, but we're going to have to sneak you in carefully. There have been a few extra security measures put into place since you were last here."

      "What do you mean?" I ask.

      "The Ancients are knocking on our border doors," Maddie replies, much too calmly. "So, everything is a little more hyped up than before."

      She seems comfortable with that knowledge in a way I am not. But I should've guessed. Of course they'd try to come back. Those creatures are relentless. And they want power. Thunderbird Academy is probably one of the most powerful places in the world considering that it houses hundreds of witches and shifters and fae and every other magical being. That's a lot of magic power in one place.

      "So, how are we getting back in?"

      "First of all, this is something you and I will have to do together," Maddie says. The wolf next to her growls dangerously, and she glances down with a little smile.  "You'll be right there, Aiden. As close as ever, watching my back." She reaches over and runs her hand over his fur.

      "I'll be fine."

      They share a look which kind of pangs at my heart and clutches at my insides. It's the look of pure love, and knowing that the person next to you, or in this case a shifter, is your soulmate. My whole body is hyper aware of Derek standing beside me. It's like both of us are refusing to look at the other. But we're both watching Maddie and Aiden. That kind of connection—it's unbreakable.

      "What do we do in the meantime then?" Derek finally says, looking at the shifters and witch in front of us.

      "Oh, you get to hang out with me," Liam replies, sending another wink our way.
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      Leaving the guys behind, Maddie and I make our way toward the school. I can feel Derek's gaze on me until he's lost in the trees.

      "He's protective," Maddie comments, and I don't have to ask who.

      "You know something about that," I reply, nodding toward her shifter boyfriend. Aiden is a few steps in front of us, leading us through the forest. Maddie smiles at my words, her cheeks slightly pink.

      "I do. We're protective of each other." Aiden looks back at her, his shifter hearing picking up her words. Even though he's in wolf form, I can see the love shining in his eyes. It makes my heart beat in awareness. To love so fully and to be loved in return, it's a precious gift. My mind goes to Derek, but I don't let it linger there. I don't have time to think about our complicated feelings toward each other. Or how those feelings play into the grand scheme of things.

      When we reach the outskirts of the forest, we stop.

      "The greenhouse is right over there." Maddie points to the west side of the building where the glass add-on sticks out from the rest of the school's facade. I glance at her in question, and she simply shrugs. "You'll know why when we get there."

      There are a few students mulling around on the lawn. It's not like we can do a spell or anything to cloak ourselves, since the academy will be alerted. I wait for Maddie to lead the way, because I have no idea how we're sneaking in.

      Just then a pack of wolves burst out of the woods on the opposite side of the field, rushing around the students and howling.

      "Let's go!" Maddie grabs my arm, pulling me with her. We take off toward the greenhouse. I spare a glance toward the commotion and see that the wolves are now running circles around the students, pulling all the attention to them. Aiden takes off in that direction as well.

      We burst through the greenhouse doors and come face to face with a very tall guy. For a moment, I'm scared we've been caught, but Maddie simply grins at him.

      "Thank you, Owen," she says, walking past him. He gives her the tiniest smile. That's when I realize I've seen him before, at orientation when I met Maddie. He must be from Aiden's pack. He looks like a shifter.

      Maddie leads me to the corner of the greenhouse where plants are arranged to cover most of it. She begins moving some of them aside before pushing the rug aside and there sits a trap door. She pulls it open, motioning me to go in. I take the ladder, ending up in a tunnel. Maddie drops down beside me before leading me farther down.

      We come to an old wooden door, and she opens it with a key. The moment we step inside, Maddie turns to me.

      "Sorry for all the secrecy, but the library literally does not allow me to speak of her. I'm physically incapable, so I had to bring you here before I could say anything."

      "Maddie, this is incredible. I've never seen anything like it. You can't talk about it?"

      "No. There's something preventing me. Only the people who've been here can know about it. Aiden and Liam are both aware it's here, but they can't really be here without me. This place—it has a mind of its own."

      That's incredible. A place that responds to the person directly. I guess I'm learning all kinds of new things about magic these days.

      "How did you find it?"

      "Liam and I found it our first year here. Something called me here; I can't really explain it."

      "Wait, so it's a fae creation?" That makes me a little nervous, but Maddie waves my concern away.

      "No, actually. I can't explain it, but it's tied to my family." Not that I'm surprised. Hawthorne's are a powerful family of witches.

      "So, what happens to it when you graduate?"

      Maddie looks around. There's a look of sadness on her face as she studies the books. Her graduation day is right around the corner. Would've been mine too if my life had turned out differently.

      "I guess they wait for the next generation of Hawthorne," she replies, smiling to herself.

      I'm still amazed that I'm in the presence of a Hawthorne. Maddie's family is one of the biggest and baddest around. They started kind of a revolution when the whole Ancients thing happened. And they keep doing things that help our communities. Maddie's older sister and her husband have been traveling to places all over the world to teach other covens how to withstand the Ancients' assaults. There have been quite a few of those because the Ancients are relentless.

      "The next generation?" I ask now because I can't help myself.

      Maddie turns and looks at me, her eyes shining. "Yeah. My sister Harper. She and Connor, they're expecting." I can feel the excitement radiating off her.

      "That's amazing."

      "Thanks, we think so too."

      Maddie leads me farther into the library as I continue to stare at everything. I could spend months here reading over every page on these shelves.

      "Maddie?" I begin, and she stops to face me. "Is it weird that I sent the book to you? Should I not have put that burden on you? I'm sorry."

      "There's no need to apologize. No, it's not weird," Maddie replies. "You felt like you could, right? I think we can find the goodness in people, and those we can trust when the time is necessary. And I think our magic helps us. Sometimes it's not so obvious because we have our own prejudice. But the moment we open up to the possibilities, the moment we trust ourselves to know, then we find those who are on our side."

      She grows silent for a moment, and I can't help but ask.

      "It's like you speak from personal experience?"

      "I do," Maddie nods. "My magic took me on a wild ride. As you know, and in the beginning, I didn't have people beside me that I could trust. I didn't think I could trust anybody. But I opened up my heart, and I was rewarded for that."

      "Just like that?"

      "No," Maddie laughs. "Of course not just like that. It's a process, and it's a hard one. It’s something we all have to learn, but it's not impossible. And those people you're with? They're good people, regardless of where they come from."

      For some reason, it feels like Maddie knows about Derek and his lineage. Maybe Liam told her. Maybe she knows after all the experience she's had.

      "So me choosing you—"

      "Was the most rational choice you could've made. Are you ready to see it?"

      Surprisingly, I am thrilled to see it. There's a sort of excitement right under my skin that I can't deny. I nod my head, maybe a little bit too eagerly because Maddie smiles. The pull I've felt toward the book is amplified just by the idea of me holding it again.

      But as she turns toward the shelf, a loud siren unlike anything I've heard before, sounds, sending me on full alert.

      "Maddie! What is that?" I yell over the noise.

      "It's the Ancients alarm," Maddie replies, shouting to be heard over the ringing. "The school is going on lockdown. The Ancients are here."
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        * * *

      

      My heart drops at her words. I sprint for the door, but Maddie beats me to it.

      "No, we can't leave."

      "What do you mean we can't leave? My friends are out there. I have to go."

      "We stay here, and we wait. They can't get into the library, even if they got on campus, which they most likely didn't." Maddie's voice is calm, while I feel as if mine is at the pitch of the siren.

      "Why can't they?"

      "Because the library doesn't quite exist at the school. It's complicated, but we're safe here."

      "What about my friends? And yours?"

      "Don't worry, Avery. This isn't the first time. The alarms that went off? They're long-range enough to give us time to prepare. The shifters and witches on duty will protect the school. Also, the moment the alarms go off a barrier comes down over the school, kind of like a dome. That's a second wave of protection."

      All of that makes sense, but the fact remains that I left my friends in the woods.

      "But what about Derek and Julian? Your Liam? We left them in the forest."

      "And they're not alone. Aiden is with them. He went back after he did his part in getting us to the greenhouse. Between his pack and Liam, they're going to be just fine. They won't let anyone hurt your friends, even though I think your friends can handle themselves."

      "How are you so sure of that?"

      Don't panic.

      Don't panic.

      Don't panic.

      "Because I know my people, and they'll protect yours because they said they would." Once again, Maddie's voice is strong and sure, and it has the desired effect. To be honest, I'm a mess still. I'm not sure where this hectic energy is coming from.

      My mind is hyper focused on Derek and the fact that I want to be near him right now. To make sure he's safe, to make sure he's going to stay that way. It's very annoying to be having these feelings, especially right now.

      "Avery." Maddie's voice penetrates my thoughts. "You need to focus."

      "I am focused. I also feel like I'm hyperventilating. I'm not sure what's going on."

      "Wait, is it Derek?" That is the last question I expect from her. I look at her sharply, confused.

      "What do you mean?" She couldn't possibly know anything about the two of us, so I'm not sure what she could be asking.

      "Nothing, I just—you're bonded with him, so I understand that you're concerned, but the best thing you can do is what we came here to do. So let's do that."

      Bonded? I don't even know how to unpack that at the moment. She said it so nonchalantly too, like it's just a simple fact. But Maddie is right. This isn't the time to talk about this, and we came here on a mission.

      I take a few calming breaths, try to pull my thoughts away from Derek, and follow Maddie to the back of the room.

      Then I feel it.

      She doesn’t even have to pull it out. I feel the book before I see it. It's there, and it's calling to me, just like it always has. The pull is the strongest it's been, as if the distance made it stronger.

      "Have you—have you tried reading it?" I ask, approaching Maddie slowly. She pulls the book down off the shelf before turning to me.

      "No, it's not my place."

      "You're not curious?"

      "Of course I am." She smiles. "But I feel like maybe you'll show me what this is all about instead of me trying and hurting my brain."

      That I can definitely understand. Being cautious has gotten Maddie this far, why would she change her tactics now?

      "I'll show you," I say, placing the book on the table and opening it.

      Just like always, the words form on the page immediately, but I don't look at them. I look past them.

      "Wow, I can't read any of this," Maddie says.

      "I still don't understand it, but nobody can, except me. It's a weird kind of a magic."

      "Well, have you heard of story spell casting?" Maddie chuckles. "Because let me tell you, that's a weird kind of magic."

      She's right. She carries within herself story spell casting, something else that's been a dormant form of magic for ages. We share a look that I think only the two of us can understand. Neither one of us asked for this special kind of magic, but here we both are, tasked with this job, and we’re the only ones who can do anything about it. We've been given a responsibility, and it's our job to see it through.

      "So how do you read a book without reading it?" Maddie asks. I shrug.

      "That's what we're here to find out."
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      Maddie pulls out more books from the shelf, bringing them over to the table. We decided to do some research on the book itself. Well, in a way. We're looking for any information any of these books might have on who had possession of the book when it was first written. I remember reading a passage that made it seem like it was a personal diary at one time. Maybe if we find more information on the who, I'll figure out the how a little easier.

      The alarms have stopped blaring, and it does make me a little nervous. Maddie seems completely at ease, so I don't say anything. Truth be told, both Derek and Julian would probably feel very offended that I'm this worried about them.

      "Anything?" I ask after what seems like at least an hour.

      "Not really," Maddie says from the other side of the table. "There are mentions of so many various books that it's hard to pinpoint if this is the correct one. The Ancients are notoriously good at not giving up much information. I've been studying the books for a while, trying to learn more about them, but there are only bits and pieces. It's a constant struggle."

      "How did you know how to defeat them?" I ask, putting the book I'm reading down and looking at the witch. She gets a bit of a faraway look in her eyes before answering.

      "I trusted my instincts and the people around me. I know that might not seem helpful, but it's the best tip I can give you. Magic is unpredictable, and there's so much we still don't know about the power that runs through our veins. But I have learned that magic won't steer me wrong. Not when I truly trust it."

      I nod, mulling over her words. It would be so easy to just act on what I know, instead of giving my magic a bit of a free reign. But this is similar to what I decided already, to be more intentional about both sides of my magic.

      "Have you ever heard of a witch developing a different elemental power?"

      "What do you mean?"

      I raise my hands in front of me, turning so they're not over the table. Concentrating, I create a tiny flame in my right hand before I create a small sphere of water in my left. Maddie gasps, studying the two opposing magics at once.

      "How?"

      "I have no idea. For a few months now, even before I found the book, I've been experiencing this imbalance with my magic. And then the water came."

      "That's a little different than what I'm used to," Maddie replies before making her own sphere of water. It looks the same to me, but maybe Maddie can feel something I can't. "I don't think I've ever seen anyone with double magic. That's incredible."

      "And a little weird." I sigh, extinguishing the magic. "Oh, and frustrating. But I'm learning. I wasn't at first, but I am now."

      Maddie jumps to her feet suddenly. "I think I've seen something about this in one of the books," she says before weaving her way to the shelves at the back wall. I focus on the book in front of me, my mind still on the magic. The two seem to be related, but I also don't know how that could be. Do I have double magic because of the Ancients or is it because of my parents’ lineage? Or even something else. These are questions I wish I had answers to.

      "Here." Maddie returns, placing a book in front of me.

      "What am I looking at?"

      "This is a lineage tree—like a family tree—of the fae courts. Liam and I find it astounding how much we can find out about someone based on who came before them."

      The page looks incredible, I'm not going to lie. The tree extends and keeps going with the paper folding out to hold all the information.

      "Is this the only book like this?"

      "Oh no. There are plenty for each court." Maddie pulls the book closer, pointing at a few entries. "Here and here, do you see that? There was a family that held the possibility of fire and water magic. Fae magic is widely tied to nature, and back when the land was plentiful, more of the fae displayed multiple elemental powers."

      I pull the book toward me, looking at the paragraph in the corner of the map. I think of Derek, who does hold some sort of elemental power. The fae now must be royal to have that. It's crazy to think that it used to be a more widespread aspect of their lives.

      "What do these mean?" I point to the letters and numbers under the words.

      "That's where you can find more on the families. Here." Maddie takes the book back and then flips to a place halfway through the book. She scans a few pages before handing it over to me.

      The paragraph starts with the basics about the family, the generations and the lands within Faery. Then it starts on the powers.

      "The families of the Sunland were known for their power of the sun. Nurturing and scorching, the magic could heal and destroy. Blessed with the marks of the Ancients, the Sunland was a place of great nobility. When the council was disbanded, the family was lost to the Queen's whims, leaving the land lacking."

      "What are the marks of nobility?" I ask, looking up from my reading.

      "As far as I know, they were outward representations of inward power. Certain marks on the body, like tattoos. Colorful hair strands or different color eyes..." Maddie's voice fades as she looks at me. I pull the green streak of hair toward me, thinking back to when it first manifested. And then I realize there's something even stronger as a representation. Tucking my hair behind my left ear, I hear Maddie's intense inhale.

      "Avery—" she breathes out as she studies the golden veins painted into my skin over my pointed ear.

      "My sentiment exactly," I say. I guess my father has kept even more secrets than I thought.
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        * * *

      

      “You didn't know.”

      “I’m going to be honest with you, Maddie. I know very little about what's going on.” I give her the rundown on the ears and the wings. She sits quietly, listening intensely.

      “Wow,” is all she says when I'm done. But I guess there's not much more to say.

      I'm of noble descent.

      I'm of noble descent.

      I'm of noble descent.

      Even repeating it in my head still doesn't make it any more believable. This makes me want to go have another talk with Dad, but at this point, I'm never going to get all the answers I want from him. He could've told me, but he didn't. All he said was we were a fae family at court. I don't understand why he can't just give me full answers, instead of half-truths.

      "Do you think that's why the queen is set on having you marry her son?" Maddie asks, breaking through my thoughts. I'm going to be honest, that didn’t even cross my mind, but now, I'm thinking about it.

      "I'm not sure. I always assumed she only wanted me for the Ancients' power. I mean, it makes sense that with that kind of magic in her court, she'd be even more unstoppable."

      "But if she suspected you're of royal descent...that would be even a bigger power boost."

      Maddie is right, of course. I honestly don't know what to think about any of this. With everything that's been going on, it's all I can do to keep it together. Not just with my magic, but mentally and emotionally. It feels like information is being thrown at me at this point, and I don't have the tools to catch all that I need. I want to say that it doesn't matter, that none of this matters, because I am strong and I can handle it. But maybe being strong doesn't mean handling everything. Maybe it's breaking down and maybe it's asking for help, and maybe I simply know nothing of life.

      "Hey." Maddie pulls a chair up beside me, taking a seat. She can clearly see the turmoil written all over me. I doubt it's just on my face. "You'll figure it out. It may seem impossible right now, but it's not. That much I know."

      "I don't want to be rude when I say this, but just because you handled everything like a boss doesn't mean that I'm made from the same cloth."

      The pity party has arrived, and I don't think I have the strength to stop it. All this time I have been holding it together, but I'm not sure how much of that was just a front. I feel comfortable enough with Maddie to show her just how unbalanced I feel. Maybe because I know she's been in my shoes. There's a part of me that's hoping she can offer some nugget of wisdom, to help me see the possibilities at the end of all of this.

      "No, you're not made from the same cloth."

      The words are spoken with no malice, but they hit me just the same. That is not what I was expecting to hear. I glance at her in shock, and she gives me a gentle smile.

      "Avery, you and I are not the same person. We will never be. You cannot compare yourself to me or to anyone else for that matter. You are your own unique design, and trust me, from everything I've seen and heard, you are more than capable. Just because it feels impossible right now, doesn't mean it will always be so. You said it yourself, you have given your magic a chance to grow. You're moving in the right direction."

      "Even when it feels like I'm not moving at all?"

      "Even then." Maddie reaches over, giving my upper arm a squeeze. It's a very sisterly gesture, and it nearly brings tears to my eyes. "I didn't choose to be given this gift of story spell casting, and I made every mistake I could with it. But in the end, I trusted myself to do what was right for the ones I love. They were there by my side and together we prevailed. You are never alone in this. There are people cheering you on and holding you up."

      "You mean Derek and Julian?"

      "Liam told me about Derek." Maddie raises an eyebrow. "And the fae I saw out there with you is unlike anything Liam described. That guy cares for you. Whatever there is between you, it's strong."

      I can't help but let my heart hope at her words. Because I've been fighting these emotions for longer than I'd like to admit. Yet, they're always there. When Derek told me he won't leave my side, they became something more. But is it really the time for me to be feeling anything? Of course not. My brain and my heart just want to pile on the stress, apparently.

      "It's complicated," I finally say, and this time, Maddie smiles.

      "I remember complicated."

      She stands then, not giving me a chance to answer. But there's really nothing I can say anyway. I glance down at the book again, reading over the page and the information about the royal family.

      It feels like time is running out. The Ancient will keep coming back for me. My family will continue to be in danger. And the queen is going to marry me off for power. So many things are out of my control. I want to defeat the queen and the Ancients. I want to save Hannah. I want to give my parents a chance to explain all these secrets to me in person, with no threat of death hanging over our heads.

      And I want to see if what I feel for Derek is real.

      But I won't be able to do any of that if I don't start acting instead of simply reacting.

      With that thought, I know what I have to do. I've known it all along. I've just been too cautious to do anything about it. Closing the book, I stand, facing the water witch. It's time.

      "Maddie, I think I know what I need to do next."
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      Since the alarm has lifted, we can leave the library behind. The book is in the over-the-shoulder bag Maddie gave me. I feel calm somehow, having it close to me. Maddie leads the way back to the greenhouse before we rush for the trees. The Ancients getting close to the wards has actually given us the perfect cover, since there is so much activity on campus. The guys aren't that far from the outskirts of the forest, and we reach them in no time at all.

      Derek's gaze is on me, roaming over every part of my body, as if making sure I'm okay. The look does not go unnoticed. I tear my gaze away before I embarrass myself.

      "You know where to find me if you need anything," Maddie says, giving me a quick hug. She glances over at Derek before meeting my eye with a smile. I roll my eyes.

      "Thank you, Maddie."

      Aiden is beside her in his wolf form. It doesn't matter that he's a shifter, I can see how much he cares for her in his eyes. It makes my heart beat with want, but I refuse to look at Derek.

      "Later, gater," Liam calls out with a little salute. I have so many questions for him. He's unlike any fae I have ever met, but now is definitely not the time. Instead, I give them all a little wave and turn toward the guys.

      Leaving Thunderbird Academy behind, we head back out into the woods. Maddie wants to help, I can tell. But this isn't her fight, and I won't be putting anyone else in danger. We need to put some distance between the school and myself. I don't want to be reading anything from the book anywhere I could hurt someone. I'm not sure how I would get Julian and Derek away from me, and I don't think I can even try. So that's something I'll have to deal with, I suppose.

      But that's exactly what I'm doing—reading from the book. I think it's way past time. I've been doing all this research around the one piece of information that might actually offer me some answers. So, we're about to see how far that'll get me.

      "What do you think will happen?" Julian breaks the silence as we make our way through the trees. I told them my plan the moment we met up, and they've been quiet since then. The book is securely tucked away in the over-the-shoulder bag Maddie provided. It seems weird that after all this time running, I'm finally on my way to do something about it. To stop running and take a stand.

      "I have no idea," I reply honestly, because I don't. I've only ever had the one experience with the book, and it was under Hannah's guidance. Well, I don't count the very first time I read from the book, since I had no knowledge of its magical powers. But Hannah was there to guide me when I intentionally set out to read the pages. The moment I think about the fae who helped me, guilt and worry return. Not that those two particular emotions are ever that far away. They're mostly just constantly right under the surface.

      "We'll set up a protected circle," I say. Maddie and I ran through this together. She likes to be as prepared as I am. "Once the moon is high, I will open the book and read."

      "How do you know what to read?" Julian asks. Derek is keeping quiet, his focus on the woods around us. Because of fae's connection to nature, they're more attuned to it. I think maybe that's why I've felt the land at times, especially when we went through that time portal. The connection was the strongest I've ever felt it. I haven't been that connected since. But Derek is always connected, and he's looking for the perfect spot for us. Still, when Julian asks, Derek's eyes turn to me.

      "I'm not sure about anything," I say, because I can't lie to them. "The pages I read at Hannah's were the only pages I had, so we had no choice." While I left a few pages at the school, the rest of the book is pretty much an open field.

      "The only thing I can think of is to let my magic decide."

      "Your magic?" Derek asks.

      "It's who I am, right? I've been running from it for so long, but it is my greatest asset. Why wouldn't I use it?"

      Even as I say it, it terrifies me. Reading the book, all of it. There is a very good possibility that I will make things worse. That I will bring the Ancients and the queen, right to our front door—or the outer edges of the protection circle. I don't mention my new discovery about my heritage because I simply don't think it matters at the moment. I'd like to keep that under wraps for now and see how far I can go before I have to share any other information about myself. Especially since I can't tell if Derek's beacon of magic also gives the queen an extra in with me. Or if the Ancients may be hanging around, listening in to my conversations. I really have no idea how that works.

      "Here." Derek breaks through my thoughts. I glance up to find him pointing to the right. He turns and we follow. It's another few minutes before we come to a clearing.

      The trees line up in a circular pattern around a clearing. and I immediately think I'm not the first person to use this spot for magic practice. This seems exactly like what I need.

      Pulling out the crystals Maddie gave me, I begin to make my way around the clearing, placing them into the ground at the four corners. Black tourmaline, clear quartz, black jade, and smithsonite. The black tourmaline is larger than the other crystals, since it acts like an anchor. It's often used for grounding your space, and I need it to ground me and my magic. Smithsonite is the second biggest, because it will help me find my calm. Black jade and clear quartz should keep the negative forces away, which is why I've placed them on opposite ends from each other.

      "Can you please come stand here and here?" I point to two positions between the crystals where Derek and Julian can still face each other before I take my spot in the middle of the clearing. The moon is just becoming visible, but I know I need to get the space ready before I can truly read from the book. The guys don't question anything. They simply take their positions and wait for me to make my move.

      Placing the bag on the ground, I squat down as well. My hands rest on top of the soil. Focusing my energy, I reach for the crystals through the earth, placing intention into them. Water moves underneath the ground, connecting the crystals and where the guys are standing to the middle of the clearing, under my feet. The circle is a simple protection, but it's the best precaution I can take.

      Everything else will be up to me.
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        * * *

      

      There is no other option for me but to dive right in. Once the moon is high in the sky, a soft glow illuminates the clearing around me. I know it's time. I can't pick a page to read because I can't read anything from this book without causing a vast amount of magic offset. I need to trust the magic and my instincts to lead me where I need to go.

      Derek is on my right, and Julian is on my left. They're watching me carefully, waiting for me to make my move. It still amazes me that they trust me not to ruin the whole world with my choices. But here we are. I want to say that they put their trust in me, and I won't fail. But I might. I just have to be open to whatever comes my way.

      Closing my eyes, I hold the book to my chest, wrapping my arms around it as I breathe in and out. The calming exercise does the trick. My magic comes to the surface. It's right at the tips of my fingers, fire and water, waiting for me to make a decision.

      Opening my eyes, I focus on the book in front of me and the intention of what I'd like to accomplish. This is the hardest part about magic, knowing what to ask and how to ask it. Magic is so unpredictable when it's wielded unintentionally. But even when it's a choice, there is so much we don't know about the Ancients’ magic. That's what scares me the most. I don't want to be scared, and I need to find a way not to be.

      Focus and breathe.

      Focus and breathe.

      Focus and breathe.

      There's no more time to waste. I have to move forward.

      Giving myself the space I need, I sit down on the ground, placing the book in front of me. After another deep breath, I pull the pages open and let the book fall where it may. The immediate desire to look down and start reading is nearly overwhelming. I can't tell if it's curiosity or if it's the magic that calls me to the pages. But I resist it. I need to be more careful than ever.

      When I feel like the overwhelming desire has passed, I lean forward and force my eyes to the top of the page. The words look exactly like I remember them from the pages I read with Hannah. There's a bit of comfort in that, and I'm not sure I understand it. It's like a part of me has been waiting for this—a lot more than I would've expected.

      Remembering the last time Hannah and I tried this exercise, I make sure to keep my eyes on only one word at a time. I don’t give my eyes the freedom to skim. And I try to make sure I don't speak any of the words out loud.

      It's hard to not simply read all of the stuff and just become overwhelmed by the magic that's in front of me. I want to be stronger than this urge, which I am sure is coming from the book and the magic it carries.

      

      The truest knight knows no bounds. There is not a place, there is not a magic that is too much for it. Summoned by the power of the sun and the moon, there are no secrets between the magic and the power. No one can stop the magic, no one can stop the intention.

      

      These words make absolutely no sense. I shut my eyes because the desire to keep reading, to skip around until I find a sentence that makes sense, nearly overtakes me. Giving myself a few minutes, I try to level my breathing. And my magic. I can feel it boiling up inside of me, searching for an outlet. And the only outlet it wants right now is the book. Because if I can keep reading, it'll get what it wants.

      Or so it thinks.

      The guys are completely quiet, letting me deal with this as I see fit. Opening my eyes, I glance to the left and to the right and find them watching me. Giving them a quick smile, I glance down at the page.

      

      There is an old story, told through generations, where the fae have come from the sky and where the sky sent the fae. The angels were not the same as those from before, and the magic was bigger than that of now. The sky opened up and the magic poured out, and there was nothing but the sun and the moon working in tandem. That is the truest power of the story. The balance that comes from both sides of the power. Magic is not something to be taken lightly, and power is not something that can be simply given or taken. There is nothing in this world that will show the truest sense of the land, but the one who holds the truest knight's heart.

      

      Once again, I shut my eyes because the words are too much. There is an emotion inside of me as I read them, one I cannot understand, one I cannot put a name to. There is something here, something that is more than magic. It's almost like I'm channeling the writer and experiencing the same emotions he or she did.

      That kind of channeling is making it hard for me to stay objective. I want to say that I can be stronger than the urges, but I don't think I can. When I open my eyes a second time, there's a split second when I think I'm fine and then I'm not. Before I can stop myself, my mouth forms the first words I see.

      "Mates?"

      "Avery!" I hear Derek's shout immediately, but it doesn't matter. I said the word and now I can't stop myself from reading the rest.

      

      "This balance between two powers is something the world has not seen in a long time. But the truest knight's mate, the other half to the power inside, is the greatest asset one could have in this world. Soulmates of the utmost order, there is strength in giving the other a part of oneself. Nothing is stronger than the bond of the heart. Nothing can withstand that kind of a love."

      

      I can't stop the words or the emotions that pour out with every breath. There is a certain kind of power that races through me, reaching past all the barriers I have put up to protect myself. I drop to all fours, gasping as the magic seems to shoot out of me like a gust of wind. Once again, the world around me spins into chaos. I can hear shouting. I know that it's Derek and Julian, but I can't seem to stop. I hold onto the ground, I hold onto myself, as the magic soars higher and higher and higher.

      More.

      More.

      More.

      

      I can't seem to stop wanting more.
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      I force my gaze up, trying to see past the magic. My eyes find Derek and Julian, trying to get to me, but they can't seem to. Then it doesn't matter.

      The guys are pulled away, and suddenly, I'm in the forest of nightmares again. There is no hesitation on the Ancient's part this time. He doesn't wait to appear after I'm good and spooked. He's in my face even before I'm fully aware of my surroundings.

      "How dare you, Avery Kincaid?"

      The voice seems to boom all around me, shaking the very ground I stand on. My body trembles at the magnitude of that one question, of the way my name sounds on his lips. It's a threat of the utmost kind, and it terrifies me.

      "You read from the sacred book as if it were nothing. You mock the words written on the pages of history."

      My mind races to catch up with the words the Ancient is saying. He's speaking too fast and too loudly to comprehend. But when I realize what he's saying, I can't help but stand up a little taller.

      "You've been after me to read from the book for weeks. And now all of a sudden you don't like what I'm reading? It's not like you left an instructional pamphlet! I'm winging it as I go!"

      The more I speak, the angrier I get.

      The magic has stuck me with this responsibility, and there isn't even a how-to I can refer to. Just a bunch of magical beings—from every side—telling me what to do.

      "You do not understand the power you hold."

      "No duh!" I snap, entirely forgetting the fact that I'm speaking to an Ancient. But I can't help it. I'm angry. "You and your ancient friends must've forgotten what it means to have common courtesy. You expect all these things of me, and I don't know what I'm doing!"

      I can't quite believe I'm yelling all this at the enemy, but maybe he will finally understand. Or maybe I'm not seeking to be understood, I just need to be heard. The feelings I've been dealing with this whole time have literally taken me to my knees. Because the book is so much more than just a gateway to magic, it's a gateway to a life that was lived hundreds of years ago. And I'm feeling all of it.

      "You will speak to me with respect."

      "Respect is earned and given. You do not demand it like you would an order at a restaurant. I'm tired of constantly trying to hold it together. I can't keep doing this. I can't."

      The words leave me in a rush, and I honestly can't believe just how emotional I'm being with the Ancient. He could snap his fingers and take me out of existence, of that I have no doubt. But he doesn't. There's a stillness about him as he listens to me talk, and then, the darkness feels a little less heavy.

      "You have been given a great burden, Avery Kincaid. But you have been given the burden because you are capable of carrying it."

      That is absolutely the last thing that I would expect the Ancient to say. It sounds almost like something a father would say to me, someone who knows me on a special kind of level. Not a being who's been trying to get me to do his bidding this whole time. I'm missing something.

      Again.

      "Why would you have chosen me? This doesn't seem like an honor. This is something that I've been tasked with because of...what? What exactly makes me so special?"

      The Ancient doesn't respond right away but cocks his head to the side as if he's truly thinking about the answer. After a long tense pause, he seems to flow closer to the ground. It makes him seem less intimidating somehow.

      "Long before your kind walked the earth, there was only us," he begins, and I nearly hold my breath. He's talking about his past. He's telling me his story. "We were a warring kind, searching for power and needing it like we needed the air and the earth. Before magic was able to be wielded, we held it in the palm of our hands. Some of us wanted to destroy the world. Some of us wanted to save it."

      That jolts me in place. Save it? The Ancients wanted to save the world, not destroy it. That's not possible. This sends everything I know into a tailspin.

      "We have always known of one way to live and to exist, but some realized there was more to life than power. There was beauty and love." My mind instantly goes to what I just read in the book about mates. "While we slumbered, the world changed. And while some still seek the power and the destruction, not all do."

      He stops then, as if taking an emotional pause. I dare to take a step toward him.

      "You're saying you want to help me? That's why you've been so pushy about me getting the book? But you have threatened the lives of everyone I love! How could I believe anything you say?"

      I can't wrap my mind around what's happening right now. My body is still buzzing from the power, and I'm trying to find my footing when it comes to the emotions I'm feeling. And now, it's so much worse. If what the Ancient is saying is true, then everything I know is wrong. I'm not sure I can reconcile with that, not really.

      "My tactics may not have been the best," the Ancient says, and I can hear a tang of apology in his voice. "But it is the only way we know how."

      "To threaten and hurt?"

      "To utilize the kind of power that requires no questions."

      "Sorry to break it to you, but I have done nothing but question. I don't think your tactics are working."

      Then the Ancient does something so human, I'm dumbfounded for a second. He sighs. Like an honest, normal individual would when frustrated.

      "We are fearful of what will come of Faery if we do not stop the queen of the Summer Court," the Ancient says. At least that is one thing we can agree on.

      "Then help me. You've done nothing but hinder, so now, you should help."

      He watches me for a long tense moment. I'm not sure what I'm expecting him to do, but then it doesn't matter.

      Before I can say anything else, the world around me fades, and I'm on my knees, gasping for air. Derek and Julian are by my side. When I glance up, they look terrified.

      "What?"

      "You've been gone for hours."
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        * * *

      

      We make camp a little farther down from the clearing. I don't want to leave it completely because I know for a fact I need to read from the book again. I think reading from it was a direct gateway to the Ancient, and I have a lot of questions for him. But my body needs rest. So do my mind and emotions if I'm being completely honest.

      I scared Derek and Julian, that much I can see. They've been giving me side glances for the last hour. There was nothing left in me to even try and explain what happened. But now, as I'm lying in the grass, my mind races over what the Ancient said.

      There's absolutely no way I can trust anything he told me. After all this time, after all the fighting and the threats, he wants me to believe he's been trying to help? No. I don't believe that. Maybe a weaker person would believe it. But if there is one thing the Ancient said that's the absolute truth it’s that I can handle this. I am more than capable.

      The more this magic throws at me, the more I believe that.

      "We should talk about it," I say, sitting up so I can see the guys. Julian made us a fire, and now the guys sit on the other side of it. The moment I sit up, they move to be closer to me, taking a place near the fire and facing me. "Eager, are we?" I chuckle.

      "Avery, I don't think you understand how terrifying it is to see magic explode around you and then have you disappear. We had absolutely no control," Julian says, his words rushing out of him. I can't even imagine what they must've been thinking.

      "It was different than the last time," Derek says, his eyes on me. The intensity in his gaze is making my head spin, but I can't look away.

      "What do you mean?"

      "Last time the Ancient came, you were gone and back before I truly realized what was happening. This time, we could feel the time go by and we could do nothing but stand there, waiting for you to return."

      "Like you couldn't move?"

      "I think we could've. But not toward you."

      That's definitely different than before. I'm not sure why it would be different now. Maybe the Ancient's magic reacted with the book's magic? That's the only thing I can think of, but it seems plausible enough. As much as anything else is I suppose.

      "I don't know if you're going to like what I have to tell you," I say, and then give them a rundown of exactly what the Ancient said.

      There's a moment of silence after I'm done as the fae process what I told them.

      "Do you believe him?" Derek asks.

      "Absolutely not," I reply. I don't care if the Ancient is somewhere in the outskirts of the forest, eavesdropping on our conversation. I'm not afraid to stand up to him, not anymore.

      "So, what do we do next?" Julian asks. I can see worry in his gaze.

      "I need to read from the book again."

      "No."

      "Absolutely not."

      "You guys, I'm not asking for permission," I say, getting to my feet. Maybe I should wait until tomorrow, or until I've rested for more than an hour, but I can't. I can feel the pull toward the magic, and I know that if I don't answer it now, I won't be able to rest anyway.

      I won't be able to do anything else.

      Plus, the whole mates thing is too curious not to explore.

      My eyes find Derek's, almost as if on their own. He gives me a look that might mean he can tell what I'm thinking. But he can't, so I simply just need to stop myself from creating any kind of scenarios in my head and go read the book.

      "I'm going back to the clearing. Come with me, or don't. That's up to you."

      I don't wait for them to make a decision. Instead, I grab the bag with the book and walk into the forest. Less than ten seconds later, I feel the guys behind me. Smiling to myself, I don't turn around. Let them think what they will.

      When we reach the clearing once more, I walk straight to the center and take my seat on the ground. The guys move into their positions, watching me carefully.

      This time, when I open the book, I don't hesitate to look down. Trusting my magic and my instincts, I read.

      

      There was a place in the olden days where the sky met the earth, and the oceans sang the song of nature. It was a place of plentiful bounty and of the kind of love that is only dreamed about. There are places like this in the corners of the sky that hold pockets of magic in them. When the time comes, the pockets open up, the magic falls to the earth, and the earth grows plentiful and the oceans sing.

      There was once a power so great that two souls held onto it. The darkness and the light, the night and the day, the broken and the complete. That is the balance of the truest heart, the magic that will save the earth. Time does not change the pull of the heart, and space does not scare the magic away. Two become one when they believe in each other, like the sky believes in the earth. The truest knight and the truest heart have all the possibilities.

      

      There are tears in my eyes as I read the passage. Tearing my gaze away, I glance up to find Derek now directly in my line of sight. He's looking at me with complete awe. I'm confused for a moment, until I realize the space around me has grown brighter.

      My wings are back.

      They move forward, so I can see the tips of them. I will never get over how beautiful they are. I wipe at my tears with one hand before I give Derek a gentle smile.

      "Two halves of a whole." I whisper. Derek's eyes grow bigger and fuller with emotion. He wants to come to me, I can see it in his gaze, but I shake my head just slightly. My whole body is vibrating with the magic. I can feel it now. The words I've been reading, it's like they've been filling up my magic on the inside and that's what brought the wings forward.

      It feels like I'm ready to explode, but also, like I can take on everything and everyone.

      Before anyone can move, a portal opens up right on the outskirts of the circle, and Nora steps in. She takes one look at me, and her mouth opens in shock. Closing the book, I stand. She stares at me.

      "Nora?"

      Shaking herself out of the trance, she meets my eye.

      "Something happened."
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      Nora doesn't ask questions, but I can tell she wants to. She's never seen my wings before, but whatever has caused her to come find us with such urgency must be more important. When we step through the portal and into Hannah's house, the whole place is dark.

      "Nora?"

      "It's been like this for hours now," she says, her voice full of worry and something else I can't quite place. "The darkness descended and won't leave. It's as if there is a storm cloud hanging low over the whole building."

      "Where are my parents?"

      "I left them in the library."

      Glancing over at Derek and Julian, I give them a nod and turn in that direction. They follow without hesitation. We only make it two steps before a crash sounds from the opposite side of the house. Without a moment's hesitation, I pivot and take off in that direction. In the back of my mind, I notice that Nora doesn't go with us, but I'm across the foyer before it truly registers.

      A blast of magic sweeps me right off my feet, and I land hard on my chest, wind knocked out of me. My head rings from the impact as I push myself to all fours.

      "Avery!" Derek calls out. I glance over my shoulder to find him and Julian on the floor as well. Another blast of magic hits, and I twist, landing on my back in agony. Every cell in my body screams in pain. My mind is a blank slate as I try to process. I can't even figure out where the attack is coming from or what to do about it. All I can do is hold on to myself as my body tries to rip itself apart.

      I realize the screaming I'm hearing is my own.

      My body twists every which way, like a fish out of water. I have absolutely no control over any of it. At the back of my mind, I know I should reach for my magic. I know I should get myself focused but all I feel is pain.

      Everything hurts.

      Everything hurts.

      Everything hurts.

      It's a pain much greater than only physical. It's reaching for my magic and agonizing it as well. I can't explain it, but I feel it. The tears that fall from my eyes blind me right along with the pain.

      "You said you wouldn't hurt her!" The voice comes through the fog of agony, and I try to force my body to turn in that direction.

      "You have become much too human to trust simple words."

      I force my body to move, and it's taking all my concentration to do simply that. Finally, after what seems like an impossibly long time, I flop to my side and open my eyes.

      Queens Svetlana stands right on the inside of the doorway leading to the foyer. Her bright green gown is adorned with a million jewels. It sparkles in the dim light, as if it carries a light of its own. I wouldn't be surprised. She's that extra. But what does surprise me is the man beside her.

      My father.

      His eyes are on me. I can tell he wants to go to me, but he can't. He stands frozen, watching me wiggle on the floor. The queen takes a step into my line of vision, blocking out my dad.

      "Hello, Avery. It is so nice to see you again."

      She glances over my shoulder, presumably at Derek and Julian still on the floor, before she waves a hand in our direction. Her soldiers come for us. I'm picked up off the floor like I weigh nothing. A portal waits on the other side of the doorway, and I see my father being the first one to be pushed into it.

      The queen is handed my bag. My body jerks as she takes the book out of it. Everything in me screams to grab and hold it closed. It looks wrong in her hands. But I can't move. I'm being held up by the soldiers.

      My feet are placed on the floor, and surprisingly, I stay standing. I can feel the pain receding. I realize it must be a magical ailment, one that the queen can control. Derek and Julian are already on their feet being marched toward the portal. Neither can seem to look at me. They're through the portal before I can even wrap my mind around what's happening.

      "You did not really think you would outsmart me, did you?" the queen asks, stepping into my personal space. Her cruel eyes are on me. "Oh, you did. How disappointing for you."

      I don't reply as she takes a step away. The guards push me into the portal. Everything seems to be unraveling around me, and I have no idea which way is up or down. I'm dumped on the other side of the portal, falling to my knees.

      This is the endgame. I can feel it in my bones. And I'm not ready. I'm not ready at all.
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        * * *

      

      We're in the throne room when we come through the portal. Derek and Julian stand to one side, Nora in the corner, and my father and mother—in her wolf form—are on the opposite end. I push myself to a standing position, pain still racing through my body. My mother whimpers, but she can't seem to move toward me. One of the guards reaches for her, pulling at her fur. The anger I feel nearly takes me back down to my knees. I want to open my mouth and scream at them to let her go, but I can't. The guard drags my mother out as my heart sinks.

      This is too much.

      Queen Svetlana takes her position in front of the throne, giving the room a sweep with her eyes. Her arm is wrapped around the book, holding it to her chest. She's gloating before she even opens her mouth again.

      "You have done your part well, Kincaid," the queen says. My heart drops. I shift my gaze, staring at my father in horror. None of this makes sense. He opens his mouth, his eyes full of tears, but no sound comes.

      "Take him away."

      "No!" I scream, managing to push through whatever silence spell the queen has on all of us as I reach for him while the guards grab him. Strong arms encircle my waist, pulling me back. I look up into Derek's stoic face, punching at his grip, but he won't budge.

      "Let me go!" I yank at his arms, but he pulls me closer to his body, trapping me.

      "It would do you good to control her," the queen snaps, glaring at me. She clearly doesn't like the fact that I spoke out when no one else seems to be able to. I make sure to gloat right in her face. I slump against Derek as my father is nearly carried out of the room, my heart heavy.

      "You have also done your part," the queen looks over my shoulder at Derek. I know what she's doing. She's trying to push us apart, but I don't believe for one second that he had any play in this. She's back to her mind games, but I'm not the same girl who was here last time. The queen narrows her eyes at me before looking back at Derek.

      "The revel is in a few hours. Be sure to be ready."

      The queen gives me one last look before she turns and leaves us there. My mind is still trying to catch up.

      The exhaustion in my bones turns to hatred. I'm ready to go after her, but Derek squeezes me against him once more. I turn in his arms, punching him as hard as I can while still being pinned to him.

      "What is your problem? You're just going to let her—"

      "We have to be smart about this, Avery."

      "Don't talk to me like I'm a child." I push at him, and this time he lets me go. Running a hand over my face, I try to calm my racing heart. My father wouldn't betray me like this. He wouldn't. There has to be more to it than that.

      "Avery, I would never treat you like a child. But you're emotional, and you cannot let her see that. She will use it against you."

      There's sadness in his gaze when I look at him, and my heart clutches for a different reason. He speaks from experience. Fae and their stupid rules and cruelty and a life that is full of hopelessness.

      But Derek is right. I can't give into the pain right now. If I'm to get my family out of this, I have to be just as ruthless as the queen. That means that I have to push everything down and take it one step at a time.

      "What just happened? I couldn't move or talk. And she's throwing a revel? Doesn't she remember how the last one ended?"

      "This is part of her queen magic," Julian says, stepping up to us. The moment he does, the guards move toward him. He lifts his arms in surrender. "I'll find you later," he says before he walks toward Nora and both of them are escorted out. Now it's just Derek and me.

      "Julian is right. Her queen magic allows her to control her subjects in small doses. The more powerful she gets, the more control she exhibits. But because you're connected to me, she has an extra in with you."

      "Our engagement allows her to control me already?"

      "It appears so."

      This is becoming a cluster of magical madness, and I have no idea how I'm supposed to unravel all of it. But I can't give in, and I can't give up. More and more, everything seems to depend on me. Now that we're back, I have to play a part.

      Starting with this dumb revel.

      "I can't believe there's a war going on, and she wants to have a party." My voice comes out cold and unemotional.

      Derek's eyes snap to mine, confusion marring his features.

      "What?"

      "I don't know how you do that. It's a—"

      "Fae trick?" I finish for him. Because of course it is. They compartmentalize like pros. But this is definitely not the time nor place to deal with that load of baggage either.

      "I can't let myself fall into despair, Derek. I'll give myself time to fall apart when my family is safe and your mother is no longer a threat."

      Maybe I shouldn't say it so bluntly in a palace where the walls have ears, but I don't care anymore. Not when every single person I care about is in danger.

      "Then we must play our part at the revel."

      "Really?"

      "Yes. The fae will always choose intimidation and manipulation. This revel is no different. You are her weapon, and she wants to rub that in everyone's face."

      I nearly smile. "That's a very human description, Derek."

      "You must be rubbing off on me, Avery."

      My eyes meet his of their own accord, and that ever present tension between us sizzles to dangerous temperatures. I can't seem to find my footing when I'm around him. Since I decided I no longer hate him, I don't know if I want to. We're two moths drawn to a flame. I'm not sure which one of us will be the first to get burned.

      Or maybe we were simply doomed before we even started. Our connection makes this more dangerous in light of the queen being able to control him. We need a plan and one that is more surprising than anything. Thinking logically or like the fae will lead us into another trap.

      "Everyone will come to the revel even though the last one wasn't exactly the greatest party ever?" My voice is full of sarcasm now, and I think Derek nearly chuckles.

      "They will not disobey the queen. And she will throw as many parties as possible. She will keep inviting everyone in power until she has reached every corner of Faery. Of that, I have no doubt."

      "And now she has the book."

      That's a sobering thought that I've been trying desperately to push away. I'm here and so is the book and so are all the people I care about. The queen will stop at nothing to make sure she is the only one with power. That means she will use me however she wants. And now, she holds all the cards. I need to find a way to get into the game on my terms.

      Except I have no idea how.
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      There's something to be said about betrayal.

      I'm back in my room at the palace, and everything looks exactly like I left it. It seems like no time at all has passed, but so much has happened since the queen sent us on that fool's errand.

      Standing in the middle of the room, I try to get my mind wrapped around what has happened. I suppose I kept thinking that maybe this would happen, but I never expected it from my parents and definitely didn't expect it from my father.

      But then again, I don't really know them, do I? They have kept so many secrets from me. They have tried so hard to protect me from this world, and yet, they have given me up to it all the same.

      But of course, that's not true, is it? There has to be more to it. Rationally, I understand that. Emotionally, I'm angry and ready to burn the whole place down.

      I can think of only one way the queen found Hannah's place and that is if Hannah gave it up. But I don't want to think about a way that would be possible. Maybe it's another trick, another power she possesses. Maybe she tracked Derek like she's been tracking his magic this whole time. So many questions and nearly no answers.

      This is stupid.

      This is frustrating.

      This is maddening.

      Nora comes in, ready to get me dressed for the dance. She keeps her head down, trying not to meet my eye. Immediately, I know she feels guilty for bringing us back to the house. But I can't fault her for that, not when the queen controlled me as well.

      "Nora, please look at me," I say, and thankfully, she does. There's sadness in her gaze. I know she didn't want to give me up the way she did. But there's really no going against the queen, I need her to know I understand that.

      "Hey, it's okay. I'm okay. Derek and Julian are okay. My parents are okay, and we'll figure this out." I'm trying to reassure her as much as I'm trying to reassure myself. I'm not sure it's working for either of us.

      "Avery, I'm so sorry."

      Her words nearly take all the wind out of my sails.

      The fae do not apologize. They don't say they're sorry. They don't say they're thankful. They don't give that kind of weakness away verbally. Because that is what it is to them, a weakness. But here is Nora, giving up that kind of power to me.

      "Nora, you don't have to—"

      "No, I did. I had to say it because I need you to know just how much I did not want to go get you, but I had no choice."

      There are tears in her eyes, so I do the only thing I can think of. I take a step forward and reach for her. She doesn't hesitate to hug me, holding me close. I realize this lady's maid has become my best friend through all of this. I can't imagine doing any of this without her.

      The way my father reacted didn't seem like he was under the control of the queen. But I really don't know, do I? I have no idea what she's capable of. She has proven that to me.

      "Nora, my dad?"

      "I don't know, Avery. I didn't see them talk so I have no idea if he was commanded the same way I was."

      She knows exactly what I'm asking about. She's been with me long enough that she understands how my brain works.

      "Okay, so if he wasn't controlled, then why bring me here? Why give up the book? Why to all of this?"

      I ask the questions out loud, but of course, there are no answers. That's what I have to do now. I have to figure it out. I have to make sure I don't make any mistakes when it comes to the queen. She is much more cunning than I could have ever imagined.

      It may be that's what the Ancients are afraid of. That she will have the power to overthrow them and take what is theirs.

      But I don't want to live in a world where she is the ruler of everything. I don't want to be part of that kind of existence. I know for a fact that she would not be a fair little ruler, and she would not take care of the people that are under her. This land would die because she's greedy and hungry, and all she cares about is herself.

      "Nora, tell me about this revel."

      "It's much like the last one. The fae love revels. It's a show of power and control."

      "The last one ended in a massacre."

      "It doesn't matter. The queen calls, and the people answer."

      "So, this one is a way to make up for it or to show that the Summer Court is not helpless?"

      "Exactly."

      "I really do not understand that train of thought," I say. Nora shrugs.

      "It's the way of the fae. It's all about showing yourself in the greatest light possible. And Avery? She's going to present you and Derek to the court."

      Of course she is. I am nothing but a tool for her. And so is Derek, her own son. She truly will stop at nothing, which makes me want to see her fall in the greatest way possible.

      "Okay, I guess this means you need to get me looking presentable."
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, I stand inside the main dance hall wearing a bright pink ball gown. The dress is beautiful but only on anyone who is not me. The color really makes my complexion washed out, and the green in my hair clashes with the pink in the dress.

      When the guards came to summon me to the revel, I half expect them to bring some magical handcuffs to make sure I don't set the whole place on fire. My magic has been a little restless but muted. It's probably another one of the queen's tricks. She really has too much power.

      And she's been walking around, flaunting it.

      "She's really playing it up." Derek says, coming up beside me as I stand there watching the queen make her way around the room. This party is much like the last one. There are too many fae, too much food and drink, and everybody is laughing way too hard because, of course, the drink is laced and the spirits are high.

      Nobody cares that there's a war going on right outside these walls.

      "Of course she is," I reply, not taking my eyes off of her. "She thinks she's won. She has everything. The book, me, you—"

      "I haven't been able to locate your parents," Derek says, and that part actually hurts. I want to see my mom and dad, but I know I can't ask for that, not from the queen. She's already using them as leverage. I can't give away any more power to her.

      "What about Hannah?" I ask instead. A part of me is still scared that she's dead.

      "She's being held in the dungeons as far as I know."

      I exhale slowly, my heart feeling a tiny bit lighter at the news.

      "Dungeons. That's so medieval."

      "Well, it's not around these parts. It's pretty normal actually. The queen likes her torture." That almost makes me look at him.

      But we're pretending like there's nothing between us because it's safer that way, especially in front of the queen. She's already played us like a fiddle. I don't want to give anything else to her.

      "What's next?" I ask, keeping my voice low.

      "Julian is looking into that." I almost smile at that because that boy has become the other part of this team that I could not live without. I haven't seen him since he was escorted out with Nora, but she mentioned he's been around.

      "I need to get my hands on that book," I say. It's all I've been able to think about. Even more than getting out of here. The book is my only leverage against her. If I'm to believe what the Ancient told me, they want me to succeed. But I haven't spent nearly enough time with the book to know how to do that.

      "She's keeping it safe," Derek replies. Just then, a man walks up to him and starts talking, so he gets pulled away.

      I don't leave my spot. Nora stands a few feet behind me to my right, watching over me. Just like she's been assigned to do.

      The queen glances over to where I'm standing, and for a second, I think that she knows what we were talking about. But of course she doesn't. She just assumes. At least she can see that I'm doing what I was told. The smile she gives me? It carries all her pride in it. I don't give anything away and keep my face as impassive as possible.

      The only move I allow myself is to hold her gaze, letting her know I'm not entirely helpless. Even though I'm feeling terrified. Someone speaks to her then, and she looks away, giving me a chance to breathe a little more freely.

      This is a dangerous game I'm playing, and I have no idea what the rules are. But I won't be backing down any time soon.

      Nora steps up to me then, gently touching my elbow.

      "We should make our rounds," she says. I give her a quick nod. I had to do this last time I was here too, slowly walk around the room, making eye contact with the guests and giving them small nods like I'm the hostess and this is my party.

      Nora stays a few steps behind me, ready to jump in if anyone actually decides to talk to me. But I don't need to be afraid of that. Most people don't even make eye contact, which is fine by me. I let my gaze wander over the room, studying the crowd. There are humans here, just like last time. It makes me more unsettled than I'd like to be. But seeing the reach the queen has, even in the mortal world, it shows me just how much I have working against me. She's more powerful and more intimidating than a simple foe. She is the ultimate foe, and I'm against everything she has to offer.

      A movement catches my eyes. I turn my head just slightly to the left, wondering what it was that pulled my attention. I give the crowd another scan. At first there's nothing, but then I see it. And my heart drops.

      A man in the dark green uniform staff members wear moves near the food tables. He looks much like everyone else around him, dressed similarly and walking much the same way, except for one notable difference. I've seen him before. A bit of panic settles at the pit of my stomach, but I keep it at bay.

      There has to be a way for me to talk to Derek without being overheard. I catch his eye from across the room. It's like he's attuned to me, because he's already moving toward me when I look at him. In a few steps, he's beside me, taking my hand in his.

      "Dance with me?"

      "I thought you'd never ask."
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      He doesn't hesitate to pull me into his arms, and I once again marvel at how perfectly I fit there. His hand holds my own near my shoulder, while his other curls over my waist, pulling me tight against his body. The only space between us is the space taken up by our clothes. Suddenly, I find it very hard to breathe. It has nothing to do with the corset I'm wearing.

      "What is it?" Derek whispers into my ear.

      "How did you—" I start to ask but decide against it. Not that it matters. Derek reads me like a book.

      "I could feel your emotions heighten."

      "You could feel them?"

      This is news to me and something I'm not sure how to deal with. Clearly, I have felt our bond grow, but it's not exactly something I've read about in my textbooks. I'm not sure what to do with this information, so I'm going to ignore it for now.

      "Spin me to the left, about forty-five degrees," I say instead. Derek doesn't hesitate to move our bodies to the position I indicate. My whole front is pressed against him, and I'd be lying if I said I didn't feel him against every part of me. I think I could stay in his arms for a thousand years, and it still wouldn't be enough. Nothing is like what I've imagined when it comes to him, but he's all the things I would choose for myself if I had the choice. I'm not exactly sure how that works, only that it does. And it's making my head spin.

      Focus.

      Focus.

      Focus.

      My emotions are playing me right now. I need to get a grip. It doesn't matter how well I fit in Derek's arms, there are more important matters at hand.

      "See the man near the food table and by the outside doors? He wears a green uniform like the others, his hair is a little too long at the sides."

      "I see him."

      "He was at my house."

      The moment I say the words, Derek's body goes rigid beneath my grip. He's coiled like a live wire. I can't allow him to lose it right now. Gently and slowly, I move the hand I've placed on his shoulder down his arm and back up again. The soothing motion seems to calm him. When he glances down and meets my eyes, there's a different kind of fire there. My stomach tightens at the intensity of his gaze, and a part of me wishes we were alone, just so I could see just what that intensity could do to me.

      His sharp inhale is the only indication I have that he can read the want in my eyes. We continue moving across the dance floor as one with this battle of wills going on between us. I know we have to get a grip and focus. There might be shifters in the crowd who can smell the range of emotions coming off us right now and then tattle about it to the queen. Queen Svetlana doesn't need any more insights into my life.

      So, I inhale through my nose, exhale through my mouth, and find solid ground again.

      "You know what this means, right?" I ask, getting us back to the issue at hand. Derek leans down, his cheek to my temple as we sway to the music. His proximity is intoxicating, but his words are sobering.

      "She was in control of the massacre."

      Derek barely whispers the words to me, but just hearing my suspicions confirmed makes me angry and sad at the same time. Queen Svetlana must've orchestrated the whole thing as a show of power. Or maybe she was trying to paint herself as the savior. Either way, people have returned to her revel, and she has a way to basically do it all over again. We thought a third party had skin in the game, but all this time, it’s been Queen Svetlana, playing her twisted games.

      Just then, there's a loud noise, and all the music stops. Queen Svetlana takes her place at the front of the room.

      "Greetings esteemed guests," she begins, giving the room a quick scan with her eyes as well as a smile. "It pleases me greatly to see so many of you here. Our hearts are heavy with loss, but we have prevailed. We will continue prevailing. You can count on that. The Summer Court has opened up her borders to all those who are searching for refuge. Now eat, drink, and be merry."

      There's a flood of applause as she finishes her little speech. I can't take my eyes off her. She has set yet another trap for the residents of Faery. She has named Summer Court a refuge when it is the very place that will destroy them. There's a plan here, but I don't quite understand what it is. Is she looking for support or is there something more to it?

      How can I even ask that? Of course there's more to it. She's planning something, but what that may be is beyond me.

      "Avery Kincaid." She stops in front of me as she makes her way around the room. "It is time for you to return to your room."

      "Am I under guard?" I ask. I don't miss the way her eyes flash at the disrespect. She doesn't answer, only glances behind me and then two guards are beside me.

      "Derek, be a darling and come with me."

      With that, she turns and walks away. Derek has no option but to follow. He meets my eyes briefly, and I see a promise there. We'll get through this. Somehow and someway.

      Turning to the guards, I motion for them to go ahead. Nora keeps up pace with us from behind as we exit the main ballroom. No one spares me a glance, but I'm sure they're all wondering. This was a perfect display of her control over me. She ordered me out, and I had no choice but to obey. It does not go unnoticed by her guests.

      I am officially Queen Svetlana's puppet. I just need to figure out how to cut the strings.
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        * * *

      

      Nora helps me get out of my overly dramatic pink dress before I change into pajamas and get into bed. What I wouldn't give to be able to explore the palace once everyone is asleep. But I know better than to even try.

      First, because there will be crowds of people and creatures not sleeping. Faery revels last for days, and what I saw today was only the beginning.

      Second, I'm under house arrest, that much is evident. I run over all the information I have in my mind.

      Nora is being monitored as well. I wish there was something I could do for her, but I am pretty helpless here. My parents are still somewhere in the palace, and I haven't been able to figure out any of the information to lead me to them. All I'm doing is reacting to my circumstances again. I need to do better.

      I still don't understand why I was given this power or how I'm supposed to use it when I have nothing to guide me.

      Sitting up in bed, something occurs to me. It's a gamble, a dangerous one at that. But at this point, it might be my only option.

      Placing the pillow at my back, I lean against it, situating myself so I'm comfortable. I have no idea if this will work or not, but I have to try. Closing my eyes, I concentrate my mind and my magic. Since being brought back, my magic has been in sleep mode. It's there, but it hasn't been active. I'm not sure if it's the queen's doing or not, but I need my magic now.

      It takes a few tries, but I coax it out of its slumber.

      With my eyes still closed and my breathing concentrated, I push my magic and intention out. Without having to think about it too much, my mind brings up the words I read in the book. Thoughts mingle with my magic as I breathe through the mix of emotions inside of me. It's risky doing this, since I have no idea what kind of effect it'll have on anything, but I don't stop.

      With my mind and my magic, I call out to the Ancient.

      I picture his flowing robes, his voice as he speaks. Since he's the only Ancient I've encountered it's easier to not get confused with my intention. But it still takes great concentration, almost as if he has a protection spell placed on him to keep others from finding him.

      Just when I think it won't work, I feel the air around me shift. When I open my eyes, I'm in the misty forest.

      "You are playing with fire, Avery Kincaid." The voice sounds from my right, and I turn my head to see him floating into view.

      "I have no other choice," I reply, shrugging. I wait until he's in the clearing with me before I speak again. "I didn't think you'd be able to reach me here."

      "You thought the queen could keep me out with her puny wards?"

      I did, actually. From everything I've been told, Queen Svetlana is one of the most powerful queens of Faery. I would think, after she stole all that power, her court would be the most protected from the Ancients.

      "If you are here, then why have you ever needed me?" I remember vividly when the Ancients nearly begged me to get them back to Faery. I was the gateway they needed.

      "I am not truly in Faery, Avery Kincaid. You are where I am."

      "I'm the one who moves?"

      "Of course. Manipulating time and space is child's play, but it is not a power you possess."

      Okay, that's terrifying. But it does make sense.

      "Why is it you have summoned me?" He clearly doesn't like that I'm able to, and that makes me braver.

      "You said you wanted to protect your...investment. I need to know how to use the book. There has to be a way for me to control it, instead of it controlling me."

      "You have read from it twice. Have you learned nothing?"

      "I have not.," I raise my eyebrows at him. "The book is full of emotions and when I read, I tap into them. But that sends me into a tailspin I can't control."

      "You can. The gift you have been given is only given to those who possess the power to conquer it."

      "It's the most frustrating thing." I roll my eyes, not caring one bit about how childish I may look to this ancient creature. "To speak in riddles when I'm asking for clarification."

      The creature is silent for a moment, and for some reason, I think he's trying not to laugh. It feels like I've earned a few points with him, but I’m not sure how that translates to anything.

      "The magic of the book is all about connection," he says, surprising me. I thought he'd continue evading the questions. "You have connected with the words, now you must connect with the emotion. You have been pulled toward each other all this time, do not allow outside circumstances and forces pull that away. Trust your instincts. Trust your magic."

      As I mull that over, I realize he's fading away.

      "No, wait. Come back. I have more questions."

      "I will be around when you need me."

      And just like that, I'm opening my eyes in the bedroom once more. I can't tell if that was helpful or not, but at least I know I have a direct line to the Ancients. Not that it helped any. Laying back onto the pillow, I mull over his words.

      I connected to the words, now I must connect to the emotion. How am I supposed to do that?
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      It's been days since Queen Svetlana brought us back to the palace. I've mostly been confined to my room. Outside of that first night at the revel, I haven't been able to leave these four walls. Nora brings me food, and I haven't seen Derek or Julian in days.

      Surely, by now, I thought she'd make her move. Either she’d take me to the dungeons to torture me or take me to the dungeons and force me to watch my loved ones being tortured. I'm waiting for the other shoe to drop, and it's driving me slightly crazy. That, of course, is just part of her plan. But that knowledge just makes me even more determined to not show any signs of madness. No matter how crazy I'm feeling after being cooped up in here.

      In the middle of the day, Nora shows up with food. She's only allowed to stay while I eat, so we try to do as much catching up as we can during that time but in a way where we don't say too much. Except today, she starts the conversation, and her words take me by surprise.

      "The queen has begun preparation for your wedding. Derek has been sent away on an urgent matter. We will be having a dress fitting after you have eaten."

      I stare at Nora as if she's spoken a foreign language. She gives me a kind smile and a little shrug. The potato I've been chewing suddenly refuses to go down the right pipe.

      "You can't be serious."

      "It's what I've been told."

      Of course Queen Svetlana will want to move that along. The moment I'm married to Derek my power becomes available to her. Maybe married isn't the correct word. Bound would be better, but not the kind of bound Derek and I already are. What we have is something she can't touch. But it doesn't mean she won't try.

      She announced our engagement to the court, proclaiming it as truth, so there is no way out of it. But I didn't think she would act on that threat so fast. Then again, that one is on me. She's three steps ahead while I'm still trying to figure out which direction to go.

      I finish my food and let Nora lead me into the large walk-in closet in my room. Sitting me down in front of the vanity, she begins brushing out my hair. I give her a confused look, and she smiles.

      "Hair is part of wedding preparation, no?"

      I understand what she's doing, and I'm grateful. There is no way I'm ready for a parade of dresses, but this is something we can do where we can still talk. And mostly in private. It's harder to hear into the closet from the outside.

      "Where is Derek really?" I dare to ask, still keeping my voice low.

      "I'm not sure, Avery. She sent him away yesterday, and he hasn't been back."

      That actually explains my restless nights. I could feel his absence even though I didn't know he was gone. That’s another item to add to my list of items I need to dissect later.

      "She's been trying to figure out how to use the book," Nora says. My ears perk up, pushing away the conflicting emotions. "She can't read it, obviously, but she's been trying some rituals—I'm not sure."

      "It's okay," I hurry to reassure her. "It's not your job to spy on her."

      "It is, and I'm not very good at it," Nora insists. I reach back and place a hand over her own, giving it a little squeeze. Nora gives me a sad smile in return, and I can understand how she's feeling. I'm feeling hopeless as well. It's getting harder each day to keep a positive outlook on things. The Ancients have been quiet, the revel has been loud, and I've been kept in my room like a prisoner.

      Because that's exactly what I am.

      I open my mouth to say something when a commotion comes from the room. I stand, and Nora and I walk out of my closet only to find a few maids wheeling in wedding dresses. I notice the soldiers right beyond the open doorway. My anger rises up again. These are the same men and women who attacked the court and then my family and me. Queen Svetlana is behind every bad thing that has happened, and I'm in no place to stop her. But I do want to make things more difficult for her.

      "What is the meaning of this?" I ask, glancing around the room. One of the maids steps forward, and I immediately know she's the boss. And I'm not going to like her.

      "It is time for you to try on these dresses," she announces. I decide to test the waters.

      "We've been working on hairstyles. How about we do the dresses later?"

      "This isn't a request," the boss maid says, and there it is. The queen is commanding everything about my life. Well, I refuse to give her the satisfaction. I open my mouth to protest when an agonizing pain hits me straight in the stomach. I bend over at the waist, wrapping my arms around the middle.

      "She said you might try something like rebellion," the maid continues. "She made sure to take care of that. If you participate, the pain disappears. It's that simple."

      That, of course, leaves me no choice. I stand to my full height, pushing the pain away. It doesn't go away completely but enough that I can glare at the maid.

      "Bring on the dresses."
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        * * *

      

      We spend hours trying on stupid dresses that simply don't work. Nothing seems to fit because what Derek and I have is different from what the queen wants. The dresses she brought me all look like way too much. Most have a huge hoop skirt that takes up way too much space and keeps me unbalanced. Although, it's like a tent, so it would keep me upright if I needed it.

      Once the servants leave, I lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling. My body feels like I've just had a very tough workout. Every time I went against something the queen wanted, I would get a wave of pain. It makes me angry how powerful she is. She cursed the dresses, and me in the process, just to make sure I stayed in check.

      Sitting up, I run my hand over my hair and realize I'm way too restless to simply lay here. I have to do something.

      I keep thinking how the queen doesn't even need to be in the room to cast her magic. She's that powerful. If I'm to apply the same concept to my current predicament, maybe I can do something about it. An idea springs to mind, and I jump to my feet immediately.

      It's risky, and I have no idea if it'll work or not, but it feels like I need to try. I'm so tired of doing nothing.

      Moving to the floor, I sit down cross legged, hands on my knees.

      The concept here is that if I can call on the Ancient, maybe I can call on the book. Obviously, I've never tried anything like this, so I have no idea if it'll work or what it'll actually do. But that's better than slowly wasting away in this bedroom while the queen of the Summer Court prepares to destroy everything and everyone I love.

      Much like the last time, I close my eyes and concentrate on my breathing. These little inhale and exhale exercises have really helped me stay centered. I've been thinking more about balance, especially since reading about it in the book.

      Magic is about balance. It's about equal partnership between the wielder and that which is wielded. It takes discipline and intention, two things I've been learning more about.

      I place the back of my hands on my knees as I sit cross legged. My intention is on finding that balance, so when one hand conjures fire and the other conjures water I'm not even surprised. Glancing down, I study the two opposing elements and how they seem to be working in tandem. Keeping that same feeling, I reach for the book.

      I have no idea where it's at in the palace, but I know it's here. The pull I feel toward it is still there, and so I tap into that as much as I can. For a second, I feel like nothing is going to happen. But then my body begins to feel lighter. I feel like I'm flying through the hallways, right along with my magic. It weaves in and out of the rooms, checking for the book and its power. My mind fills with random words from the book, things I've read before. I don't say any of the words out loud, but they're there, at the tip of my tongue. It makes me feel more connected to the book.

      Just when I think nothing will come of it, the pull becomes stronger. I give my magic the freedom it needs to follow it. However, when I try to feel for the book, I come to a barrier, almost a physical one. I feel like my magic slams into a wall.

      Inhaling deeply, I try to push past the barrier. When that doesn't work, I search for a way around it with my mind, but there's nothing.

      And then there's pain.

      It comes suddenly, and it takes all the breath from my lungs. My magic extinguishes itself as I drop to my side on the floor. Opening my eyes, I see the door to my bedroom open. The queen stands on the other side. Her lips move, but I can't hear what she's saying. Guards are inside my room in the next moment, picking me clean off the floor and following the queen out of the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      I'm dragged into the throne room and deposited onto the floor without ceremony. The queen watches as I push myself to all fours before I feel her magic slam into me. I fly backward, landing hard on my back. The wind is once again knocked out of my lungs. My body feels bruised from the magic, but also like it's being cut open by it. In and out, pain comes in waves as I try to keep myself from crying out. I hate showing that kind of emotion in front of her.

      "You really did not think I would notice?" she asks, walking toward me slowly. The echoes of her heels on the marble floor are intensified by my pain. In my hurt brain, the sound seems to be amplified.

      "Foolish girl. You will see the book when I deem it necessary. No magic tricks will help you. Do I need to suppress your magic completely?"

      The pain makes it hard to hide emotion, and I know she sees the terror on my face at her suggestion. Her lyrical laugh rings out like bells chiming in the wind. She stands from where she leaned down to look at my face and walks slowly back to the throne.

      Breath comes back into my lungs again as the pain recedes.

      "If you are so keen on reading the book, then let me give it to you." She waves her hand and then one of the guards is there, handing her the book. My magic jumps inside of me, eager and excited at the prospect. I show nothing outwardly. The guard grabs me from behind, yanking me to my feet. I stumble but stay standing.

      "Well, Avery, work your magic." She pushes the book toward me. I take it, but I don't open it. There is no way I'm reading the book for her. When I don't automatically do her bidding, she gets in my face. "Isn't this what you wanted?"

      "I'm not helping you destroy Faery," I nearly spit out. When her hand slaps me across my face, I'm not surprised. Raising my head back up, I glare at her, making sure to put every part of my hatred for her into my eyes. She stares at me for a second before she laughs.

      "No wonder Derek is drawn to you. You are strong. I raised him to look for strength."

      I know what she's doing. She wants me to doubt Derek, but she can talk a big game all she wants. I won't believe a word she has to say about him. Not when I know the truth in my heart.

      And I do.

      Derek is my person—or fae. He's my mate, just like the ancient book spoke about. He’s someone who fills up those missing pieces and balances me out. Queen Svetlana can pull every trick in the book, and I still won't back down. Because I know how I feel, and I trust him. Raising my chin, I stare her down. She stares at me for a long moment before she yanks the book out of my hands.

      "Fine. Have it your way."

      When the blast of her magic reaches me, I drop to my hands and knees, trying to keep myself from screaming. But even as the fire of pain burns through my body, I don't doubt my decision, and I don't doubt my feelings. She can destroy me if that's what she wants, but I'm never doing her bidding.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The queen didn't wait long to dump me back in my room after I refused to read from the book. My whole body still feels like it's been run over by a truck and set on fire. But I'm holding it together. As well as I can. I know I need to rest, but I can't seem to shut off my brain.

      I'm laying as still as possible as the door creeps open and a shadow slips in. There's half a second where I want to hurl a fireball at the intruder, but then I realize I'd know that outline anywhere.

      "Are you trying to give me a heart attack?" I snap, keeping my voice low. Derek stops near my bed, a huge smile on his face.

      "Maybe only a little."

      I want to throw something at him or reply with a good comeback, but I can't think straight when he's smiling like that. He's the most beautiful creature I have ever seen. But then his smile is gone as he looks down at me, worry replacing the happiness.

      "What happened?"

      I push myself to a sitting position. He takes a seat beside me on the bed, his hand reaching for my cheek. I'm sure I'm wearing the imprint of the queen's hand now.

      "Avery—"

      "The queen happened," I reply with a shrug, even though that hurts. "I did something stupid, and she punished me for it."

      Derek's fingers trace my cheek, and I lean into his touch automatically. He cradles one cheek with his hand while his other hand finds mine on the bed. He laces his fingers with mine. I close my eyes at the sensations racing through my body. I give him a quick rundown of what happened, so he can have all the information.

      "I wasn't here."

      "There is nothing you could've done," I reply, opening my eyes so I can look at him. His are full of sorrow, and once again, I marvel at how different he is from the guy I met many moons ago. That fae was ruthless and on a mission to bring me back here, kicking and screaming. Now, he's the one who wears his heart on his sleeve.

      Maybe it's because he feels safe with me. He knows I would never judge his heart.

      "She sent me away. There are a few outposts in the woods, scouting for the Ancients or any other kind of danger. She wanted me to check on each one."

      "She's giving you busy work." Derek nods at that. I raise my head, so I can look him directly in the eye. "I tried on wedding dresses today." There's a sharp intake of breath on Derek's part, but it's the only indication I have that he's affected. I run my hand over his upper arm before tracing the fingers of his free hand. It's as if, suddenly, I can't stop touching him. I need to feel the way his skin feels.

      "I was supposed to get you out of the engagement," Derek whispers.

      "We did get a little sidetracked with the end of the world chores," I reply with a small smile. He cocks his head to the side, studying me. I can see the little corner of his mouth moving upward. I take that as a victory.

      We stare at each other, as if we've never seen the other before. The electricity we carry sizzles in the space around us. I want to pull him close. I want to wrap my arms around him and never let go.

      My prince.

      My prince.

      My fae prince.

      Nearly overwhelmed with the emotions I'm feeling, I try to keep my face as impassive as possible. But that's a futile exercise because Derek can read every emotion like it's his own. He reaches for me at the same time as I reach for him and then the world and worry melt away as our lips come together.

      He tastes of the forest and morning dew. I can't keep my hands to myself as I pull him closer. They roam over his shoulders, up his neck, and into his hair. My fingers curl into the strands, pulling on them a little, which elicits a groan deep in his throat.

      Suddenly, I'm on his lap, my legs on either side of him as he wraps his arms around my waist and tries to pull me even closer. We're hungry for each other. Hungry and unstoppable. I could kiss him until the whole world burns, and I wouldn't feel guilty at all.

      He pulls back slightly before dropping a quick kiss to my lips. Without hesitation, he spins us, so that he's laying down, and I'm on top of him. His arms cradle me to him. I pull him closer as well. I think he knows that if he didn't stop us, we would burn the whole world down together.

      "She's going to try to use this against us, isn't she?" I ask, because I need to know. I can feel Derek's heartbeat beneath me. I close my eyes against the sound.

      "She won't succeed."

      "She might." The words slip out before I can stop them. Derek brings me closer still, exhaling fully before he speaks.

      "Avery, there isn't a place or a power in this realm or the next that could keep me from you. Bring on the whole of Faery, every Ancient creature known to the world, it won't stop me. Not when it comes to you."

      My heart beats so loudly, it fills the space around us, ready to burst out of my chest. When I place my hand on his chest, his own heart answers my rhythm.

      "I'm afraid you keep making promises we won't be able to see through," I whisper. I've come to terms with the fact that if the magic requires it, I will sacrifice myself to save those I love. Not that I have said those words out loud. Derek knows. He knows what the magic can do.

      "I'm afraid of losing you," he admits, taking my argument from me. "I will do whatever it takes to make sure that doesn't happen."

      I want to tell him that he won't lose me, but I can't. The queen is clearly not afraid to hurt me. I can just see the possibilities of what could happen too clearly to lie to Derek.

      So I don't say anything. Instead, I pull him even closer and hold him, until we breathe in sync. Then, only then, do I feel like I can sleep.
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      The next week goes by in a blur of activity. The queen has decided to go all in on the wedding and is making preparations. The distraction has helped keep her mind occupied, but I've still been summoned multiple times to try and read the book. I've seen my father once, when the queen brought him to the throne room as a bargaining tool. He looked like he hadn't slept in days, and I can understand that. He wasn't allowed to speak, but the look in his eyes gave me the strength I needed to withstand her pushes.

      Even beaten down, my father is the strongest man I know, and he believes I can be just as strong.

      I've been trying to do my best. But I'm not too sure how much longer I can hold on. The emotional toll all of this is taking on me will break me before the physical will.

      Derek has been sneaking into my room every night he's not sent out on some dumb errand. I can't tell if the queen knows about it or not, but we haven't been caught yet. A part of me thinks she's giving us this time so she can use it against us. I wouldn't put it past her.

      This morning starts out like all the others. Nora brings me food and stays with me as I eat my breakfast. She looks as tired as I feel, and my heart hurts for her.

      "Has Julian come back?" I ask. She told me two days ago Queen Svetlana sent him away. Nora shakes her head no, and I can see the worry in her eyes. It doesn't sit well with me either. I want my friends safe, and there's nothing I can do to make that happen.

      I've tried reaching out to the Ancient and haven't been able to get to him. I can't tell if my magic is the hindrance or his. He's probably ignoring me as he prepares for some grand assault.

      That's what I feel like is coming next. From the Ancients, from the queen, from a third party I know nothing about. Everything is at a standstill right now, but it won’t last long. I can feel it in my bones.

      When pain comes this time, it's different. I drop down to the floor, grabbing my stomach. It feels like it's cramping. I try to hold in the tears that instantly come. Nora is beside me in a flash.

      "What is it? The queen?"

      "No," I gasp. "It's different." I try to force air into my lungs, but the cramps become worse and worse. This feels nothing like Queen Svetlana's torture magic. Suddenly, my arms feel like they're being sliced open. When Nora begins to scream, I realize it's because they are. Glancing down, I watch as cuts appear on my skin, blood leaking through. My own screams come then. Guards enter the room in the blink of an eye. There's a commotion as I drop to the floor. I hold onto my arms, trying to keep the blood and pain at bay.

      My vision swims and then everything goes black.
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        * * *

      

      When I come to, the first thing I see is Derek. He's opposite of me, his body attached to a metal pole, hands and feet bound. The image is similar to that of the witches from Salem portrayed when they were sentenced to burning. I try to go to him, but then realize I'm in the same predicament.

      "Avery," Derek calls out to me. His voice sounds hoarse, as if he's been saying my name for a while.

      "What happened?" I push past my lips, my voice hoarse as well. The last thing I remember was the pain.

      "I'm not sure."

      Derek looks like he's been through something. His face is marred by cuts and bruises.

      "Derek?"

      "I'm okay. I was attacked on my way back to the palace and then I woke up here."

      Tears fall before I can stop them. This is all my fault. If I was smarter or braver, I could've figured out the book and the magic, and we wouldn't be in this predicament.

      "I'm so sorry." I know I shouldn't be saying that to him, I know it's against fae rules, but it's Derek. I don't care. "I'm so sorry, Derek. I should've found a way. I should've done more."

      "No, stop, Avery. This is not on you. You have done everything in your power—"

      "But it wasn't enough." There are tears coming down my cheeks now. I see no point in holding them back. "I wasn't enough to save you. I wasn't—"

      "You are more than enough!" Derek's voice drowns mine out for a moment. His eyes are full of fire, and I can feel the intensity in him. Even from across the room, he's refusing to let me believe I failed, but I did. I failed all of them.

      A noise comes from my left. I try to see into the shadows, but I can't quite make out anything. The room appears to be a large square, but the light is dimmed on both my right and my left. But then a voice sounds, and my heart drops even more.

      "Mom?"

      "Avery, sweetie, are you okay?"

      "I'm fine, Mom. Where is dad?"

      "Your father is right where he needs to be." The queen is suddenly there, coming forward out of the shadows on my right. She's wearing one of her bright red dresses. The jewels on it sparkle, nearly blinding me.

      "I thought you would sleep forever," she continues. I have nothing to say to her.

      "You will pay for this!" My mom's voice rings out, and the queen's features harden.

      "That is no way to speak to your queen." She waves her hand, and the cries disappear. I can still hear my mom moving and yanking against her restraints, but she no longer seems to be able to talk.

      "What did you do?" I ask, surprised Queen Svetlana hasn't rendered me mute either. But I guess she needs me.

      "I just wanted a little piece and quiet," the queen replies. She looks much like I'm used to seeing her, except for an extra pinch of madness in her eyes. There's definitely a touch of that in her. It makes me nervous.

      "You are such a curious creature, Avery," she says, coming to stand in front of me. "All that raw power with no guidance. You know I could teach you."

      "Teach me what? How to steal another's magic and claim it as your own?" I nearly spit at her, my hatred rising. "I'm good."

      She's in my face immediately, grabbing my chin to lift it up.

      "You will show me respect."

      "I will do no such thing." I stare at her unwavering. At first, I think it'll set her off more, but she drops my face roughly before walking back to the shadow filled corner of the room. I push the pain away and concentrate.

      "You know nothing, Avery Kincaid. I don't need you as much as you think I do." The voice sounds strange, coming from a place I can see. Then, she steps back into the light with a book in her hands. My heart clenches at the sight of it. I can tell pages are missing. There are rips and cuts on it. She must've been performing rituals on it, trying to extract secrets from the book by any means possible.

      My mind goes to the pain I felt and the cuts on my arms. I stare at the book, at the similar patterns, and it becomes clear. My connection to the book is greater than I imagined. When it hurts, I hurt.

      "Since you won't read from this, then I will do what I must to get the information I need," Queen Svetlana says, throwing a smile my way. She definitely looks mad now. Hungry on the prospect of power, I suppose.

      "Don't do this," Derek calls out. When I look at him, I see fear in his eyes. He knows what she's about to do, and it terrifies him. She places the book at the center of the room on a table before she takes a dagger from beside it. Slowly, she makes her way to Derek. Stopping in front of him, she takes the dagger and runs it across his cheek. It’s not hard enough to pierce the skin, but it’s enough that I know what she's planning on doing.

      "You were supposed to control her. Not the other way around. Now, you will play your part," the queen says. When she grabs Derek's hand, she slices it clean through from wrist to the tip of his finger. He jerks, but she simply wipes her dagger all over the blood, coating it completely before she drops his hand and walks back over to the book. It's open to some page in the middle now. She holds the dagger over it, letting the blood drip onto the page. My chest feels like it’s on fire. I can't tell if it's because the book is affecting me or if it's my own anger. I reach for my magic, but I can't access it. Whatever control she has here, it's overpowering all my senses.

      All but one.

      My eyes meet Derek's from across the room. His gaze holds every promise between us. My mind snaps back to the book and the emotions I felt reading the words. Now, I understand. Whoever wrote those words was in love. The kind of love that builds cities and brings down tyrants and sets the sun in the sky to shine. That's what I feel for Derek.

      Not because of a false engagement bond or any other reason, but because he's my perfect half.

      "Do not worry, Avery. I will be with you shortly. It seems I need a little more from my son."

      The queen sends a wicked smile my way before she walks back over to Derek. This time, she doesn't reach for his hand but for his head. Bringing it to the side to expose his neck, she smiles again and places the dagger there. His eyes meet mine from across the room once more and time stops. In that split second, I see a future in him. A future I desperately want and am not about to let anyone take away from me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      The words I've read in the book come crashing into me, as if they've been circling around and have now found a place to land.

      

      The true knight is not only a person but an idea. There are those who believe the power comes from within, and there are those who believe the power comes from the land itself. It never matters where it comes from, as long as the one who wields it, wields it with a pure heart.

      

      As I remember the words, I remember the emotion. Whoever wrote the paragraph must've been greatly overcome as well because I seem to feel everything at once.

      The love.

      The duty.

      The promise.

      There are so many ways this story can go. I refuse to let it be anything but a good ending. My magic is brewing inside of me, but I can't reach it. The queen cuts Derek on the neck, not quite the artery but close enough. The scream I hear is my own.

      I'm not going to lose him.

      I'm not going to lose him.

      I'm not going to lose him.

      This is my one chance to save the man I love. Pulling on every possible emotion in my body, I send it directly into my magic.

      My wings slice through the binding as they flare out around me. The magic I've been carrying inside me all this time suddenly breaks through wherever spells the queen has in place.  Queen Svetlana gasps, taking a step back from Derek as she stares at me in awe. I jump down from where she kept me bound, facing her directly.

      "Not possible," the queen whispers. "You are not possible."

      "Surprise!" I grin.

      I can feel my magic grow. I can feel it flourish, even as my wings seem to grow bigger.

      I'm not afraid anymore.

      I'm not afraid of the responsibility that's been placed on my shoulders. I know that I've been given this power because I can handle it. And even though I've decided to be intentional about everything I do, this is the first time I actually feel like I understand the magic that courses through my veins.

      It's love and it's power and it's every mistake and every right decision. It's what makes the world turn. And I hold it in the palm of my hand and in the beating of my heart.

      I am my mother's daughter. I am my father's daughter. But I am also the product of the land and the magic that comes with it. My heritage is not just from one line.

      I am a shifter.

      A witch.

      A fae.

      All of these make up who I am, and even though I've spent my life being afraid of not being normal, not being normal is the greatest thing that I can be.

      The queen moves then, throwing her magic my way, but I'm prepared. I throw my own shield up, protecting me from her blast. I can see it takes her by surprise. Without giving her a chance to recover, I send my own blast of magic. It paralyzes her in place.

      I wouldn't be lying if I said a part of me enjoys the fact that I can make her feel how she has made everybody around her feel, if only for a fraction of the time.

      Her magic is powerful, and she is experienced. She breaks through my hold. The next thing I know, she's blasting her magic but not at me. It takes me a second to make sure I stop it before it reaches her intended targets.

      She's targeting the people I love.

      Without knowing where my father is, I throw a barrier up, but not in front of a specific spot. I throw it around us, kind of like a dome, descending around us. She's trapped in here with me.

      Derek is free from his bonds, and he reaches for the dagger she discarded.

      "You're not actually going up against me, are you?" the queen asks Derek, but he doesn't even hesitate. Closing the distance between them, he speaks.

      "I am standing against you and everything that you have ever tried to do to me and to your people. I will answer to you no longer." There's pain in Derek's words. I want to protect him from it, but I also understand that maybe he needs to exert his own sort of revenge. He's suffered at her hand for so long.

      Then, I realize this is not going to be as perfect as I want it to be in my head. The queen screams and then her soldiers spill into the room. They surround the dome of protection I've created, but I have no idea how long that'll last. Derek and I are the only ones standing against the mob. The odds are not stacked in our favor.

      Except that's the wrong kind of thinking here. After all, I have a magic no one else has. It's about time I used it.
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        * * *

      

      Throwing a blast of magic at the queen, I race past her toward the book. It nearly takes me to my knees how destroyed and abused the pages look.  I have no time to go through my breathing exercises or to try and find my center. My whole body is buzzing with power, and I can feel danger right on the other side of my barrier. The queen is already getting to her feet, and Derek is beside me, ready to defend me if the need arises.

      "Avery."

      "Give me a second."

      I slam the book shut, placing both hands on it, front and back. My wings move in anticipation. Instead of focusing on what I need, I focus on the emotions.

      My need to save my people.

      My desire to keep Faery flourishing.

      My desire for revenge on the queen.

      The book feels all of it and then it begins to shake under my grip. My instinct is to drop it, but instead, I hold on. A bright light spews from the book, encompassing me in its glow. I feel a rush of power through my whole being, and I gasp as it becomes nearly overwhelming. At the back of my mind, I can hear screaming as the barrier comes down and an urgent cry for help from Derek.

      "Avery!"

      I feel it all, but somehow, I'm also disconnected from my body. And then, I feel the book again, but this time, inside of me. It trusted me to do what needs to be done. I have found my balance.

      My magic is old but it's also my own. I hold it all in the palm of my hand. Turning to the hoard of people, I throw a blast of magic at them. I wield both fire and water equally, but there's something more there. The book's magic, it lives inside of me now. I'm not afraid anymore, and a part of me disconnects.

      All I feel is vengeance.

      All I want to do is destroy everything.

      At the back of my mind, I realize those are my emotions, but they're also multiplied by the hatred the Ancient magic feels. Because I now know it's as much alive as anything else. I send another blast of magic at the soldiers when a powerful tug takes me clear off my feet. I land hard. When I glance down, I find nothing there.

      Twisting around, I find the queen rising, a smirk on her royal face.

      "I can see the power on you," she says, moving closer. "I can almost taste it. I want it. And I know how to take it."

      "By bleeding me dry?"

      "Well, no, but it's a start."

      I feel the same kind of ruthless energy the queen is displaying. I want to take her down and make her pay. When she sends a blast of air at me, I'm nearly lost in my thoughts. But I recover quickly enough, sending my own blast of fire at her. She seems to yank at my magic, pulling me closer.

      "You will never defeat me," she says, her voice full of glee. "I will take this land and I will make it mine, just like I will take your magic. You are just a child. You will never be able to stand against me." She laughs then, and I can't believe her. After all this, she thinks she's winning. I'm going to make sure she remembers who beat her.

      "My name is Avery Kincaid. I am a daughter of both worlds and a wielder of Ancient magic. You are nothing but a has been. A queen who held onto her throne a little too tightly. I am more than happy to take such a hard burden off your hands."

      When I send a stream of fire and water at her, I don't hold back. The fire burns and the water soothes. It's the worst kind of torture. The queen screams, and I laugh, surprising myself and Derek. The need to destroy is nearly overwhelming. I send a wave of my magic at the soldiers. In the next moment, they're all knocked out.

      "We are not so different," the queen gasps, blood dripping from her lip. "You have given yourself over to the power. You will be your own downfall."

      "You would know something about that," I spit at her as I try to hold onto the magic. I don't want to prove her right. Then, Derek is beside me, his hand reaching for my own. Little by little, the storm inside me calms. Just like that I know exactly what to do.

      I make an internal phone call to someone who can handle this magic just fine.
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      The Ancient appears in the middle of the room as if he's always been there.

      One look at me, and he seems to know exactly what's happening. Raw magic radiates off him and then the soldiers who were still standing are on the floor.

      "You have done well, Avery Kincaid," the creature says. "You have proven yourself worthy of the words of the Ancients."

      I glance over at the book, which needs some serious tender love and care to restore it to its previous glory. For some reason, I'm not afraid of what I'll find on those pages anymore.

      "The wings suit you."

      Surprised, I look at the creature, but he's already shifted his attention. He suddenly fills up the majority of the room. He rises above us, a picture of vengeance and pain. The queen has fallen where I defeated her, but for some reason, it seems like that's not enough. Not to the creature.

      He's upon her before I can blink and then she screams as he envelops her in his cloak. The rush of magic nearly takes me off my feet. Suddenly, the creature and the queen are gone.  I don't even have time to process that before Derek is on top of me.

      He nearly body slams me, grabbing me around the waist and pulling me straight into his arms. I wrap my legs around his waist, holding him just as desperately as he's holding me. Our heartbeats begin beating in sync, calming both of us down.

      Pulling back so I can look down at his face, I don’t even hesitate. My lips crash onto his. He kisses me with the same fervor he does everything. He is my lifeline, and I am in his. In this one kiss he pours his whole being into me. My hands roam over his hair, pulling his head even closer as he cradles me in his arms.

      There is no space left between us, yet I'm still not close enough.

      I continue to devour him with my mouth, pouring every thought and emotion in the way our lips move together. He pulled me back from the edge. He saved me.

      "We saved each other," he murmurs against my lips. I chuckle.

      "Stop reading my mind."

      "Never."

      He places his forehead against mine, and we both exhale. Then he places me back on the floor, and I give him a big smile. Smart guy.

      Pushing away from him, I bring the barrier down and race for the corner of the room where my mother's voice was coming from. Dad is also there, strung up on a pole just like we were. I free my parents without a word and then we're hugging.

      "We're so sorry, Avery. So sorry." Dad keeps repeating the words over and over, and I simply hold them closer.

      Everything will be okay now.
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        * * *

      

      It's been a few weeks since the Ancient took the queen to who knows where. No one has mourned her absence. It actually almost seems like everything was at a standstill, and now, everything is moving so fast.

      Derek has reinstated the council. The Sunland family, my family of long forgotten fae, are finally back. My father will be one to guide the council to make the right decisions while Derek rules the Summer Court.

      It seems crazy that such an old tradition would be so accepted, but I guess fae have long-lasting memories. When Derek announced he would be taking the throne and the council, Summer Court blew up with excitement. Maybe they have been waiting for Queen Svetlana's downfall as well.

      I have forgiven my parents for their secrets, and I'm keeping a few of my own. I suppose that's how the world works, right? We found Hannah in the dungeons. Poor thing had been nearly drained of her magic. Queen Svetlana had been practicing on her. Hannah is back in her house now, recovering. Julian’s brother, Jared, is staying there, and Nora opens up a portal for me any time I ask for one.

      "Do you remember the first time we met?" I ask without turning around. I'm in the library, a place I didn't even know existed in the palace until I went exploring. Stepping inside this room felt more magical than reading from the Ancient book. So many books and now I have all the time in the world to read them.

      "I remember."

      I've been waiting for Derek to find me. He always seems to find me.

      "I hated you, you know," I say.

      "The feeling was mutual."

      I turn then, to face him. I don't think I'll ever get over seeing him in his royal garments. The t-shirt and jeans are gone. Instead, his slacks look like they're tailored just for him while his black shirt is unbuttoned at the top and looks like it's made out of the night sky. He still wears his human clothes from time to time. He simply looks like a mafia boss or something. Not that I'm complaining.

      "And now you don't hate me at all." I wink and Derek chuckles.

      "Ain't that the truth."

      I gasp in mock shock and laugh a little.

      "Why Derek, that is such a human phrase. Don't let the courts hear you."

      "Or what?"

      He has come farther into the room, slowly moving toward me like a predator moves toward prey.

      "Or they'll task me with punishing you."

      That's my position here now. I'm Derek's right-hand woman but also a bit of an enforcer. Our engagement is our own now and we will figure it out with time.

      The book's magic lives inside me now. We have found an understanding and a balance, so I can now read from the book without causing destruction. Maybe one day we'll figure out why I was chosen for this, but it doesn't matter. I can't imagine being anyone else.

      "A punishment? Could I negotiate some terms?" Derek's teasing voice brings me out of my musings.

      "I don't think that's how it works."

      "I suppose I'll have to decree something then." He's around the desk and grabbing me in the next second. I try to get away, playfully, but we both know I want to be caught by him. And only him.

      He pulls me close, and I jump up, wrapping my legs around his middle. He holds me effortlessly and possessively, and I love him more than words can explain.

      "I love you too." He chuckles as he steals a tiny kiss from my lips.

      "Stop reading my mind."

      "Never."

      He captures my lips with his own then, and it's always as if we're kissing for the first time. New and exciting and all the sensations at once. But there's also comfort in his kiss, something that I eat up just as hungrily.

      Who would've thought that I would find my soulmate in this grumpy fae prince? I never could’ve imagined my life going this way, but Maddie was right. I trusted my magic and the right kind of people came along. Speaking of which.

      "Did Julian find the t-shirt he's been looking for?"

      "That's what you'd like to talk about right now?" Derek pouts a little, pulling back. I grin down at him.

      "It's an important question."

      Derek sighs. "No. He and Nora are in the room now, going through piles of clothes."

      "Perfect. Let's go help them."

      I jump down, but Derek doesn't let me move away.

      "You're impossible."

      "This is true. Better get used to it."

      "I already can't live without it." I'm grinning again, as Derek leans down to give me another kiss. I open up to it completely, happy and fulfilled. There are a hundred promises in that one kiss, and I intend on collecting them all.
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      Thank you for reading my book! If you have enjoyed it, please consider leaving a review. Reviews are like gold to authors and are a huge help!

      They help authors get more visibility, and help readers make a decision!

      
        
        And, if you’d like to stay up to date with all of my shenanigans, sign up for my newsletter today!

      

        

      
        CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP!

      

      

      

      Thank you!
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        Get the complete series here:

        Thunderbird Academy Trilogy

      

      

      

      My power could save my friends—or destroy them.

      

      As I start a new semester at Thunderbird Academy, I have a lot to live up to. News of my sisters' courageous fight against the Ancient evil has spread, and now, everyone expects the same greatness from me.

      

      But all I want to do is:

      1) Find my dad.

      2) Figure out why my magic has suddenly gone on the fritz.

      

      It would be a lot easier if I didn't have to keep dealing with the ever-annoying Aiden Lawson. Shifter, nemesis, ridiculously gorgeous. I don't care how he makes my pulse race, I will not be deterred from my mission.

      

      But the war with the Ancients is just beginning, and now, Thunderbird Academy has become a sanctuary as well as a school. Each attack is deadlier than the last, and when the academy ends up under siege, my friends and I have no choice but to fight.

      

      Am I brave enough to trust my magic to save us? Or will my world come crashing down around me by my own hands?

      

      I'm in a fight for my life, and I, Maddie Hawthorne, have no idea what I'm doing.

      

      Welcome to my year at Thunderbird Academy.

      

      Full of magic, adventure, and romance, Thunderbird Academy is an completed addicting young adult paranormal romance series by USA Today bestselling author Valia Lind that will keep you reading late into the night!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Do you love Beauty and the Beast?
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        CLICK HERE to start reading!

      

      

      Travel to the land of Skazka with this Russian inspired Beauty and the Beast fairytale retelling!

      A mafia heiress. A broody wolf prince. A deadly curse.

      Available now!
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      USA Today bestselling author. Photographer. Artist. Born and raised in St. Petersburg, Russia, Valia Lind has always had a love for the written word. She wrote her first published book on the bathroom floor of her dormitory, while procrastinating to study for her college classes. Upon graduation, she has moved her writing to more respectable places, and has found her voice in Young Adult and cozy mysteries.

      

      
        
        Sign up to receive updates, behind the scenes, & more!

        CLICK HERE
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      The Skazka Fairy Tales

      The Scarlet Rose (A Beauty and the Beast Retelling)

      The Golden Slipper (A Cinderella Retelling) - coming Autumn 2022!

      

      The Skazka Chronicles

      Hardcover Omnibus - 4 books in one

      Remembering Majyk (The Skazka Chronicles, #1)

      Majyk Reborn (The Skazka Chronicles, #2)

      The Faithful Soldier (The Skazka Chronicles, #2.5)

      Majyk Reclaimed (The Skazka Chronicles, #3)

      

      Crooked Windows Inn Cozy Mysteries

      Once Upon a Witch #1

      Two Can Witch the Game #2

      Witch’s First Zombie - FREE short story

      Third Witch’s the Charm #3

      Witches Four the Win #4 - coming Spring 2022!

      

      Blackwood Supernatural Prison Series

      Witch Condemned (#1)

      Witch Unchained (#2)

      Witch Awakened (#3)

      Witch Ascendant (#4)

      

      Hawthorne Chronicles - Each season can be read as standalone!

      

      Season Three

      Marked by Fae (prequel novella) -  free to download

      Shadow of the Fae (#1)

      Blood of the Fae (#2)

      Revenge of the Fae (#3)

      

      Season Two

      Of Water and Moonlight (Thunderbird Academy, #1)

      Of Destiny and Illusions (Thunderbird Academy, #2)

      Of Storms and Triumphs (Thunderbird Academy, #3)

      

      Season One

      Guardian Witch (Hawthorne Chronicles, #1)
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