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 To my boys

Chapter 1

I  OPENED  MY  EYES,  and  found  my  face  glued  to  a  bare  chest  that  I  really hoped was Auden’s. 

“It’s me.” His chest rumbled against my face. 

Phew. 

“Careful,” he warned, as I started to peel my face off his chest. 

Why did I need to be—ow. 

My  head  slammed  into  something  above  me.  Auden’s  hand  cradled  it, and  despite  the  darkness  of  wherever  we  were,  I  could  see  that  he  wore  a grimace as he rubbed the growing bump now adorning my scalp. 

“Where  are  we?”  I  tilted  my  head,  looking  from  side  to  side.  Wherever we  were,  it  was  small,  and  dark,  and  clearly  there  wasn’t  much  space  to move. 

“Kalus  has  us  trapped  in  some  kind  of  rock  cage.”  Auden  didn’t  look thrilled  about  that,  but  I’d  definitely  seen  him  look  less-thrilled  before,  so  I didn’t think we were in immediate danger. 

“What happened?” 

We went over some kind of bump. My head slammed into the rock above me  again  before  bouncing  off  Auden’s  rock-hard  chest  and  then  slamming back into the actual rock again. 

A pained moan escaped me, and Auden scolded me as he pinned my head to his chest. “Be careful.” He paused. “I don’t know where we are. You hit me with your dust, and it overwhelmed me. I woke up in here, on top of you. 

We were in the same position we’d been in when the lightning struck.” 

Huh. 

So maybe they just hadn’t bothered to move us? 

That seemed odd, though. 

“Weird.”  I  dropped  my  head  back  to  Auden’s  chest.  Clearly  he’d swapped  places  with  me  so  his  massive  weight  wasn’t  cutting  off  my  air supply, which I did appreciate. 

His  hand  continued  cradling  my  head,  like  he  expected  me  to  forget  the rock  above  me  and  smash  the  thing  against  the  ceiling  again.  “They’re moving us somewhere.” 

“Any idea where?” 

“No.  What  do  you  remember  about  the  time  the  spirit  fae  were  holding you hostage?” 

“I was unconscious for most of it, but Ien wanted all three of us, called us a full set, and was talking about moving forward with a sacrifice.” 

Auden muttered a curse. “What else could they need a sacrifice for?” 

“I don’t know. Don’t really want to find out, either. Any chance you can get us out of here?” 

“With enough time, yes.” 

And with that, he set to work. 

BEFORE AUDEN COULD GET us out, our stone cage stopped moving. Then, the walls around us vanished and we dropped a few feet to the ground. 

Auden turned us in the air so he landed first and caught the brunt of the impact, but the crash still knocked the breath out of me. 

 “Don’t move,”  he growled into my mind. 

I remained still on his chest, waiting. Trusting him to keep us alive. 

Or  at  least,  to  keep   me  alive.  He  would  revive  if  he  died,  so  I  knew  he wasn’t his own top priority. 

“We have you surrounded with metal weapons,” Ien announced. 

For possibly the first time since I’d met him, he didn’t sound cheerful. 

“If  we  see  so  much  as  a  drop  of  water  or  dust,  your  faery  will  be punished,” Ien added. 

Um, harsh. 

“My  faery  has  little  control  over  her  dust,  a  fact  I’m  sure  you  already know,” Auden told the men, his voice surprisingly calm. 

 “I could dust them,”  I told him. 

 “Not yet. I want to know what their goal is.” 

Ooh, yeah. Good plan. 

“Control her, or watch her bleed,” Merzo’s cold voice stated. 

Yikes. 

“Stand,” Ien commanded. 

 “When  hell  breaks  loose,  throw  your  dust.  Try  not  to  hit  me,”   Auden murmured to me, easing us both to our feet smoothly and slowly.  “And let me do the talking. They fear me more than they fear you.” 

That  was  definitely  true.  I  wasn’t  exactly  someone  who  inspired  fear  in the people I met or interacted with. 

Now that we were standing, I looked around. 

We  were  still  along  the  coast  somewhere,  though  I  didn’t  see  anything that  resembled  the  wind  kingdom.  There  was  only  a  small  stretch  of  butter-colored sand separating a thick jungle from the calm ocean, and my feet sank into that sand as Auden slid me behind him, blocking me with his body. 

Around us stood a small group of fae, a few of which were holding small knives from Earth. The group was smaller than I would’ve guessed after the mass number that had attacked us outside of  Terrae; only nine. 

Among  those  nine  the  only  three  I  recognized  were  Kalus  (holding Angelo), Merzo, and Ien. Apparently the redheaded kings were working with Ien  again.  Those  guys  had  seemed  like  a  mess  when  Elyn  and  I  had  been trapped in the sky castle with them, so I doubted that whatever agreement or truce they’d come to was really a solid one. And that was a good thing for me and Auden. 

“I’m sure you’ve been informed that the sea kingdom pledged themselves to  November,”  Auden  said,  still  feigning  calmness.  I  could  feel  his  tension, though, somehow. He was a rubber band that these kings had stretched as far as they could take him, and soon, he would snap. 

I  was  really  freakin’  glad  he  was  going  to  be  on  my  side  when  he  did, because most of Avalon called him  Chaos for a reason. 

Auden  continued,  “Release  us,  and  I’ll  consider  holding  my  fae  back when they seek your blood. You know what happens when the wind and sea kingdoms  declare  war  individually;  imagine  the  destruction  that  will  follow our  kingdoms  fighting  together.  Haven’t  you  lost  enough  magic  at  this point?” 

I  felt  the  water  start  to  change,  and  my  eyes  flicked  to  the  ocean.  But  it still looked calm. 

“Don’t think about going for the water, Noa,” Ien warned. “We may not be  able  to  damage  your   kompel,  but  human  metal  will  mar  your  skin

permanently.” 

Yikes. 

I glanced back at him as Auden’s arm drew my chest tighter to his back. I could no longer see around him, but the other men could probably no longer see me either. 

I could definitely still feel the water changing, though. Auden was doing something to it; changing something. 

“We don’t give a  wist  about our magic,” Kalus spat. “The pain caused by our  kompels is what matters.” 

Right. 

Hannah still had about half of her king’s magic; he was still in pain. 

I felt bad about that, but not that bad considering how the earth king had treated my friend. 

Merzo shouldn’t have been in pain, though. 

But he’d said  our pain, plural. 

Did Ien already have a  kompeleno bond, then? 

Was that what this sacrifice was about? 

Something to do with the constant pain left behind when the faerie he’d been permanently pledged to died? 

So many of the fae were suffering; that could definitely be something that brought them together. 

“You’ve found a way to end the bonds, then,” Auden said evenly. “And it requires a sacrifice.” 

I  couldn’t  see  Ien  anymore  thanks  to  a  beefy  arm  and  shoulder,  but  I heard  his  grin.  “Yes.  We  were  going  to  feed  all  three  faeries  to  Avalon  to accomplish it, but the two of you proved easier to catch.” 

No  wonder  he  was  so  cheerful;  he’d  probably  been  suffering  for  a  long time, and now he had a way to end that pain while retaining his life, power, and freedom. 

“Where  is  this  sacrifice  supposed  to  take  place?”  Auden  countered,  his head turning a bit as he looked from side to side. 

“All in due time,” Ien said, his voice growing a bit mocking. 

I felt the change in the ocean before Auden growled,  “It’s time.” 

A big wave swelled as the air flooded with water. I heard a few unearthly screams around us that cut off abruptly—too abruptly. 

A  set  of  arms  ripped  me  from  Auden’s  grasp  just  before  the  tsunami crashed into the shore, and I shot into the air, in the arms of Ien. 

The edge of a metal knife rested against the base of my throat, and the tip of another sat in the middle of my chest, over my heart. 

Auden  or  one  of  his  friends  had  told  me  that  only  faery  magic  could permanently  kill  fae…  but  only  human  weapons  could  completely  kill faeries. So theoretically, I could heal from most things. 

But not being stabbed in the chest or throat with a nonmagical knife. 

“Settle  the  ocean,  or  I’ll  feed  her  blood  to  Avalon,”  Ien  snarled  from behind me. 

I tried to remain very, very still. 

The  ocean  began  to  roll  back,  slowly  beginning  to  calm  once  again. 

Auden stood within the tide, his body remaining upright and out of the water. 

It looked as if he was standing, even though I knew the ground wasn’t high enough for that where he was. 

“You need her alive and willing to make a sacrifice,” Auden called back, though I could feel his emotions building dangerously, somehow. 

Merzo  flew  close  to  me  and  Ien,  his  massive  dragon  wings  extended behind him. I assumed that if the sky king was still alive, Kalus probably was too; their magic could protect them from Auden’s much better than most of the weaker fae’s could. 

“Are you willing to bet on that, though?” Ien countered. 

There  was  an  edge  of  that  creepy  cheerfulness  in  his  voice,  and  my stomach clenched. 

When the ocean didn’t calm the rest of the way immediately, Ien dug his knife into my neck a little harder. 

I cried out, and Auden lifted his hands in the air as the ocean went still, even  calmer  than  it  had  been  before  Auden’s  small  tsunami.  It  hadn’t  been anywhere near as large as the tidal waves we’d created on Earth, but Avalon had life of her own and wasn’t easy to persuade. 

“Alright, it’s done,” he yelled. “Put her down.” 

I could feel his panic coursing through my veins alongside my own. The knife  cutting  into  my  skin  drew  back,  and  a  bead  of  blood  rolled  down  my chest. 

“If you want your queen, you’ll take us to  Errvae,” Ien shouted back. 

I felt Auden’s revulsion for the place mingle with his fear. “Nothing good comes from  Errvae.” 

“Exactly.” I heard Ien’s feralness, felt his cheeks move as his face parted in a grin. “Call the land.” 

There  was  a  moment  of  silence.  Auden’s  mind  touched  mine,  and  I  felt his dark acceptance. To the other men, he said, “It’s on its way.” 

“We’ll  keep  a  hold  on  your  queen  until  it  rises,”  Ien  sneered.  “Prepare yourself for a sacrifice.” 

 “What kind of sacrifice will this place need?”  I asked Auden, my breath picking  up  as  the  adrenaline  of  the  moment  started  to  die  and  fear  began  to replace it.  “What does Errvae mean?” 

 “Broken vows,”  Auden said, his eyes locked on me from where he stood below  me.  “Errvae  is  the  island  of  broken  promises,  broken  minds,  and broken people.” 

Chapter 2

WELL, that didn’t sound good. 

 “So it’s not going to make us sacrifice our lives?”  I asked. 

 “Avalon doesn’t allow us to lie, November. What do you think it does to those who break their vows?” 

Oh. 

Crap. 

 “Maybe there’s a way around it,”  I suggested. 

It felt like a long shot, though. 

Auden’s lack of response, and the hopelessness I could feel coming from him didn’t make it seem very likely. 

A few minutes later, I felt the ocean change again. This time, something seemed to be moving through the water rapidly. It glided through the depths without  disturbing  the  water  at  all,  as  if  it  was  made  of  whatever  the  water was made of and wasn’t moving. 

Hovering over the ocean, wrapped uncomfortably in Ien’s spirit-like arms with  knives  only  inches  from  my  heart  and  throat,  my  eyes  lingered  on  the spot in the water that I could feel  Errvae would emerge from. 

Sure enough, an island parted the water without so much as a ripple only seconds  later.  Water  slid  off  the  land  mass  as  it  grew  out  of  the  ocean.  My eyes widened as I took it in. 

Auden wasn’t kidding when he called it the island of broken things. 

Every piece of Avalon that I’d seen was either green or vibrantly-colored in other shades. There wasn’t anything plain or bland or boring; it was all full of color and full of life. 

But  Errvae was a void compared to the rest of Avalon. 

Dull gray sand followed the odd shape of the small island, meeting a few leafless gray trees and wilting gray flowers. There was a rocky path weaving through the sparse, dead-looking trees that led up toward a small, simple gray gazebo. 

“You  have  your  island.  Give  back  my  queen,”  Auden  said  through  a clenched jaw. 

Ien  gave  a  dark  laugh.  He  and  I  glided  down  toward  the  lifeless  island, and something inside me sank a bit. 

I tried to look behind us, to see Auden, but Ien’s knife met my chest again and I jerked my head back forward, swallowing a heavy hit of fear. 

Auden  emerged  from  the  water  as  we  landed,  stepping  between  me  and the  gazebo.  His  hands  lifted  out  in  front  of  him  in  the  universal  sign  of surrender. 

“You don’t want to do this,” he told Ien, maintaining an even voice. “You know I won’t sacrifice our bond willingly. To do so would kill not only me, but probably November too.” 

“But  I  imagine  you  will  sacrifice  yourself  for  your  queen,  won’t  you?” 

Ien’s grip tightened on me as he hovered a foot off the ground, like he was ready and waiting to take off at any minute now. 

“If you’re looking for a way out of pain, Ien, sacrifice  yourself to  Errvae. 

Leave her out of this,” Auden’s voice was harder, and edged on desperate. 

 “When you feel the air change, throw your dust,”  Auden murmured into my mind.  “And run.” 

He didn’t have to say that he wanted me to run toward the water. We both knew that the safest place for me was deep beneath the waves, hidden from the fae who couldn’t breathe beneath the surface. 

Our  eyes  collided,  and  I  didn’t  nod;  I  didn’t  want  to  be  obvious.  I  was panicking too hard to really tell him that I was on board with his plan, but I hoped he’d know anyway. That maybe he could see it in my eyes somehow. 

“I value my life too much to do that,” Ien said with a chuckle. “Yours, not so much.” 

Kalus  and  Merzo  landed  beside  us—Merzo  with  his  wings,  and  Kalus, with an arm over Merzo’s shoulder so his winged brother could carry him. 

My eyes latched on to the sand-colored dog in the earth king’s arms. As far as I could see, Angelo was alive and well and happy. 

 “I’ll get Angelo,”  Auden growled at me.  “You get yourself. Swim toward Avvete or the wind kingdom if you know where they are. If you don’t, swim

 deep and I’ll find you.” 

At  least  Hannah  was  going  to  get  her  furry  best  friend  back  out  of  this crappy situation we’d landed ourselves in. 

“Avalon will appreciate your sacrifice,” Merzo told Auden with a smirk. 

“Stop talking, and let’s end this,” Kalus snarled. 

Angelo licked his face. Trying to calm him, I imagined. 

But it was a little late for the crazed king to be calmed. 

The air changed, growing thick and wet as Auden flooded it with water. 

That was what I was supposed to be waiting for, wasn’t it? 

Deciding to go for it, I focused on my dust, and shot it outward, willing it to make the men let go of me and let me go. 

A  horrifying  scream  erupted  from  Ien  as  my  glitter  filled  the  air,  but  I didn’t waste any more time. 

I ran. 

Gray sand flew from beneath my feet as I sprinted toward the ocean, and there were no hands reaching for me when I dove in. 

The water swallowed me, and I kicked hard, swimming downward. 

The possibility of another sacrifice hanging over my head was enough to motivate me to swim faster than I ever had before. 

I  could   feel  where  the  wind  kingdom  and   Avvete  were.  And  although ultimately  I’d  feel  safer  in   Avvete,  I  knew  we  needed  to  take  Angelo  to  the land so he could get back to Hannah. 

I  got  there  faster  than  expected  and  waited  beneath  the  water,  just  deep enough that I didn’t think any of the fae could get to me without gills of their own. 

I didn’t have to wait long. 

Auden went flying past me, his tail glittering, and the dog in his arms. My eyes nearly bulged out of my head when I saw Angelo’s fur, and I followed Auden  up  to  the  surface.  When  we  broke,  I  saw  Angelo  running  around, looking  plenty  happy.  He  definitely  looked  fine  though;  no  signs  of drowning. Auden must’ve been able to use his magic to keep him breathing underwater somehow, or—

A  massive  body  collided  with  mine,  lifting  me  off  the  ground  and squeezing me tightly. 

I hugged him back just as fiercely. That had been… a lot. 

“You’re fine,” he growled into my hair, over my ear. He was still just as grumpy  as  always,  but  by  then,  it  was  kind  of  endearing.  “We’re  fine.  No

one’s sacrificing anything.” 

I nodded, my throat too swollen to speak. 

He held me tight. Really, really tight. 

And it felt like… security. 

Avalon was a shit show, and my life had crumbled and been reformed so many  times  that  it  resembled  an  uneven  ball  of  half-dried  playdough,  but  it was real. And honest. 

Auden released me long enough to run his hands over my face and neck, and  then  pulled  away  so  he  could  check  over  my  arms,  stomach,  and  legs. 

There  were  wind  fae  flying  over  us,  but  I  didn’t  care.  Auden  needed  to  see that I was okay, and seeing him freak out over my safety like he always did made everything feel more normal. 

A  few  fae  jogged  up  to  us  while  Auden  was  checking  me  over.  I recognized golden-boy Lodan, as well as Auden’s grinning best-friend-slash-brother,  Froet,  but  other  than  that,  didn’t  know  any  of  them.  But  Angelo greeted  all  of  them  happily  with  licks  that  made  the  fae  exchange  uncertain looks, and that lifted my spirits. 

As  Auden  straightened,  I  noticed  a  fae  with  cotton-candy-pink  hair standing toward the rear of the group. My eyes squinted a bit as recognition set in. 

“Octo?” I asked. 

A few of the fae moved to give the pink-haired guy some more space, and sure enough, a clearer view of his face proved me right. 

I’d  assumed  he  was  an  earth  fae…  so  what  was  he  doing  with  the  wind group? 

“We  have  fae  planted  in  all  of  the  kingdoms,”  Auden  murmured  to  me, sliding  his  fingers  through  mine  as  he  settled  into  his  place  at  my  side.  “Or Rollen does, I suppose.” 

Auden and Rollen weren’t technically on the same team now that Auden had  taken  over  the  sea  fae  kingdom  instead  of  leading  the  wind  fae  armies, but  as  far  as  I  could  tell,  Rollen  didn’t  give  a  crap  which  kingdom  Auden belonged to. And Auden didn’t really seem to either. 

Octo greeted me with a grin. “Pretty queen Noa. I wondered when I’d see you again.” 

Auden stiffened beside me. 

I  squeezed  his  fingers  before  responding  to  Octo.  “Hey,  it’s  been  a minute.” 

He frowned. “It’s been much more than a minute.” 

Oops. 

“That’s just a human saying.” I waved it off. “Are Hannah and Elyn back yet?”  Of  course,  I  cared  about  Rollen  and  Kilo  too,  but  Hannah  and  Elyn were  the  ones  whose  lives  were  really  in  danger  given  the  whole  sacrifice-the-queen thing. 

“Not yet,” Froet offered. 

The  guy  wore  this  massive  grin.  I  couldn’t  decide  whether  to  be suspicious of him or return the expression. 

“Flood  the  skies  with  guards,”  Auden  commanded,  sweeping  a  hand upward. “Ien, Merzo, and Kalus will be looking for the other two queens; be prepared to protect them when they return.” 

He took my hand and towed me toward our hill-house. All I had on was my bikini, and truthfully, it was a bit stretched out after all the fun Auden and I  had  in  the  underwater  throne  room.  That  felt  like  an  eternity  ago  after everything that had happened, but it hadn’t been long at all. 

“What’s the plan?” I asked Auden. Though I liked to think I maintained some level of independence, I didn’t. In Avalon, I needed Auden. And if he said go, I was going to go, because he was my best chance at staying alive. 

And  now  apparently,  also  my  best  chance  at  avoiding  being  sacrificed  once again, in a much more permanent way. 

“Packing.  We’ve  got  to  go  to  the  sea  kingdom.”  He  led  me  through  the door. 

Something furry brushed against the side of my thigh, and I jumped a bit, glancing down. 

Angelo. 

Right. 

Guess he was a fan of hill-houses too. 

I  let  Auden  tow  me  down  the  stairs.  “Why  do  we  have  to  go  to  the  sea kingdom?” 

“We  told  the  other  fae  that  we  would.  And  Joge  was  right;  it’s  far  safer than the wind kingdom.” 

“Why is it safer?” I countered, as he gave me a little push toward the bed. 

I landed smoothly on my ass, and Angelo jumped up to sit by me. “And you know I’m not leaving Hannah and Elyn.” 

“Of  course  I  know  that.”  Auden  gave  me  a  dirty  look.  “That’s  been established.  We’ll  leave  as  soon  as  they’ve  returned  with  the  faery  artifacts

they’re going to give you to make up for going through your portal.” 

He grabbed my bag of stuff from my old life off the ground, where it had sat since it came to Avalon. It was a good thing their ocean cleaned my skin, clothing,  and  even  my  teeth,  or  else  I  would  have  seriously  questionable personal hygiene at that point. 

“The sea kingdom here resembles the one we had on Avalon Island, but it’s underground. There are only a few exits and entrances, so it’s much less accessible than the city here. And it’s a long way out into the ocean, so it’s harder to reach on top of that. You’ll be safer there.” 

Chapter 3

HE SET the duffel bag down on the bed beside me and headed over to the rack of faery clothes. We’d only just hung them a day or two earlier, but he pulled them off the hangers rapidly, tossing them over to me. 

Fabric hit me in the face, in the shoulder, and in the arm, before it piled up  around  me.  Auden’s  clothes  followed  the  faery  ones,  and  though  neither of us had that many possessions, my lap was a verifiable cloth mountain. 

“Underground?”  I  frowned,  ignoring  Clothes  Mountain  as  Auden  strode up to me and started picking up clothing items one by one. 

“Yes. It’s built into a massive natural cave system. The sea fae used their magic  to  make  the  caves  wider  and  more  evenly-shaped,  but  it’s  quite beautiful. You’ll like it.” 

I wasn’t sold on that. “Why are all of the buildings here underground or inside mountains and hills?” 

He folded the clothes rapidly, and I joined in so I didn’t feel like a useless sack of glitter. “Avalon destroys anything built on top of her land. We have to carve into the soil, stone, or trees to avoid the strength of her regeneration magic.” 

“Seriously? That underwater kingdom wasn’t carved into stone.” 

“No.  The  faeries  built  it,  and  we  assume  they  had  a  way  to  use  their magic to tame Avalon into allowing them to build on top of her. But the fae don’t have that gift.” 

We  piled  folded  clothes  into  the  bag,  shoving  them  down  when  it  was full.  Auden  left  me  to  take  care  of  the  last  few  pieces  of  clothing,  heading over to grab the jewelry pile he’d left on the ground. 

“Why can you touch that stuff if Hannah and Elyn couldn’t?” I wondered, 

smashing  clothes  down  further  into  the  bag.  Zipping  it  up  would  be  tricky, but we’d figure it out. 

“Anything that knows your magic will recognize mine as its match.” He set the jewelry down on my lap. His fingers trailed over my inner-thigh as he set  everything  down,  giving  me  the  goosebumps  before  he  looped  the  same fingers through a pile of golden necklaces and lifted them into the bag. 

His  other  hand  dragged  slowly  up  my  thigh,  then  made  its  way  up  the middle  of  my  abdomen,  sliding  extra-slowly  between  my  breasts.  The  soft digits  slid  up  my  neck  lightly,  curving  over  my  lips,  brushing  my  nose  so lightly my eyes closed of their own accord. They stopped on the metal band that rested on my forehead, sliding to one side and lifting it slightly. 

Then, his fingers were gone. 

My eyes opened, disappointment weighing down. “What was that?” 

Yeah,  my  body  was  warm  and  tingly.  I  hadn’t  wanted  him  to  stop touching me. 

Frankly,  I  wasn’t  sure  I  ever  wanted  him  to  stop  touching  me  now  that we’d started the whole friends-with-benefits thing. 

“Your  crown  was  crooked,”  he  said  innocently,  both  hands  loading jewelry into the bag and shoving it down into the tiny cracks between clothes. 

I scowled. “It’s not a crown.” My fingers lifted to the metal. 

It was a crown. 

I didn’t want it to be, though. Maybe I was technically a queen now, but I didn’t feel like one. And I’d forgotten I was still wearing the metal circlet, but it  sure  as  shit  didn’t  seem  like  something  average  ole’  Noa  Murphy  should wear. 

But I guess average ole’ Noa Murphy didn’t really exist anymore. 

“What’s your last name?” I asked Auden, changing the subject abruptly. 

“Fae  don’t  have  last  names.”  He  shrugged.  “There  aren’t  enough  of  us that any of us have the same first name, so there’s no need for last ones.” 

Oh. 

Weird. 

“How did I not know that?” I asked myself out loud, scratching Angelo’s head when he shoved it beneath my hand. 

“Our  worlds  are  very  different.  It’ll  take  some  time  for  you  to  learn everything about mine.” He finished shoving the last of the jewelry into the bag. 

I guess that made sense. 

“Hold the clothes down while I zip it up,” he told me. 

Despite  the  differences  in  our  worlds,  we  both  had  to  shove  stuff  down while  we  zipped  bags  up.  And  somehow,  that  made  everything  feel  a  little more normal. 

“How long do you think it’ll take Hannah and Elyn to get back here?” I asked Auden, as he yanked on the zipper while my palms were pressed into the clothes in the middle of the bag. 

“Not  long.  Rollen  and  Kilo  were  bringing  them  to  some  ruins  less  than half a day’s flight away. I’m surprised they’re not already back,” he admitted. 

My stomach clenched as I moved my hands to the zipper, grabbing it and pulling  the  two  sides  together  as  we  finished  closing  the  bag.  “You  think something happened to them?” 

“It’s possible.” 

As much as I hated that, I did appreciate the honesty. 

“Not likely, though,” he added. “The kings were on guard, and the ruins they took the girls to aren’t the closest ones to the wind kingdom. The other kings shouldn’t have expected them to head there, for that reason. On top of that, we saw the kings. They weren’t looking for Hannah and Elyn.” 

That was true. 

And better than the alternative, that was for sure. 

“It’s  more  likely  that  the  ruins  have  recently  been  picked-over  by  men hoping to bribe you into helping them bring more women back to Avalon, so they’re having to search harder.” 

“I’m not bringing anyone here who doesn’t want to come,” I warned him. 

“Of course you aren’t. I’d prefer if you don’t ever bring  anyone back.” He hefted  the  strap  of  the  massively-full  bag  over  his  shoulder  like  it  weighed nothing  and  offered  me  a  hand.  “I’m  not  oblivious  to  who  you  are, November.  This  friendship  goes  both  ways.  I  know  that  you’ll  protect  your friends  with  your  life,  and  that  you  value  humanity  even  after  the  other humans sacrificed you. And I don’t expect you to change any of those things just because your skin glitters now.” 

He tugged me to my feet, and I sort of gawked at him. 

Only sort of, though. 

I don’t know why I didn’t expect that from him. We weren’t new to our friendship  or  our  relationship  any  more.  But  I  guess  I  just  hadn’t  seen evidence that he was really getting to know me before. 

The   kompeleno  bond  may  have  been  driving  him  insane,  but  it  wasn’t

stopping him from figuring out who I was. 

And  for  some  reason,  that  made  me  feel…  a  lot  of  emotions  I  wasn’t ready to name. 

He  grabbed  a  t-shirt  off  the  bed—he  must’ve  left  it  out  for  me—and tugged it over my head. 

Maybe some girls would’ve been annoyed that a guy was trying to cover their skin up, but I was actually sort of flattered. What that said about me and about Auden, though, I didn’t want to know. 

AS SOON AS we were finished packing, we headed outside and Auden set our bag by the door. It was weird to think of it as  our bag; I’d never shared a bag with  anyone  like  that  before.  And  yeah,  I  wasn’t  the  best  at  sharing,  as  the bond  between  us  had  proven  and  emphasized.  But  since  I  didn’t  have  any siblings,  and  my  high  school  boyfriend  and  I  hadn’t  been  very  serious,  I’d never shared a bag. 

Something about it felt nice, though. Like I had a place, like I belonged with Auden. 

Froet swooped down from the sky and landed beside us, still grinning. 

And I still wasn’t sure how to take that grin, either. 

“Any sign of them?” Auden checked. 

“Not  yet.  I’m  sure  they’ll  be  back  soon,  though.”  Froet  didn’t  seem  too worried. That was probably a good sign, although I still wasn’t sure exactly how to take his constant grinning. I wasn’t exactly a sad person, but I wasn’t a  smiley  one,  either,  and  ultra-smiley  people  sometimes  made  me  feel  a  bit awkward. 

“What did you find when you were hunting?” Auden asked. 

He  wasn’t  as  weirded  out  by  his  friend’s  happiness  as  I  was,  though  he did grab my hand and part my fingers with his when he noticed Froet grin at me. 

“The  spirit  fae  have  all  but  abandoned  their  kingdom.  We  didn’t  find  a wisting sign of them.” Froet’s grin faded a little. “We ransacked their homes, but they’ve packed and gone.” 

Well, that was disconcerting. 

“Gone where?” I wondered. 

Froet’s  eyes  met  mine,  his  grin  fading  the  rest  of  the  way.  Wearing  a serious expression, the man was kind of scary. His hair was a vibrant bluish-

black color, his eyes the same, and his olive skin was painted with scars that were only just slightly lighter than the rest of his skin, which made them hard to notice from afar. 

I’d never seen a scarred fae, though, except Auden. And his scars were of the shiny, magical variety, unlike Froet’s. 

I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what it took to make a fae’s wound scar. 

“Where do you think?” Auden’s best friend asked me. 

Chills  went  down  my  spine,  and  Auden  growled  as  he  stepped  closer  to me.  Our  fingers  detangled,  his  arm  wrapping  around  my  waist  as  he  tugged my side against his. “You’re scaring her.” 

“Maybe she should be scared.” 

Well  Froet  obviously  hadn’t  taken  the  same  don’t-push-Auden-when-it-comes-to-Noa  class  as  Rollen  and  Kilo  had,  because  he  seemed  completely serious. 

The  air  grew  crazy  wet,  and  I  wrapped  my  arm  around  Auden’s  waist, squeezing lightly. “I have a normal amount of fear, but I trust Auden and the rest of you bastards to keep me safe. And if you argue with that, your death isn’t on me.” 

Auden gave a soft snarl. 

I squeezed his hip tighter. Maybe painfully-tight; I wasn’t sure how tough he  was,  but  he  seemed  pretty  freakin’  tough.  Regardless  of  how  tough  he was, he wasn’t going insane on my watch. 

“You’re protecting him,” Froet remarked, his eyes sweeping up and down my figure, suddenly loaded with interest. “You didn’t even like him the last time I saw you.” 

I  squeezed  Auden  again.  He  didn’t  react  to  his  friend’s  sweeping  eyes, but I knew there was a decent chance he would. The possessiveness was the worst part of the bond, as far as I could tell. 

“We’re friends now. Friends watch each other’s backs,” I said calmly. 

It  didn’t  feel  completely  true,  but  it  was,  wasn’t  it?  And  Avalon  didn’t choke me on the lie, so it couldn’t have been false. 

“And sharing a bed?” Froet’s eyes flicked between us, the interest in them increasing.  He  must’ve  realized  or  been  filled  in  on  the  fact  that  we  hadn’t actually been sleeping together when we tried to trick the fae into believing we were. 

“You’ll have to ask Auden.” I released the sea king’s waist, patting him on  the  chest  as  I  flashed  Froet  a  smirk.  “I’m  not  sure  how  the   kompeleno

bond feels about kissing and telling.” 

Froet laughed, and Auden flashed me a smoldering look. 

“The  kompeleno bond takes great pride in  wisting and telling.” He looked back at his best friend, shooting him a smirk. “Yes, we’re sharing a bed.” 

Froet  whistled.  “First  fae  in  centuries  with  a  wife,  and  a  bed  partner. 

Can’t say I saw this  coming.” He winked with that last word, and I couldn’t help but return his grin with one of my own. 

“Punny,”  I  drawled,  though  my  grin  took  the  edge  off  the  sarcastic remark. 

“Puny,  you mean,” Froet countered. 

A laugh sputtered from me, and Auden barked out one of his own. 

“That’s not the word I’d use,” I managed, through my laughter. 

“Tiny? Miniscule?” Froet offered. 

Auden’s wicked grin was as sexy as his sense of humor. “If I was any less confident in my masculinity, you’d have wounded me.” 

“We  both  know  you’ve  got  more  pride  than  even  Rollen,  Sea  King,” 

Froet mocked. It was playful, though, and I started to get a dynamic of how his friendship with Kilo and the two kings worked. 

Froet  was  the  outgoing,  chatty,  funny  one  that  Hannah,  Elyn,  and  I lacked. Kilo was the quiet and sensitive, but reliable one. Auden and Rollen were  somewhere  in  the  middle,  though  I  had  noticed  Auden  tended  to  be quieter than Rollen unless me or the bond were involved. 

“King  incoming!”  one  of  the  fae  in  the  sky  called  out,  swooping  down toward us. 

Chapter 4

I  DUCKED  as  the  fae  up  above  dove  toward  us.  Swearing,  I  stumbled  into Auden as I dodged the dive-bombing bird-man. 

Auden  and  Froet  busted  up  laughing  as  the  fae  pulled  back  up  into  the sky, his feet not even coming anywhere near as close to us as I’d thought they would. 

“Jerks,”  I  grumbled  at  them,  using  Auden’s  arm  for  balance  as  I  lifted myself back into a standing position. 

“You didn’t really think he was going to hit us?” Froet cackled. “He’s not a buffoon. He knows how to use his wings.” 

“I’m  new  to  winged-people,”  I  defended  myself,  eyes  scanning  the  sky for any sign of Rollen, Kilo, and my redheaded friends. 

The  guys  we’re  still  teasing  me  when  I  caught  the  first  glimpse  of  my friends in the clouds, but I let them have their fun. 

Auden threw his arms over my head, wearing a wicked grin as the kings swept  down  toward  us.  “Careful,  Nove.  They  might  have  forgotten  how  to fly,” he teased me. 

“Ha ha.” I pushed his hands away from me, though I was fighting a grin of my own. I could admit it was kind of funny. 

Auden’s  arm  slid  around  my  waist  as  the  other  kings  landed.  I  settled against his side, and that constantly-confusing feeling of being loved settled into  me  immediately.  It  wasn’t  getting  any  less  strong;  if  anything,  it  was only getting stronger. I knew from the other girls that the feeling was actually coming from me—and that it only existed because some part of me felt loved and safe with Auden. 

Of course, that was super confusing. We were just friends, with the recent

addition  of  benefits.  And  I  was  completely  okay  with  our  just-friends-with-benefits relationship. 

Wasn’t I? 

I  guess  it  wasn’t  wrong  to  feel  safe  and  loved  with  my  friend.  Lots  of people  felt  safe  and  loved  with  their  friends,  right?  I  just  needed  to  stop overthinking it and making a bigger deal over it than it was. We were friends. 

Hell, maybe he was even my best friend. I wasn’t his; Rollen, and Kilo, and Froet held that title way too long for me to pass them after a few months. But he was mine, because I didn’t exactly have people lining up in droves to earn that title. 

And honestly, he probably knew me better than anyone else alive did at that point. 

“Hey,”  Elyn  exclaimed  as  she  and  Rollen  landed.  They  looked  pretty comfy, her sort of snuggled up against his chest, but I wasn’t commenting on that.  She  was  still  technically  married,  but  marriage  was  a  loose  term  that  I wasn’t  sure  really  applied  to  the  arranged-sacrificer  who  would’ve  happily murdered her over an altar. 

“Angelo!” Hannah screamed and threw herself at me. 

Auden lifted me up and deposited me on the other side of him, out of the tackle-zone, faster than I could blink. 

“How did you get him back?” She looked up at me and Auden, her eyes watery. The slight glitter on her face was striking in the sun as Auden pulled me slightly closer. 

“Kalus, Ien, and Merzo attacked us and dragged us out to some island.” I looked at Auden for the name of the place; I couldn’t remember the fae word for it, just that it was the island of broken vows. 

His expression hardened. “Errvae.” 

“Wist.” Rollen ran a hand over the stubble on his chin. 

I studied him for a moment. I’d never noticed, but I hadn’t ever seen a fae with  a  beard.  Rollen’s  was  definitely  growing,  though.  Did  they  cut  them with their magic somehow? Was it a style thing? I’d have to ask Auden. 

Said sea fae’s fingers pressed into my side, and my attention jerked back to  him.  He  looked  a  bit  stiff.  “Sorry.  Bond’s  chafing  a  bit,”   he  told  me mentally. 

Ah. 

He must’ve noticed me studying Rollen. 

And hey, I could clear that up and get answers at the same time.  “Do you

 grow facial hair too? I’ve never seen it before.” 

His  body  relaxed  slightly.  No  one  else  would’ve  noticed  it,  but  I  was surprisingly in-tune with his body language.  “Of course. All of us do. We all shave with our magic.” 

Huh. Cool. 

 “You  should  show  me  how  you  do  it  next  time,”   I  remarked,  before turning back to our friends. 

Of course, I found them staring at us. 

“How often do you do that?” Rollen asked. 

“Do what?” I played dumb. 

Nope,  I  was  definitely  not  ashamed  to  play  dumb  if  it  got  me  out  of awkward  conversations  or  helped  me  avoid  spilling  more  of  my  life’s  story than I needed to. 

 “Wist.” 

I shrugged. “Depends on the day.” 

It  was  time  for  a  subject  change  before  Froet  announced  to  the  whole group that Auden and I had stepped our relationship up to just-friends-with-benefits. 

“The other kings and Ien seem to think they’ve found a way to break all kompeleno  bonds,” Auden changed the subject for me. 

I was starting to wonder if he could read my mind, not just hear me when I talked to him. But if he could, I didn’t think I minded. It was nice to have a partner to change the subject for me when things got awkward. 

“What?” Rollen’s eyebrows raised. “Ien thinks  Errvae  is the place to do that?” 

“Why wouldn’t it be?” Auden countered. “Many fae have suspected it.” 

“But no one ever found proof,” Rollen argued. 

“Ien  must’ve.”  Auden  shrugged.  His  arm  remained  wrapped  around  my waist, comfortable and warm and making me feel good. 

“And  he  thinks  sacrificing  November  will  end  the   kompeleno  bonds?” 

Kilo asked incredulously. 

Elyn shook her head. “No. He thinks sacrificing all three of us will.” Her eyes  collided  with  mine.  “He  wanted  the  set  of  us.  He  said  he  needed  all three.” 

My head bobbed. “The alternative is for him to sacrifice the two of us.” I tilted my head toward Auden. 

“Why would that work?” Rollen frowned. 

“Look  at  them.”  Froet  gestured  toward  us.  “Can’t  you  feel  the  power  of their  bond?  They’ve  accepted  it,  and  it’s  growing  more  stable  as  well  as stronger.” 

I  glanced  at  Auden,  and  then  back  to  Froet.  “It’s  not  stable.  We’re  both stupidly jealous, and we’re just friends.” 

 With benefits, I added mentally. 

“Auden caught you looking at me and didn’t kill me or throw you back in your house,” Rollen pointed out, his expression thoughtful. “What changed?” 

Err…

I  glanced  at  Auden.  Our  diamond  eyes  met,  and  though  his  face  didn’t give away his emotions, I could see the mischief in his gaze as he turned back to his friends. 

 “Don’t even think about it,”  I warned him. 

He ignored me, and instead announced, “We had sex. The bond is much less volatile now.” 

Damn him. 

I tried to squirm out of his arms but he held me to him. If I tried harder, I probably could’ve escaped, but I didn’t try that hard. 

Everyone stared at us. Except Froet; he just cackled. 

I was really starting to question that guy’s sanity. But I no longer thought his grin was suspicious. 

“Damn.” Elyn finally broke the ultra-awkward silence and looked at me. 

“How does it feel to be the first chick to bang a fae in  centuries?” 

Hannah  laughed  loudly,  still  sitting  on  the  ground  while  scratching Angelo. She looked much better than she had in weeks, if not months. 

I shrugged. “Good.” 

“Good? That’s all you have to say?” Auden drawled. 

 “Watch it,”  I warned him.  “I’m not open about shit like that.” 

His expression turned contemplative.  “You were with me.” 

Did he have to point out things that made me question our friendship? 

I  ignored  the  remark.  “I’d  tell  you  to  bang  your  own  fae  to  see  how  it feels  yourself,  but  given  that  your  husband  wants  to  bleed  us  out  over  a sacrificial alter on Broken Vow Island, I think you’d better not.” 

Elyn sighed. “A girl can dream.” 

Hannah and I grinned, and I avoided the men’s gazes because yeah, I still felt a little awkward about the entire conversation. 

“Well  it’s  good  that  the  bond  is  easing,”  Rollen  remarked.  “Now,  the

faeries  need  to  give  Noa  their  gifts,  so  we  can  take  care  of  that  nasty ovapeldo.” 

Yeah, I didn’t want that reminder. 

“Right.”  Elyn  reached  up  toward  her  ears,  shoving  her  hair  out  of  the way.  “I  found  you  some  earrings.  Rollen  made  me  wear  them—he  said  the gift  would  work  better  if  they  were  stained  with  my  magic.  Whatever  that means.” She pulled them out of her ears, but I couldn’t see them thanks to her mass of hair. 

Her  hand  stretched  out  to  me,  and  my  eyes  landed  on  a  set  of  diamond earrings. I’d seen a lot of jewelry in that pile, but I hadn’t seen any earrings for some reason. 

 “The sea fae were probably uncertain whether your ears were pierced,” 

Auden murmured. 

Seriously, could he read my mind? 

“This gift is to repay my magical debt to you,” Elyn said to me. 

“Thank  you.”  I  took  them.  Something  in  me  felt  like  it  sort  of  shifted when the diamonds touched my hand. 

Her eyes grew wide as she stepped back. The glitter on her skin seemed to grow brighter, more vibrant, and sparkled like onyx dust that reminded me of her dragon wings. 

“Well  now  I  feel  weird,”  she  mumbled,  her  hand  lifting  to  her  chest  as she took another step backward. “This is strange.” 

“Your  power  is  coming  in.”  Rollen  set  a  hand  on  her  shoulder  as  she stumbled into him a bit, and he held her up so her feet rested securely on the ground. 

“Hannah,” Auden gestured toward her. 

She let go of Angelo long enough to slide a snake-looking silver bracelet off her forearm and hand it to me. “This gift is to pay my magical debt to you too,” she said. I assumed the kings had told them what to say. 

“Thanks.” I took it. 

That weird shift in me repeated itself. I wondered if I should be nervous about that. 

Auden  gathered  all  my  hair  up  in  his  hand.  I  was  still  impressed  every time he did that; my hands were too small to hold all of that shit. 

I took a big breath in, craning my head as I tried to see my shoulder. 

Chapter 5

AUDEN MUTTERED A CURSE. 

My heart fell a bit when I saw the electric purple and neon pink scar on my shoulder. 

“What do we do now?” I asked him. 

“We’ll have to call in all of our fae tucked away in the other kingdoms,” 

Rollen said. He looked calmer than Auden. 

“I  thought  they’re  all  undercover.”  I  looked  to  Auden,  hoping  he’d  give me  more  information.  From  what  I’d  gathered  when  I  saw  Octo  earlier,  I’d assumed  he  was  acting  loyal  to  Kalus  while  really  giving  information  to Rollen… and wasn’t that sort of the definition of undercover? 

“They are,” Auden growled. “We’ll have to call them in, or at least meet up with them. They have the kings’ ears; they’ll know who refused to attack and thereby avoided getting wiped out after we arrived back in Avalon.” 

“We could just go hunt them down,” I pointed out. 

“We  don’t  have  time.  And  the  other  kings  are  hunting   you,”  Auden pointed out. “We’re going to the sea kingdom; we’ll make a plan after we get there.” He looked at Hannah and Elyn. “It would be best to separate the three of you, but the sea kingdom will be a lot safer than the wind one.” 

Hannah looked at Kilo, and Elyn looked at Rollen. 

Damn. 

How close were those girls getting to Auden’s brothers? 

It  probably  sounds  bad  to  admit  it,  but  I  was  just  glad  they  weren’t looking at Auden for support anymore. Yeah, I was that possessive. It was a problem. But not one I was actively trying to remedy. 

Auden let go of my hair. It fell around my shoulders as the backs of his

fingers  brushed  over  the  back  of  my  neck.  I  shivered  and  broke  out  in goosebumps as Auden’s hand moved down my back before wrapping around my waist. 

Okay, yeah. 

The friends-with-benefits thing was messing with both of our minds. 

But  it  was  cool;  we’d  figure  it  out.  We  just  needed  to  define  the boundaries  and  dynamics  and  all  that  boring  crap  that  would  keep  me  from having my heart broken when he inevitably reminded me that all we’d agreed to was sex. He wasn’t in love with me. 

As long as I could remind myself that it was all physical, I would be good and sane. 

Yep. 

Perfectly sane. 

“It  would  be  much  easier  to  protect  you  in  the  sea  kingdom,”  Rollen agreed.  “But  separating  you  may  be  best  since  obviously  we  want  to  avoid the sacrifice.” 

“We can’t just stay away from each other forever,” Elyn argued. “We’re the only women in Avalon; we need each other.” 

Well, that warmed my heart. 

“You’d  only  have  to  remain  apart  until  we  reset  the  other  kings  enough times that they forget about  Errvae,” Rollen countered. 

“Now  that  the  island’s  been  called,  it  won’t  disappear  until  someone sends  it  away,”  Auden  put  in.  “And  no  one  from  either  of  our  kingdoms  is making that sacrifice.” 

“What kind of sacrifice is it?” Hannah asked. 

“A permanent death sends the island away,” Kilo said quietly. “When the pain  gets  too  difficult  to  carry,  sometimes  fae  will  ask  the  sea  king  to summon  Errvae  so they can walk into the unknown. There are other types of sacrifices too, but none have been used in the span of our memories.” 

Damn. 

That was both sad and spooky. 

“How  do  we  find  out  if  this  is  a  death  sacrifice  or  another  kind?”  I checked. 

Everyone looked at me like I was a bit insane. 

“Elyn  and  Hannah  deserve  to  be  free  from  Kalus  and  Merzo.  Not  to mention  all  of  the  fae  that  are  in  pain,  and  have  been  in  pain  for  centuries. 

What  if  the  sacrifice  doesn’t  kill  us?  We  didn’t  ask  Ien,  or  anyone  else;  we

don’t really know. Maybe we should ask.” 

“No.” Auden’s voice was so hard that any sane person would’ve stepped back and dropped it. 

Elyn  did  take  a  step  back—and  Angelo  stepped  between  Hannah  and Auden. 

“It’s  not  just  your  decision,”  I  pointed  out.  “You’re  not  in  pain,  unlike many  others.  And  like  Froet  said,  we’ve  figured  our  shit  out  and  made  our bond work, but Hannah and Elyn aren’t in that position.” 

“At the very least, it would cost you a heap of magic. Probably more. It’s not your responsibility; you’re not doing it,” he growled. 

“It  wasn’t  my  responsibility  to  marry  you,  either,  and  I  did  that,”  I  shot back. “I already sacrificed myself for my world; why not do it for yours too?” 

I felt the words hit him hard, and I felt the way they hurt him. 

It was a low blow, and I knew that. But I also wasn’t going to sit on my butt  in  the  sea  kingdom,  waiting  for  Ien,  Kalus,  and  Merzo  to  show  up  and drag me back to  Errvae. 

“I’m  not  saying  I  want  to  bleed  myself  all  over  Broken  Vow  Island, Auden.  I  just  think  we  should  learn  more  about  this  before  we  decide  what we are or aren’t going to do. If we can give up a little of our magic and save all  of  the  other  fae  from  pain,  don’t  we  have  a  responsibility  to  do  that?”  I pressed. 

“No,  you  don’t.”  He  released  his  arm  from  around  my  waist,  stepping away. 

The words and distance felt like a slap to the face. 

“Pack your things. We’re going to the sea kingdom,” Auden commanded Hannah  and  Elyn.  His  voice  was  cold,  reminding  me  of  the  king  I’d  met under the gazebo on Avalon Island. 

That memory hurt. 

Being  an  average  human,  being  unwanted,  being  chosen  last…  even though  we’d  established  that  it  was  only  because  the  kings  were  randomly picking who they were willing to kill, it still hurt. 

Maybe I was as crazy as Auden seemed to think. 

“Put the earrings in and the bracelet on,” he growled to me. “You’ll need the extra cushion to stop the infection.” 

The order made me want to pull my arm back and chuck the jewelry into the ocean. 

But  something  told  me  that  Auden  would  just  have  the  waves  carry  it

back to me… and that he had my best interest in mind, even if he was crappy at showing it and seemed determined to piss me off. 

Auden  and  the  other  men  strode  away  from  us.  I  knew  from  experience that they wanted to have one of their planning-meetings without us again, and I was used to it. I didn’t know anything about Avalon’s politics or about war or fighting. 

But it still hurt a bit to be left out like that. 

Elyn  and  I  sat  on  the  ground  beside  Hannah,  and  Angelo  licked  Elyn  in greeting as all three of us scratched the dog’s head, ears, and back. 

“What do you guys think about the sacrifice thing?” I asked, lowering my voice quiet enough that I hoped Auden and the others wouldn’t hear what we were saying. 

Elyn  grimaced.  “As  much  as  I  don’t  want  to  throw  myself  into  another sacrifice, it might be worth it to be free of Merzo.” 

“I’ll  give  the  island  all  of  my  pixie  dust,  and  my  horse-ass,  to  separate myself from Kalus,” Hannah said, matter-of-factly. 

I snorted, and Elyn grinned. 

When I considered that I might have to sacrifice my mermaid tail, though, my humor faded. I liked that part of being in Avalon. A lot, actually. 

Although the real reason I liked that part of being a faery was because of the sexy diamond-tailed merman I always swam with. 

Would  he  even  want  to  stay  friends-with-benefits  if  we  couldn’t  swim together anymore? 

I forced my mind away from the topic; we had no idea what the sacrifice would  call  for,  so  there  was  no  point  in  worrying  about  losing  my  tail  yet. 

“Auden thinks we’ll have to break our  kompeleno bond if they sacrifice both of us, and that it would definitely kill us. So if it comes down to one or the other…”  I  trailed  off,  not  wanting  to  come  out  and  ask  them  to  sacrifice themselves for me. 

“Then  we  throw  our  pixie  dust  and  magical  other  forms  into  the  ring,” 

Elyn said without hesitation. 

Hannah nodded. “Definitely.” 

I let out a pent-up breath. 

As much as I wanted to believe that Auden would keep us safe in the sea kingdom, Kalus, Merzo, and Ien had proved themselves pretty freakin’ crafty since we’d been in Avalon. 

And  hell,  if  they  had  known  about  this  sacrificial  method  of  freeing

themselves from the  kompeleno pain before they even came to Avalon…

“Do  you  think  this  was  Ien’s  plan  the  whole  time?”  Elyn  asked  softly. 

“He was the one who made sure the fae ended up on Earth, right? If it’s his fault…” 

“Then  Ien’s  responsible  for  the  deaths  of  all  those  humans  the  kings accidentally killed,” Hannah said simply. 

“And  if  that’s  the  case,  we  probably  need  to  figure  out  how  to  use  our faery magic to kill him permanently,” Elyn added. 

Nope, I did not want to talk about that. 

I still got queasy when the fae were temporarily killed in front of me, and their  bodies  just  up  and  vanished.  What  the  hell  would  I  do  if  I  had  to permanently kill someone? With blood, and gore, and a dead body…

Nope. 

I would not handle that well at all. 

I’d survived the end of our world in my apartment building, hiding under my table; I wasn’t prepared for the end of anyone’s life, especially not at my hand. 

“How were the faery ruins?” I asked the girls, not wanting to talk about actual death anymore. 

Their eyes lit up. 

“Incredible,” Hannah admitted. “You’ve got to see the structures they had built,  Noa.  They’re  like  something  out  of  a  fantasy  book.  They’ve  become homes for all sorts of gorgeous little and big animals, and the walls are made out  of  this  sparkling  stone,”  she  continued,  her  voice  taking  on  a  dreamy quality that had me hiding a smile. 

It was good to see her happy again. She hadn’t seemed like herself since she got away from Kalus, not that I blamed her for that, and not that I really knew  her  all  that  well  either.  But  before  Kalus  betrayed  her,  and  before  we came to Avalon, she had seemed more like this. Light-hearted, day-dreaming, happy…

So it was good to see her lost in describing the ruins. 

When Hannah and Elyn finished their explanation, I started telling them about  the  underwater  kingdom  Auden  had  taken  me  to.  I  left  out  the seriousness  of  the  conversation  we’d  had  in  the  throne  room,  and  definitely left  out  the  part  where  we’d  turned  our  tails  into  legs  and  done  the  deed  on that fancy old chair. 

But  I  had  their  complete  attention  as  I  described  the  buildings  and  the

underwater reef of sorts that the city had become. 

I was still describing the throne room when the men rejoined our group. 

And while I was still a little hurt and a lot annoyed with Auden for leaving me  out  of  the  conversation  and  making  decisions  without  me,  I  felt  better after talking to the other girls. 

“It’s  time  to  pack  your  things,”  Rollen  told  Hannah  and  Elyn,  not unkindly. “We’re heading to the sea kingdom as soon as you’re both ready.” 

Chapter 6

I  STOOD  up  off  the  ground  where  we’d  been  sitting,  ready  to  get  going. 

Angelo remained pressed up against Hannah’s leg, her fingers staying on his head, but he brushed up against me as we both moved. 

Auden stepped up beside me and plucked my hand up from where it sat fisted against my side. He opened my fingers and pulled out the earrings. 

I frowned, not sure what he was doing. 

His fingers tucked my mass of hair behind my ear, pulled out the simple, cheap  imitation  earring  I’d  been  wearing  for  years,  and  replaced  it  with  the new one like he’d been doing it since he was a kid. 

I peered at his ears, looking to see if I’d missed anything shiny, but nope. 

“What are you doing?” I asked, as he stepped around to the other side of me. My hair popped out from behind my ear; that stuff couldn’t be tamed for more than twenty or thirty seconds. 

“Saving you from yourself.” 

Asshole. 

I flipped him my middle finger but was careful not to move as he slid the real diamond earring into my earlobe. 

His fingers traced lightly over the pointed edge of my ear, and a shudder raced  down  my  spine.  I  jerked  away  from  him,  my  hair  falling  back  down over  my  weird  faery  ear  once  again.  I  had  been  careful  not  to  touch  those pointed ends; they made me feel like I really was a different person now that I was in Avalon, and I didn’t much like feeling that way. 

My heart beat rapidly as I fanned my face. 

 “Back off,”  I growled back at him mentally. 

Two could play this stupid game. 

 “You’re angry,”  he said back, lifting his hands up in front of him as if he was surrendering. I wasn’t a complete moron though; I knew there wasn’t a chance he’d suddenly decided he was on board with me sacrificing some of my magic for all of Avalon. 

 “Obviously.  You  shot  down  my  ideas  like  I’m  a  complete  dickhead instead  of  an  intelligent  living  being  with  valid  thoughts  and  feelings,  and then continued to shut me out of yet another one of your elite, manly planning sessions.”   I  closed  the  connection  between  us.  I  could  feel  him  trying  to speak to me, but as immature as it was, I didn’t want to know what he had to say. 

His frustration rose, and morphed into anger as he plucked the snake-like bracelet out of my hand and twisted up over my forearm. Despite his obvious anger, he wasn’t rough with me. 

That was something I’d always appreciated. 

Just as frustrated as he was, I strolled over to Froet and held my arms out. 

“Give me a ride?” 

I  wasn’t  going  to  argue  about  going  to  the  sea  kingdom;  if  it  was  the safest place, then it was where we needed to go until we figured out what to do next. But I wasn’t going to let Auden treat me like that and then hold me, or touch me, or jump into bed with me. 

If  Auden  wasn’t  going  to  treat  me  like  my  feelings  and  opinions  were valid,  he  could  be   wisting  sure  our  friends-with-benefits  would  morph  back into  the  forced  companionship  it  had  begun  as,  regardless  of  how  freakin’

good he was at touching me. 

“Sure.” Froet scooped me up and took off from the ground. I knew Auden would grab our stuff before leaving—that bag was too heavy for me anyway. 

Rollen  shot  up  into  the  air  snuggled  up  with  a  pissed-looking  Auden, whose gaze of course, went right to me. 

Elyn  followed  them  up,  carrying  Hannah  with  her,  and  both  girls  wore massive grins. 

I  assumed  they  were  proud  that  they  didn’t  have  to  rely  on  the  winged men anymore… and I totally got that. 

It occurred to me that I didn’t have to rely on them either. 

I had a tail. 

And we were going to the sea kingdom, which was on an island out in the middle of the ocean, right? 

“Fly me back down!” I called to Froet. 

He lifted an eyebrow at me. 

“I want to swim,” I yelled back, as an explanation. 

Understanding dawned in his eyes, and he gave me a massive grin before diving down toward the ocean. 

We  were  still  a  long  way  above  the  water  when  he  let  go  of  me  and gravity  took  over.  My  arms  flailed  on  the  way  down  as  I  plummeted,  and then the water engulfed me. 

Gravity  was  a  real  bitch—and  once  again  I  was  glad  I  was  of  the swimming fae variety, and not the flying type. The ground was too freakin’

hard. 

My tail popped out quickly as my movement slowed. I started swimming back upward, my heart pounding hard in my chest. 

Before I made it to the surface, a massive glittering guy crashed into me, knocking  the  breath—or  water  I  guess—out  of  me  as  he  caught  me  in  his arms. 

His  chest  was  heaving,  and  I  could  feel  his  panic  and  anger  warring somehow.  I  really  needed  to  ask  him  about  that—the  feeling  his  feelings thing. It wasn’t normal, was it? He’d never mentioned it, at least. 

I would’ve shoved him away since I was still pissed, but the bond and his sanity were still among my first priorities. 

He  held  me  tight  as  he  swam  us  both  up  toward  the  surface.  Our  bag knocked  into  my  side—that  massive  sucker  packed  a  real  punch—but  there was some kind of bubble around it, keeping it dry. 

When we broke the surface, I pushed his arms off of me and swam away from him, turning so we faced each other. 

I threw out an, “I’m fine.” 

His anger grew hotter and he gestured violently up toward the fae flying not far above us. “He dropped you from the  wisting sky.” 

Froet  dove  down  toward  us  with  a  mischievous  grin,  and  Auden  waved him off furiously. “We’re swimming.” 

Froet eyed me, and I gave him a thumbs-up to let him know there were no hard feelings. I didn’t much like heights, or flying, or falling… but I was in the  ocean  now,  and  I  hadn’t  gotten  hurt  or  anything.  So  there  wasn’t  really anything to be pissed at him about. 

But Auden, I had many reasons to be pissed at. 

“We need to talk,” he told me, as the rest of our group soared up into the sky. 

“We can talk when we’re not in the middle of the freakin’ ocean with our friends  leaving  us.”  I  gestured  up  toward  the  sky  far  less  violently  than  he had. “We need to go.” 

“We’d still beat them there if we left an hour from now,” Auden growled back. 

“I  have  nothing  to  say  to  you  right  now.  When  we’ve  both  had  time  to cool off, we can talk.” 

Auden’s jaw clenched. “Fine. In the sea kingdom.” 

“Fine.” I repeated his word, slipping under the water and waiting for him to show me which way to go. 

He took off in the direction we’d been flying, and we swam faster than I could ever remember swimming before. 

I  had  no  problem  keeping  up  with  him  though—a  fact  that  made  me proud even though he’d told me that the faeries were always faster than the fae. 

WE SURFACED JUST a little way from the island’s white sand beach, after the sun had already gone down. Stars glittered over our heads as we swapped our tails for legs and walked out of the water. 

I had cooled off through the swim. Though I was still pissed with Auden for  leaving  me  out,  I’d  admitted  to  myself  that  I  was  more  offended  than  I was mad. 

And more sad than I was offended. 

I’d  started  to  think  there  was  almost  a  100%  chance  that  in  our relationship—though  it  was  only  a  friendship—I  was  the  person  who  cared more. And there always had to be someone who did, right? There was always one person who loved more, and I was always,  always, that person. 

That was why I avoided friendships and relationships most of the time. I had surface-level friends, but I always cared more about them than they cared about me. Even if I was crappy at showing it sometimes. 

Water rolled down my legs as I tried not to think about how that concept applied  to  my  friendship  with  Auden,  but  unfortunately,  there  was  no avoiding my own mind. And now that I’d realized it, I couldn’t un-realize it. 

My  toes  squished  in  the  sand  as  we  made  our  way  up  the  island.  All  I could see of it was strange-looking trees that reminded me of both palm trees and  pine  trees  at  the  same  time,  and  soft-looking  bright-white  rock

formations nestled between sand dunes of the same color. 

It  was  gorgeous,  in  a  much  different  way  than  the  rest  of  Avalon  was. 

Everything else was so vibrantly colored, but the sand and rocks were such a pure, bright white that they seemed to fit with the strange, vibrant green trees. 

“Should we wait?” I asked, looking around the beach. 

“No.  They’ll  be  at  least  an  hour  behind  us.  Probably  two,”  Auden growled at me. 

Yeah, he was still pissed. 

Unlike mine, his fury hadn’t faded to sadness. 

He  stalked  toward  one  of  the  odd  rock  formations,  our  massive—and bone-dry—bag smacking him on his gigantic thigh and tight ass as he went. 

I  shook  myself  before  I  started  drooling  at  the  sight,  and  hurried  after him.  The  kingdom  was  underground,  so  I  assumed  the  rock  formation  was some  kind  of  door.  And  when  two  of  the  rocks  parted  as  we  approached,  I was proven right. 

“Queen Noa, King Auden,” one of the fae murmured as he bowed deeply. 

There it was—the women-came-first thing. As much as I was a feminist, I’d always preferred the original idea of the feminist movement: freedom and equal  opportunity.  And  I  didn’t  at  all  appreciate  that  Avalon’s  culture  put women above men. 

Couldn’t  everyone  just  get  along  and  respect  each  other  for  their differences? 

“Don’t bow,” I mumbled back as we slipped through the gap in the rocks. 

The rocks rolled shut right behind us, and I eyed them. 

Part of me wondered if I was going to feel stifled with those rocks closing me in, but honestly, I didn’t. 

Inhaling  deeply,  I  took  in  that  strange  scent  that  belonged  to  Avalon’s ocean. It seemed to roll through me differently as we descended the stairs that led  into  the  sea  kingdom’s  space,  relaxing  me  and  filling  me  in  a  way  that made me feel whole, and like I was  home. 

“We’ve  cleaned  your  quarters  and  set  things  up  in  a  way  we  hope  is pleasing to you,” one of the fae said as he caught up to us. Auden was ahead of me, but I noticed the dark look he shot at the other fae. 

We  were  walking  through  a  hallway  that  grew  wider  as  we  went.  The walls were made of a the same smooth, soft-looking white stone as the rock formation we’d walked through. 

I  reached  my  hand  out  to  run  my  fingers  over  the  stone,  and  solid  silk

stroked my skin as I moved. 

Without  asking  or  acknowledging  it  in  any  way,  I  knew  that  if  that  guy touched me, Auden would reset him. No questions asked, no chances given. 

Just like he and I had agreed on. We were fighting, sort of, but we were still kompells. 

I  waited  for  Auden  to  reply  to  the  guy  about  the  quarters—and  then realized why he hadn’t. 

The fae had been talking to me. 

Chapter 7

“I  DON’T  AGREE  with  the  old  faery  traditions.  Auden  and  I  will  share everything, including our home. What’s mine is his as much as what’s his is mine,” I told the fae. 

He looked so taken-aback that he legitimately stumbled and then stopped walking. 

Auden and I kept walking, though, and the fae caught up to me quickly. 

“That’s very generous of you, Queen Noa,” the fae said, stumbling over the words the same way he’d stumbled over his feet. 

“It’s  not  generous,  it’s  fair.  And  life  isn’t  fair,  so  people  have  a responsibility to do the best we can at being fair to each other.” 

Auden turned down a hallway that was identical to the one we’d been in, though it started wide and remained the same width as we went. We moved deeper and deeper the further we went into the cave, but it didn’t feel like the air pressure was changing or anything. 

Although, I’d been down insanely deep in Avalon’s ocean and still hadn’t felt  any  effects  of  the  air  pressure  or  water  pressure,  so  becoming  a  faery must’ve changed the way stuff like that affected me. 

We didn’t pass any other rooms or doorways or even holes in the rock. It remained buttery smooth, the feel of it against my hand as the smell engulfed me making me feel more at-peace than I’d felt in a long time. 

More at-peace than I’d ever felt since my grandpa had died. 

More at-peace than I felt in the ocean. 

Maybe even more at-peace than I’d felt, ever. 

I  belonged  in  those  caves.  Some  part  of  my  soul,  or  spirit,  or  body,  just knew  with  full  and  absolute  certainty  that  those  caves  were  meant  to  be  my

home. They set me at ease and made me feel safe the way Auden did, but I had no marriage bond tying me to them—they were just a part of me. Either through  my  magic,  or  through  the  sea,  or  through  something  else…  but whatever the cause, I hoped the feeling would never fade. 

And I hoped I’d find a reason to stay there permanently. 

You know, other than the sea queen thing. 

We finally found ourselves face-to-face with a massive white stone door after at least ten minutes of walking. That thing looked like it weighed a ton, and  the  longer  I  looked  at  it,  the  more  I  doubted  it  would  even  move  if pushed. 

“Here are your quarters, Queen Noa. Er, and yours, King Auden,” the fae hurried to correct himself. 

“Thanks,” I gave him a quick smile that made Auden’s whole body tense. 

“Why  was  the  hallway  so  long?”  I  glanced  over  my  shoulder  at  the  space we’d  just  walked  as  Auden  threw  the  door  open  like  it  wasn’t  a  massive freakin’ rock. 

“One of the previous sea kings wanted the hallway to his living space to be  long  enough  that  no  one  would  accidentally  stumble  upon  his  space.  It worked.” The fae shrugged. 

I snorted, then realized he was serious. “Oh, wow. That’s—” 

Auden grabbed my hand and tugged me into the room. I didn’t stumble or anything, and his grip was gentle, but the door shut between me and the other fae before our conversation could end. 

“Well that was rude,” I remarked. 

“He was looking at you,” Auden growled. 

I blinked, waiting for him to tell me he was joking. 

He didn’t. 

“Seriously? He has eyes, and I was right here. I would rather he look at me  than  pretend  I  don’t  exist.”  I  gestured  to  the  door.  “He  wasn’t  checking me out or anything. That wasn’t a big deal, bond or no bond.” 

Auden  shoved  a  hand  through  his  hair,  sending  the  white-blond  strands all over as he turned back to the room and scanned the place. I felt the water in  the  air  grow  thicker  for  a  moment  before  it  thinned  back  to  normal,  and wondered if that was how he was checking the room for intruders, somehow. 

He seemed satisfied by the time the water thinned, and turned back to me. 

“Now we’re talking.” 

I didn’t think he realized that was a human phrase that did not mean what

he thought it meant, but I could still feel his anger boiling beneath his skin, so I didn’t comment on it. 

“I wasn’t trying to dismiss you.” His expression grew frustrated. “Outside the  house;  I  wasn’t  trying  to  say  that  your  opinions  didn’t  matter.  I understand  why  you  want  to  sacrifice  yourself  for  the  fae.  You’re  selfless, and  you  don’t  value  yourself  enough,  and  that  makes  you  think  you  should give yourself up for them. But they’re fine the way they are, and there’s no way to really know what will happen to you if you sacrifice yourself. So the risk isn’t worth it—I’m not willing to take it.” 

I sighed, closing my eyes for a minute as my mind stumbled around in an attempt  to  throw  together  some  words  I  could  use  to  portray  my  feelings.  I was feeling a lot, though, and most of those feelings weren’t ones I even had words for. 

“I value myself plenty,” I said, forcing my tone to remain even. Sad was better than angry; I didn’t want to be angry with him. Anger would get in the way  of  figuring  out  a  solution  to  this  problem.  “If  people  are  in  pain  and there’s something I can do to help them, I’m going to do it. That’s who I am, okay?” 

“You  don’t  value  yourself  plenty;  if  you  valued  yourself  the  way  I  do, you  wouldn’t  even  consider  this   wisting   awful  plan  you’ve  concocted.”  He tugged  his  hand  through  his  hair,  yanking  slightly  as  his  eyes  grew  a  bit wilder. “You’re the first faery Avalon’s seen in centuries, but on top of that, you’re you. And the world needs you. Alive.  I need you alive.” 

“What are you trying to say?” I crossed my arms over my chest. 

Not to look tough, but because… I was confused. 

Really confused. 

“I  don’t  know,”  he  growled  back.  “I’m  sorry  that  I  made  you  feel  like your opinions didn’t matter, and that I excluded you. I didn’t think you were interested in planning, and you don’t know Avalon. I should’ve asked. There are a lot of things I should’ve done differently, and I’m shitty at all of them.” 

That was a change in topic for sure. 

“Thanks  for  apologizing.”  I  didn’t  know  what  else  to  say.  I  was  just  as bad at all that stuff as he was, but I really did appreciate the apology. 

My eyes landed on something at the side of the room. “Holy hell, is that a shower?” 

I practically ran toward it. 

It  was  completely  open  to  the  room,  with  a  drain  beneath  a  large  metal

device that looked sort of similar to a showerhead. 

It had to be a shower. 

“Damn, it’s good to be queen,” I mumbled, stripping my shirt off over my head. Swimming with it on hadn’t been comfortable, but luckily my tail did most of the work for me. 

Not that my abs hadn’t been screaming because of that; they had been. I just healed fast now, so they’d only screamed for a minute after we got out of the water. 

“I’m going for a walk. Don’t shut me out again if I try to check on you.” 

Auden strode toward the door, his back to me as I untied my bikini top. The door  slammed  behind  him,  and  I  shrugged  to  myself  before  I  finished stripping and turned on the water. 

Though  I  couldn’t  feel  the  temperature  of  it  any  more,  there  was something  soothing  about  the  familiar  feel  of  the  water  falling  on  me.  It washed away the pain, the sadness, the warring emotions I’d been carrying…

at least for a little while. 

When  my  thoughts  started  to  get  away  from  me,  I  glanced  around  the room just to double-check that Auden wasn’t there anymore. My hands went out in front of me, my eyes closing. I yearned to feel my piano’s keys beneath my fingertips, to feel the instrument’s response to my movements and fill the air with music. 

But for now, all I could do was imagine, like I had on that island back on Earth. And I was probably absolutely insane, but there were worse things to be than insane. 

I sat on my ass on the ground, my fingers landing on the silky stone, and focused on the notes. 

 Hallelujah  by  Leonard  Cohen  came  first.  My  body  swayed  with  the movements,  my  legs  tucking  beneath  me  as  I  got  into  it.  Maybe  I  wouldn’t have done this in the shower back on Earth, but I was Mermaid Noa now, and Mermaid  Noa  was  shockingly  comfortable  with  nudity  and  near-nudity  and acting absolutely crazy. Or I guess maybe… just shockingly comfortable with her body. 

Despite the glitter, and the pointed ears, and the gigantic hair, it occurred to me that I felt at home in my skin. I felt good. Like me. 

And damn, it was a good feeling. 

My  spirit  soared  as  I  hummed  the  tune,  the  words  rolling  through  my mind as I let the music soak into my chest, into my heart, and into my soul. 

I missed my music so freakin’ much. I liked Avalon, and I liked Auden, and  I  liked  some  of  the  people  I’d  met.  But  I  loved  music  with  a  pure,  all-consuming love that nothing but the ocean had ever really competed with. 

Well…  the  ocean,  and  now  the  underground  castle,  and  the  way  I  felt when Auden’s arms were around me. 

But that was at least partially caused by the bond, wasn’t it? 

My thoughts drifted away as I moved from  Hallelujah to Coldplay’s  Viva la Vida, and from  Viva la Vida to  First Day of My Life by Bright Eyes. One song merged into the next, and the next, until the door swung open. 

I’d like to say I panicked or jumped up in self-defense position, ready to kick ass and protect myself. 

But I didn’t. 

Honestly, it took a minute before I finally glanced up. 

Auden stood in the doorway, his diamond eyes smoldering as he took me in. 

Naked, sitting on the floor while water rained on me from above while I pretended to play a piano… oh, yeah. Real sexy. 

“What are you doing?” he growled. 

Again with the growling? 

He needed to take a chill pill. 

Or maybe he just needed a hug. 

I  could  do  the  hug  thing,  but  I  needed  to  put  a  shirt  on  first  since  I  was still pissed with him. 

“Taking  a  shower,”  I  finally  said,  since  none  of  the  other  answers  made sense. 

“That’s not how you usually take showers.” 

I wasn’t even going to ask how he knew how I usually took showers. 

“If you’re going to question my showering, I’m going to have to question you panicking and leaving the room when I took my clothes off.” I gestured toward the door, easing my way to my feet. 

Suddenly  self-conscious,  I  fought  the  urge  to  wrap  my  arms  around myself  to  cover  up.  It  was  nothing  Auden  hadn’t  seen  before,  but…  really he’d only seen me naked the one time, and it had been pretty intense. There hadn’t been a lot of  looking going on as far as I could tell. 

I shut off the shower, Auden’s lack of response speaking louder than his words could’ve. 

Chapter 8

“I  DIDN’T  PANIC,”  he  said,  as  I  looked  around  for  a  towel.  Luckily,  that  sea fae  dude  hadn’t  been  lying  about  getting  the  room  ready.  There  was  one hanging off to the side, out of the splash zone. 

“Sure looked like you did.” 

He let out a long breath. Maybe I was trying his patience. 

Hell, maybe I  hoped I was trying his patience. 

“I  hurt  you,”  he  said,  finally.  “With  what  I  said  and  did—that  hurt  you. 

And you wouldn’t let me talk to you, to fix it. And the entire way here I had to endure your sad resignation grinding away at my conscience because  I hurt you.” 

His chest heaved, and he turned away from me. 

I wrapped the towel around myself, watching him closely as his shoulders rose and fell with every breath. 

Maybe I wasn’t the only one who’d screwed up. 

“I don’t like it when you’re mad at me. Usually.” I finally said. “I don’t do well with stuff like that. My grandparents were the most patient people on the universe; I’m not used to dealing with angry people. When I was waiting tables, I could keep my cool while a customer reamed me, but then I’d go on break and my hands would shake and my stomach would churn and I’d feel like shit. I can handle your anger, but when you’re angry  at me, it’s different. 

I feel different.” 

“Sad, apparently,” he ground out. 

“No. I was sad because of something else.” 

And no way in hell was I spilling that. 

I changed the subject a little, or at least tried to. “You didn’t tell me we

would be able to feel each other’s emotions.” 

“I didn’t know we would. It’s been getting stronger.” He still faced away from  me,  and  my  fingers  tightened  on  the  towel  around  my  middle.  “What were you sad about? I know it was my fault.” 

“Honestly, I don’t feel comfortable sharing it.” 

Auden shuddered. 

I wanted to go comfort him, to deal with the bond, but he’d turned away from  me.  Like  I’d  turned  away  from  him  before.  And  that  was  his  call;  he was allowed to want or not want my comfort. We were friends. If I was really his wife, I probably would’ve hugged him anyway, but things weren’t so cut and dry for us. 

“I…” He let out another long breath, this one shakier than the one before. 

“Can  you…”  He  trailed  off,  but  his  arms  moved,  and  even  from  behind,  I recognized the motion. 

My  eyebrows  shot  upward.  “Hug  you?  Are  you  seriously  making  the same hug gesture that you made fun of me for in the caves?” 

“Maybe.” His gruff voice was sexy. 

I snorted, walking around to the front of him while still holding onto my towel.  “You’re  a  big,  possessive  teddy  bear.  If  you  weren’t  so  gorgeous  it would be adorable.” 

The towel was secure enough, so I lifted my arms up to wrap around his neck. He pulled me closer to him, engulfing me in those gigantic muscles of his and holding on so tightly I felt like we were plastered together. 

“Why  can’t  gorgeous  and  adorable  go  together?”  he  murmured  into  my ear. “What other description is there for finding the most stunning woman on the planet  naked and pretending to play the piano on the floor?” 

My face flushed against his neck and chest. 

Dammit, he’d figured me out. 

“Insane?” I mumbled into his skin. 

His chuckle vibrated my chest softly, but also somehow stroked my skin in  a  way  even  those  big,  warm  hands  of  his  couldn’t.  I  loved  hearing  him laugh. 

“That  word  never  occurred  to  me.  Sexy.  Beautiful.  Clever.  Passionate. 

Seductive…” 

My face flushed further. “How many times do I have to tell you that word does  not mean what you think it means?” 

He chuckled again, and crap. Did he have to have such a gorgeous laugh? 

“I assure you, I mean it exactly the way  you think it means.” 

“I’m  not  letting  you  into  my  pants  after  you  made  me  feel  like  shit,”  I blurted. 

Now I really did seem insane. 

His  humor  grew  solemn,  and  his  hand  gently  tugged  hair  out  from between my shoulder and his chest. 

“That’s  not  why  I’m  here,  hugging  you.  Talking  to  you.”  He  paused. 

“We’re friends, remember? Even without the benefits? I’m not great at this, but I’m trying.” 

Dammit. 

I wanted the benefits. 

And he was so fricking sweet underneath all the layers of grumping and growling. 

“I  remember.”  My  eyes  squeezed  shut  tightly,  and  I  cursed  myself  for what  I  was  about  to  tell  him.  “I  got  sad  because  I  realized  that  you’re probably  the  closest  thing  I’ve  ever  had  to  a  best  friend,  and  I’m  nowhere near  your  best  friend.  You’ve  got  Rollen,  and  Kilo,  and  Froet,  and  you’re practically  brothers.  And  the  only  reason  the  government  even  gave  me  to you  is  because  I  was  alone  and  average.  I  haven’t  even  really  managed  to become all that close with Hannah and Elyn, and we were all dropped on our asses on Avalon together. How stupid is that? I should be reaching out, or—” 

I shut up when his hand landed on my cheek. 

He gently tilted my head upward, slowly moving me until our eyes met, our  lips  only  a  breath  apart.  “My  brothers  have  never  seen   Avvete.  They’ve never  swam  the  reefs  with  me,  or  followed  the  streets  of  Atlantis.  In  many ways, I’ve been alone for a long time. You changed that.” His fingers slid up my face and moved hair out of my eyes. 

There  was  a  long  pause,  a  moment  full  of…  something  I  didn’t  have  a name for. 

“What  are  we  doing?”  I  whispered.  “This  doesn’t  feel  like  friends  with benefits.” 

“What does it feel like?” 

There was another heavy, heavy pause. “I don’t know.” 

But I did. 

At least, I thought  maybe I did. I wasn’t positive, and I guess that’s why Avalon let the half-truth slip through without choking me. 

But I was starting to think I might be falling in love with Auden. 

I cleared my throat and lifted my hand to rest on his over the side of my face,  patting  it  awkwardly.  He  didn’t  withdraw  it.  “We  need  rules. 

Boundaries,” I announced. 

His forehead wrinkled. “Why?” 

“Because  if  you  do  this  too  many  times,  I’m  going  to  start  to  feel  like you’re really my husband. And we’re only friends-with-benefits.” 

Some  emotion  I  couldn’t  read  crossed  his  face  and  rolled  through  me.  I wasn’t sure what it meant, and opened my mouth to ask him. 

A knock on the door had both of our heads jerking toward the intruder. 

“Queen Noa? Er, and King Auden?” The fae from earlier called out. 

“What?” Auden growled. 

My lips curved up in a bit of a grin. 

I didn’t  always hate his anger. 

There  was  a  pause.  “The  other  faeries  and  a  few  of  the  wind  fae  have arrived.” 

A  curse  slipped  through  Auden’s  lips.  “We’re  coming,”  he  barked.  “Go greet  them,  and  bring  them  to  the  rooms  closest  to  ours.  We’ll  meet  them there as soon as possible.” 

There was another long pause. 

“Alright,” the fae finally said. 

I  heard  footsteps  in  the  hallway,  and  Auden  and  I  looked  back  at  each other  for  a  minute.  My  towel  slid  down  my  boobs,  and  we  both  glanced down. 

Half of one of my nipples was showing; oops. 

Auden tugged the  towel back up  over me, slowly  dragging his knuckles over the soft skin at the top of my breast. More goosebumps erupted on my arms. 

“I’ll grab some clothes for you.” He headed over to the door, where he’d left our bag. “The sea fae would probably appreciate it if you wore some of the clothes they brought you. I’m partial to the black bikini, though of course you  look  better  without  anything  on,”  he  remarked,  unzipping  our  over-stuffed bag. 

“Sure I do,” I drawled. I was already pretty much dry thanks to whatever quick-drying gift my sea magic had blessed me with, but my hair was still a little damp. 

“You  do.”  There  wasn’t  any  hesitation  in  his  voice.  “Anyone  with  eyes would  agree.  But  I’d  prefer  my  eyes  to  be  the  only  ones  who  see  you.”  He

continued digging through the bag as I unwrapped the towel from around me, instead trying to smother my hair with it. 

“The bond’s chafing, huh?” I flashed him a smirk from beneath my towel, though he wasn’t looking my way. 

“No, actually.” 

The words caught me off guard. 

“What the  wist is this?” Auden stood, pulling a pile of black fabric out of the bag and standing. He held it up toward me, and then noticed how naked I was. 

His eyes slowly raked my figure up and down at least three times before he  finally  swallowed  roughly  and  gestured  to  the  fabric  he  was  holding.  It was some kind of faery swimsuit, made out of thin strips of fabric. I’d seen stuff  somewhat  similar  on  the  internet  before,  but  had  never  tried  it  on  and was curious. 

“I  don’t  know.  Let’s  see.”  I  walked  over,  handing  him  the  towel  and taking the fabric in exchange. I turned it a few times until I was pretty sure I’d found the leg holes, and then started wrestling the thing up my body. Too many  parts  of  me  bounced  and  moved  as  I  fought  the  material,  but eventually, I won. 

My fingers fixed a few wrinkles as I searched the room for a mirror. 

I  glanced  over  at  Auden  when  he  cleared  his  throat,  and  found  him looking  like  he  was  struggling  to  breathe.  My  eyes  dipped  to  his  pants,  but they weren’t tight enough to prove anything. 

I saw the bathroom and headed toward it. I needed to look in a mirror to see if that was a good breathing-struggle or a bad one, after all. 

The  wall  facing  the  bathroom  door  was  one  massive  mirror.  Luckily  it wasn’t the wall facing the toilet, ‘cause that would’ve been awkward. 

My eyebrows shot upward when I saw myself. 

Chapter 9

“HOT DAMN,” I muttered, turning to check myself out. “I’m gorgeous.” 

Auden  walked  up  behind  me,  stepping  close  enough  that  his  chest brushed my back. “You’re not going anywhere in that.” 

I lifted an eyebrow at him through the mirror. 

His  hands  lifted  to  rest  on  my  hips.  They  were  bare,  other  than  a  few skinny strips of fabric criss-crossing over my skin. 

“And here I was, hoping you’d tell me to walk my sexy ass right over to your bed,” I drawled. 

His  fingers  tightened  on  my  hips  for  a  moment  before  his  grip  loosened and he slowly slid them along the tracks of my hipbones, toward the skinny V

whose point ended in the center of my pelvis. His face somehow dodged my hair,  and  his  nose  met  my  neck.  My  head  tilted  sideways  as  his  lips  moved along my neck, and my body arched into his a bit more. 

“Maybe  I  would,  if  you  hadn’t  warned  me  that  you  weren’t  taking  your pants off for me any time soon.” His teeth skimmed my neck, and crap, that was hot. 

“I need to be strong,” I murmured my agreement. 

My ass met his erection, though, and suddenly my body was burning up. 

His  fingers  followed  my  hipbones  back  up,  and  I  inhaled  unsteadily  as they moved back down, this time dipping into the V just slightly. 

His teeth caught on my earlobe, his tongue playing with the gem inside it, and a soft moan escaped me as his hands moved back up my barely-covered body.  They  skimmed  my  ribs  before  finding  my  breasts,  and  taking  them completely. He pinched a little, and I inhaled sharply. 

“I’ll get you a shirt,” he murmured, one of his hands leaving my breasts

to slide down my hip and over the curve of my mostly-bare ass before giving it  a  squeeze.  “No  one  will  know  you’ve  got  this  on.  If  you’ve  decided  me worthy of forgiveness after the others are settled, you can walk your sexy ass over to  your bed and I’ll show you exactly how much you turn me on.” 

Ultra-hot damn. 

Teaching  him  how  to  get  me  all  worked  up  was  proving  to  be  both  the best and worst investment I’d ever made. 

“Tease,” I remarked, playfully pushing his hands off me. 

“Says  the  woman  who  forced  me  to  watch  her  get  dressed  into  this contraption.  Do  you  have  any  idea  how  tempting  you  are  when  you’re jumping and wiggling like that?” 

I  shrugged.  “I  figured  I  looked  more  like  a  fish  caught  in  a  net  than anything else.” 

He scoffed, his hands finding my hips again as he pulled me tightly into him, moving me so my butt ground against him slowly. “You don’t resemble a fish in any way. And if you say that again, I’ll have no choice but to haul you back to your bed so I can prove it.” 

“Our  bed,” I corrected him. “And as tempting as it is, I’m almost positive your  brothers-slash-friends  will  come  looking  for  us  any  minute.  And something  tells  me  neither  of  us  would  react  well  to  being  caught  like  that, given the volatility of all this.” I gestured between us. 

He scowled, but didn’t disagree. 

“Find  me  that  t-shirt  and  we’ll  see  if  you  can  make  up  for  being  an  ass earlier.” I held my hand out. 

With one final butt and boob squeeze, he reluctantly stepped away from me, but returned with one of my shirts a second later. It was my biggest one

—one I hadn’t worn since we’d been in Avalon. It was old and soft, with a faded superhero logo on it, and it fell to the middle of my thighs. 

“You’re  not  sneaky,”  I  told  him,  pulling  the  shirt  on.  “It’s  not  like  I’m questioning whether or not you want me covered.” 

He flashed me a grin that was too gorgeous and too boyish not to return. 

WE HEADED down the hall a minute later, our fingers locked together. I didn’t think holding hands was really friends-with-benefits territory, but we hadn’t really finished our conversation about that yet so I had an excuse to put off making boundaries for a little longer. 

And  you’d  better  believe  I  was  going  to  take  advantage  of  the  lack  of boundaries until it was remedied. 

We  reached  the  rooms  closest  to  the  hallway,  where  our  friends  were waiting. A few fae tried to direct us in that direction, but Auden waved them off  and  told  them  he  remembered  where  to  go.  I  needed  to  ask  him  about when he’d last been living there, but it wasn’t a priority. 

Stopping me in front of a door, Auden rapped on the wood a few times. It opened  a  moment  later,  revealing  Rollen.  I  wasn’t  sure  how  long  the  wind king  was  planning  on  staying,  but  he  definitely  didn’t  seem  like  he  was worried  about  staying  in  his  own  kingdom.  Not  that  the  kings  had  many responsibilities; they seemed to be for show unless it was time for them to go to war. 

Rollen made a show of looking us both up and down. 

Auden’s fingers tightened around my hand. 

I guess we’d left things in an uncertain place, which wasn’t exactly good for the bond between us. 

“Good to see you’re both in one piece,” he finally remarked, swinging the door open wider. The room was about as big as Auden’s hill house back in the wind kingdom, with a couch resting at the foot of a large bed, and a small bathroom off to the side. A clothing rack stood against one wall with a few articles of clothing hanging off of it, near the bathroom. 

Hannah and Elyn waved from where they sat on the couch at the foot of the bed, and I waved back. Angelo was sprawled over both women’s laps—

apparently he imagined himself much smaller than he actually was. Kilo and Froet were both leaned up against the wall, standing together, and Froet was grinning despite Kilo’s serious expression. 

“We need to get you guys some more clothes,” I told Hannah and Elyn. 

“You’ve got to be tired of those dresses.” I hadn’t even thought about the fact that neither of them had been allowed to pack a bag when the fae took them from their homes back on Earth; they hadn’t had human clothes in months. “I could make us a portal back.” 

I waited for Auden to snarl out that he wasn’t on board with that plan. 

Instead, he said, “That’s a good idea.” 

He didn’t sound like he believed it completely, but he couldn’t have been lying. 

Rollen  lifted  an  eyebrow  at  him,  and  Auden  stared  back.  “Hannah  and Elyn would probably be more comfortable with clothing from their homes. I

won’t  step  a  foot  back  on  Earth,  but  you  could  go  back  with  them.  They’d have a chance to learn how to make portals, too, which would be a good start to learning their magic.” 

Wow. 

I  wasn’t  surprised  Auden  had  sat  himself  out  of  that  one  given  the damage he’d accidentally done to my home planet, but he’d agreed with my idea. 

Honestly,  I  wasn’t  going  back  to  Earth  either.  Sea  magic  as  strong  as Auden and I possessed was too dangerous to take that unnecessary risk. 

“That would be awesome,” Elyn admitted. 

“I’m in. Let’s  go,” Hannah stood  abruptly, making Angelo  jump off  the couch, and he licked her foot. 

“You’ll need to take some herbs to ensure you stay calm,” Auden told the room.  “We  don’t  want  the  humans  to  know  that  fae  have  returned,  even briefly.” 

Nods went around the room. 

I wanted to ask someone to grab my piano for me—or any piano really—

but I didn’t want to be selfish. Hannah and Elyn hadn’t brought any of their stuff  with  them;  they  were  the  priority.  We  could  go  back  for  my  piano  or send someone after it another time. 

“I’ll  have  someone  find  them,”  Auden  said,  releasing  my  hand  and slipping outside of the room. I was surprised that he’d let go of me… and still surprised by how quickly he’d jumped on the bandwagon of my plan. 

Maybe he just liked me in the sexy faery swimsuit. 

Or maybe he really did think it was a good idea, and was trying to make up for leaving me out earlier. 

 “I can feel your conflicting emotions,”  Auden murmured into my mind. 

Well, if he was just going to barge in like that…

 “Do you really think it’s a good idea or are you just trying to make up for being a dick earlier?” 

There was a pause.  “It’s a good idea, for Hannah and Elyn. They haven’t adapted to Avalon the way you have, and considering the danger they pose to Earth,  we’ll  need  them  to  stay  here.  Showing  them  how  to  use  their  magic and helping them retrieve things that matter to them, like your photo albums matter to you, will go a long way toward making things right.” 

He  continued,    “So  yes,  I  think  it’s  a  good  idea.  I’m  not  trying  to manipulate  you  into  stripping  in  front  of  me  again,  if  that’s  what  you’re

 thinking, though I am making an effort to be more attentive to your ideas and emotions.” 

Oh. 

Well, okay. 

I didn’t know what to say to all that, so I just threw out a,  “Thanks.” 

I felt Auden’s amusement, and bit my lip to hide a smile. 

The  other  girls  pulled  me  into  a  rapid  conversation  about  what  kind  of clothes would be best to bring back to Avalon, and what kind of snack foods they should grab if they had a chance to hit up a grocery store. That morphed into a hot debate about whether donuts could compare to the fae sweet bread we all loved if someone were to slap some icing on it. 

Auden  came  back  a  bit  later  with  a  stack  of  duffel  bags,  satchels,  and backpacks hanging off his shoulders and his hands. 

I sat down on the couch while he passed out the bags and explained to the other  women  how  the  herbs  would  work.  I  found  myself  settling  into  the couch, getting a bit sleepy as the rest of them prepared to leave. I hadn’t slept much in the last few days, which did not help with the tiredness. 

My eyes grew heavier and heavier, and I fell asleep to the lull of familiar voices belonging to people I was beginning to trust completely. 

Chapter 10

THE  COUCH  SHIFTED  A  BIT,  and  my  eyes  cracked  open.  The  room  was  dark, and the familiar feeling of the bond between us washed over me as Auden’s arms went gently around me. 

He  moved  me  slowly,  not  realizing  I  was  awake,  just  scooting  me forward a bit and easing me down so I rested more horizontally. My back met his front, his arms holding me securely on the big couch made for oversized fae dudes. It was a tight fit, and I hung off the edge a little, but even mostly asleep, I knew I was safe. 

My eyes closed again, and I fell back asleep. 

BIG, rough hands tugged fabric down my thighs, and quiet voices murmured. 

I  wrestled  with  my  eyelids  as  Auden’s  chest  rumbled  softly  behind  me. 

“Did you get everything you wanted?” 

“Yep!” Elyn sounded like an entirely new person with the upbeat tone of her voice. “I wanted to hit the grocery store, but Rollen was worried someone would see him and realize what he was.” 

That  was  a  good  call.  The  wind  king  would  not  fit  in  to  normal  human society in any way. 

“We can go back after you’ve learned how to protect yourself, so I’m not afraid  to  let  you  out  of  my  sight,”  Rollen  told  her  flippantly.  I  heard  noises that  resembled  heavy  things  being  set  down  on  the  ground;  probably  their bags. 

Auden noticed me moving a little, and his hand slowly stroked down my

arm.  The  motion  was  so  soothing  that  I  stopped  wrestling  my  eyelids,  my body relaxing again. 

Elyn  and  Rollen  chatted  a  bit,  telling  Auden  something  about  what  had happened.  I  realized  it  was  about  her  apartment,  and  my  mind  tuned  it  out almost immediately. 

I was mostly-asleep when the topic changed. 

“Has she been out this whole time?” Elyn asked. 

It only half-registered that she was talking about me. Not nearly enough to pull me out of sleep. 

“Yes. It’s been a long few days for her.” His hand slid down my arm and found my hip, resting securely. My fingers were already wrapped around the arm he had wrapped around my chest, holding me to him. 

“And you probably used the bond to relax her too,” Elyn pointed out. 

There  was  a  long  pause.  “I  don’t  control  the  bond,”  Auden  finally  said. 

“If anything, it controls me. I didn’t use it in any way; that’s not possible.” 

“Then why are you holding her?” Elyn countered. 

Another pause. 

“Because  he  cares  for  her,  and  she  was  sleeping  on  a  couch,”  Rollen threw  out.  “She’ll  be  much  more  comfortable  with  their  skin  touching  than she would be alone.” 

“Did she give you permission, though?” Elyn shot back. 

I  frowned  in  my  half-sleep,  and  the  room  went  silent  for  a  moment  as  I pulled Auden’s arm tighter to my chest. 

“She didn’t give me explicit permission this time,” Auden admitted, after a  few  minutes  had  passed.  “But  she  did  invite  me  to  share  her  bed  on  a permanent basis. We’re friends-with-benefits now.” 

“Friends-with-benefits are just friends who have sex. They don’t share a room, or a bed.” 

“I don’t think this is a typical human situation, El,” Rollen said, his voice more amused than anything. “I’m sure Auden and Noa will figure it out. For now, we’re ready to meet up with Joge.” 

Joge? 

That woke me up. 

I wrestled my eyelids again, but it wasn’t as easy as I’d have hoped. 

“He’s waiting outside the room, with Froet.” Auden said. 

“We’ll be back soon,” Rollen tossed out. 

The door opened and closed, and then the room was silent. 

Auden’s fingers slid down to my thigh, and he squeezed gently. “I know you’re  awake,”  he  murmured.  He’d  have  been  speaking  into  my  ear  if  my gigantic hair wasn’t in the way. 

“Hmm?” I mumbled. 

A soft chuckle rumbled against my back, and he pulled me tighter as my lips curved up in a smile. 

“Joge?” 

“He’s retrieving something from the human world for me.” 

I frowned. “What do you need?” 

“Condoms.” 

I turned to face him rapidly, and definitely would’ve fallen off the couch if  he  hadn’t  caught  me.  His  mischievous  grin  had  me  smacking  him  on  the beefy arm. 

It was a joke, but it hit me…

“Oh, shit.” 

I  hadn’t  had  a  period  since  I’d  been  in  Avalon.  Since  before  I’d  met Auden. I couldn’t be pregnant, could I? 

I tried to sit up, but he held me firmly. “I was joking, Nove. From what I understand, faeries have to initiate their fertility with their magic. There’s no need for condoms—and you’re not pregnant.” 

I collapsed back to the bed. 

I  hadn’t  even  considered  that  before,  and  I’d  never  had  sex  without condoms  back  on  Earth.  What  the  hell  was  Auden  doing  with  the  careful, smart version of me? 

“I hope you don’t have any fae disease,” I mumbled, falling back down so my head was resting on his arm, my arms sandwiched between our chests. 

“An ovapeldo is the only illness in Avalon for any creature with magic.” 

His  fingers  tugged  my  shirt  further  down  my  legs  again,  covering  more  or me. 

“Paranoid  that  someone  will  see  my  faery  outfit?”  I  teased  him,  though my body was heavy with sleep. 

“Extremely.” His hand wrapped around the back of my thigh, just below the hem of my shirt. “I should’ve asked them to grab you some pants while they’re on Earth.” 

I smirked. “I’m a mermaid. We don’t wear pants.” 

He rolled his eyes. “Should I stop wearing a shirt, then?” 

I considered it for all of half of a second. “Yup.” 

He snorted. 

The room lit up, and I rolled back over on the couch so I could see who was coming through the second portal. Auden caught me when I almost fell off again, his chuckle rumbling my back once more. 

Hannah  and  Kilo  stepped  through.  He  was  carrying  more  than  his  own body  weight  in  duffel  bags,  backpacks,  and  satchels.  She  was  holding  an assload of grocery bags, and they were both grinning. 

Kilo  set  his  stuff  down  before  stepping  back  through  the  swirling  green portal, vanishing for a minute. 

“You  got  the  goods?”  I  asked  her,  sitting  up.  Auden  released  me—

reluctantly—when I tried to get up, and I crossed the room. She handed me a bag,  and  my  eyes  landed  on  the  dozen  packages  of  sour  gummy  worms  I’d requested. There were two giant bags, and five or six medium sized bags, as well as five little boxes of mini gummy worms. 

“Wiped out their entire snack and candy aisles,” Hannah confirmed. “And my bank account with it, but oh well.” 

I  ripped  the  first  package  open,  setting  the  rest  of  the  bag  down  before walking back to the couch and plopping down beside Auden. “I can wire you money if we ever go back.” 

He eyed the candy; I’d never seen the fae eating any human treats while we were on Earth, and wondered if he had even known that they existed. 

Kilo came back through the portal with more bags, and I was suddenly hit with curiosity as he set them down and went back through. 

“Here.” I handed Auden the gummy worms. 

He caught my arm with the hand that wasn’t suddenly holding a giant bag of candy. “What are you doing?” 

I answered honestly, “I just want to look out the portal. I have no desire to leave.” 

He released my arm, but his eyes tracked me as I crossed the room. 

I stuck my head through the portal, and found myself looking at a small forest  town  in  the  middle  of  the  night.  The  bright  green  portal  lit  up  the parking lot of the small grocery store, but there was no one around to see it. 

The town sort of reminded me of my own, but it wasn’t familiar. 

I  waited  for  some  sort  of  longing  or  melancholy  emotions  to  hit  me.  I should miss the place I had called home, shouldn’t I? But looking out at the town, at the world around it, I felt… nothing. 

Weird. 

I  pulled  my  head  back  through  the  portal  as  Kilo  stepped  back  into Avalon with the rest of the grocery bags. 

“We’re done,” he told Hannah. 

Her  forehead  wrinkled  as  she  focused,  and  a  moment  later,  the  portal closed. 

“Now,  to  find  the  chocolate…”  She  rubbed  her  hands  together  before dropping to her knees on the floor, and opening the first bag. 

A  knock  at  the  door  sounded,  and  then  the  wood  barrier  swung  open. 

“Auden,”  Elyn  called  from  outside.  She  was  blocking  whatever  was  in  the hallway from my view. “Where do you want this?” 

Where did he want what? 

“I’ll  show  you.”  He  got  up  and  strode  out  the  door  with  my  gummy worms. 

I followed him, staring at his ass a little longer than a friend-with-benefits probably should’ve. 

When we made it out the door and he stepped to the side, my mouth went dry. 

Sitting in the massive, underground hallway, was a piano. 

Not just any piano…  my piano. 

“How did you find this?” I looked to Auden, then to Elyn. 

And then to Joge. 

He flashed me a small smile and nodded his head toward me. “Consider it an apology.” 

I  hadn’t  forgotten  the  way  he’d  attacked  me  on  Avalon,  but  yeah,  the piano  was  a  damn  good  apology.  He’d  been  to  my  apartment  when  he  took me from the government; he was one of only three fae who could’ve possibly located my piano. 

And Auden had known that. 

I hadn’t even realized he was paying attention to me, or any of us, back then. He’d seemed so angry… but hadn’t I already learned that his anger was just a front most of the time? 

“Apology  accepted.”  I  bit  my  lip  as  I  nodded  back  to  Joge,  and  then  I turned  to  Auden  and  threw  my  body  at  his,  wrapping  my  arms  around  his neck and holding on tightly. “Thank you.” 

My eyes were getting a little watery. 

He was silent, but released me a moment later so I could hug Hannah and Rollen and Froet too, since they’d all helped. 

“Alright, we’re hauling it to November’s room,” Auden announced. 

Then he paused, and said, “Our room.” 

The fact that he’d corrected himself on that was enough to make me grin really freakin’ widely. 

“There we go. That’s the spirit of equality.” I shot him a thumbs-up that earned me an eyeroll… and, was he blushing a bit? 

Damn, he was cute when he blushed. 

He put the bag of gummy worms back in my hands and reached for the piano. 

Chapter 11

MY PIANO DIDN’T HAVE wheels, so I had the pleasure of watching Auden and Rollen  haul  the  heavy  thing  all  the  way  to  mine  and  Auden’s  room  while Froet  carried  the  bench.  Not  that  I  watched  Rollen  or  Froet—Auden’s  body had ninety-nine percent of my attention. The other one percent was consumed by my attempt to continue walking without falling on my face or running into Elyn and the guys. 

When the piano was settled, Elyn and Rollen headed back to Hannah and Elyn’s room. There were no rooms with multiple beds in the sea kingdom; I guess when there weren’t that many fae in general, they never had a reason to share  a  room.  So  Rollen  and  Kilo  were  going  to  drag  in  a  few  more mattresses until we figured out what we were going to do about Ien and the kings. 

That was tomorrow’s problem, though. I couldn’t see the sky, but I was pretty sure it was still the middle of the night. 

Auden shut the door behind them, and I was already sitting down at the piano. My fingers reached for the keys, but I hesitated. 

I could feel the weight of Auden’s eyes on me. 

And I still didn’t really understand how music worked in Avalon. 

I let out a slow breath as Auden’s quiet footsteps sounded behind me. 

“What are you waiting for?” he asked. His hands skimmed my shoulders, tugging lightly on my hair in the process. 

“Are you going to lose your mind if I play?” I checked. 

He chuckled. “No.” 

“I was like… brainwashed last time I heard music here.” 

“Music is just another type of magic. It’s a magic no one can possess, but

most people can use with enough effort.” His thumbs massaged my shoulder muscles lightly, and my eyes closed at the incredible feeling of it. 

Bliss. 

Being massaged by Auden was pure bliss. 

“I’m  sure  your  playing  will  be  the  strongest  musical-magic  I’ve  ever heard, and I look forward to being lost in it.” 

“Won’t it brainwash me though?” I wondered. 

“No.  Its  impact  will  probably  be  similar  to  what  you  felt  on  earth.”  His fingers  left  my  shoulders,  instead  running  through  my  hair.  They  caught  on tangles, but he just gently tugged through them. 

“So this is safe for both of us?” I asked, one last reassurance. 

“Yes.” 

I nodded, and lifted my fingers toward the keys. 

But  then  pulled  them  back  again  and  looked  at  him  over  my  shoulder. 

Impatience warred with amusement as his emotions touched me, and my lips curved upward. “How does it work?” 

“The tone and type of the music will determine how it affects the listener. 

You’ll see.” 

Now, I was curious. 

With a deep breath in, I set my fingers on the keys, and played. 

I  started  with  the  songs  I’d  played  in  the  shower—the  ones  that  had always  felt  like  they  could  touch  my  soul.  Auden’s  hands  left  my  hair,  and out of the corner of my eye, I noticed him walk over to the massive bed we had yet to test out. 

He sat down and got comfortable, and I…

Well, I got lost in the music. 

The magic of it slowly washed over me. Auden was right; it felt a lot like it did when I played back on Earth, but also, different. 

Stronger. 

My fingers moved and my eyes closed, and the magic grew as the music slowly  became  louder  and  more  powerful.  It  wasn’t  just  the  typical  soul-touching  that  I  felt  from  the  song—it  was  something  bigger.  Something almost… spiritual. 

Tears  stung  my  eyes  as  the  song  reached  its  climax,  and  then  the  music grew quieter and quieter as it tapered off. I transitioned automatically into the next  song,  letting  the  music  and  its  unique  magic  take  control.  My  fingers moved through the familiar tune, my heart soaring and falling with the notes, 

the chorus, and the words that rang through my mind. 

After  a  few  of  my  favorite  soul  songs,  I  glanced  over  my  shoulder  at Auden. I found him laying with his eyes closed and his body relaxed. 

Satisfaction curled up within me, and I continued playing through another half-dozen  of  those  songs  before  I  got  curious  as  to  how  exactly  the  music worked. 

Glancing  over  my  shoulder  again,  I  made  sure  Auden  hadn’t  fallen asleep.  As  if  he  felt  my  attention,  he  opened  his  eyes  and  gave  me  a smoldering look that warmed me. 

Turning back to the piano, I bit my lip as the song came to an end, and I launched into my take on one of my favorite Camila Cabello songs. A lot of her  music  had  sexy  tones  to  it  that  I  loved,  and  I  wanted  to  see  what  the magic did with it, if anything. 

Halfway through the song, I glanced over at Auden again, and found him staring  at  me  with  an  entirely  different  expression.  My  attention  was consumed  by  the  piano  and  my  music,  so  I  hadn’t  noticed  what  he  was feeling—really turned on. 

My  body  grew  flushed  as  I  looked  back  to  the  keys,  and  I  ran  through another song before I heard Auden’s quiet footsteps on the ground again. His fingers skimmed up my arms before tangling in my hair as he leaned in. His lips  were  only  an  inch  from  my  ear  when  he  murmured,  “Keep  this  up  and I’ll be naked before you know it.” 

A laugh sputtered out of me as I kept playing. “Can’t say I’d mind.” 

The  backs  of  his  fingers  brushed  my  neck.  “I  wouldn’t  either.”  He released my hair, his fingers brushing over my cheek before he walked back to the bed. 

I transitioned to some more laid-back music. Jack Johnson usually put me at ease, so I played a few of his songs. Those had Auden relaxing back into the mattress pretty quickly. 

Though  I’d  slept  earlier,  I  didn’t  think  he  had—which  meant  he  was probably exhausted. I wanted him to get some rest and wondered… could my music help him do that? 

I  transitioned  into  some  slower  songs.  Truthfully,  I’d  never  cared  much for classical music. I preferred modern stuff rather than old masterpieces, but that  might’ve  been  because  I  liked  putting  my  own  spin  on  things  and knowing the words to the music I loved. 

And  also,  because  I’d  spent  much  of  my  childhood  in  my  grandpa’s

mechanic shop. The last thing a bunch of mechanics wanted to listen to was classical music. 

I’d played a few slow country songs before I heard the first snore. Victory rushed through me when I glanced over my shoulder and heard another. 

I’d  never  heard  Auden  snore,  and  since  I  was  a  snorer,  learning  that  he did it too made me grin. 

Continuing with a few more slow songs, I played until I was positive that Auden  was  good  and  asleep.  When  I  was  sure  he  was,  I  slowly  made  the music quieter and slower until I stopped altogether. 

The  music’s  magic  didn’t  vanish  when  I  stopped  playing;  it  felt  like  it was  draped  over  my  skin,  relaxing  me  and  making  me  feel  like  I  was  at home. 

Turning on the bench, I faced Auden and let my eyes run over him. 

What was it about Avalon that made me feel like I was home? 

The  magic,  definitely.  And  the  people,  maybe.  But  there  was  more  than that. 

I’d looked through that portal, and I hadn’t missed Earth. I hadn’t missed my  life.  I  didn’t  miss  making  and  posting  videos—even  the  ones  that  got  a decent  number  of  views.  I  didn’t  miss  reading  the  comments,  my  stomach clenched  as  I  waited  for  someone  to  attack  my  character  or  playing  skills unprovoked. 

I  didn’t  miss  working  in  the  diner,  or  hanging  with  my  guy  friends,  or even just living my life. 

The only thing I missed about Earth was my grandpa, but he’d been gone before the world had nearly ended. 

Still, I’d expected to feel some sort of loyalty toward the place I’d called home for so long. 

Someone knocked softly on the door, and I got up, figuring it was one of the other women. But when I pulled it open, I found the fae who had led us to our room earlier that day. 

“Oh. Hi.” I glanced past him in the hallway, looking for other people. 

Nope; it was just him. 

“Hello.” He gave me a tentative smile, glancing past  me.  Was he looking for Auden? “I was hoping I’d catch you when the king was asleep.” 

Aw, shit. 

Served  me  right  for  opening  the  door  without  looking  through  the peephole or underneath it or something. 

I started to shut the door. 

“No, no, not like that—I just heard you playing, and it made me tired, so I assumed it would be stronger for Auden. King Auden,” he corrected himself. 

His awkwardness and rush to catch the door made me pause. 

“The sky king delivered this to us earlier.” He handed me an envelope. It was  made  of  paper  much  smoother  than  I  was  used  to,  and  the  paper  felt thick. “He asked me to give this to you when Auden wasn’t there to take it away.” 

I glanced between the envelope and the guy. 

What was in there; a bomb? 

“And you didn’t question that request?” I asked, lifting an eyebrow. 

His face grew red. “Typically, the Queen is in charge.” 

“I’m  not  in  charge.”  I  snagged  the  envelope  from  his  hands.  “If  Merzo comes back, reset him. Thanks for delivering this, though.” 

Stepping back, I shut the door. 

Glancing  over  at  the  snoring  Auden,  I  looked  down  at  the  envelope.  I knew I shouldn’t open it, but… I had to. 

Ripping the paper, I braced myself for some kind of magical bomb. 

Nothing happened. 

A  relieved  breath  escaped  me,  and  I  tugged  out  the  thick  card  wedged tightly  within  the  paper.  The  borders  were  outlined  in  shimmering  gold  foil and the middle of the card read:

 The sacrifice isn’t what you think. The bond won’t let us do anything to hurt our kompells, and killing you would hurt them. 

 Meet me on your northern beach and I’ll explain. 

 Merzo

I stared at the paper for far too long before finally looking at the door. 

Merzo  was  waiting  outside  for  me.  With  answers,  if  his  note  was  to  be believed.  None  of  the  people  I  trusted  seemed  to  have  any  of  the  details, which meant I needed to talk to Merzo while he was willing to share. 

But it could be a trap. 

Although…

Maybe  it  wasn’t.  Merzo  sometimes  seemed  like  a  serial  killer,  but  I hadn’t  seen  him  kill  anyone  needlessly.  He  hadn’t  been  kind,  but  he  hadn’t been cruel, either. 

If I was reckless, or knew how to fight, I would’ve just gone for it. Snuck out, and met him on the beach. 

But I wasn’t reckless. 

And I didn’t know how to fight. 

And…

I glanced over at Auden. 

I didn’t want to hurt the man lying on the bed. He was sleeping because he trusted me not to put myself in danger while he wasn’t there to help keep me safe. 

He  trusted me. 

And I trusted him. 

And if we were going to keep our more-than-friendship going, I needed to act like it. 

With a heavy sigh, I walked across the room. 

Given  our  conversation  earlier,  I  knew  there  was  a  good  chance  that  he would shoot down any thought of meeting with Merzo at all. But I hoped he wouldn’t. 

I shook Auden’s shoulder lightly, the way he always woke me up. It took a few tries, but his eyes finally cracked open and met mine. 

“One  of  the  anti-equality  fae  dropped  this  off  for  us.”  I  handed  him  the note and envelope. 

He took it, ran his hand over his face real quick, and then read it. 

Once, and then twice. 

“This  wasn’t  for  us—it  was  for  you,”  he  finally  said,  his  voice  low  and rough. 

I nodded. 

His cheeks filled with air and then he let out a slow breath. “Alright. Let’s go.” 

My eyebrows shot upward. 

“I’m not a complete asshole. If there’s a way to stop everyone’s suffering that doesn’t cost you your life or magic, I’ll agree to it,” he told me, handing me  the  note.  “We’re  bringing  Kilo  as  backup  though,  in  case  one  of  the winged bastards tries to fly off with you.” 

Chapter 12

WE  PICKED  Kilo  up  on  the  way,  giving  Rollen  and  the  other  girls  a  quick rundown of the note and what we were hoping to learn, and then headed out. 

Not  much  later,  we  were  slipping  out  of  an  entrance/exit  I’d  never  been through  before.  Auden’s  fingers  were  tangled  with  mine  as  he  led  me  and Kilo over the sand, toward whichever beach was the kingdom’s northern one. 

When  we  were  almost  there,  Auden  gestured  to  Kilo,  and  Kilo  nodded once before he shot up into the sky, disappearing up into the clouds. 

“He’ll check to make sure there’s not a group waiting to attack us, though I’m sure our lookouts would’ve noticed them by now if there were,” Auden explained in a low voice. 

I  nodded,  mostly  keeping  quiet.  Honestly,  Auden’s  reaction  to  the  letter had  been  perfect.  He  worried,  considered  it,  and  then  talked  to  me  about  it before  deciding  that  going  was  the  right  call.  Even  though  we  both  knew  I was probably more of a burden than anything else, he let me tag along. 

And that made me feel a lot of things. 

And  it  made  me  think  about  our  nap  on  the  couch.  Elyn  had  been  right about the couch-nap as not being really friends-with-benefits-esque. 

Maybe  I  needed  to  talk  to  her  and  Hannah,  to  tell  them  everything  that was  going  on,  and  get  their  input.  That  seemed  to  work  for  other  girls  who had girl-friends, right? 

Yep; I was going to do it. 

Or at least try. 

Maybe nothing would come of it, or they wouldn’t want to hear it. We’d see. 

“We’re  going  to  stand  in  the  ocean  while  we  talk,”  Auden  added, 

dragging  me  away  from  my  overthinking.  “I’ll  shove  you  into  the  water  if Merzo does anything to make me think he wants more than a conversation.” 

“Romantic,” I drawled. 

“Yeah,  saving  your  life  is  pretty   wisting  romantic,”  he  agreed,  flashing me a small grin. 

I bit back a smile of my own. 

Maybe  there  were  worse  things  than  to  be  possibly  falling  in  love  with Auden. Even if friends-with-benefits was all we were ever going to be, we’d be loyal to each other, at least, so it wasn’t like I’d have no relationship with him. 

We hiked over to the water, still far enough from Merzo that he wouldn’t have seen us, and slipped beneath the waves. We stayed where it was fairly shallow,  surfacing  when  we  could  see  a  distorted  version  of  Merzo  on  the shore,  from  beneath  the  waves.  He  stood  alone  and  was  staring  at  us,  so  I knew he could see where we were. 

Auden’s  fingers  slipped  between  mine,  and  we  surfaced  together.  I  saw him glance at the clouds; looking for Kilo. 

Though I’d teased him for promising to shove me under the water at the first sign of danger, I really did appreciate that he cared enough to keep me safe. 

Kilo  must’ve  made  some  kind  of  signal  that  it  was  all  clear,  because Auden’s  attention  dipped  to  the  sky  king.  Merzo  stood  stiffly  on  the  beach, his arms folded over his chest, and his gaze serious. 

“You were supposed to come alone,” the sky king said. 

I didn’t have to ask who he was talking to. “We both know I’d just end up kidnapped again.” 

Merzo  lifted  an  eyebrow.  “Your  dust  is  quite  the  weapon.  I  doubt  I’d manage to take you before you hit me with it.” 

Right; Ien had acted like he was in pain when my dust hit him. That was interesting; I wondered why it had done that. It hadn’t seemed to hurt anyone before, and I didn’t do anything different to it on  Errvae. 

“What do you want?” Auden growled. 

Merzo shoved a hand through his hair. 

I couldn’t remember him doing that before; maybe he had, but honestly, I didn’t think I’d ever seen him look even slightly frazzled. 

“My  brother’s  in  bad  shape,”  he  finally  said.  “I  don’t  want  to  be  here. 

Ien’s  planning  to  kill  all  of  the  faeries  after  the  sacrifice  anyway,  just  to  be

done with you. But I’d rather Kalus retains his sanity.” 

“I think it might be a little too late,” I said. 

Yeah, I could’ve worded that a little better. 

Merzo glared at me. “Do you want the information or not?” 

“Yes.”  I  probably  should’ve  tried  to  lie  and  tell  him  I  thought  Kalus would  be  fine,  but  lying  was  a  no-go,  and  I  couldn’t  honestly  tell  him  I thought Kalus could pull out of it. The guy seemed absolutely insane. 

“According  to  Ien,  the  faeries  are  still  technically  in  control  of  Avalon. 

That’s why the land doesn’t let us build on it, and why we’re all still in pain. 

If  you  sacrifice  your  control  of  Avalon  to  the  fae,  then  all  existing kompelenos will be broken.” 

My eyebrows lifted. 

He continued, “The control belongs to the top three kingdoms; that’s why he needed all three of us to marry humans.” He gestured between Auden and himself. “All it takes is a little blood, and speaking a few words on behalf of the faeries.” 

“Why would that break all of the  kompeleno bonds?” Auden asked. 

“The   kompeleno  is  a  pledge  between  a  fae  and  a  faery,  but  it’s  held together  by  Avalon’s  magic.  If  we  take  over,  Avalon’s  magic  will  change enough that the bonds will all unravel instantly.” 

Damn. 

But…

“All of the bonds?” I repeated. 

My stomach started to ache a bit. 

All bonds, including mine and Auden’s. 

He’d be free to live however he wanted. 

And we were just friends who had no choice but to be loyal to each other; without the bond forcing that, there wasn’t anything to make us stay together. 

“Including yours. You’d both be free.” Merzo nodded emphatically. “All of us would be free—Elyn and Hannah too.” 

That was… big. 

Really big. 

For all of us. 

Our  marriages  had  been  a  sham  from  the  beginning.  And  I  believed  in loyalty and despised cheating, but with the marriages dissolved… well, then it wouldn’t be cheating if they got with someone else. 

If  Auden got with someone else. 

Or  I got with someone else. 

 Wist, the thought made me sick. 

“What would they need to do?” Auden asked. 

Merzo  pulled  an  envelope  out  of  his  pants’  pocket.  “I  wrote  everything down. I can read it aloud if you want, so you know it’s the truth.” 

Auden’s head bobbed. 

His emotions were still racing too fast for me to translate them. 

Merzo read the list of steps aloud. It was simple, really; we had to go to Errvae, find the center, bleed on it, and repeat a phrase that meant something along the lines of, “give the land to the fae”. It seemed pretty straight-forward and uncomplicated, which led me to wonder why Ien hadn’t just told us about it from the beginning. 

Merzo even said that Auden could change the phrasing of the sentence, to make  it  more  clear  to  Avalon  that  we  were  only  giving  our  blood,  not  our magic  or  lives;  Avalon  would  hear  our  request,  whatever  it  was,  when  we bled for her. 

“I gave you this as a sign of good will,” Merzo gestured to the card in his hand. “Now, I expect you to return the favor. After Avalon belongs to the fae, I want you to kill Ien.” 

“Done.” Auden didn’t hesitate. 

“Not you; her.” 

My throat suddenly swelled. “What?” 

“Ien’s  the  reason  all  of  this   wisting   shit  has  gone  down.  My  brother’s days  away  from  losing  what  little  of  his  mind  still  exists,  because  of  Ien. 

Only faery magic can permanently kill fae; to repay me for this information, you have to use yours to kill him.” 

My stomach twisted further. “I can’t do that.” 

“Then  I’ll  hunt  you  down.”  Merzo’s  eyes  flashed.  “You’ll  be  free  of Chaos after you put Avalon in fae hands, but until Ien’s dead, you won’t be free of me.” 

Auden dropped my hand and stalked up toward the sky king. In place of his emotional hurricane, stood rage. 

That was the bond talking, though. Just the bond. 

Probably. 

Maybe. 

Honestly, I was having a hard time separating the bond from reality. 

Merzo  dropped  the  paper  and  envelope  on  the  sand  and  met  my  eyes. 

“That’s a vow, November.” 

He shot up into the sky as I felt the magic behind his words tingle up my spine. Avalon didn’t allow lies… or broken promises. 

Auden stood on the shore, chest heaving and fury raging through both of us—though mine was coming from him, not me. He picked up the paper and shoved  it  back  in  the  envelope  before  throwing  a  hand  through  his  hair  and looking back at me. 

Kilo landed. “This is the best news we could’ve hoped for.” 

When  Auden  didn’t  respond,  he  looked  at  me.  “Everyone  will  be  free, and all you have to sacrifice is something we didn’t know existed at all.” 

He was right… but wrong, too. 

I  wasn’t  going  to  have  to  sacrifice  my  tail,  or  my  magic,  or,  heaven-forbid, my mass of hair. 

I was going to have to sacrifice my husband. 

Or my bond with him, rather. 

I  wasn’t  oblivious;  I  knew  what  we  were  without  the  bond.  We  were friends-with-benefits,  but  I  doubted  the  benefits  would  remain  after  we weren’t bound together anymore. Auden had already told me that he wasn’t a guy  who  could  sleep  with  me  and  then  walk  away;  we  were  either  bound together, or we were nothing more than acquaintances. 

I hadn’t wanted to marry Auden to begin with, but now… now, I didn’t want the divorce we were going to have to get. 

Chapter 13

WE MADE our way to another entrance to the underground kingdom in tense silence, and then walked to the other queens’ room the same way. When we got there, we dropped Kilo off and filled everyone else in before Auden and I headed back to our room in that same heavy silence. 

“I’ll be back in the morning,” he told me gruffly, striding over to a door in  the  room  whose  contents  I  hadn’t  checked  out  yet.  The  door  slammed behind  him,  and  I  stared  after  him  for  a  few  long  moments  before  walking over to the bed. 

I  slipped  under  the  blankets  and  stared  up  at  the  ceiling,  my  mind struggling to work through what we’d just learned. 

Auden and I weren’t permanent. 

We  weren’t  going  to  be  together  for  much  longer.  Maybe  a  day,  maybe two or three at the maximum. 

And that…

Hurt. 

My eyes flooded with tears as I stared up at the ceiling. 

“Dammit,” I whispered to the stone above my head. “I don’t want to cry.” 

But I was losing yet another person. 

Auden was only mine because we’d been forced to become  kompells; we weren’t anything to each other outside of that. Other than friends, but Auden had enough friends. 

I hadn’t accepted my feelings for Auden. I hadn’t even let myself really consider  them.  It  was  easier  to  tell  him  that  I  wanted  to  be  his  friend-with-benefits  than  it  was  to  tell  him  that  I  wanted  to  be  his  wife  for  real.  And before, I’d thought we had time. Our relationship could’ve progressed further

with more time. 

But now the time was up, and we were still in the friend zone. 

The door swung open, and I squeezed my eyes shut. 

I didn’t want him to see me cry over this. He obviously wasn’t going to mourn our relationship the way I was; he hadn’t spent most of his life alone. 

He had brothers, and friends. He’d led the freakin’ army, even, so there were hundreds of fae who trusted him and looked up to him and cared about him. 

Ones he probably cared about, too. 

I heard his  quiet footsteps grow  closer and imagined  him storming back across the room. 

“November,” he growled. 

“It’s Noa.” 

His hand landed on my thigh. “I will never call you that.” 

“I know.” 

I did. 

Even  if  we  were  nothing  to  each  other,  we  would  always  have  the memories  of  this  time  we’d  spent  in  this  arranged  marriage  together.  He would  never  be  Chaos  to  me,  and  I  would  never  be  Noa  to  him.  And hopefully  when  we  bumped  into  each  other  in  the  ocean—if  anyone  ever bumped  into  each  other  at  the  ocean—we  could  smile  at  each  other  and remember the good times we’d had. 

Tears leaked out of my eyes, falling into my stupidly-long hair. 

His emotions moved faster, and heavier. 

Instead of calling me out for crying, or asking me what the problem was, he climbed up to where I was on the bed. His arms gently went around me, and he rolled me to his chest. 

His  hand  stroked  down  my  hair,  over  my  back,  stopping  a  few  inches from my ass before moving back up. My tears leaked out onto his shirt. 

“Earlier,”  he  said,  clearing  his  throat.  “When  we  were  talking  about friends with benefits, and boundaries… I don’t want to be friends, November. 

Not now, and not after the bond is broken. I want more than that, with you. I think I’ll always want more than that with you.” 

“That’s probably just the bond talking, though,” I whispered into his shirt. 

“No, it’s not.” 

I  wanted  to  believe  him.  I  really  did.  But…  “You  didn’t  want  to  be friends-with-benefits.  You  didn’t  even  want  to  be  friends  at  all,  when  we were on Avalon Island. And I know your world had been turned upside down

and things were screwed up badly, but you didn’t even want to be friends.” 

“I  didn’t  know  you.  It’s  been  months  since  then,  Nove,  and  a  lot  has changed.”  His  hand  moved  to  cradle  the  side  of  my  cheek,  his  thumb brushing my tears away. He whispered in a softer, lower voice, “Why are you crying?” 

I could’ve changed the subject. 

I could’ve kept quiet. 

I could’ve even asked him to leave. 

But I was starting to think that maybe Avalon had the right idea when she decided not to let her fae and faeries lie. 

“Because I’m going to lose you, and then I’m going to be alone again.” I shook my head against his shirt. “It’s stupid, I know. I should be used to it by now. And I have Elyn and Hannah, but with the way they look at Rollen and Kilo, they’ll probably be moving to the wind kingdom with them after this is all  over.  And  you  said  being  the  queen  is  permanent  unless  you  die—and  I can’t die and regenerate, so I’m going to be stuck here, and—” 

Auden pulled my body flush against his. 

The hand on my cheek tilted my head up, and our eyes met. His diamond gaze  was  full  of  anger,  and  determination,  and…  more  that  I  couldn’t  read, even after months of spending all our time together. 

“You’re not going to be alone,” he said roughly. “I’m not leaving. You’re not going to lose me.” 

“That’s not a guarantee though.” I squeezed my eyes shut again. 

“Being the king is permanent too. They all voted for us; we’re both stuck in  this  position.  I  can’t  move  back  to  the  wind  kingdom  either.  If  you’re going to be alone, I’m going to be just as alone, so we might as well be alone together.” 

I didn’t want that though. 

Not really. 

“We could still be friends. With benefits, if you want.” He added that last part like a side addition, not a requirement. Did he even want to be friends-with-benefits at all? 

“Let’s just go to sleep.” I didn’t want to keep the conversation going. The more we talked, the more it seemed to hurt. 

“No.” The steel in his voice made me open my eyes. 

“No?” 

“No. We’re not going to sleep while you’re hurting like this.” He dragged

my body a little higher so we could look at each other easier. Our lips were only a breath apart, our noses resting against each other. “While I’m hurting like this.” 

“What are you doing?” I whispered. 

“I tried to tell you earlier,” he said gruffly. “Before we were interrupted. 

You  told  me  that  this  doesn’t  feel  like  friends-with-benefits  to  you,  and  it doesn’t  feel  like  that  to  me,  either.  I  want  more,  Nove.  More  time,  more touching,  more  talking…  I  want  you.  All  of  you.  And  not  as  a  benefit  of friendship; as something more.” 

Holy crap. 

That was big. 

“You’ll  probably  change  your  mind  after  the  bond  is  removed,”  I  told him. 

“No. I won’t.” His eyes were locked with mine. “I’ll want you the same whether or not we’re  kompells.” 

I wanted to believe him. 

Really, I did. 

But—

His lips met mine. 

He didn’t deepen the kiss, or grab my butt, or try to make things steamier in  any  way.  His  lips  just  touched  mine,  an  interruption,  and  an  invitation, and… a sign. 

Withdrawing,  he  moved  me  again,  pulling  me  back  down  a  bit  so  my head rested on the pillow and my cheek met his chest. I was too stunned and confused to respond. 

His  hand  stroked  calming  circles  on  my  back.  My  eyes  closed,  and despite  the  comfort  of  the  position,  my  mind  was  still  moving  quickly.  His whirlwind emotions had morphed into a pure determination strong enough to cut glass or break teeth. 

A  few  minutes  had  passed  when  he  murmured,  “I’m  not  going  to  walk away from you without a fight.” 

His hand moved from my back to my hair, and though my emotions were a tornado, eventually I stopped freaking out and fell asleep. 

I WOKE up alone in bed the next morning. 

Honestly, it was a bit disconcerting. 

I looked around the room, and my eyes caught on an open door. Off to the side of the room, that door Auden had gone out through earlier was standing open and through it, I saw what looked like…water? 

Slipping out of bed, I tugged my shirt back down my thighs as I headed over to the door and possible water. 

I stepped through, and my eyebrows shot upward when I saw that it was, in  fact,  water.  A  wall  of  water,  that  wasn’t  flowing  into  the  room  for absolutely no apparent reason as far as I could tell. 

Sticking my hand out, I slid my hand into the water, half expecting it to hit some kind of glass wall. 

But no, my hand slipped right in. 

Definitely water, or something similar. 

I pulled it out, turning my wet hand a bit to make sure it was actual water on my skin before lifting my gaze back to the wall. 

My gaze collided with a set of diamond eyes, and I jumped. 

Almost screamed, too. 

Auden stepped out of the water wall, his hands raising and his lips lifting in a grin as I swore at him. 

“I  didn’t  leave  you  in  our  room  alone,”  he  told  me,  folding  me  into  his arms like it was the most natural thing in the world. “Just needed a swim.” 

My  arms  wrapped  around  him  too,  like  it  really   was  the  most  natural thing in the world. 

“How is this even possible?” I asked into his shoulder, not pulling away. 

He  was  wet,  and  getting  me  wet  too,  but  I  didn’t  mind  the  dripping  water when  it  meant  holding  onto  and  being  held  by  Auden.  He  felt  too  freakin’

good. 

“Powerful sea fae can create air bubbles. Using the magic pisses Avalon off  a  bit,  but  some  of  the  past  kings  didn’t  care.  One  of  them  made  it,  I’m sure.” 

“But what is it?” I asked, eyeing the water-wall. 

“The  room  is  basically  just  a  water-less  space.  The  air-bubble  lines  the walls where the water could get through, but it’s not really made of air; it’s just a space that’s free of water,” he explained. “If you close your eyes, you’ll probably feel the magic.” 

I closed my eyes, but all I felt was Auden. His heart was beating steadily in his chest, the rhythmic sound of it soothing me somehow. 

His  hand  smoothed  over  my  hair.  “Should  we  go  get  everyone  else? 

They’re probably ready to be free of their  kompells.” 

I nodded. 

I wasn’t ready to be free of Auden; I wanted to keep him. 

But he wasn’t really mine, and neither of us had wanted the marriage in the first place. Maybe we’d still stay friends as we co-ruled the sea kingdom. 

Maybe we wouldn’t. 

Maybe he would fight for this…  whatever we had building and growing, like he’d said he would the night before. 

And maybe he wouldn’t. 

Maybe without the bond, he wouldn’t even want to be my friend. 

Either way, I was going to have to accept it, and learn to deal with it. 

Chapter 14

I  CHANGED  out  of  the  sexy  faery  swimsuit  before  we  left,  giving  it  a  sad expression when I dropped it on the bathroom floor. I’d had such high hopes for that thing. 

With a soft sigh, I changed into one of the bikinis Auden had bought me back on Earth, then pulled one of my Tom’s Garage t-shirts on over it. 

I slipped out of the bathroom, and Auden’s gaze trailed up and down my body before it landed on the fabric in my hands. The faery swimsuit was less revealing than my bikini, but the cut of it was much sexier. 

“You  remember  what  I  said  last  night,”  Auden  told  me,  studying  me.  It wasn’t a question, but it probably should’ve been. 

“We don’t know what the future’s going to hold.” I met him at the door, and he tugged it open for me before I could grab the handle. 

“So?” 

“So  I  don’t  think  we  should  make  any  big  claims  or  assumptions.  The bond  changed  both  of  us  in  so  many  ways  that  we  don’t  even  really  know who  we’ll  be  without  it.  Maybe  we  won’t  even  be  attracted  to  each  other anymore; we’ll wait and see what happens.” 

I  went  to  step  through  the  door,  but  Auden  grabbed  me  by  the  waist.  In two massive steps, he had me pinned between him and the wall. Our bodies were  pressed  tightly  together,  and  then  our  mouths  collided.  His  massive hands curved around the backs of my thighs, his body pressing into mine as his tongue made love to my mouth. 

My hands skimmed his biceps while his skimmed my legs, and hips, and then my ass after he lifted my thighs so they were wrapped around his waist, deepening the kiss. 

Our  movements  grew  frantic  the  longer  the  kiss  went  on,  our  bodies touching and feeling and using one another… until a cough from someone far too near to us had us both jerking apart. 

My  head  crashed  into  the  wall  and  I  swore,  grabbing  the  back  of  it  as Auden spun us both toward the source of the noise. 

“Getting  one  last  kiss  in  before  the  bond  vanishes  and  takes  all  this attraction with it?” Rollen drawled, gesturing between us. 

I knew it was a joke, but the words still stung. 

My legs unwrapped from Auden, and when I slid off of him, he let me go. 

“Yep.” I didn’t bother trying to force a smile for Rollen before I headed down the  hallway,  my  swollen  lips  healing  and  reverting  to  normal  as  I  walked. 

“Let’s get a move on it.” 

I  heard  Auden  and  Rollen  exchanging  rough  whispers  behind  me,  but didn’t pay attention to what they were saying because I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. 

We found Hannah, Elyn, Froet, and Kilo waiting in the hallway. 

“Ready?” I asked them. 

“Hell  yeah,”  Hannah  exclaimed.  Angelo  licked  her  hand,  his  tail thumping  the  stone  wall  beside  him  as  he  wagged  it.  He  would  be  staying there, with Joge as his assigned dog-sitter, but given his cheery disposition I didn’t think he’d mind. 

“You have no idea.” Elyn’s grin was big enough to split her damn face in two. 

She was right; I didn’t. 

She  was  about  to  be  freed  from  the  jackass  she’d  never  wanted  to  be married to, and I was about to be cut off from the closest thing I had to a best friend. Assuming the point he’d made in the hallway was honest, or correct, what would we have? 

Well, friendship, I guess. 

That wasn’t nothing; I needed to remember that. 

“We brought snacks,” Hannah told me, grabbing my arm and then putting a  bag  of  gummy  bears  in  my  hands.  The  other  ladies  knew  gummy  candies were my favorite, which was something. Our friendship was still developing, but it  was developing. And I knew I wouldn’t lose them when my bond with Auden broke. 

“At least there’s candy,” I remarked, as we started walking. 

“Amen.” Rollen caught up to me and plucked a few gummy bears out of

my bag. “Save some for my kitchen guys, so they can figure out to make this stuff.” 

“I  already  set  them  aside,”  Hannah  promised.  “Though  I  can’t  see  you and all your natural stuff being able to make candy like this.” She wiggled a licorice rope toward him. 

He stole it and took a big bite out of it. “Maybe not. But we can try.” 

“With the way everything else is here, they’ll probably figure out a way to make it even better than we do,” Elyn remarked, snagging the licorice from Rollen and taking her own bite out of it. He reached for it, but she dodged his arm, and crashed right into Auden. 

The bond kicked in swiftly, and my body went still as Auden grabbed her arm to keep her up. I stopped in my tracks, and his eyes collided with mine. 

 “You’re fine.”  His words brushed my mind.  “I’m still yours.” 

My jaw clenched and unclenched, and I gave a stiff nod. Auden stepped away from Elyn, his fingers taking mine and sliding between them. The touch relaxed me slightly, and I settled beside Auden as we started walking again. 

Our arms brushed as we moved, but no one commented on anything that had just gone down. At least, not loudly enough that I could hear. 

Whatever Auden had said to Rollen earlier appeared to have done the job; he  wasn’t  remarking  on  what  he’d  seen  or  whatever  else  he  was  thinking. 

Which was nice, even though he could be funny sometimes. 

 “I’ll  miss  this,”   I  told  him,  as  we  slipped  out  through  the  nearest  exit  a while  later.  “The  wisting.  We  never  did  anything  sexy  with  it,  but  it’s  been nice to have this connection.” 

 “It  has.”   His  words  were  soft,  but  not  angry  or  sad.  “Maybe  at  some point I’ll convince you to become my kompell so we can do it again.” 

I blinked. 

Had he just… propositioned me? 

For marriage? 

Emotions  I  couldn’t  understand  welled  up  within  me.  “That  could  be nice.” 

 “Extremely nice,”  he murmured. 

We  headed  down  to  the  beach,  and  both  Auden  and  I  grew  quiet.  We listened to the others laughing and talking; even Kilo seemed cheerful, and he was  a  relatively  quiet  guy  in  most  situations.  I  couldn’t  help  but  wonder  if that  quietness  was  because  of  his  constant  pain,  or  if  it  was  just  his personality. 

And I had to say… I was going to be surprised if there weren’t a lot of fae whose  personalities  changed  drastically  when  they  were  free  from  their connections to the  kompels they couldn’t remember. 

“We’ll meet you at  Errvae,”  Auden  told  everyone  else,  still  holding  my hand. I didn’t pull it away; I needed to take advantage of the last few minutes that we may ever be together like this. 

“We’ll  beat you to  Errvae,” Rollen countered, his eyes gleaming. 

Auden smirked. “Go ahead and try.” 

I shot the girls one last forced smile as Auden and I waded into the water. 

We  dove  in,  and  glittering  scales  encased  our  lower  halves.  Our  hands separated, and Auden swam smoothly around me so we faced each other. 

Though we held each others’ gazes, neither of us spoke for a moment. 

 “Let’s  see  if  you  really  are  faster  than  me,”   Auden  finally  said,  before taking off. 

I’d  never  tried  to  outrun  him  before,  but  supposedly,  it  should’ve  been possible. 

I  swam  after  him  as  fast  as  my  tail  would  take  me,  and  sure  enough,  I caught him. 

Our  fingers  locked  together  as  we  swam  through  a  reef,  both  of  us slowing down. There was no need to swim like our lives depended on it when the  people  above  us  were  slower  anyway.  We  twisted  and  turned  as  we slipped  through  the  brightly-colored  coral,  and  for  a  few  minutes,  all  of  the stress faded away as we swam. 

When  we  reached   Errvae,  I  was  feeling  a  lot  more  at-peace  with  what was going to happen. 

Auden and I were going to be separated. 

Magically divorced. 

The emotions between us might vanish with the bond. 

But things were still going to be okay. 

I didn’t know how to survive Avalon without Auden, but I’d figure it out. 

I’d learn how to kick ass, how to protect myself with my magic. And I’d play the  piano,  and  I’d  build  myself  a  beautiful  life  in  the  strange underground/underwater  castle  that  belonged  to  the  sea  fae  and  felt  like home. 

I was strong; strong enough to lose everyone that had ever loved me and still keep living. 

Whatever happened, I was going to be okay. 

 “This isn’t going to change anything between us,”  Auden told me, as we swam upward while the water grew shallower. 

 “Yes, it is.”   If  he  could  say  it,  then  he  believed  it.  But  I  knew  it  wasn’t true. Ultimately, when we weren’t  kompelenos,  things  would  change.  Most-likely for the worse. 

But he wouldn’t be losing his mind anymore. And I wouldn’t want to kill my friends every time they looked at him. 

So it could’ve been worse, right? 

He growled at me, though I felt it rather than heard it.  “Why are you so determined to let this ruin us?” 

 “I’m not. I just don’t want to lie to myself,”  I said simply. 

He  stopped,  taking  my  hand  and  pulling  me  to  a  stop  with  him.  “Wait here; I’ll make sure it’s not a  trap. Don’t come up unless I come down and tell you it’s all clear.” 

I nodded. 

He surfaced, striding up the beach, and I swam back a bit deeper to wait. 

Chapter 15

HE CAME BACK a few minutes later, giving me the all-clear, and we got out of the water together. Walking up the gray sand on the beach, my eyes skimmed the  dead-looking  trees  and  bushes  that  landscaped  the  island.  The  clouds overhead  cast  shadows  over  different  parts  of  the  island,  making  it  all  feel pretty eerie. 

I shivered. “This place gives me the creeps.” 

“It should,” Auden said. 

The words surprised me a little, but it wasn’t like the sea king was known for his cheery optimism. 

“How  long  do  you  think  we’ll  have  to  wait?”  I  wondered.  “Maybe  we should go back into the water.” 

His eyes skimmed the clouds. “They’ll be here soon. We went slow.” 

“Do you see any sign of Ien and the other kings?” My gaze slid over the dead plants again, watching for movement. So far, I hadn’t seen so much as a single branch or bush rustle in the wind. The place was magically silent, like some kind of a dead zone, and just felt lifeless. 

“I wouldn’t have let you out of the water if I did.” His arms tucked into the  pockets  on  his  pants.  “I’m  sure  Merzo’s  keeping  them  occupied.  He wants this taken care of as much as the rest of the fae.” 

I nodded, biting my lip and looking back at Auden. “Do you really think this will stop Ien from coming after us?” 

Auden’s  expression  darkened.  “I  don’t  think  anything  will  stop  Ien.  He doesn’t just want to be free from his  kompel; he wants power.” 

“Power?” 

“Theoretically,  removing  the  bonds  could  potentially  strengthen  any  fae

who’ve been weakened by them.” 

Oh. 

Well, shit. 

“That’s not good.” 

“It  is  what  it  is.  It’s  not  up  to  us  to  determine  how  much  power  anyone else has. That responsibility belongs purely to Avalon herself.” 

“Yeah, but don’t you think we should stop the fae bastards from regaining power and attacking people with it?” I checked. 

“I  think  there  are  always  good  people,  and  there  are  always  bad  people, and  the  difference  between  them  depends  entirely  on  a  number  of  personal opinions.  There  are  very  few  people  who  see  themselves  as  evil,”  he  said, still staring up at the sky. His eyes squinted. “There they are.” 

Guess that conversation was over. 

I would’ve liked to talk more with him about that, though. 

Maybe  if  we  were  still  friends  after  the  sacrifice,  we  could  have  dinner together and talk more about good vs evil. 

Rollen, Kilo, Froet, and the other queens flew down toward us. The only one  being  carried  was  Hannah—though  she  looked  plenty  comfortable  in Kilo’s arms. Too comfortable not to be enjoying the flight, at least. 

“Ready?”  Elyn  asked  me,  grinning  again  as  she  landed.  Her  skin sparkled, but unlike me, I didn’t think she’d ever accidentally used her dust on anyone. If she had, she hadn’t told me about it, and I didn’t see any reason why she’d bother keeping quiet about it. 

“Why not?” I shrugged. 

Elyn laughed, and held her hand out for a high-five. I smacked my palm to hers. “That’s the spirit.” 

“What are we in the spirit for?” Hannah checked, as Kilo set her down. 

“Freedom!” Elyn crowed. 

“Woo! Let’s do this.” Hannah pumped a fist in the air. 

We all headed down the gray dirt path that led further onto the island. 

The men walked on the outside of the group, and I knew they were doing it to protect us. I’d gotten used to their protection over the past few months, but I still appreciated it. It was nice to feel valued. 

We  didn’t  have  to  walk  far  before  we  reached  the  center  of  the  island. 

The dead trees cleared out of the way for the island’s heart, and standing at its heart was a gnarled, twisted gray tree trunk. It was lumpy and discolored, and as far as I’d seen, the only tree in Avalon that hadn’t grown right back after it

was cut. 

I wondered if it had always been that way, or if maybe a living tree had once stood on the land of broken vows. 

Avalon had to have more history, didn’t it? 

“Do you think that’s the altar?” Elyn asked. I didn’t know who she was talking to, but Rollen answered. “It’s the only tree stump in all of Avalon, so I’m going to go with yes.” 

Elyn slugged him in the arm. “Shut up.” 

“Hey.” He rubbed his bicep, as if that had actually hurt. 

“Let’s do it.” Hannah grabbed my hand, and then Elyn’s. 

I glanced at Auden over my shoulder. 

His emotions weren’t a rollercoaster anymore. If anything, they were sort of calm. Maybe even a little hopeful. 

I realized I’d never felt him feel hopeful before. It was a weird feeling to equate to the grumpy sea king, but I liked it a lot. 

 “We’ll be fine,”  Auden murmured into my mind. 

My eyes grew watery, and I blinked quickly as I turned back toward the tree stump. 

I hadn’t cried over my high school boyfriend who I’d dated for more than a year, and here I was… trying not to cry over losing a magical bond I’d only had for a few months. One that I hadn’t wanted in the first place. 

“Do we need to kneel?” Hannah asked, looking over her shoulder. 

Rollen  answered.  “No.  Avalon  doesn’t  care  whether  you  sit,  stand,  or kneel before her. She only cares about the magic in your blood.” 

Right. 

Magical blood. 

The reason Auden still sported the magical scars I’d given him on Earth. 

 Wist, that felt like a lifetime ago. 

Auden didn’t bother bringing the paper over; he and all three of the other men  had  confirmed  that  the  words  Merzo  had  written  were  a  simple instruction  to  Avalon  to  give  control  of  the  land  over  to  the  fae.  Auden, Rollen,  Kilo,  and  Froet  had  rewritten  the  phrase  in  a  way  that  carried  the same meaning, but also added more to make sure Avalon didn’t try to drain our magic or lives away. 

Auden stepped up beside me and glanced over at me. “Close your eyes.” 

I did. 

His fingers gently pulled my arm out so it was extended in front of me, 

and  the  calming  influence  of  the  bond  washed  over  me  just  as  the  bite  of something  sharp  cut  into  the  side  of  my  arm.  It  was  a  strange  place  to  cut into, nothing I’d seen in movies before, but it only bled a few drops before I felt the cut start to close off. 

“Tuller  a  ve  werveya.  Woroe  veyev  okamir.”  The  words  coming  out  of Auden’s lips were beautifully foreign, and I loved the musical tone to the fae language. 

I tried to repeat the words exactly as I’d heard them. I’m sure they didn’t come out right, but I said them. 

He  continued  with  a  few  more  sentences.  I  wasn’t  sure  why  they  didn’t automatically  translate  the  way  the  rest  of  his  words  did;  maybe  because  I needed to repeat the words, exactly? 

It wasn’t worth worrying about, though. 

I repeated the last sentence, and felt some kind of magic tighten my lungs and chest. My breath caught, and my knees knocked together before I crashed down to the tree trunk. 

Auden was reaching for me, trying to grab me, but there was some sort of wall between us that I couldn’t see. Everything sounded distant and muddled, and my vision grew blurrier by the second. 

“We have to stop!” a man’s voice called. 

“We  can’t.  Avalon’s  holding  Noa,”  a  panicked  female  voice  replied. 

“Auden, cut me.” 

“No,” another man snarled. 

Blood dripped onto the tree trunk from one woman, and then another, off to the sides of me. 

Hannah and Elyn yelled the words much faster than I had. 

I heard wind—saw the trees rustle. 

The  other  two  woman  collapsed  onto  the  massive  trunk  with  me,  so  far from me that I couldn’t reach them unless I stretched both hands out. 

We  all  looked  at  each  other,  in  pain  and  waiting  to  figure  out  what  was going to happen next. 

“Say it again,” a muffled masculine voice shouted. “No more blood.” 

Our voices mingled as we spoke the words again. 

The tug of the magic against my chest and my lungs grew less when we finished. 

“Again,” the man yelled. 

We said it again, and again, and again, and the magical pull grew less and

less painful until it vanished altogether. 

The  men  broke  through  whatever  magic  of  Avalon’s  had  been  holding them back. My mind spun, and suddenly, I felt it. 

The burning in my chest, over my heart. The stabbing, fiery pain that I’d felt when Auden was temporarily dead on Earth. 

What little energy I had left vanished, and I crumpled into a ball, holding myself. 

Large  arms  went  around  me,  holding  me,  as  their  owner  panted, struggling to breathe through the same pain that nearly had me whimpering. 

Slowly, so, so slowly, it began to fade. 

It faded, and faded, and faded… until it disappeared. 

And then, though the pain was gone, I felt emptier and more alone than I had in months. 

Hollow—that was the word for it. 

Hollow. 

Everything felt meaningless. Life and death. Avalon and Earth. Love, and loss. 

Hollow. 

The arms around me slowly let go of me. 

So, so slowly. 

My eyes squeezed shut when they vanished altogether. 

“Watch her for me,” Auden said. 

His voice sounded as hollow as my chest felt. 

And even though he left, I couldn’t feel it in the bond that he was gone. 

Because there was no bond. 

There was no us. 

He was him, and I was me. 

And that was that. 

I sat up gingerly, wincing and hissing like a freakin’ cat as the tree-stump altar cut my skin. 

“Easy,” Froet reached for me, gently catching my arms. 

“I’m  fine.”  I  pushed  his  hands  off  me,  slowly  raising  myself  up  to  my feet.  Auden  had  vanished  into  the  ocean,  I  was  sure,  and  I  wasn’t  going  to chase  him.  If  I  felt  like  shit,  he  did  too,  and  we  weren’t  together  anymore. 

Now, his sanity wasn’t my responsibility. 

I  took  a  step  toward  the  water,  and  my  legs  gave  out.  Froet  caught  me before  I  could  hit  the  ground.  He  tugged  my  arm  up  over  his  shoulder, 

wrapping his other arm around my waist. 

If Auden had been there, he would’ve stopped him. 

He would’ve helped me himself. 

But he wasn’t there. 

“Did  it  work?  Other  than  the  bonds—did  Avalon  transfer  to  the  fae?”  I asked, my voice shaking just as badly as my knees. 

“It did. We all felt it.” He nodded solemnly. 

“Good.” My eyes closed, and though I didn’t want to, I leaned into him and let him take most of my weight. “That’s good.” 

“I’m  going  to  fly  you  back  to  your  room,”  Froet  said,  his  words  gentle. 

“Auden will come back.” 

If he was feeling as hollow as I was, I doubted that. 

I doubted he’d ever want to come anywhere near me again. 

But I didn’t say that. 

I didn’t say anything. 

I just closed my eyes and let him carry me back to the sea kingdom. 

Chapter 16

THE NEXT TWO weeks passed in a blur. 

I slept for nearly the entirety of the first week. 

Then,  I  sat  down  at  my  piano,  and  I  didn’t  get  up.  I  fell  asleep  draped over the keyboard every night, and when one of the girls tried to move me, I’d wake up, and I’d cry, and I’d play so that I didn’t have to cry any more. 

I missed my grandpa. 

I missed my grandma. 

I missed Auden. 

There  was  a  numb,  aching  hole  in  the  center  of  my  chest  that  nothing seemed to be able to fill. 

Hannah and Elyn took turns bringing me food; they would make me stop playing long enough to eat and walk around the room, and then they would sit with me until my music had them crying so hard that they had to leave. 

They made me put on real, human clothes—one of Elyn’s old sweatshirts and a pair of leggings, with a sports bra and real panties too. They thought it would make me feel normal. It just made me feel more numb. 

The magic my music created wasn’t happy. 

It  was  the  soul-numbing,  heart-crushingly  sad  kind  that  proclaimed  the pain of my loss for anyone near enough to hear it. 

The music didn’t get any easier to play, or easier to hear. But slowly and surely, the numbness faded to a bearable weight. 

The fourteenth day, I switched to the few soft, classical songs that I knew. 

I  didn’t  want  to  hear  any  words  rolling  through  my  head  as  I  played;  I wanted peace. 

The  fifteenth  day,  I  played  a  little  Jack  Johnson  as  the  day  dwindled  to

night. 

Elyn came in with my dinner, and when she sat beside me, she didn’t cry. 

That felt like success, in a small but meaningful way. 

She left me after I ate, and I walked to the door that opened to the ocean. 

Froet had closed it after he deposited me in bed that day. 

Mine and Auden’s bed. 

 My bed. 

I  hated  sleeping  alone  now  that  I  knew  how  it  felt  to  sleep  in  Auden’s arms. 

Pulling  my  sweatshirt  sleeves  over  my  hands,  I  then  wrapped  my  arms around my middle as I stared at the door. 

I needed the ocean. 

I was trying to eat, but the human food wasn’t enough anymore. I was a sea fae; the ocean would keep me alive, not the calories and protein and carbs in food that would go to my stomach. 

My fingers lifted to rest on the door, and I pressed them into the stone. 


Tomorrow. 

I’d swim tomorrow. 

Shuffling over to the bed, I curled up into a ball, and fell asleep. 

THE  NEXT  MORNING,  I  started  with  Jack  Johnson.  After  an  hour  or  two,  I moved back to my soul songs. 

Tears dripped down my cheeks as I played  Hallelujah, and the words to Leonard  Cohen’s  song  ran  through  my  mind.  I  mouthed  the  final, 

“hallelujah,” before my fingers stilled on the keys. 

A staggered inhale only emphasized the ache in my chest. 

I needed Auden… but he was gone. 

And  even  if  he  was  there,  he  wouldn’t  make  me  whole.  He  was  just  a man, even if he was a really, really good one, and our marriage couldn’t fix me. 

I had to fix myself. 

And that started, or maybe ended, with the ocean. 

I slid off the piano bench, walking back to mine and Auden’s bag. All of his stuff was still in there, and I still felt like that was where it belonged. 

Next to mine. 

Just like how he belonged right next to me. 

I thought that feeling would fade with the bond, but it hadn’t. 

And now… now, I missed him so much that it physically hurt. 

Not because the bond was gone, but because he was my friend. 

And because I loved him. 

I hadn’t admitted it to myself before; that I loved him. I hadn’t admitted it to anyone. 

But  as  I’d  played,  as  I’d  mourned,  I’d  realized  that  it  wasn’t  the  bond  I was missing. 

It was him. 

I didn’t give a flying  wist about the bond; I missed  Auden. 

I  wasn’t  a  stranger  to  losing  people  I  loved.  I’d  lost  everyone.  I  knew  I could survive any death, any loss, any pain. I would be okay without Auden, eventually. 

But I didn’t want to be. 

I wanted to be with him. 

My feelings hadn’t vanished with the bond. He was still gone, so maybe his feelings were nonexistent now, but mine… they were as real and strong as ever. 

Maybe even stronger than ever. 

Tugging  Elyn’s  sweatshirt  over  my  head,  I  tossed  it  to  the  floor.  Her leggings  followed,  and  then  the  panties  and  sports  bra  she’d  dug  out  of  my bag.  I  opened  the  bag  back  up  and  rustled  through  until  I  found  a  silvery beaded bikini top and bottom. 

Pulling  them  out,  I  looked  them  over.  They  were  old  faerie  clothes,  but we were all built the same as far as I could tell, so I figured they would fit. 

After  shimmying  into  the  bottoms,  I  tied  the  top  on  and  strode  into  the bathroom. My breath caught when I saw myself in the mirror. 

I was a little paler than usual, and a little skinnier than I should’ve been, but that wasn’t what caught my attention. 

My eyes were. 

My diamond eyes; Auden’s eyes. 

Not the color, or the eyes themselves, but what I saw in them. 

Strength. 

My shoulders moved back, my chin lifting as I looked at myself. 

I’d always seen myself as average. Average in looks, in height, in weight, in  talent.  I  was  good  at  music  because  I  worked  my  ass  off  to  be  that  way, and  even  then,  I  wasn’t  some  child  prodigy  who  made  millions  as  a  kid.  I

loved  the  piano,  and  I  made  it  love  me  too  through  thousands  of  hours  of practice, and learning, and playing. 

But the woman looking back at me wasn’t average. 

Not because of her hair, or eyes, or ears, or the simple diamond crown on her head, though those things were certainly strange enough. 

Because of the grit in her gaze. The determination in the way she stood. 

The… confidence. 

No, I wasn’t average. 

Maybe I never had been. 

Maybe no one was. 

Maybe we were all just survivors, making the best with what we had. 

And maybe… maybe I wanted to go back out and live. 

I  wanted  to  find  Auden,  even  if  whatever  he  felt  or  didn’t  feel  for  me ended up feeling like it ripped my soul out. 

But maybe he would fight for me, like he’d promised. 

Even if he didn’t, I was going to find him. 

I headed for that door to the ocean. 

This time, my fingers didn’t hesitate. 

They pulled it open, and I dove out into the ocean like I belonged there…

because I did. 

PART  of  me  hoped  I’d  find  Auden  waiting  just  outside  the  air  bubble,  but  I didn’t. I’d hoped maybe he’d sat outside and listened to the sad music play, but I also hoped that he hadn’t. 

I didn’t want to make him sadder. 

My lips stretched in a grin, though, as I swam down deeper. Without my bond  to  Auden  taking  up  so  much  of  my  attention,  I  felt  a  lot  more  of  a connection  to  the  ocean.  It  thrummed  through  me  so  powerfully  that  I  was surprised I hadn’t noticed it before. 

And, more importantly, it gave me a sense of direction. 

Not  direction  in  life;  I  still  had  that  plan  down  pat.  Hairless  cats,  pet piano, sex with Auden. 

But  direction  in  the  ocean.  I  could  feel  it  pulsing  around  me,  like  an extension of me. I didn’t know how I’d missed that before, but then again, the kompeleno bond was pretty much all-consuming. Maybe if we’d already had a  relationship  before  we  got  ourselves  tied  up  in  it,  things  would’ve  been

different. But as it was, it seemed to take over everything. 

Navigating  the  ocean  was  easy  when  I  could  feel  it  like  it  was  a  part  of me, though. 

And  although  I  didn’t  know  where  Auden  was,  I  knew  where  he  would go, eventually. 

Home. 

 Avvete. 

I swam through coral caves, winding through arches and tunnels created by the vibrant life that was Avalon. Fish brushed my tail and arms, and a few caught  a  ride  in  my  hair,  but  I  didn’t  mind.  A  grin  stretched  my  lips  as  I swam faster, and harder, because I was alive. 

For the first time in a long time, I was absolutely alone. 

And honestly, it felt good to be alone with myself again. 

Sometimes it was easy to forget that I liked me. 

I was sure I’d feel alone again after a bit, but for now, I was glad to have a little time to myself. 

I  took  the  long,  long  way  to   Avvete.  My  stomach  tensed  as  I  wove through the cave, hoping Auden was inside, but something told me he wasn’t. 

Sure enough, I found Auden’s starry home empty. 

Slowing,  I  swam  over  to  the  curved  rock  we’d  slept  in  and  got comfortable. 

A FEW HOURS passed before I let myself wonder where Auden was, and what he was doing. Sooner or later, I knew he would show up in  Avvete looking for me. 

Probably. 

Hopefully. 

There was also a chance he was in our hill-house, but I couldn’t imagine him  going  back  there  to  deal  with  the  fallout  after  our  bond  vanished.  Not when the ocean was so close. He loved the ocean even more than I did. 

I could’ve gone searching for him, but most-likely, all that would do was make it take longer for us to find each other. Plus, soon, Merzo was going to come looking for me to force me to make good on my sort-of-agreement to kill Ien. 

So I waited. 

DAYS  PASSED,  slowly  but  quickly.  I  was  hesitant  to  explore  the  cave  tunnel connected to  Avvete at first, but curiosity got the best of me, and I tried it out. 

Somehow,  I  could  feel  where  the  water  was  running.  No  matter  how  far  I went, I instinctively knew exactly which route to take to get back, or to get out of the caves altogether. 

When I grew tired of exploring the caves, I swam out to the coral around them and explored that. I met a bunch of weird-looking fish, some of which nuzzled  me  like  they  were  dogs.  I  found  a  massive  octopus  that  wanted  to play  catch  and  then  followed  me  around  like  a  big  pink  stalker,  some dolphins who practically invited me into their pod to swim, and some sharks who—much to my relief—thought I was there for entertainment, not food. 

I could sort of feel a vague idea of what time it was while I was under the water, which was strange. But as the days passed, my inner-clock seemed to grow stronger, and I retreated back to  Avvete to sleep every night. 

I missed my friends, Auden most of all, but it was also sort of therapeutic. 

Just  me,  and  the  ocean,  and  the  sea  creatures.  I  felt  like  a  different  person altogether as I swam, and it was nice. 

What wasn’t nice? 

The purple veining on my arms. 

It grew darker and more distinct by the day—and pinker, too. 

I was still wearing the strange crown and the earrings and bracelet Auden had put on me himself, but the ovapeldo was growing worse. Soon, whatever magic I still held trapped within me would start to poison my own. 

But I knew that sooner, rather than later, Auden would come for me. 

And until then, I would wait. 

Chapter 17

HALFWAY THROUGH MY sixth day exploring the ocean around  Avvete, I felt the water  change.  It  was  hard  to  explain  what  the  change  was;  it  didn’t necessarily  feel  like  the  water  itself  was  changing.  But  I  wasn’t  really  sure what was happening, so I patted the monstrous turtles I was swimming with on their heads before shooting back to  Avvete as fast as possible. 

Auden swam into the star-studded cave only seconds behind me. 

He didn’t stop and stare at me, or talk to me; we couldn’t talk underwater anymore. 

Instead, he barreled into me and caught me up in his massive arms. 

I couldn’t feel his relief the way I had before, but I felt it in the way he hugged  me.  The  tight  way  his  arms  banded  around  me.  The  heaving  of  his chest as it rose and fell. 

And I hugged him back fiercely, with everything I had. I hadn’t wanted to leave him, or lose him, and it had hurt like hell. But we were okay; we were still us. 

He let go with one arm, cupping my cheek as he leaned back enough to look me in the eyes. 

Now that his relief was fading, I saw the emotion replacing it pretty damn loud and clear in his eyes. 

Anger. 

I couldn’t help it; a grin split my lips. 

He  scowled  at  me,  letting  go  long  enough  to  pull  my  hair  off  my shoulder. 

His anger grew when he looked at the ovapeldo. 

Yeah, it wasn’t looking great. 

He dragged me over to the curved rock, and gestured to it. 

I rolled my eyes at him, but shifted my tail to legs and settled down in the rock’s  dip.  There  was  no  question  in  my  mind  what  he  wanted  to  do;  he wanted to check out my ovapeldo, to see how far the pink veining had spread. 

I already knew it was bad, but even if we’d been able to talk, my answer wouldn’t satisfy him. He’d want to see for himself. 

Sure enough, he settled between my legs. 

His  anger  grew  as  he  scanned  my  body,  his  fingers  brushing  my  arms, then my abdomen and thighs as he moved down my body. The visual of him kneeling there, though, checking me over… it was freakin’ hot. 

My body heated more with every touch, and by the time he was done, I was an inferno. 

He climbed off my lap, his face lined with both anger and concern. Since he didn’t make any move to keep touching me, I grabbed his wrist. 

He paused, on his knees beside me now. 

I lifted his hand to my boob, and his eyes seemed to darken. 

He  shook  his  head  abruptly,  though,  letting  go  of  my  boob.  His  arm snaked around my waist rapidly, and he yanked my back to his chest before taking off out of the cave. 

I  wrestled  his  hold  on  me  as  he  swam,  annoyed  that  he’d  grabbed  me right after rejecting me. And, honestly, a little offended. He let go of me after a  while,  huffing  and  glaring  at  me,  and  I  flipped  him  the  bird  before  taking off myself. 

I  knew  exactly  where  he  was  taking  me;  even  without  my  new understanding of the ocean, I would’ve known. 

He  still  hadn’t  caught  up  to  me  as  I  reached  the  wind  kingdom’s  beach, but now, he wasn’t the only pissed-off one. 

I stormed up the empty sand, ignoring the feathery-winged bastards above my  head,  then  turned  and  waited  with  my  hips  cocked  to  my  side  and  my hands on my hips. 

I didn’t have to wait long. 

Auden emerged from the water shirtless, dripping wet, and glaring at me. 

Much like I did, he ignored the fae flying above us. 

“What the hell are you wearing?” he snarled. 

Okay, yeah, that one was unexpected. 

“And  what  the   wist   were  you  thinking?  Running  away  from  the  sea kingdom? You’re fucking  dying, November.” 

I  couldn’t  remember  him  ever  using  that  particular  human  curse  before, but I couldn’t say I didn’t like it when he swore. It was kind of hot. 

“You abandoned me a few hours after telling me you were going to fight for us,” I shot back, gesturing to the ocean. “I didn’t run. I went looking for you, and when you weren’t where I expected, I waited.” 

He  shoved  his  hands  through  his  hair,  his  face  red  as  if  he  was  on  the verge  of  losing  control.  “I  didn’t  abandon  you.  I  met  up  with  Octo  and  we made  a  list  of  the  fae  that  went  to  Earth.  We’ve  been  out  resetting  any  that we’re  not  positive  has  already  been  reset.  I’m  trying  to  save  your   wisting life.” 

Another unexpected answer. 

“You could’ve brought me with you,” I accused. 

“I needed time,” he growled. “It felt like someone had just carved out a vital part of my soul with a chunk of coral.” 

That was a brutal visual, but the perfect description for the little ache in that part of me that felt empty and lost. 

He continued, “There are only a few people left on the list. Octo’s waiting for us; we’ve got to hurry. You’re running out of time.” 

“Okay, let’s go.” I gestured toward the mountains. 

“You need a  wisting shirt.” 

“The bond shouldn’t be making you possessive anymore,” I argued. 

He stepped up to me, one of his hands landing on my lower back while the  other  curved  over  my  barely-covered  ass.  “I  told  you  the  bond  had nothing to do with how much I want you.” His voice was low and angry and really  freakin’  sexy.  “And  the  possessiveness  isn’t  driving  me  insane anymore, but that doesn’t mean I won’t want to reset anyone who so much as looks at you in this.” His fingers brushed the beading on my bottoms, teasing my skin slightly. “I’ll steal one of Rollen’s shirts for you.” 

I would’ve rolled my eyes at him if I wasn’t so freakin’ shocked by what he’d just dropped on me. 

He still wanted me. 

And still didn’t want anyone else looking at me? 

That didn’t sound like friends-with-benefits. If we were still even that? 

I didn’t know what was going on between us, honestly. And I wanted to understand… but I also didn’t want anything to change. 

Auden  seemed  exactly  the  same  as  he’d  been  before  the  bond  was severed. And now, I was trying to figure out what that meant for his feelings

about  me.  And  what  it  meant  about  the  words  we’d  exchanged  before  our bond was broken. 

He towed me through the hill-city, leading me around until we reached a hill  near  the  center  of  the  kingdom.  We  stepped  inside  without  knocking  or anything.  I  guess  there  was  no  need  to  knock  if  Rollen  was  still  in  the  sea kingdom, but it still felt weird to just go waltzing into someone else’s home. 

I stopped before going down the stairs, and Auden let go of me. Rollen’s house looked almost identical to ours—err, Auden’s—down to the furniture and  the  blankets  on  the  bed.  The  clothing  was  the  only  thing  slightly different, but even most of that was the same. 

Auden grabbed a shirt and brought it over to me, tugging it over my head. 

I smacked him away as he tried to guide my hands through the shirt. “I know how to get dressed,” I grumbled at him. 

“You left the house in that.” He flung his fingers toward my sexy beaded faery  swimsuit  as  I  put  an  arm  through  the  shirt’s  armhole.  “Excuse  me  for questioning your decision-making skills.” 

I flipped him the bird as I shoved my second arm through. “I look hot in this,” I shot back. “Not that you noticed, considering you didn’t even squeeze my tit when I put your hand on it myself.” 

He scoffed, reaching up under my shirt and grabbing my boob for a quick squeeze. “There. Happy?” 

I planted a hand on his chest and shoved him backward. He didn’t budge, so I shoved again, harder. 

That one earned me one single step back, and his hand left my shirt. 

“So happy.” I turned toward the front door, glaring at the wood as I strode toward the exit. 

Auden’s hand caught my wrist before I reached the door. He gave a tug, and I spun around. I crashed into his chest, and he held me there securely. 

“Let go of me,” I said through gritted teeth. 

“No.”  His  nose  touched  mine,  and  before  I  could  jerk  away,  his  lips captured mine. Our tongues melded together, and I couldn’t help it; my hands buried into his hair, dragging him down further, pressing him into me harder. 

His  massive  hands  brushed  my  back,  one  grabbing  a  handful  of  my  ass while the other slid under my stolen shirt and grazed my ribcage. He walked me backward until I hit the wall, and then lifted my legs up to wrap around his  waist.  His  mouth  ravaged  mine,  his  fingers  moving  me  and  positioning me and feeling me. 

I was breathing hard when he finally pulled away, and our eyes collided. 

“I’m  sorry,”  he  said,  his  voice  low  and  his  chest  rising  and  falling  as rapidly as mine was. “The way you look in that is enough to drive any man to insanity, no bond required. I’m doing this all wrong. I just—I can’t lose you to this.” His fingers brushed the  ovapeldo  beneath  my  hair.  “I’m  fighting  to stop myself from dragging you back under the water and making love to you until  you  agree  to  another   kompeleno,  but  I’m  being  a  bastard,  and  I’m sorry.” 

The honesty in his words was enough to make my lips curve upward. He was worried, and it made him angry. But he was my angry, grumpy fae, and I was used to it. “It’s okay. I usually like it when you’re angry.” 

He  scoffed.  “No  you  don’t.”  Scooping  me  up,  he  carried  me  toward  the door. “We need to meet Octo. Sex can wait.” 

At  least  I  wasn’t  the  only  one  whose  mind  had  gone  to  sex  during  our makeout session. 

“Where are we going?” 

“The sky kingdom. The only remaining fae on my list are there.” 

“How many more are on your list?” I asked. 

“Three.  If  resetting  them  doesn’t  end  the  infection,  I’ll  have  to  go  back and re-kill  everyone.” 

I grimaced. 

That didn’t sound great. 

“It’ll work,” he assured me. “And then we’ll use your magic to kill Ien, and we’ll be done with this whole  wisting  mess.” 

I wasn’t sure that was true, and I  really  wasn’t sure about killing Ien, but I nodded anyway. 

WE MET up with Lodan and Poko, both of the wind fae who had gone to the caves with us before. I trusted them to an extent, and it was nice to see them again. 

Well, it was nice to see Poko again. Lodan, I didn’t really care for. 

Octo ran below us while Poko flew carrying me, and Lodan flew carrying Auden.  I  shot  Auden  a  grin  when  Poko  easily  passed  Lodan;  Lodan  wasn’t one of the faster fliers, and Auden probably weighed an assload, which didn’t help anything. 

He  tossed  me  a  teasing  scowl  back,  and  that  piece  of  me  that  missed

Auden  ached.  I  hated  that  I  couldn’t  hear  his  voice  in  my  mind  growling  at me or teasing me anymore. 

We  flew  until  the  sun  went  down,  and  continued  for  a  few  more  hours until the mountain that housed the sky fae came into view. 

“Should  we  wait  until  morning?”  I  asked  Poko,  having  to  yell  over  the sound of the wind. 

“No. You don’t have time to spare,” he yelled back. 

The words sent chills down my spine. 

It  was  easy  to  assume  Auden  was  overexaggerating  because  he  took things  so  seriously  when  it  came  to  me  and  my  life.  But  hearing  that  from someone who barely knew me… that sobered me right up. 

My  eyes  trailed  down  my  arms  and  legs.  The  pink  veining…  it  was definitely spreading and expanding. 

Shit. 

Maybe I really was in trouble. 

But, I reminded myself, Auden had made a list. He knew what we needed to  do,  who  we  needed  to  reset  to  get  their  magic  out  of  me  so  I  continued living the same way I always did. 

I wouldn’t survive Avalon alone, but I wasn’t alone. 

And it was starting to look like maybe I would never have to be. 

Chapter 18

AS  WE  APPROACHED  THE  MOUNTAIN, the sight of a masculine figure standing on the ledge of the opening in the mountain grew clearer. 

Poko and I remained back, up in the air, as Auden and Lodan swept down toward the castle. The figure on the ledge made no move to react in any way, so I remained mostly calm. 

“Can you see who that is?” I asked Poko. 

“Looks like the sky king.” 

Merzo? 

Crap. 

“He’s not attacking them though?” My eyes strained as I craned my neck, trying to see better. It didn’t work. “We should go down there.” 

Poko  snorted.  “I’m  not  going  anywhere  until  your   kompel  tells  me  to.  I prefer my head attached to my body.” 

That was fair. 

But…

“We’re not  kompells anymore,” I said. 

Poko lifted an eyebrow toward me. 

“The bond is gone. Completely, one-hundred percent gone,” I insisted. 

“Your bond may be broken, but I don’t believe for a moment that you’re not going to be companions for the rest of your lives.” 

The words were simple, but… they hit me hard. 

 Kompells was the word for unbreakable companions. Inseparable couples. 

Best friends who would never turn their backs on each other. 

Even after our bond was broken, I’d known Auden would come back. I’d known that he would look for me, that if I waited in  Avvete long enough, he’d

meet me there. Even without knowing how he’d changed, or whether or not he had changed at all, I’d trusted that. 

And he had come, just like I knew he would. 

What other word for that was there than unbreakable companions? 

Lodan set Auden down on the platform, and then he shot back up into the air, toward us. I could see Auden and Merzo talking; neither of them looked angry or upset. 

“It’s safe,” Lodan called out to us. 

For a moment, I worried he was lying. He was the one who had betrayed Avalon in the first place when he got the sea, sky, and earth fae sent to Earth, all because he wanted to see a few women on his land. 

But he couldn’t lie, so I had to trust him. 

Poko  dove  down  toward  the  mountain,  and  I  held  on  tightly  to  him,  my eyes squeezing shut. 

I’d  never  get  used  to  the  feeling  of  flying—or  the  feeling  of  falling  that often accompanied it. 

We  landed  smoothly,  and  Poko  set  me  down  beside  Auden.  Auden stepped  between  me  and  Merzo  instantly,  his  arm  reaching  around  and pressing me to his back. 

My  arms  were  trapped  between  us,  but  I  didn’t  really  mind  being sandwiched against Auden’s back, even when he had a shirt on. 

“I  don’t  know  where  they  are,”  Merzo  drawled.  I  peeked  past  Auden’s shoulder  and  saw  him  spread  his  hand  out  toward  the  mountain.  “But  I  do know that you won’t get far in my castle without my permission. If you want to find the fae, you’ll have to meet my requirements.” 

My stomach clenched. 

Something told me I knew what his requirements would be. 

“You still want Ien dead,” Auden said flatly. 

“Yes.” Merzo nodded emphatically. “Kalus has slept for most of the past two weeks, and when he wakes, he’s nothing like he used to be. I want Ien dead for causing this, and you want a few of my fae reset for your ex- kompel. 

Give me what I want, and I’ll give you what you want. I’ll even gather them all to make it easy for you.” 

Auden growled. “I’ll kill  you.” 

Merzo smirked. “Go ahead and try.” 

The air crackled with electricity as it grew thicker with water. Although I didn’t want to kill Ien, not even a little, it was clear that Merzo wasn’t going

to accept that answer. Not now, and not later. 

So  I  put  a  hand  on  Auden’s  shoulder,  going  up  on  my  tiptoes. 

Whispering, I said, “Just take the deal. We can find Ien.” 

Auden’s  body  grew  tense,  but  after  a  few  moments,  the  water  vanished from  the  air.  “Have  them  waiting  in  a  room.  When  I  bring  you  his  head,  if they’re not waiting, I’ll declare war. And considering the nice big beach right outside your door, I’ll win.” 

AFTER  GETTING  some  more  information  out  of  Merzo,  we  went  back  to  the fae  waiting  on  the  ledge.  The  wind  fae  took  off  with  us  in  their  arms,  this time, headed for the beach. 

According to Merzo, the spirit fae had abandoned their land and were in the process of joining forces with the plant fae, because both groups were the smallest in Avalon. Teaming up would give them a better shot at maintaining their power and control, supposedly. 

The wind fae carried us to the beach, because Auden was sure we could swim to the plant fae just as fast as the wind guys could fly there. 

They  set  us  down,  wishing  us  good  luck  before  vanishing  into  the mountain range. 

Auden’s fingers slipped between mine as my toes sank into the soft sand. 

“Are you okay?” 

“I’m  pretending  I  am,  yeah.”  My  head  bobbed.  “The  alternative  is admitting that I’m actually going to have to end someone’s life, so pretending is about the best I can do right now.” 

Auden’s  arm  went  around  my  waist,  and  he  dragged  me  closer  as  we waded into the water together. “I’m sorry.” 

“I  know.  But  the  world  will  be  better  off  without  him,  right?”  I whispered. “He’s the reason millions and millions of people died.” 

But he had been in pain. 

And could I really kill someone for wanting to end their pain, even if the consequences had been awful? 

I didn’t think I could. 

“We  need  to  find  another  way,”  I  told  Auden,  my  stomach  twisting.  “I know I said I could do it, but I don’t think I can.” 

“This is your life on the line, Nove. It’s you or him, and he’s a shithole.” 

“But  if  I  choose  me,  then  I  become  like  him.”  I  let  go  of  Auden’s  hand

and  pushed  hair  out  of  my  eyes.  “What  if  I’d  rather  die  than  live  with  the guilt of killing him?” 

“November…” 

“That’s my name.” I forced a smile. We were only a foot or two into the water,  so  I  sat  down  on  the  sand  and  stared  out  at  the  world  in  front  of  us. 

“Avalon is really beautiful.” 

“You’re changing the subject,” he growled at me, sitting down beside me. 

“We’re not giving up. We’ll track Ien down.” 

“I don’t want to,” I said honestly. “I don’t want anything to do with that. 

With  ending  a  life.  I  won’t  do  it.”  My  resolve  grew  stronger  as  I  said  the words. “I’m not a monster, Auden. Or a killer. We’ll figure out another way to  cure  this  infection,  or  I’ll  die.  I’d  rather  die  feeling  like  myself  than  live with murdering someone.” 

Auden  tilted  his  head  toward  the  sky  a  little,  his  eyes  closed.  He  was silent  for  a  minute,  before  he  slowly  nodded  and  his  arm  went  around  my waist. “We’ll come up with another plan.” 

Relief coursed through me. “Thank you.” 

“Don’t thank me. You’re not cured yet.” 

“I’m thanking you for not asking me to do something I’m not comfortable with. Take the gratitude and move on.” 

We stared out at the calm ocean for a while. It was still dark out, but we could still see clearly. And honestly, Avalon was gorgeous, even in the dark of night. The moon and stars reflected on the smooth water, and on Auden’s hair too. 

“You’re beautiful,” I told him. 

He lifted an eyebrow at me. 

“What? It’s a compliment. We both know you’re plenty comfortable with your masculinity for me to call you beautiful.” 

His lips tilted upward, but he shook his head and looked back out at the ocean. “You were afraid of me the first time you saw me.” 

“You were disgusted by me the first time you saw me,” I countered. 

“No, I wasn’t. I wasn’t attracted to you, but I wasn’t disgusted.” 

“Well I wasn’t afraid of you. Honestly, I was mostly just annoyed. And a little offended.” I paused. “Maybe a lot offended.” 

“Don’t be. I would be just as attracted to you now if you still looked the way you did before.” 

It took a minute for that to process. “Why would you think that?” 

“Your  body  is  nice,  but  your  mind  is  the  sexiest  thing  about  you.”  He shrugged  lightly.  “I’d  still  want  you  if  you  were  human.  I’d  just  know  it wasn’t going to go anywhere.” 

That was… something. 

“I’d still want you if you were human too,” I offered. 

He  shot  me  a  crooked  grin,  and  I  couldn’t  bite  back  my  mirroring expression.  “No  you  wouldn’t.  You  would’ve  flipped  me  off  and  walked away a long time ago without all this.” He gestured to his body. 

I rolled my eyes. “I’m not completely vain,  Chaos.” 

He  chuckled,  grabbing  me  by  the  hips  and  lifting  me  onto  his  lap.  Our eyes  collided,  and  our  gazes  lingered  for  a  long  few  minutes  before  our mouths met, and our tongues began to dance. 

Chapter 19

HE  PULLED  me  tight  to  him  before  dragging  me  deeper  into  the  ocean.  Our noses and mouths filled with water, but it didn’t change a damn thing. 

Our tails disappeared as the kissing grew frantic. I wanted him—needed him. I needed the assurance that we were still real. 

His  fingers  found  the  hem  of  my  shirt,  and  he  stopped  kissing  me  long enough to tug it over my head. It fell to the sandy ocean floor, catching on a clump of seaweed. My hands found the waistband on his pants as our mouths collided again, and he tilted my head back further as he grabbed handfuls of my ass. 

We couldn’t speak— wist, I wished we could speak—but he knew what I wanted. 

I wrestled his pants down while he undid the back of my bikini top, and I gasped into the water when his lips left mine and found my nipple. 

Holy hell, he was incredible. 

His  fingers  massaged  my  breasts,  and  his  pants  were  forgotten.  All  I could  do  was  clutch  him  by  the  hair  and  shoulder  as  his  hands  and  tongue made love to my tits. 

He peeled my swim bottoms off while I hung off of him, chest rising and falling rapidly, and then my back met the floor of the ocean. 

The  world  around  us  was  silent  as  his  mouth  met  my  core,  and  shit,  he had  me  shattering  in  seconds.  He  continued,  but  I  wanted  more—more  of him. My fingers caught in his hair, and I tugged him upward. 

The fire in his eyes told me he knew exactly what I wanted. 

His  erection  met  my  sensitive  skin  as  he  settled  between  my  thighs,  his hands on either side of me as he thrust slowly. 

My eyes all but rolled back as he slid home. 

My face twisted, and I cried out silently in bliss as he moved inside me. 

Despite  the  bond’s  absence,  he  still  made  me  feel  so  freakin’  much  better than anyone else ever had. 

I  panted,  taking  in  massive  breaths  as  his  mouth  caught  mine  again,  his lips devouring me while our bodies moved as one. 

I shattered with another silent cry, and though I couldn’t hear his groan, I felt it rumble my chest as he went over the edge with me. 

WE DIDN’T STOP IMMEDIATELY, but after a few more rounds, we were finally both  exhausted  enough  that  we  settled  on  the  ocean  floor,  wrapped  in  each other’s  arms  and  completely  sated.  We  fell  asleep  like  that,  and  dozed  for twenty or thirty minutes before Auden woke me up. 

He moved a bit, and I shifted around in his arms. I found my face buried against his chest, both of us laying on our sides. 

Our  eyes  met  when  I  tilted  my  head  back  a  little,  and  his  lips  curved upward in the sexiest sleepy smile. 

His lips caught mine, and he kissed me slowly, sweetly. 

The kiss grew hotter, and turned into another round of sex—one that was slower, and so much sweeter. 

WE  HAD  to  swim  a  bit  to  find  our  clothes,  but  we  managed.  Fully-dressed once again, we swam a little ways down the coast just so that no one from the sky  kingdom  would  see  us  if  they  happened  to  be  watching,  and  then  we strolled out of the water hand-in-hand. 

 Wist, it felt good to be holding Auden’s hand. 

He kissed me on the dry land, carrying me up the sand. We needed to just lock ourselves in a room for a week to get all the sex out of our system, but that  wasn’t  exactly  possible  with  all  the  pink  and  purple  veins  climbing  my skin, poisoning me with someone else’s magic. 

He  set  me  down  reluctantly,  and  we  walked  up  to  the  edge  of  a  rocky mountain,  tucking  ourselves  behind  some  plants.  We  sat  with  our  shoulders leaning against a rock, our knees knocking and our heads facing each other. 

“So  what’s  your  plan?”  I  checked,  knowing  he’d  already  come  up  with

something. 

“I’ve been a little preoccupied.” He dragged a chunk of hair off my face, tucking it behind my ear. It would just pop back up, but I was pretty sure he already knew that. I think he just liked touching it. 

“I know you’ve already thought of something,” I countered. 

His lips curved upward. “Fine. I have. But it doesn’t involve you.” 

I pouted my bottom lip out, feigning sadness. “Come on, you know how much I enjoy violence.” 

He pinched my lip, his expression growing more wicked. “I’d rather not tell you the plan, because if I tell you, you’ll worry.” 

Now,  my  frown  was  real.  He  still  didn’t  release  my  lip,  though.  “Why would I worry? What are you going to do?” 

“Nothing you need to stress about.” He released my lip. “I’ll be fine.” 

Okay,  that  was  like  a  double-decker  billboard  proclaiming  that  I  needed to worry. 

“No.  I’ll  come  with  you.  You’re  going  to  have  to  climb  the  mountain, right?” I gestured in the direction of the sky kingdom. 

He shook his head. “I’ve got a friend.” 

“Then you’ll introduce me to your friend, because I’m not getting left on my  ass  at  the  bottom  of  a  mountain  while  you  risk  your  life  to  save  me,”  I argued. “My dust can protect me.” 

“Not  from  everything,  and  it  pretty  much  disarms  me  too  when  you  hit me with it.” His lips met my forehead. “I’m sorry, but you’re not coming.” 

“You’re making me want to strangle you,” I grumbled at him. 

He  shot  me  a  smirk,  and  his  fingers  dug  into  my  hair  softly.  “You’ll  be safe  if  you  wait  under  the  water.  If  I  don’t  come  out  in  a  few  hours,  you’ll swim back to the sea kingdom, and I’ll meet you there when I’m free.” 

My eyebrows shot upward. “No freakin’ way.” 

“You  know  you’re  not  a  fighter,  and  you  know  that  I  am  one.  I’ll  be fine.”  He  kissed  me  on  the  lips,  but  I  didn’t  let  it  last  long  before  pulling away. 

“Auden,” I warned. 

“Can  you  tell  me  that  you  sincerely  believe  you’ll  be  safe  walking  into that mountain with me?” he asked, gesturing toward the sky kingdom like I had. 

I wanted to say yes… but Avalon didn’t allow us to lie. 

“No, I can’t,” I admitted. 

He kissed me again. 

It lasted longer, that time. 

“Swim with me until I meet up with my friend?” he asked gently. 

“Of course.” My head bobbed. 

“Good.” He dragged me to my feet and then towed me and my reluctant ass back down to the water. 

AFTER  A  SHORT  SWIM,  we  walked  up  the  shore  of  another  beach  I  didn’t recognize.  There  was  only  a  tiny  bit  of  sand,  and  then  it  immediately morphed into a forested mountain that towered way further up above us than I could see. 

“This is the place Rollen and I meet with one of our sky fae implants,” he explained.  “There’s  a  branch  here.”  He  gestured  to  one  of  the  many,  many trees around us. “We just put it up when we want to meet, and he shows up within a few hours.” 

“Cool.” 

I watched Auden muscle his way up a gigantic tree, and grab a massive branch. He stuck it into a loop of rope that looked like it had been tied to the tree just to hold the branch. It was the same color as the bark it was tied to, and it would be nearly impossible to see unless you knew exactly what you were looking for. 

Jumping  back  down,  he  strode  over  to  me  and  slung  an  arm  over  my shoulders. “Now, we wait.” 

WE SAT DOWN UP against a gigantic tree, our heads tilting to rest against each other.  His  arm  was  still  over  my  shoulders,  his  body  still  pressed  against mine. 

“Tell me more about your grandpa,” he said, after a quiet moment. 

“What do you want to know?” 

“How did he respond when you broke up with your boyfriend?” 

The  fact  that  we  could  talk  about  that  without  losing  his  mind  felt meaningful to me. 

“All the girls in the movies eat ice cream after a breakup, or go out to a bar and get super drunk with their friends. I was only eighteen, so he bought

ice cream. Six different flavors, because he didn’t want me to run out.” My lips curved upward. The memories were melancholy ones; a mix of happiness and sadness. 

“And then what?” 

“And then he tried to turn on a chick flick. I told him I’d rather he shot me  in  the  leg  than  turn  on  a  romance  movie,  so  he  turned  on  one  of  our favorite detective shows. We never guessed the killers right, but I swear, we watched every single cop and detective show there was.” 

My eyes closed, and I lived in the memories for a minute. The microwave popcorn  and  tubs  of  ice  cream  on  the  couch,  the  arguing  over  who  the  real killer was, the exchanged grins and laughter…

It was so, so good. 

I missed him so, so much. 

“Would  you  go  back,  if  you  could?  To  that  time?”  Auden  asked.  His voice was gentle, and I didn’t think it would offend him if I said yes. 

It  took  me  a  minute  to  think  through  the  question,  to  figure  out  what  I really thought and felt. 

And, surprisingly, I admitted, “No.” 

It was the first time since my grandpa had passed on that I could honestly say that. I’d wanted to go back so many times, but now… now, I wanted to keep living. To keep moving forward, in the life I had right then. 

Things  weren’t  perfect,  and  hell,  maybe  they’d  never  be.  But  I  liked where I was. 

A lot. 

“No?” Auden asked. 

He wanted more details. 

“I  love  my  grandpa,  and  I’ll  always  cherish  those  memories,  but  he wanted me to live. Now that I’m here, it feels like I’m finally, finally living.” 

My eyes closed, and my mind slipped back to the moment I’d looked through that portal to Earth. “I’m really glad I have you. I know none of it happened in an ideal way, and there was way too much death and destruction, but I’m glad that I got you out of it.” 

“I  am  too.”  He  tugged  me  closer,  catching  my  fingers  and  lacing  them through mine while his arm was still draped over my shoulder. 

“Tell me about your life, before you met me.” I changed the subject. 

He repeated my words from earlier. “What do you want to know?” 

“What did you do with all your time? Were you happy?” 

He  thought  about  it  for  a  long  moment.  “I  thought  I  was  happy,”  he finally said. “I swam, and trained, and fought when I had to. My brothers and I played jokes on each other. But now… now I wonder if I was even capable of happiness before I met you.” 

The words surprised me, but they were genuine, and touched me. 

“I  had  nothing  to  live  for,  then,”  he  admitted.  “Not  really.  You  give  me something  to  believe  in,  and  something  to  fight  for.  You  woke  me  up  from the dull monotony of life here, and I’m really  wisting glad that you did.” He turned  his  head,  kissing  my  temple.  “Especially  when  you’re  naked.  Or smiling at me.” 

I snorted. “Naked or smiling at you?” 

“For different reasons depending on which state you’re in, but yes.” 

I rolled my eyes, but couldn’t help the smile that crept up onto my face. 

Chapter 20

IT DIDN’T TAKE LONG for Auden’s friend to show. 

There  was  no  warning—I  didn’t  even  hear  any  wings  flapping—before the  man  practically  fell  from  the  sky.  He  landed  smoothly  on  two  feet  of course, stopping only a foot or two in front of us. 

Auden tugged me to my feet, and an easy grin stretched across his face. 

“It’s been a while.” 

“It has.” The man studied me. “Queen Noa?” 

“The one and only.” I held my hand out, and he shook it. Maybe that was a human gesture, but he had been on Earth with us humans, so I figured he’d survive it. 

“I’m Tow.” 

Another weird name to add to the list; cool. 

Auden let go of me, climbing the tree and tugging the branch out of the rope loop it rested in. He walked back over to me, taking my hand. 

“I need you to get me into the sky castle,” he told Tow. “Unseen.” 

“You’re going to take out the fae causing her illness?” Tow checked. 

“I am.” Auden’s head bobbed as I glanced down at myself. 

Did I really look that ill? 

Yeah, I was a little pink, but it wasn’t that bad, was it? 

“Merzo  has  them  well-protected,  and  Ien’s  most  definitely  brewing  up another plan,” Tow warned. “It would be better to have her kill him.” 

“This is the only viable option right now,” Auden said without hesitation. 

“And we don’t have time to come up with anything better.” 

I liked how easily he stood up for me. 

“Alright, I can get you both there,” he nodded. 

“Just me,” Auden said without pause. “November will wait in the water.” 

Tow  looked  at  me,  and  I  nodded,  so  he  looked  back  to  Auden.  “Okay. 

Should we wait for nightfall?” 

“There isn’t time. We need to do this as quickly as possible.” 

“Then let’s go.” Tow held out a hand. 

Auden  grabbed  me,  kissing  me  once,  roughly.  “Don’t  wait,”  he  warned, his voice low. 

“Don’t die,” I shot back. 

He kissed me again before taking his friend’s hand. Tow’s massive, scaly blue wings popped out behind him before the men shot up through the trees. 

I  stared  after  them  longer  than  I  should’ve.  Auden  seemed  to  trust  his friend, and I trusted Auden… but that didn’t mean I was going to stand in the exact same place Tow knew I’d been waiting. 

Just in case. 

I made my way back to the water, sinking down beneath the surface just far enough that I could still see through it, up to the sky above me. 

And there, I waited. 

AN HOUR PASSED, and nothing happened. 

At two hours, more of the same. 

Around three hours, my stomach turned. 

Then, my shoulder burned. 

I scrambled to peel all my wet hair off my shoulder, spinning impatiently to  force  the  water  to  help  me,  and  when  I  finally  saw  it,  I  let  out  a  breath  I hadn’t realized I was holding. 

Bare skin. 

No  more  pink.  No  more  purple.  No  more  veining.  Just  a  simple, shimmering scar that matched the ones Auden had running up and down his arms. 

The infection was gone. 

But where was Auden? 

Hopefully, on his way out of the castle. 

I waited another hour, then two, then three, and kept waiting. 

By the time the sun went down, I was forced to accept that it was time to head  back  to  the  sea  kingdom  for  reinforcements.  Maybe  Auden  was climbing  down  the  mountain,  or  maybe  he  was  trapped,  or  maybe…  there

were  a  lot  of  maybes.  A  lot  of  possibilities.  And  not  all  of  them  revolves around Auden being reset or held captive, but a lot of them did. 

So I gave it a few extra hours. 

And when Auden didn’t show, I swallowed my fear and left. 

IT WAS a day-and-a-half swim back to the sea kingdom. A day-and-a-half of stress,  panic,  and  mental  pep-talks  in  which  I  reminded  myself  that  Auden had  chosen  to  go  into  the  castle.  And  that  unless  Hannah  or  Elyn  had transported  into  Merzo’s  home—which  was  impossible  as  far  as  I  knew—

that Auden was most definitely still alive. 

I  swam  straight  to  the  air  bubble  that  led  into  mine  and  Auden’s  room. 

Though I tried to time shifting my tail to legs just right, I screwed it up and landed on my knees on the floor. 

Ignoring the pain, I scrambled to my feet and took off down the hallway. 

The water dripping down and off my body as I ran annoyed me, so I focused on getting rid of it—and found myself immediately dry. 

Wonder touched me for all of half a second, until I remembered Auden. 

Then, my stress was back. 

I  barged  through  the  door  to  Hannah’s  and  Elyn’s  room,  and  looked around. 

Elyn was alone, writing in something that looked like a journal of some kind. 

Her gaze jerked to me, and her eyes lit up. “You’re back!” 

“Auden’s gone.” The words stumbled out. “He went into Merzo’s castle to reset the fae infecting me. I waited, but he never came out. I need Rollen and Froet and Kilo.” 

Elyn dropped her journal on the bed and slid off the mattress. Her steps were  confident  as  she  crossed  the  room.  “They’re  setting  Hannah  up  in  her room right now. Let’s go.” 

My  head  dipped  in  a  jerky  nod,  and  I  followed  her  down  the  hall.  We didn’t go far—Hannah’s room was only a few feet down from Elyn’s. 

Elyn knocked twice before pushing the door open. 

Multiple male voices and one female one greeted her, and then me too as I stepped inside behind her. 

“We have a problem,” Elyn announced, before she and everyone looked at me. 

“Auden’s gone,” I said, panic clutching me again as I said the words out loud. At their prodding, I gave them the whole story—including the waiting in  Avvete, and the meeting up with Tow, but minus the sex. 

When  I  was  done,  Rollen  crossed  the  room  and  tossed  his  arm  over  my shoulders, giving me a sideways-hug. “He’ll be fine, Noa. He’s probably on his way back as we speak.” 

“How do you know that?” I argued. 

“Tow probably didn’t go in with him; he wouldn’t have wanted to risk his position with Merzo,” Rollen explained quickly. “So Auden probably had to hoof-it down the mountain, which could take a couple of days. He probably expected that would happen, which is why he told you not to wait for him.” 

“A couple of days?” My voice rose higher. 

“Yup. Mountains aren’t exactly a sea fae’s forte.” 

I ran a hand over my face. “You want me to wait a  few days before going after him?” 

“We’re  not  going  to  assume  the  worst  until  it’s  been  an  entire  week without a sign of him. If he doesn’t show up in the next week, then we’ll hunt him down,” Rollen explained. 

“But what am I supposed to do in the meantime?” I demanded. 

“Explore your new home. Eat cake. Play your piano.” Rollen shrugged. “I don’t care.” 

“You look dead on your feet,” Elyn told me, maneuvering us so that her arm draped over my shoulder. “And you’re probably starving.” 

Now  that  she  mentioned  it,  I  was  a  little  hungry.  The  ocean  mostly sustained me, but I did need to eat real food every now and then…

“I’ll show you to the cafeteria.” 

“I’ll  come  to  keep  an  eye  on  you,”  Froet  said,  falling  into  step  on  my other side. 

“Thanks.”  Elyn  shot  him  a  smile  as  she  led  me  out  of  the  room,  away from Rollen, Kilo, and Hannah. 

“I’m  going  to  lose  my  mind  waiting  an  entire  week,”  I  mumbled,  my arms wrapping around my middle. 

“Hopefully he’ll show up tomorrow,” Elyn offered. 

Yeah,  that  was  a  good  thing  to  hope  for,  but  something  told  me  it  was unlikely. 

Sure, there was a chance he was climbing down the mountain. But it felt like a slim chance, if not one that was altogether nonexistent. “I don’t want to

leave him longer than I have to.” 

“Did  you  guys  ever  work  out  what  was  between  you?  Other  than  being friends-with-benefits, I mean,” she checked. 

I bit my lip, not sure how to answer that. 

We’d talked a little and had sex—freakin’ awesome, mind-blowing sex. 

But  we  were  still  separated,  weren’t  we?  Without  the  bond,  we  weren’t permanent.  I  mean,  the  Earth  documents  still  recorded  us  as  married,  but those didn’t really mean anything to any of us since none of us had wanted to sign them in the first place. 

Auden and I were exclusive, even though we hadn’t come out and said it, but boyfriend/girlfriend definitely didn’t sound right. 

So maybe we were still just friends-with-benefits? 

I was starting to hate that term. 

Instead of saying all of that, I went with, “Not really.” 

Elyn seemed satisfied with the answer. 

Maybe I’d have her and Hannah help me overthink everything later, but for now, I was too tired to try. Especially with Froet on the other side of me. 

“So how’s the cafeteria here?” I asked Elyn. 

She grimaced. “Not as good as the one they had going on Earth. There are no mashed potatoes.” 

I groaned. “No mashed potatoes?” 

“Maybe if you request them they’ll start making them again. The crown makes you seem all official.” She waved her hand toward my crown. 

I  lifted  a  hand  to  brush  over  the  gemstone-studded  accessory.  “Shit.  I keep forgetting about this. I can probably take it off now that the infection is gone.” 

“I wouldn’t,” Froet advised. 

Elyn and I both looked over at him, still walking. 

“Why not?” she asked, curiosity filling her voice. 

“Ien  still  walks  free,  and  we  know  he  wants  the  three  of  you  dead.  You need all the extra magic you can get.” 

Well, that was probably a good point. 

“Noted.” My fingers left the crown. “How far is it?” 

“Just  around  this  corner.”  Elyn  gestured  to  a  hallway,  and  we  turned down it. 

The hallway opened up into a large room filled with a handful of round stone tables. Around each table, there were four chairs. I knew fae weren’t as

social as humans; they didn’t have a ton of close friends, and probably never shared meals with more than a couple of people, so it wasn’t really surprising that the tables weren’t huge. 

The kitchen was smaller than it had been in the sea fae cafeteria on Earth, but then again, they didn’t require as much food now that they were back in Avalon. 

There were only a handful of fae in the room; two eating on their own, at their own tables, and two different tables with a group of two fae at one and a group of three at another. 

One  of  the  loners  rose  to  his  feet  the  moment  he  saw  me,  and  then lowered to one knee, bowing deeply. 

My mouth opened a bit. 

Resembling a fish again, yup. 

The  rest  of  the  fae  in  the  room  followed  suit  quickly,  including  the  two who had been moving around in the kitchen area. 

I  closed  my  mouth  momentarily,  trying  to  decide  what  to  do.  Elyn  and Froet  seemed  content  to  wait  and  see  what  I  did,  which  was  both  annoying and nice at the same time. 

“You  don’t  need  to  kneel,”  I  finally  said,  “Though  I  appreciate  the gesture.” 

I crossed the room, and all of the fae got up and sat back down. 

Chapter 21

“HI,” I  greeted  the guy  at  the front  of  the  food line.  I  started to  reach  for  a plate, but his hand landed on the stack. 

“For you, we cook fresh.” 

Okay, then. 

“Thanks.” I gave him a quick smile that I didn’t really feel. I just wanted to go to bed and wake up with Auden beside me, but I needed to be polite to the sea fae. Especially the ones in charge of the food. 

“Just find a seat, and we’ll bring your food when it’s ready.” The man let go of the plate and gestured to one of the empty tables. “Do you wish to have fresh food too?” he asked Elyn. 

“Sure.” She shrugged. 

His  head  bobbed,  and  he  turned  back  toward  the  kitchen  as  we  headed over to an empty table. 

“He ignored you so hard,” Elyn whisper-teased Froet, wearing a massive grin. 

“I may as well be invisible while standing behind you two,” he drawled. 

“We see you,” I said, patting his arm. “You’re too big to ignore.” 

Elyn snorted. “Was that a compliment or an insult?” 

I flashed her a smirk. “You tell me.” 

Froet barked out a laugh. “You’re vicious.” 

“That  one was definitely a compliment,” Elyn said. 

I  rolled  my  eyes,  but  my  smirk  became  a  grin.  “Of  course  it  was  a compliment.  Auden  would  get  bored  of  me  if  I  wasn’t  vicious;  I’ve  got  to keep him on his toes.” 

“Yes,  you  and  your  sad  music,  keeping  all  of  us  on  our   toes,”  Froet

mocked. 

“She can play more than just sad music,” Elyn protested. 

“I have yet to hear it.” He held his hands out. 

“Fine.  Bring  the  piano  in  here,  and  I’ll  enchant  you  with  my  musical skills.”  I  wiggled  my  fingers.  I’d  hit  him  with  a  little  Camila  Cabello,  and he’d be so horny he couldn’t think straight. That would teach him. 

“Go get it,” Elyn commanded, sweeping her hands toward Froet. “She’ll prove you wrong.” 

“Fine;  I’ll  be  back  in  a  minute.  Don’t  get  yourselves  into  trouble  while I’m  gone.”  He  got  up  and  walked  away.  One  of  the  loner  fae  followed  him out.  I  hoped  he  was  planning  on  helping  Froet  carry  my  piano,  because  if Auden’s  sort-of-brother  did  any  damage  to  my  baby,  I’d  have  to  learn  my magic just so I could reset the bastard. 

“Do you know any songs that could creep him out?” Elyn asked, leaning closer. “Like from horror movies?” 

I didn’t much like horror movies, so I didn’t have any memorized off the top of my head. I knew one song that had a bit of an eerie feel to it, though, so if I put a little spin on it I could probably use the music’s magic to scare him a little. “I can try.” 

“Queen  Noa,”  one  of  the  fae  said,  as  he  approached.  His  hair  was  a vibrant violet color, his skin olive. 

“Oh, you don’t need to do that. Just Noa is fine,” I said quickly. 

“Just Noa,” the man corrected himself. 

“Yup.” 

“Are you taking other suitors, or sharing your bed with other fae now that you’re no longer tied to the king?” he asked. 

Well, at least he just came right out and asked rather than propositioning me. 

“No. Auden and I are still together, mostly.” 

He stared at me, and I got the feeling he was waiting for me to elaborate. 

I didn’t. 

The fae’s expression was serious. “I’d recommend you reach a conclusion on that in the near future. Though I’m not interested in you, many others are lonely  enough  to  be  interested.  And  to  do  something  about  that  interest, particularly while Auden’s not with you.” 

I sat up straighter. “Is that a threat?” 

“Of course not. I’m merely warning you to a potential danger you should

be aware of.” He bowed slightly. “Enjoy your meal, and your music. I need to be going.” 

With that, he walked out of the cafeteria. 

Elyn and I exchanged concerned glances. 

“Has anyone said anything like that to you?” I asked her. 

“No.  But  I’m  usually  with  Rollen,”  she  admitted,  looking  around  the room  with  new  eyes.  “He’s  trying  to  teach  me  how  to  use  my  magic.  And we’re sort of… bed-sharing.” 

I put a hand to my chest, feigning shock. “No.” 

“Yes.” Her face reddened. “Friends-with-benefits isn’t so bad.” 

I flashed her a knowing smirk. “Definitely not.” 

The two fae who had been eating together walked over to our table, and sat down across from us. 

“Well hello,” Elyn remarked. 

“Hi,” one of the fae said. 

I prepped myself for an actual proposition this time. 

Instead, the other fae leaned over the table. “We want you to bring more human women here to become faeries.” 

There was a moment of heavy, heavy silence. 

“That’s quite the request,” I finally said. 

“Yeah.  Humanity  doesn’t  exactly  like  the  fae  right  now,”  Elyn  added. 

“And we would probably need the women to complete the  kompeleno  bond just to transition into faeries. After my experience, I won’t be asking anyone to do that.” 

“All they would need to do is spend a week in the caves, like you did,” 

the fae countered. “Being connected to another fae wouldn’t be necessary.” 

“You’re assuming that,” I said. 

“Yes. But it’s an assumption based on logic.” 

“A  hypothesis,”  Elyn  corrected.  “Or  a  theory.  I’m  a  math  nerd,  not  a science one, so I can’t honestly say I know the difference.” 

“Really?” I looked over at her, my eyebrows raised. “I didn’t know you were a math nerd.” 

Her face reddened. “I was studying finance,” she admitted. “To do taxes, mainly.  I  like  balancing  all  the  rules  and  numbers.  I  know  it’s  weird,  but  it kind of feels like a game.” 

“It’s not weird, it’s cool.” I looked back at the men. “Look, we know that you guys are lonely. Avalon could definitely do with some more faeries. But

right  now,  Earth  does  not  like  the  fae.  If  we  show  up  offering  to  take  more women away, we’ll get bombed. And you might survive a bombing, but we won’t.”  I  gestured  between  myself  and  Elyn.  “So  give  it  a  year,  or  two,  or three, and we’ll go back to Earth and hand out flyers or put up a website or something, so people can apply to come to Avalon. 

“That’s  a  good  idea,”  Elyn  remarked.  “By  then,  some  people  might actually be interested.” 

“A lot more people are alone now than they were before the fae showed up,”  I  agreed.  “With  enough  time  to  come  to  terms  to  everything,  there’s  a chance that they might be receptive if we show up and ask for forgiveness on behalf  of  the  fae.  I’m  sure  it  wouldn’t  fix  everything,  but  it  could  create enough  trust  that  some  people  might  come  around  to  the  idea  of  moving here.” 

The  fae  didn’t  look  thrilled  with  the  idea  of  waiting,  but  Elyn  seemed optimistic  about  it.  “We  could  go  and  apologize  in  the  next  month  or  two, and  then  visit  every  now  and  then  just  so  people  can  see  that  we’re  not violent or dangerous.” 

I nodded, though I had no desire to make the trip back to Earth. I’d once promised  Rollen  that  I’d  take  him  to  meet  women  there,  but  it  looked  like that wasn’t going to be necessary given his relationship with Elyn. 

Between my negative memories of the tidal waves I’d caused and the loss of everyone I loved, there just wasn’t anything left on Earth for me. 

Other than sour gummy worms, of course, but Elyn and Hannah could be my candy dealers. 

“This is good,” Elyn said, nodding quickly. “Really good. Rollen will be on board. Hannah, too. And I’m sure she can talk Kilo into joining; he’ll do anything for her.” 

There it was; the way out I was hoping for. 

Bingo. 

“I’d rather not go back to Earth,” I began. 

“Oh, I know. I don’t expect you to frequent our ex-home. If you show up just  long  enough  for  our  main  apology  on  behalf  of  the  fae,  that  would  be more than enough.” 

I nodded; I could do a short apology. The fae had those herbs that would calm  us  so  we  wouldn’t  get  emotional  and  screw  with  Earth’s  delicate balance, after all. 

Froet  and  the  fae  who’d  followed  him  out  came  walking  in,  hauling  my

piano  between  them.  The  bench  had  been  left  behind,  but  I  could  settle  for any chair. 

Froet disappeared again after winking in my direction, and I turned as the fae  chefs  set  plates  down  in  front  of  me  and  Elyn.  The  guys  we’d  been talking to got up and went back to their tables, seeming disappointed by the news that we weren’t going to be able to get more human women to come to Avalon for a few years. 

“Thank you so much.” Elyn gave them both massive smiles. “This looks and smells delicious.” 

The fae all but ignored her, looking at me. 

“It does,” I agreed. “Thank you for this. It means a lot.” 

The men nodded toward me, and then toward Elyn, before heading back to the kitchen. 

“If  you’re  a  celebrity  here,  I’m  the  awkward  normal  friend  who  goes everywhere with you,” Elyn remarked, grabbing her fork and knife. 

“Are you upset about that?” I checked. “I can ask them to be nicer.” 

“Nah. It’s better than them hitting on me.” She stuck her fork into the pile of something that looked almost the same as mashed potatoes, but the color was  slightly  off.  She  lifted  the  forkful  to  her  mouth,  and  her  eyes  closed  as she groaned. “They remember how much you love potatoes.” 

“Good.” I scooped a bite of my own, lifting it to my lips. The food was probably hot, but I couldn’t really feel the temperature so I just ate it. “Holy shit,” I said, around a mouthful of the strange not-potatoes. “This is freakin’

good.” 

Elyn nodded violently. “I was wrong about the chefs.” 

We shoveled food down our throats in relative silence. Froet showed up with  my  piano  bench,  and  set  it  down  in  front  of  my  piano  before  coming back to sit down with me and Elyn. 

“You’re missing out,” she told him around a mouth full of food. “Sucks to have a dick right now, huh?” 

I snorted, but my mouth was too full to say anything. 

“I’ll just eat whatever you don’t,” Froet countered. “I’ll need it, too, since Noa’s going to drag the mood of the room down with her music.” 

Elyn  made  a  noise  of  protest,  and  I  flipped  him  my  middle  finger, standing up. I was full enough; it was time to show the dick what I could do. 

I tripped over my own feet after a few steps, but caught myself on one of the other tables. 

Maybe I wasn’t at my best after two days without sleep. 

But I was determined not to lose this little contest. 

Chapter 22

MY BUTT MET the piano bench, and my fingers found the keys. 

I  jumped  right  into  my  version  of  Camila  Cabello  and  Shawn  Mendes’s Señorita.  I  loved  the  sexiness  and  the  sass  in  the  song,  and  tried  to  keep  as much of that as possible in my own piano version. 

The mood in the room changed immediately—and drastically. 

My lips curved up wickedly when I slipped into my version of Camila’s Havana. Glancing over my shoulder, I found Elyn’s eyes closed, her fingers gripping  the  table  tightly.  Froet  was  staring  at  me  like  he’d  never  seen  me before—and oops, maybe this hadn’t been such a good idea after all. 

I  transitioned  to  some  less-sexy  but  still  upbeat  songs,  throwing  out  my take  on  Walk  the  Moon’s   Shut  Up  and  Dance,  followed  by  a  couple  of  old Katy Perry songs that had always been among my favorites. 

More  fae  filled  the  room  as  I  continued  playing.  I  glanced  over  at  the tables, and my fingers faltered when I saw that the cafeteria was full. 

Not just half full—every freakin’ chair was taken, and fae were standing along the walls of the cafeteria. Most were smiling or grinning, and many of them were moving, even in their chairs, dancing a little to the music. 

Hannah, Rollen, and Kilo slipped in right at that moment, looking around. 

“Did we miss it?” Hannah asked, her face falling. 

“I can keep playing,” I said, my fingers still moving over the keys. “Go sit with Elyn.” 

A grin stretched across Hannah’s face. “Thanks!” 

Rollen  and  Kilo  gave  me  nods,  and  I  picked  the  pace  back  up  with  the music.  There  was  something  sort  of  magical  about  feeling  the  room  full around  me,  about  the  way  everyone  was  gathered,  listening,  and  moving  to

the music. 

Emotions I didn’t know how to express grew within me as I continued to play, rolling through a few of my favorite Ed Sheeran songs before taking it down  a  few  notches  to  my  favorite  soft  Jack  Johnson  songs.  I  wasn’t  sure what time it was, but considering I’d been up for two days, I needed the calm music to relax myself since I’d be crashing pretty damn quickly. 

There was a long moment of silence after my fingers played the last notes of the last song, and then someone started clapping. 

My  face  heated  when  someone  else  joined  in—Hannah  or  Elyn,  I’d assume, since I didn’t remember seeing or hearing the fae clap before. 

But the fae followed Hannah and Elyn’s lead sooner rather than later, and in less than a minute, the clapping grew deafening. 

Standing,  my  hands  found  each  other,  fidgeting  a  bit  as  I  struggled  to figure  out  what  to  do  next.  I’d  never  played  for  an  audience,  and  I  really didn’t  want  to  bow.  Usually,  people  either  hated  on  me  or  appreciated  me through YouTube comments—not through in-person clapping. 

But I faced the fae, and they clapped for me, and the looks on their faces ranged from stunned to impressed to turned on. 

And I didn’t know what to do about any of it. 

Luckily, my girls came to my rescue. 

Hannah  and  Elyn  crossed  the  cafeteria,  grabbing  my  arms  when  they reached me. “She’ll be back tomorrow,” Elyn called back, waving as Hannah led us both out of the room. 

“I will?” I asked Elyn, my tired legs struggling a bit to keep up. Hannah slowed down when she saw me yawn. 

“I can’t see you making it another entire day without playing after that.” 

Elyn waved over her shoulder. “So why wouldn’t you be back tomorrow?” 

That was a good point, I guess. 

Rollen whistled behind me. “Wist,  woman,”  he  remarked.  “Now  I  know why Auden put that piano in your room. He’s going to be pissed that I let you do that in public.” 

“You didn’t  let  her do anything,”  Elyn shot back.  “She has a  gift, and a gift like that is meant to be shared.” 

Rollen chuckled. “I suppose that’s true.” 

“Did you see how they reacted?” Froet mused. “I’ve never seen a group of sea fae gathered together like that. Usually, they group up and avoid each other.” 

Sounded like they were a very healthy bunch, with their anger issues and cliques. 

“Don’t they have their own music down here?” I asked. 

“I’m  sure  they  do.  But  we  don’t  have  pianos—and  we’ve  never  heard music like  that.” Froet gestured over his shoulder. 

My face heated. “Thanks, I think.” 

“It was a compliment. And you proved me wrong; I’ll never doubt your music again.” 

Well, at least that was something. 

They  continued  walking  with  me  toward  my  room.  Auden’s  room.  Our room. 

I  didn’t  know  what  to  call  it,  now  that  we  weren’t   kompells.  And  the reminder of him darkened my mood, dragging me back to those moments I’d spent waiting for him to come down from the mountain. 

Those had not been pretty moments. 

Anxious, yes. 

Stressful, very. 

Pretty? No. 

“Are  you  guys  going  back  with  me?”  I  checked,  looking  at  the  row  of friends. 

Really, they were family. 

“Yep,” Froet said cheerfully. “After that, we’ve got to be on the watch for any  horny  fae  looking  for  a  queen  to  bang.  Something  tells  me  Auden wouldn’t approve of that.” 

I snorted. “Understatement.” 

“I’ll stay and keep watch,” he said with a grin, as we reached the door to my room. 

“I’ll stay too,” Elyn offered. “Can one of you bring me a book? Hannah’s got enough, and some to spare.” 

“Sure,” Rollen agreed easily. 

I was curious about the two of them; I’d have to watch them close, to see how they interacted. 

Rollen added, “Lock the door that leads to the ocean, though. If someone knocks, Froet will come in and make sure it’s Auden.” 

We all agreed, and when we reached the door to my room, separated. 

ELYN FOLLOWED me into my room, locking the door while I slipped into bed. 

I assumed she’d come over and share the bed, but she sat down on the small couch at the end of it instead. 

Despite the intense worry for Auden that kept creeping back in minute by minute, I fell asleep almost immediately, and slept almost an entire day other than  being  momentarily  awoken  when  Elyn  got  up  to  take  a  book,  or  grab food.  Hannah  joined  us  at  some  point,  and  without  realizing  it,  I  shared  the bed with both of them and managed to sleep just fine. 

WHEN  I  FINALLY  WOKE  UP  FOR real, it was to their quiet whispers. It took a few minutes for the words to register, and I realized they were talking about Kilo. 

“He  wants  to  take  things  slow,”  Hannah  murmured.  “And  I  do  too.  The last thing I want is a repeat of what happened with Kalus. I don’t think Kilo could ever be that kind of man, but I want to know for sure before we go any further.” 

I slowly eased myself up to a sitting position, so they knew I was awake. 

“Good  morning,  sunshine.”  Elyn  shot  me  a  grin  before  looking  back  at Hannah.  “That’s  a  good  call.  It’s  sweet  that  you  guys  are  taking  your  time, making sure you know what you want.” 

Hannah waved at me, nodding at Elyn. “Yeah.” 

“What  about  you?”  I  gestured  to  Elyn.  “Last  time  I  talked  to  Rollen,  he wanted everything. The family, the kids, the  kompeleno…” 

Elyn smiled. “Oh, he does. I think he’s hoping that what we’ve got going will  lead  toward  that,  but  he  knows  that  I’m  not  interested.  I’ve  only  just barely gotten over my last boyfriend; all I’m looking for is fun, and he’s very aware of that.” 

I nodded, not wanting to push further. There wasn’t even anything to say about it, really. 

“What about you?” Hannah tossed me the question I’d pointed at Elyn. 

I didn’t have to ask what they were referring to, and I’d been wanting to get their thoughts about it for a while. 

“It’s  complicated,”  I  admitted.  “Well,  our  relationship  isn’t.  We’re friends, and we’ve slept together a couple of times.” I lowered my voice. “I have  feelings  for  him.  Strong  feelings.  And  I  think  he  might  have  strong feelings  for  me  to,  but  neither  of  us  has  ever  brought  it  up.  It’s…

complicated.” 

“You already said that,” Elyn teased. 

I made a face at her. “I’m not good at relationship stuff. He’s not either. 

And  I  don’t  know  if  it’s  lingering  feelings  from  the  bond  or  just  my  own emotions, but I feel this sense of loss without him. It feels like I’m missing a vital part of me. And I’m not new to loss, but this is different, because he’s still here.” 

My  thoughts  darkened  as  I  remembered  him  disappearing  into  the  sky, leaving me on the beach. “Well not here, but you know what I mean. Do you guys feel like that too, now that the bonds are gone?” I looked between them. 

Both women shook their heads. 

Hannah explained, “I feel lighter, now. More free. Like I have a piece of myself back, where it belongs.” 

Damn. 

“I just feel relieved.” Elyn shrugged. “And like Hannah said, free.” 

“Does your magic feel clearer now?” I asked them, sort of changing the subject.  I  didn’t  want  to  bring  them  down  or  anything,  but  clearly  our experiences  with  the  bond  weren’t  the  same.  “I’ve  started  figuring  out  a bunch  of  stuff  I  didn’t  know  before.  It’s  like  with  the  bond  out  of  the  way, my magic can settle in easier.” 

“Same,” Elyn agreed. “Before, it was just sort of there. Now, when I go outside, I can feel it like it’s a part of me.” 

Hannah  nodded  too.  “It  feels  incredible,”  she  admitted.  “We’ve  been going out with the guys during the daytime, trying to learn stuff. It’s fun.” 

“Have you learned how to do the weapon thing?” I checked. 

I  didn’t  really  want  to  learn  that,  but  I  knew  I  needed  to.  Protecting myself needed to be a priority. 

“Yep.  That’s  the  first  thing  they  made  us  figure  out,”  Elyn  said  with  a grin.  She  held  her  hand  out,  and  something  that  looked  sort  of  like  a solidified,  electrified  cloud  appeared  in  her  fingers.  It  was  about  as  long  as her forearm, and looked wickedly sharp. 

“Damn,” I remarked, looking at Hannah. 

She  held  her  hand  out  too,  and  a  shard  of  rock  about  the  same  size  as Elyn’s seemed to materialize in her palm. It was white, speckled with black, and seemed to be embedded with glitter. 

Just like our skin, I guess. 

“You guys are seriously impressive.” I moved hair out of my eyes. “All I

can do is navigate the ocean.” 

“I’m sure the guys will teach you too while we wait for Auden to come back. Their instructions aren’t perfect, since their gifts are different than ours, but  it’s  really  helpful,”  Hannah  offered.  Both  women’s  weapons  vanished. 

“We  learn  fast,  and  the  guys  think  it  has  something  to  do  with  the  fact  that our magic was sort of kickstarted by the kings. Because they’re so strong, our magic  sort  of  morphed  to  match  theirs,  and  now  we’re  all  really  powerful.” 

Her expression grew sheepish with the last revelation, but I wasn’t surprised. 

Auden had told me the same thing. 

“We haven’t figured out how to work our dust, though, so you’re ahead of us with that,” Elyn added. 

My lips curved upward. My dust was kind of the only magical thing I had going for me, but it had saved my life enough times for me to be thrilled with that. 

“I’ll teach you everything I know,” I vowed. 

Both women grinned. 

“Let’s go eat some food, and then we’ll get practicing,” Elyn said. 

Chapter 23

WE ALL CLIMBED out of bed. 

I  changed  quickly,  throwing  on  Auden’s  favorite  black  bikini  and  then slipping a t-shirt on over it. Hannah and Elyn were both dressed in leggings, Hannah  in  a  tank  top  and  Elyn  in  a  sweatshirt.  Both  of  them  looked  really comfortable,  but  full  outfits  weren’t  really  practical  for  me  anymore,  so  I didn’t bother with pants. 

We  headed  out,  stopping  at  their  rooms  so  each  of  them  could  change, and collecting all three of the men as we went. I felt Auden’s absence heavier with Froet walking beside me, and the stress of missing him grew stronger as we went. 

When we reached the cafeteria, we found it way, way busier than it had been the last time we were there. Fae lined the walls, most without a plate or any  piece  of  food  in  sight.  They  were  all  standing  around,  just  sort  of…

waiting? 

My eyes landed on the wide gap of fae-free space around my piano, and it hit me what they were waiting for. 

Me. 

Had they really enjoyed my music that much? 

“Do you think they want me to play?” I asked Elyn and Hannah, my eyes scanning the room again really quick. 

“Sure looks that way,” Elyn remarked. 

Crap. 

No pressure or anything. 

This  was  only  about  six  times  as  many  people  as  I’d  ever  played  for before—and about sixty times as many people as I’d ever played for before

yesterday. Er… the day before? 

My inner clock was all whacked after sleeping so long. 

“They’re curious,” Rollen explained quickly. 

I wasn’t opposed to playing for them even though I was definitely a little self-conscious, but I nodded. 

“Maybe avoid the sexy songs, though?” Elyn suggested. 

I shot her a smirk. “If they’re looking for emotions…” 

“Maybe  emotions  that  won’t  have  a  room  full  of  dicks  pointing  at  us,” 

Hannah drawled. 

Elyn and I busted up laughing, and the men shook their heads as I strode over to my piano. 

At  least  they’d  left  space  around  it;  I  wouldn’t  have  done  well  feeling trapped or cramped. 

My  fingers  met  the  keys,  and  I  launched  right  into  one  of  my  favorite Bruno  Mars  songs.  The  beat  was  a  fun  one,  and  a  good  way  to  start  the morning  off  even  though  it  technically  wasn’t  morning.  Today’s  main  goal would  be  not  to  freak  out  about  Auden’s  absence,  while  also  not  losing  my mind hoping he’d show up randomly. 

I rolled into a fun Taylor Swift song, then slid into one of Demi Lovato’s emotional-giant songs. If I was going to play for the crowd, I might as well give them a taste of Earth and our human emotions. 

My fingers continued moving, my eyes closing as I got lost in the music. 

Eventually, I knew it was time to let go of the strange musical magic that was practically holding my audience captive, so I slid into the perfect finale: Viva la Vida, of course. Coldplay must’ve been channeling some kind of magic when they wrote that song, because I would never get tired of it. 

When I finished, the crowd burst into applause. 

It was surreal. 

I  stood  awkwardly  once  again,  looking  out  at  everyone.  They  were clapping… for me. 

For my music. 

Yup. Still ultra-weird. 

I  stepped  away  from  my  piano,  and  the  crowd  of  fae  made  space  so  I could walk over to my group of friends. The energy in the room was electric, though, and I hoped no one would explode or anything. 

The crowds started to disperse immediately, but a few fae brought me a plate  of  food.  Elyn  and  Hannah  exchanged  grins  when  they  didn’t  give  the

women their own plates; guess my crown or my piano playing had qualified me for food, and they hadn’t qualified. 

I thanked the chef and ate until I was full, waving Hannah and Elyn in so they’d  share.  They  went  up  and  got  their  own  food  too,  of  course,  but  my plate had the mashed potatoes and theirs didn’t, so mine was superior. 

“You’re going to have musicians banging on your door soon, asking you for lessons,” Froet remarked as we ate. 

That  was  a  weird  idea.  I’d  taken  piano  lessons  as  a  kid,  but  those  had ended years ago. I wasn’t sure how I’d teach anyone. 

Although they might just want me to write the notes down so they could replicate them on their own instruments or something. 

I said, “I’d probably survive that.” 

We continued eating, my mood darkening as I thought about Auden. 

He  wasn’t  there,  eating  with  us  and  listening  to  my  music,  and  I  hated that.  I  liked  the  way  he  reacted  to  things,  and  would’ve  liked  to  see  him grinning or shooting me a smoldering gaze after I played all those songs. 

 Wist,  he’d  be  pissed  when  he  found  out  I’d  played  Camila’s  songs  for some fae the night before. 

I  bit  back  a  grin  at  the  mental  image  of  his  scowl,  and  then  my  humor faded when I remembered why he wasn’t there. 

Because I’d left him. 

And he was either climbing down a mountain, or hiking back to the ocean from the center of Avalon where he’d been reset, or… being held captive. 

Or  swimming  back,  I  guess,  but  I  assumed  he  would’ve  already  been back if that was the case. 

Not for the first time, I mourned the loss of our bond. If I’d been able to talk to him, to know where he was, I wouldn’t be so stressed about him being missing. But without it, I had no way to contact him. And I hated it. 

“Are you sure we can’t go after Auden right now?” I blurted, interrupting whatever  conversation  was  going  on  at  the  table.  “I  really  think  that  if Auden’s okay, he would be back by now.” 

The men exchanged glances. “He makes us wait a week, in situations like this,” Rollen finally explained. 

“Okay but I’m telling you, I’m going to lose my mind if I wait that long. 

I’m barely keeping it together here and now. I’m scared for him, and I don’t think he’s climbing down a mountain.” 

“But if we leave now, there’s a decent chance he’ll show up later today, 

or tomorrow,” Rollen reminded me. 

“Then we’ll set up a meeting place or something, and whoever stays here can show up and tell us if he made it back. But I can’t just sit on my ass and wait.” 

“She could swim,” Froet remarked. 

Rollen and Kilo looked at him. 

The rest of us did too. 

“Usually,  we’ve  got  to  wait  for  him  because  we  don’t  have  anyone  to scan  the  water  in  case  he’s  headed  back.  Now  we’ve  got  her.”  He  nodded once toward me. “And a room of sea fae if we want to use them.” 

Relief relaxed my shoulders, and I nodded. “Yeah, I can definitely swim.” 

“Auden  wouldn’t  want  us  to  let  her  go,”  Rollen  warned.  His  voice  was taking on that authoritative tone it sometimes got. His  king voice. But royalty didn’t  seem  to  mean  much  in  Avalon,  other  than  that  the  royalty  could command their fae when they wanted to or needed to. But I was pretty sure that was a power not used often, or else the fae would get pissed and want to take out their king. 

“If I was the one missing, Auden wouldn’t be sitting on his ass, playing the piano,” I argued. 

There was a moment of silence. 

“I’ll take you,” Froet finally said. 

Rollen grimaced, but didn’t argue. 

“I want to go too,” Elyn announced. 

Rollen looked at her like she was crazy. 

“If you guys are going, then I’m going,” Hannah declared. “It’ll give us a chance to try to use our magic. Like a field trip.” 

Elyn snorted. “A field trip?” 

“Hell yeah. It’ll be good, you’ll see.” Hannah winked at her. 

“I  can  ask  Joge  to  send  Auden  to  meet  us  somewhere  if  he  shows  up here,”  I  offered.  Joge  had  apologized  to  me,  so  I  was  mostly  over  that  time he’d considered killing me. 

“I’ll ask him,” Rollen said, shaking his head as he got up. “When he gets pissed I’m pinning all of this on you, Noa.” 

“Good. When we rescue Auden’s ass, he’ll know exactly who to thank,” I shot back. 

Rollen flipped me his middle finger over his shoulder, and laughter broke out around the table. I couldn’t help my own grin. 

“You’ve trained him well,” Hannah told Elyn. 

“On so many levels,” Elyn agreed with a smirk. 

“So  do  you  think  it’s  more  likely  that  Merzo  would’ve  reset  Auden,  or held him captive?” I asked Froet, since he was next to me and seemed to be the most open of the men. 

“I don’t know. I’ve only seen the sky king in passing.” He shrugged, but looked pointedly at Elyn. 

“Oh, yeah. Shoot the question to me; I know that bastard. I’d say he much prefers  capture  over  killing,  but  Auden’s  pretty  smart.  If  he  gets  captured, he’ll probably put a water spear through his own chest so he ends up in the middle of Avalon instead of inside Merzo’s mountain.” 

“That would cost him magic,” Froet countered. “We usually avoid being reset as much as possible. Rollen won’t admit it to you ladies, but he’s still feeling the effects of his last reset.” 

Elyn frowned. “He hasn’t said anything.” 

“Big  strong  men  can’t  admit  to  weakness,  Elyn.  Come  on,”  Hannah drawled. 

Elyn made a face. “Yeah, yeah.” 

Auden and I had a pretty good thing going, though. He didn’t try to hide his weaknesses from me anymore. We were a team, at least most of the time. 

Both of us had our issues and limitations, but for the most part, we did work together and trust each other pretty well. 

“What do you think, Noa?” Kilo looked at me. 

“What do I think about what?” 

“Would  Auden  sacrifice  his  magic  rather  than  waiting  for  a  chance  to escape?” 

I frowned. “You guys probably know better than me. We’ve only known each  other  for  a  few  months.”  I  glanced  at  Froet,  and  found  him  looking  at me with new eyes. 

He  remarked,  “Auden’s  changed  a  lot.  He  was  quieter,  before.  Less certain.” 

“So what? You still know him better.” 

“I don’t think we do.” Kilo leaned over the table, his forearms resting on the light-colored stone. “Humor us. What do you think he’d do if trapped in the sky kingdom?” 

I rolled my eyes, but thought about it. A minute passed before I answered, but no one tried to prod me to think faster. “I think Auden would sacrifice a

little  magic  in  a  heartbeat,”  I  finally  said.  “He  doesn’t  care  about  being  the strongest,  and  he  knows  that  I’m  probably  worrying.  And  if  he  cares  about me  as  much  as  he  seems  to,  then  as  stupid  as  it  is,  he’s  probably  more worried about me than he is about himself right now.” 

The men studied me. 

“It fits,” Froet finally said. 

“I can see it.” Kilo’s head bobbed. 

“I still think we check the mountain first,” Rollen said from behind me. 

Swearing, I jumped, my hand lifting to my chest. I hadn’t heard him back there. 

He  shot  me  a  smirk,  but  it  was  half-hearted.  I  could  tell  he  still  wasn’t thrilled with my plan, but he could deal with it. 

“As long as we’re going, I don’t care what we do first,” I said. 

“I don’t know,” Elyn countered. “I think I’m with Noa on this one. I say we head to the reset place and check that out, and if we don’t find him there, then we head back to the mountain. It’s further anyway. Where’s Joge going to have Auden meet us if he shows up here?” 

“Terrae,” Rollen answered. 

“It’s  near  enough  to  the  center  of  Avalon  that  a  few  of  us  could  stay behind and wait there in case he shows up,” Froet added. 

Rollen shot him a dirty look, probably wondering whose side he was on. 

I was just glad that he was on my side. 

“All in favor of checking out the middle of Avalon first, raise your hand,” 

Hannah called, lifting her hand in the air. 

Elyn and I followed suit, as did Froet. Kilo reluctantly lifted his hand too, and with a grumbled curse, Rollen agreed. 

“We’re not bringing anything. The goal is to get in and out of wherever we’re going as fast as possible,” he warned. “No distractions.” 

“No distractions.” Elyn nodded solemnly. 

The look in her eyes told me she was teasing him, though. 

“It’s  a  good  thing  you’re  cute,”  he  muttered  to  her,  as  we  all  got  up  off the table. 

“What was that?” She tilted her head toward him, a hand landing on her hip. 

“Nothing.” He feigned confusion. 

She flipped him off, striding away, and Hannah and I exchanged grins as he jogged to catch up with her. 

We were going to find Auden. 

All would be well. 

I just had to remember that. 

Chapter 24

WE ALL HEADED out pretty quickly after that. I followed everyone out of the cave system, walking with them to the beach before we separated. 

I  dove  into  the  water  but  remained  near  the  surface  enough  that  I  could roll  a  bit  and  see  the  others  flying  above  my  head.  Auden  was  right  about how much faster than them we were; I could’ve covered ground at least twice as fast as they were moving. 

Well, not ground. But water. 

And they were so much faster than me when it came to land that it really wasn’t much of a comparison, but I’d take what I could get. 

When we reached the main part of Avalon, I slipped out of the water and dried myself off instantly with my magic. It was a neat trick, and a useful one too. 

We  were  on  the  border  of  the  earth  kingdom’s  land,  and  we  weren’t interested  in  calling  attention  to  ourselves  there,  so  we  were  planning  on flying  through  the  upper  parts  of  the  trees  to  avoid  being  seen  by  anyone above or below us. 

Elyn  offered  to  carry  me,  but  Rollen  shot  that  down  immediately  given her lack of flying experience. Froet offered me a hand with a dramatic bow that made me roll my eyes. 

I took his hand, though, and tried to get somewhat comfortable as I settled in for the long haul. 

My  heart  definitely  wouldn’t  be  broken  when  we  were  done  with  all  of this  mainland  stuff  and  could  just  stick  to  the  sea  kingdom  and  the  ocean.  I was really, really tired of flying. 

THE SUN WENT DOWN as we approached the center of Avalon. 

My  eyes  scanned  the  small  clearing  with  interest.  Even  from  above,  I could  see  it.  There  was  what  looked  like  a  chunk  of  empty  space,  with mountains  on  one  side  and  trees  on  the  other.  Though  the  clearing  wasn’t massive, it was the first real gap in the trees I’d seen since we took off that morning, which made it significant. 

Froet  descended  toward  it,  and  I  watched  carefully.  There  was  a  large, round  white  thing  at  the  center  of  the  clearing  that  looked  similar  to  the ceramic  plate-looking  thing  that  had  been  the  place  the  fae  reappeared  on Avalon Island. 

No  plants  grew  immediately  around  it;  even  the  grass  was  short  in  the vicinity. 

“Well.” Rollen spread his arms out. “I don’t see any sign of him.” 

Elyn slugged him in the arm and he swore, rubbing his bicep. 

“We’ve been here for all of ten seconds. Don’t be an ass,” she chided. 

“He wouldn’t be leaving signs for us,” Rollen argued. “He doesn’t expect us to come looking for him.” 

“There’s not a chance he thinks Noa would actually wait a week for him in the sea kingdom,” Hannah countered. “She never follows his orders. You weren’t on Avalon Island so you didn’t see it, but that was like, their thing.” 

She had a point. 

But I was a much better listener now that we were in Avalon and my life was often in danger. 

Most of the time, at least. 

“Alright,  all  of  you  out,”  Rollen  said,  sweeping  his  hands  toward  the trees. 

Hannah and I exchanged uncertain glances. 

“He’ll  check  the  air  for  signs  of  water,”  Froet  explained,  striding  out  of the clearing. I followed him. 

I’d seen Auden do something similar with the water a bunch of times; it was  like  he  could  sense  things  and  people  in  the  water  if  he  paid  enough attention. 

“Now  we’re  talking,”  Elyn’s  head  bobbed.  “You  should’ve  started  with this.” 

“It  wears  me  out.”  Rollen  cracked  his  neck  from  side  to  side  as  we  all settled out of the way. His eyes closed, and the wind picked up. “Noa, keep your power locked down. I don’t want to feel your water.” 

Hannah snorted. 

I grinned. 

“Was that a sex joke?” Elyn teased the fae. 

“An unintentional one,” he called back. “Now shush, so I can focus.” 

“Auden does this in the water without focusing,” I whispered. 

“Rollen  could  only  do  it  without  focusing  if  he  were  at  the  center  of  a tornado or hurricane,” Froet whispered back. “This particular trick is harder for  us  given  our  power.  There’s  a  reason  the  sea,  earth,  and  sky  fae  are  the strongest.  They  can  be  surrounded  by  their  element  much  easier  than  we can.” 

Well, that was a good point, I guess. 

The  wind  picked  up,  whipping  my  hair  and  t-shirt  around  for  a  few minutes. It didn’t die down, but I turned my head a bit so my hair didn’t keep smacking me in the face. 

“He  was  here,”  Rollen  announced.  “He  went  this  way.”  He  pointed  to  a clump of trees. 

“Sticking  to  the  border  between  earth  and  wind  land,”  Froet  said  with  a nod of approval. “A longer route, but a much safer one. Sounds like Auden.” 

I’d never seen him choose the safer route over the faster one, but I guess usually his priority was keeping me safe. 

“Why didn’t he stop at  Terrae?” Hannah wondered, as we headed back to the winged people who would carry us. 

“He might’ve. It’s this way too,” Kilo murmured. 

“Follow me,” Rollen called out, taking to the sky. 

Froet  scooped  me  up  unceremoniously,  taking  off  after  him,  and  the others were close behind us. 

We flew for a few minutes before landing again—this time in front of a clump of rocks that I knew well. 

 Terrae. 

“There’s too much mixing in the air here,” Rollen said, gesturing around the front of the cave. “I can tell Auden was here, but I don’t know whether or not he left. And if he left, I’ve got no idea where he headed.” 

“Then let’s go,” I said, starting for the cave. 

Rollen  grabbed  the  back  of  my  shirt,  tugging  me  backward.  “Uh-uh. 

You’re a middle-of-the-group girl these days.” 

I  made  a  face  at  him,  but  fell  into  place  in  the  middle  of  the  group. 

Considering  my  dust  was  still  my  only  weapon,  I  could  admit  that  I  did

belong in the middle. 

For now, at least. Eventually I’d level up to a frontline or backline chick. 

“Stay quiet,” Rollen told all of us in a low voice, as we started weaving our way through the slim tunnels one after another. “We don’t know what’s waiting for us in there.” 

None of us spoke after that, other than the random muttered curse when a foot or hand slipped and smashed into something. 

When we reached the hot springs that made up  Terrae, we were all tense and ready for a fight. But it was… empty? 

“Do you feel anything?” Elyn asked Rollen. 

“No, but there could be sea fae in here. Or spirit fae,” he said. “Noa, can you check the cave system?” He looked at me over his shoulder. “Have you figured that out yet?” 

“Sensing in the water? I can try.” I’d felt Auden approaching when I was near   Avvete,  and  had  navigated  the  underground  caves  with  ease,  so  I’d already sort of done it without realizing. 

“If you feel anything at all, get out,” Kilo warned, frowning as I slipped into the nearest hot spring. 

“Yes sir.” I winked at him before submerging myself in the warm pool. 

My  tail  and  gills  popped  out  automatically,  as  always,  and  I  closed  my eyes. I could feel the water—where it flowed to and from, and where it was going. It was almost as if there was a map in my chest, leading me. 

And far back, further than I could swim to because of how small some of the caves were, I felt another person. 

I  shifted  my  tail  back  to  legs  as  I  swam  upward.  When  I  parted  the surface, Rollen stretched a hand out to me. I took it, and let him help pull me up out of the water. 

When  my  feet  were  on  solid  ground,  I  pointed  in  the  direction  of  the waterfall room. “There,” I said. “Someone’s way back there.” 

“Good work,” Froet remarked, as we headed down the hall. 

Hannah stretched her hand out for a high-five, and we exchanged grins as I smacked her palm with mine. 

I  was  back  in  the  middle  of  the  group,  but  now,  I  didn’t  feel  quite  as useless. 

Rollen  held  up  a  hand  as  we  approached  the  waterfall  room,  and  we  all stopped in our tracks. 

“Froet,” he called quietly. 

Froet slipped out from behind me, striding up to Rollen’s side. Both men stepped into the room, swirling wind weapons appearing in their hands. 

They looked around, but returned after a minute. 

“Are you sure he was in here?” Rollen asked me. 

“Yep.”  I  nodded.  I’d  felt  the  guy  in  the  water,  and  since  we  didn’t  see him, he was most-likely a sea fae hiding beneath the surface. 

“If  it  was  Auden,  he  would’ve  known  it  was  Noa  under  the  water  and come out running,” Kilo warned. 

“We need to know what he knows,” Froet said, looking at me. 

“We can’t use her as bait,” Rollen argued. “What if she tells Auden?” 

Wow. 

Great reasoning skills, Rollen. 

“I’ll  be  fine.”  I  stepped  around  them,  jumping  into  the  water  before anyone could stop me. What was the worst they could do; try to catch me? 

In the water, they didn’t have a chance. 

Gravity  carried  me  down,  and  then  I  spun  so  I  could  swim  further downward. I didn’t have to go far in the fishbowl-shaped pool before I saw him. 

One of the sea fae, resting cautiously with his back against the outer edge of the pool. He had bright green eyes and an emerald tail, and his lips formed an O when he stared back at me. Other than Auden, he was the first merman I’d seen in-person, and damn, he proved that they were all gorgeous. 

I gestured to the surface and waved my hand. 

He didn’t hesitate to follow me up. It was a little awkward with both of us swimming  near  each  other  in  the  somewhat  skinny  pool,  but  I  ignored  the awkwardness as I broke the surface. 

Froet’s and Kilo’s arms wrapped around my biceps, and they yanked me out of the water so fast I barely had time to blink. 

“What the hell?” I looked between them as my new merman friend broke the surface. 

His gaze went to me immediately, before slowly turning to my entourage. 

“Who  are  you?”  Rollen  asked  him.  There  was  no  threat  in  his  voice, though I knew as well as anyone that the wind king was more dangerous than he typically seemed. 

“Svo.” The merman said, his gaze turning back to me. “Queen?” 

“Yeah, I’m Noa. Is your memory bad?” I asked. I knew they sometimes had problems remembering when they were recently reset, and hoped Auden

didn’t have that problem. 

He shook his head. “The king told me to stay here and out of sight until he came back for me.” 

Relief soaked me to the bone. “You saw Auden?” 

“Yes.” 

“When? What happened?” I urged, my head jerking back in the direction of the exit. “We need to go. We might have just missed him.” 

Svo shook his head. “It’s been over a day, now.” 

My shoulder’s dropped again. 

“He’s probably on his way back to the sea kingdom, like I said,” Rollen pointed out. 

“Not if he told Svo he’d come back for him,” Kilo countered. 

Rollen’s silence told me he probably agreed. 

“Why  did  he  tell  you  to  stay  out  of  sight?”  Elyn  pressed.  “What  was happening?” 

“Spirit fae.” The man shuddered. 

All of the comfort I’d felt had vanished. “Spirit fae?” 

“Many of them. They came for the king.” 

“What do they want with him?” Hannah asked. 

Kilo  answered  in  a  grave  voice,  “The  same  thing  they’ve  been  after  for centuries; power.” 

My frown deepened. “Why would taking Auden give them more power?” 

“That, we don’t know,” Kilo admitted. 

Damn. 

“Well, we need to find him, then,” I urged. 

“You  don’t  need  to  do  anything,”  Froet  corrected.  “Except  hide  in  this pool with Svo. If we bring you to the spirit fae, we hand them a bargaining chip to use on Auden.” 

I grimaced, wishing he was wrong about that. 

“Fine. Go get Auden, then.” I gestured to Rollen. 

He looked at the other men, while Elyn and Hannah looked at me. I was sure  they’d  get  sidelined  too;  none  of  us  knew  how  to  fight,  even  though Hannah and Elyn could make their magical weapons. 

“We’ll  stay  with  Noa,”  Hannah  said.  “Right,  Elyn?”  She  shot  the  other girl a pointed look. 

“Yup.” Elyn didn’t look thrilled about it, but she nodded. 

“I’ll stay with the women, just in case,” Kilo added. 

He was the steady protector-type; the one they trusted with the stuff that wasn’t super exciting, but was still important. And as far as I’d seen, he was pretty damn good at his job. 

“Alright. We’ll be back soon—don’t do anything stupid,” Rollen warned, looking straight at Elyn when he said that. 

She  flipped  him  off,  and  he  flashed  her  a  small  grin  before  strolling  out the door. 

Chapter 25

THE NEXT HOUR WAS LONG. 

Really long. 

The hour after that was even longer. 

And  the  third  hour…  well,  the  third  hour  was  when  everything  went  to hell. 

I  was  pacing  the  cave  while  Hannah  and  Elyn  practiced  their  magic. 

They’d offered to try to teach me, but I couldn’t focus. Not while Auden was missing and the spirit fae were plotting who-knew-what. 

Kilo was sitting on the ground near Hannah and Elyn, advising them on how to change their magical weapons. He and Hannah weren’t touching, but they sat close to each other— really  close to each other. 

Svo  was  just  relaxing,  his  gaze  alternating  from  focusing  on  me  to  the other women. 

One minute, everything was peaceful. 

Then, a chill went down my spine. 

Goosebumps broke out along my arms. 

Fear flooded me. 

Kilo barreled toward the cave’s opening, but he was too slow. A fog-like spirit  fae  flew  through  him  and  into  the  cave  before  a  man  materialized behind me, holding a metal knife to my neck. 

Despite my insensitivity to temperature, I felt the chill of it. 

“Another step, and she dies,” a cold voice drawled. It wasn’t Ien’s, but it was somewhat familiar. 

Kilo  stopped  where  he  was,  lifting  his  hands  in  the  air  a  few  feet  away from me. I tried not to move, or breathe, or swallow. 

“You need her alive if you want to control Auden,” Elyn said, her voice low. 

The  man  chuckled.  The  rumble  of  his  chest  behind  my  back  made  me shiver again, and the knife cut into my throat slightly. “If she dies, Chaos will destroy the world without any help from us.” 

I was pretty sure that was BS. Auden would probably screw some shit up if I died, but he was too good to destroy anything just because I was gone. 

But  that  didn’t  mean  I  wanted  to  die  and  find  out  whether  or  not  I  was right. 

Or  move;  I  definitely  didn’t  want  to  move  to  see  if  he  really  would  kill me. 

“Loze,” Kilo said, his voice even and calm. 

No  wonder  the  voice  was  familiar;  it  belonged  to  the  king  who’d accompanied Ien to the beach, where they grabbed me and Elyn. 

Kilo  warned,  “This  is  your  world  too.  If  Avalon  is  destroyed,  you’ll  go with it.” 

The  king  laughed  again,  louder  and  deeper,  but  said  nothing  else  as  a swirling, fog-like portal appeared in the cave beside us. With one huge step, Loze  carried  me  back  to  Earth.  It  closed  behind  us,  separating  me  from  the other girls and Kilo. 

We landed on the beach of Avalon Island, but not a part of the beach that I’d ever walked on. I felt a tug in my stomach as the ocean began to react to my panic, and the water grew agitated off to my right. 

I  tried  to  breathe,  to  remain  calm,  but  there  was  a  freakin’  knife  to  my throat  and  I  had  never  mastered  the  ocean  even  before  I  had  magic  of  my own. 

Another  portal  appeared,  and  Ien  stepped  through,  dragging  an unconscious Auden behind him. 

Despite my efforts to remain calm, panic rose within me. 

“What are you doing? What do you want?” I demanded, though my voice shook. 

“To finish what we started,” Ien said, flashing me a feral grin. 

King Loze gave another dark laugh before his knife slashed through my throat. 

I cried out, falling to my knees as he released me. My hands lifted to my throat,  shaking  violently  as  I  felt  blood  sliding  down  my  chest,  soaking  my shirt  and  dripping  down  my  thighs.  The  pain  was  excruciating,  and  the

feeling of the oceans starting to rise further, to grow choppier, twisted my gut while pain burned my throat. 

The spirit fae vanished through another portal, and I tried to crawl toward Auden. I felt the wound start to close—felt the injury start to heal—and knew I wasn’t dying, not that the knowledge helped me feel any better while I was covered in my own blood. 

My  fingers  smeared  blood  on  his  white  shirt  as  I  shook  him.  “Auden.” 

My voice quivered with my hands. “Auden,” I spoke louder. 

A shadow slowly slid over his face, and I glanced over my shoulder. 

Horror clutched my chest, alongside the panic and pain. 

“Auden!”  I  nearly  screamed  the  word,  holding  onto  him  for  dear  life  as the  wave  a  little  off  the  shore  continued  to  rise.  It  was  at  least  three  stories tall, and not moving, other than growing. It was eerie, and deadly, and… my fault. 

His head moved beneath my chest. “November?” 

“Auden, we’re back on earth. The ocean—it’s rising fast, and I can’t stop it.” 

Auden  pulled  his  face  off  my  chest.  His  eyes  dilated  when  he  saw  the blood on my throat, over my chest and arms and legs. 

The wave rose faster. 

Auden  swore,  standing  swiftly  and  lifting  me  with  him.  “I’ll  keep  us alive. Make us an underwater portal back to Avalon.” 

He held me tightly to his chest, and then took off at a sprint. 

But instead of running away from the wave, he was running  toward it. 

“What are you doing?” I screeched. 

“Make the portal!” he yelled back. 

We hit the water faster than I expected, but Auden held me tightly as we spun  through  the  ocean,  ripped  and  pulled  by  the  body  of  water  and  its reaction to us. 

I closed my eyes and focused on our bed in Avalon, imagining the smell and feel and look of the room. 

Nothing happened. 

We  were  still  being  tossed  violently,  but  I  didn’t  feel  any  pull  on  my magic, or on my energy or anything. 

I  tried  again,  focusing  harder  on  the  bed  and  the  bedroom,  but  it  once again failed. 

The ocean wasn’t calming any though—if anything, it was only moving

more rapidly, more violently. 

Auden’s  hands  held  me  so  tightly  to  him  that  my  face  was  practically molded  to  his  neck,  too  tight  to  pull  away  and  ask  why  the  hell  I  hadn’t portaled us back yet. 

I  tried  another  method,  focusing  on   Avvete.  I  could  picture  it  more vividly,  and  the  feelings  around  it  were  much  more  intense  as  I  tapped  into the power within me. 

Still, no portal appeared. 

I  knew  I  was  doing  it  right—I’d  heard  Auden  and  the  other  guys  give Hannah  and  Elyn  the  same  instructions  he  gave  me  back  on  Earth.  And despite my panic, I was focused enough. 

The magic had to be broken somehow, didn’t it? 

We  hit  something,  and  hard,  before  we  were  thrown  over  a  small  sandy beach. Auden and I both gasped, struggling to breathe as we climbed to our feet. We were on a familiar tiny island; the same one I’d washed up on a half dozen  times  before  we  went  to  Avalon.  The  water  level  was  crazy  high though—it  circled  us  in  a  cylindrical  shape,  stretching  four  or  five  stories above our heads. It was giving us space though, and air. 

“What happened?” he demanded. 

“It’s  not  working.  I  tried  our  room,  and   Avvete.  I’m  focused  enough despite this hell,” I gestured to the ocean. “I think the spirit fae did something to the magic, because it’s not working.” 

Auden  shoved  a  hand  through  his  hair,  his  gaze  going  desperate  as  he looked at the water. “It’s never been this high before.” 

“Shit.” I grabbed his hand, because I couldn’t do a damn thing to control the water or my emotions. “Why did they do this?” 

“They want Earth,” Auden spat. “The spirit fae realized they’ll never be strong enough to take all of Avalon, so they want Earth. This whole  wisting elaborate  scheme  was  created  just  so  they  could  wipe  out  the  humans  and take their land.” 

The  words  processed  slowly,  but  they  processed.  “That’s  why  they brought  us  here,”  I  said,  a  little  dazed.  “They  want  me  to  lose  control  and drown the humans that survived the last fae invasion.” 

“Not you, me. They want  Chaos.” Auden’s eyes met mine, and they were wild. Unsteady. 

Chaotic. 

“And they knew hurting you was all it would take.” 

I  grabbed  his  face,  and  he  tugged  my  body  to  his.  There  were  so  many things  we  hadn’t  said,  so  many  words  I’d  held  back  out  of  uncertainty,  but there  wasn’t  time  for  any  of  them.  Instead  I  told  him,  “We’re  not  going  to destroy this world.” 

“I already did,” Auden said bitterly. 

There  was  nothing  I  could  say  to  calm  him,  so  instead,  I  kissed  him. 

Hard, and fast, slipping my tongue in his mouth for only a few seconds. Just long enough to snap him out of his panic. 

Our  gazes  collided  as  I  pulled  away,  and  he  glanced  over  at  the  water swirling around us. 

It was still tall, but maybe not as tall as it was before. 

I grabbed his face, and kissed him again. 

He returned the kiss for a minute, but pulled away quickly. “We need to try the portal again.” 

I  nodded.  He  turned  me  in  his  arms,  holding  my  back  to  his  chest  as  I focused on Avalon again. This time, I threw all of my attention to the wind kingdom’s  beach.  I  knew  the  sand  well,  with  the  lavender  sky  and  the  hills stretching behind the ocean…

I found that magic within me that yearned for Avalon, and tied it to my memories of the beach, then waited. 

There was no tug on my magic. 

Not even a freakin’ flinch. 

“It’s  not  working,”  I  told  Auden,  my  frustration  nearly  explosive.  “I swear I’m doing it right. It’s just not working.” 

“I  believe  you.  We’ll  figure  this  out.”  His  fingers  caught  mine,  lacing through  them.  The  water  level  was  beginning  to  decrease,  despite  my frustration. “We’ll be alright, Nove.” 

Nodding, I turned in his arms and rested my head against his chest. 

The water was calming a little; I could feel it in my chest. 

He was right; we would figure this out, and we would be okay. 

“We need to—” 

Chapter 26

A FOG-LIKE PORTAL materialized beside us. 

Auden  threw  us  to  the  sand,  barely  dodging  Ien  and  the  knife  he  was carrying. We rolled a few times before we stopped on the sand, Auden’s body covering mine like a human shield. 

A loud, sickening, thud-like noise met my ears, and my lips parted as the point of a knife protruded from Auden’s chest. 

A scream met my ears as his eyes closed, and he vanished. The knife fell to  my chest, resting on my body. 

The scream was mine. 

I was screaming. 

The death wasn’t permanent, I knew it wasn’t permanent, but—

“Grab the girl,” Loze commanded Ien. 

“Her death will put him over the edge,” Ien said, his eyes gleaming with that psychotic cheerfulness. He held another knife in one of his hands. 

Shit. 

If I died, it  would be permanent. 

I sat up slowly, my hands out in front of me in what I hoped was a sign of surrender. The knife that had fallen on me was on the sand beside me, hidden from sight I hoped. 

“Her  death  is  unnecessary.  She  could  remain  with  us  and  serve  our kingdom.” His eyes flashed with something dark that told me I did  not want to  serve their kingdom. 

“The  faeries  are  poison  to  us,”  Ien  spat.  “They’ve  exceeded  their usefulness. It’s time to end them.” 

“Maybe it’s time to end  you,” Loze remarked. 

Ien’s knife launched through the air, and my stomach dropped as it landed in Loze’s chest with the same sickening noise that had come from Auden’s. 

The king disappeared, and Ien looked at me with that same feral grin. 

My heart dropped into my stomach. 

This was it. 

He was going to kill me. 

It was him or me, and I… wasn’t ready to die. 

Ien  lunged  for  the  knife,  and  I  grabbed  the  one  on  the  sand  before launching  toward  the  fae.  My  weight  crashed  into  him,  but  he  barely staggered. 

I needed to stick him with my knife—to reset him, to get him away from me. 

His hand closed around the other knife, and he threw me off his back. I hit the ground hard, but as I fell, I focused on my emotions. On my dust. 

Ien  gave  a  terrible  scream  as  my  glitter  filled  the  air,  and  he  fell  to  his knees beside me. The knife was still in his hand, though, and his eyes were wild with hatred. 

He dove toward me, knife outstretched. We weren’t far—he was going to hit me. 

He had to die. Not because I wanted him dead, but because he was going to kill me if he wasn’t. 

I threw both of my hands out in front of me, and at the same time, threw my magic at the fae. It wasn’t just a shapeless cloud this time, though—it was a water spear. 

It slammed into his chest with the same awful sound the knives had made. 

His  hand  released  the  knife,  but  it  was  already  in  motion,  flying  toward me. It lacked the power that would’ve been behind the man wielding it, but it sliced the side of my arm before falling to the ground beside me. 

I didn’t give a crap about the knife though; my attention was on Ien. 

On the water spear protruding from his chest. 

On the look of disbelief on his face as he clutched it. 

His body didn’t go spirit; he didn’t try to move, or escape. He just stared at me. 

Our eyes were locked, and the same disbelief written on every line of his face was pounding like a jackhammer in my chest as I struggled to breathe. 

Finally, his eyes rolled back, and his body went slack. 

He fell to the ground, but didn’t disappear. 

The sound of crashing waves filled my ears, and I didn’t have to look up to know that the water level was still rising—and that it was rising fast. Crazy fast. 

I  crawled  over  to  Ien,  sand  and  sweat  and  blood  sticking  to  my  skin everywhere. My eyes burned, shock and fear and relief warring within me. 

My  fingers  landed  on  the  spirit  fae’s  throat,  and  I  searched  for  a  pulse. 

Not finding anything, I moved around, looking harder. I grew more frantic by the  moment  as  I  searched  his  throat,  looking  for  a  sign  of  life.  I  wasn’t  a medical professional, obviously, but I knew I should’ve been able to find one. 

Sitting  back,  I  rubbed  one  gritty  forearm  over  my  face  in  an  attempt  to wipe away the tears that were falling. All it did was smear the sand and blood and sweat and tears all over my face, stinging my eyes further. 

He was dead. 

Really, truly dead. 

Not reset; gone. 

I’d killed him. 

Far  above  me,  the  ocean  howled  with  my  pain.  I  needed  to  stop  it,  to control  it,  but  my  emotions  were  so  wildly  out  of  my  control  that  I  knew  it was  hopeless.  I  couldn’t  make  a  portal,  I  didn’t  know  where  Auden  was,  if he’d even reappeared yet, and…

I was a murderer. 

I  crawled  away  from  Ien’s  body,  needing  the  distance  as  I  turned  away from  the  fae  I’d  killed.  Blood  dripped  down  my  arm,  but  I  didn’t  care—I couldn’t care. 

I’d ended a life. 

Ien  probably  deserved  to  die,  and  most-likely,  he  would’ve  eventually managed  to  kill  me  or  Elyn  or  Hannah  if  he’d  been  left  alive.  But  that shouldn’t have been for me to decide. 

Auden was right; good and bad were relative concepts. Bad people rarely considered themselves bad, and  good people did bad things too. It was all a matter of perspective, so what right did I have to dictate who lived and died? 

My arms wrapped around my middle as the island grew darker, the water-level rising and hiding the sunlight further. 

The air rippled beside me, and an emerald portal opened next to me. 

Elyn,  Hannah,  and  Kilo  flew  through,  swearing  and  bumping  into  each other. 

Elyn landed on her knees beside me, her arms wrapping around me as she

and the others took in the island. 

The water level. 

The dead fae. 

I scrambled to my feet, dragging Elyn with me. “Leave the portal open,” I urged. “We need it to—” 

It closed and vanished. 

More disbelief slammed into me, and I fell back to my knees. 

“We can open another one,” Elyn said, her voice steel. “Where’s Auden.” 

“Reset.  The  magic—it’s  broken.  The  portals  aren’t  working.  The  reset point is far underwater, but the water just keeps rising,” I said, panic rushing through me. “And the spirit fae, they’re planning on taking over Earth. They think I’ll wipe out all other life here—and I’m starting to think they’re right.” 

“Okay, I’m going to try a portal,” Hannah said, her voice still calm. 

She closed her eyes, focusing. 

Nothing happened. 

Except that the water kept churning and howling and rising, and there was nothing I could do about it. 

“Elyn, you try,” Hannah urged, opening her eyes a minute later. 

Now, her gaze reflected some of my panic. 

The ground quivered slightly beneath us—not a great sign. 

Elyn’s  forehead  wrinkled  as  she  focused  too,  and  a  minute  later,  she shook her head in frustration. “Something must be blocking us.” 

We all looked to Kilo, but he was kneeling beside Ien, his fingers on the man’s throat. The water spear had vanished or melted, thanks to my lack of attention on it I guessed. 

Kilo looked up at us when he felt our gazes. “He’s dead. Permanently.” 

More tears stung my eyes. “He was trying to kill me.” 

“He was going to kill all of us if you didn’t take him out,” Elyn said, her voice firm. “You did the right thing.” 

It didn’t feel like I’d done the right thing. 

There  was  a  strange  feeling  in  the  water  off  to  my  side,  and  my  head jerked to the right just before two massive figures broke through the wall of water. 

Auden’s chest heaved, but he didn’t even  wisting pause. He dropped the other figure—which he had been dragging, apparently—and barreled toward me, crashing into me but grabbing me tightly, fiercely, before I could fall on my back. 

“What happened?” he growled. 

I  tried  to  explain,  but  the  words  came  out  sounding  so  choked  that  they were  nonsensical.  Kilo  quickly  explained  to  Auden  what  I’d  told  them,  and Auden’s arms tightened around me with every word. 

Loze coughed up water, and my head lifted off Auden’s neck. 

“What  did  you  do  with  the  portal  magic?”  Auden  snarled  at  the  spirit king.  “Answer,  or  I’ll  let  you  drown  repeatedly,  until  your  magic  is nonexistent.” 

“We did nothing.” Loze wiped his mouth with his forearm, like I’d tried to  do,  but  he  was  in  a  lot  better  shape  than  I  was.  “You  changed  the  magic yourselves when you put Avalon in fae hands.” 

More disbelief hit me. 

“Only those who rule Avalon can create portals to it,” the king smirked, though the expression was disheveled since he was soaked and disoriented. 

Did that mean…

I looked at Auden. 

He threw a hand out, and a silvery portal rippled into existence beside us. 

He was on his feet in an instant, hauling me through the portal. 

Loze intercepted us, though, and Auden accidentally knocked him back to Avalon with us. The sea king recovered quickly, tucking me behind his back and holding me to his body. 

“Call  your  people  back  to  our  world,”  Auden  ordered,  as  his  water weapon found the base of Loze’s throat. 

The  other  women  and  Kilo  stepped  back  through  the  portal  too,  and  the point  of  Elyn’s  magic  spear  found  the  spirit  king’s  neck,  resting  beside Auden’s. “How did you kill him, Noa?” she asked, her voice steady. 

“I don’t know.” 

“Magic  is  motivated  by  will.  Will  your  magic  to  permanently  end  him when you stab him, and he won’t rise,” Auden growled at her. 

Had I done that? 

Willed him to die? 

I had been thinking about the way he would resurrect and come after me again, right before I killed him. Maybe I had wanted him to die, and made it happen. 

My body shook, and Auden pressed me tighter to him. 

“Call your fae back here, or I’ll kill you,” Elyn said, her voice even as she stepped closer, pressing her spear harder to his neck. 

Chapter 27

THE KING MADE no move to do as she’d ordered, but he also didn’t speak for a moment. 

“We’ve  already  won,”  he  finally  said.  “More  humans  have  undoubtedly been lost.” 

My heart sank, nausea rising like the ocean had on Earth. 

Kilo spoke up. “The humans moved further from the coast after our exile to their planet. If more lives were lost, there weren’t many.” 

Right. 

That was good; that was a relief. 

If  any  more  had  died,  they  were  the  few  who  had  ignored  government orders to move further inland, further from the ocean’s reach. 

“What happens if I kill him while the other spirit fae are on Earth?” Elyn asked. 

“I don’t know,” Auden grunted. 

“It can’t be worse than it already is. They’re probably ravaging our planet as we speak,” Elyn tossed out. 

“We’ll find them,” Kilo said firmly. 

Loze’s body went spirit, and Elyn reacted. 

Her  spear  slammed  through  his  chest,  the  same  way  mine  had  gone through Ien’s. My stomach turned, and Auden spun me in his arms, holding my head to his chest so I didn’t have to watch the fae die. 

“We need to find the spirit fae. We’ve got to drag them back here before they  do  anything  irreversible,”  Auden  said,  scooping  me  up  off  the  ground and  moving  past  the  dead  king  as  he  strode  toward  the  cave’s  exit.  “Where are Rollen and Froet?” 

“They  went  looking  for  you,”  Elyn  explained  quickly.  I  could  hear everyone keeping pace with him. 

“I  can  portal  through  Earth  to  get  back  to  our  kingdom.  Our  warriors would be thrilled to hunt down a few spirit bastards,” Kilo growled. 

“Do  it,”  Auden  agreed.  “Rollen  and  Froet  will  show  up  back  here eventually;  for  now,  we’re  going  to  have  to  find  Merzo  and  Kalus  and  get them to transfer the portal power back to the faeries.” 

A smoky portal opened, and Kilo vanished through it. 

“Why?”  Hannah  asked.  She  sounded  as  sick  about  the  murder  as  I  felt, but Elyn was wearing a brave face. I respected her for doing what needed to be done, but it was still horrible. 

“Because now, there’s nothing stopping them from bringing more women to Avalon,” Auden said roughly. “Terrae is going to be overrun with women transitioning to faeries very soon if we don’t stop them.” 

Oh, shit. 

“They didn’t take women last time,” Elyn protested. 

“They couldn’t without  kompeleno bonds last time,” Hannah murmured. 

“Now that there are no bonds involved…” 

“Now  that  the  plan  to  take  Earth  has  failed,  they’ll  want  to  repopulate Avalon with women,” Auden agreed. 

We stopped walking, and I realized Hannah and Elyn were the reason. 

“We should stay here,” Hannah said. “In case the spirit fae bring women here. We might be able to stop them.” 

“That’s not a bad idea,” Auden admitted. 

I peeled my head off his shoulder, my body still in shock from what I’d done.  Elyn  barely  looked  affected  at  all,  and  I  envied  her  strength  for  a moment. 

“We won’t fight them or anything, but we could warn the women, and if worst comes to worst…” Elyn trailed off. 

She was talking about killing them. 

My stomach turned again. 

I was glad she had the stomach for this, even though I didn’t. 

Auden  jerked  his  head  in  a  nod.  “Put  your  lives  first.  My  brothers  will reset me if anything bad happens to you two.” 

Both women gave small smiles. 

With a sigh, Auden shoved a hand through his hair, his grip tightening on me with his other hand. “Alright. Let’s go.” 

I  tried  to  worm  my  way  out  of  his  grasp  as  he  jogged  toward  the  cave exit, but he held tighter. 

“I can walk,” I told him. 

I was shaky, and sad, and still a bit in shock, but I  could do it. 

“There’s  a  scar  on  your  neck  from  where  you  nearly  bled  out,”  Auden growled at me. “Let me  wisting hold you.” 

Well. 

When he put it like that, maybe I didn’t need to walk. 

“Alright.” I did turn a bit though, so I could see where he was going as he maneuvered around the hot springs and made his way to the cave exit. 

“We could portal through Earth, like Kilo’s doing,” Auden murmured, as he started through the long tunnel that would eventually lead out to Avalon. 

“I don’t want to go back, but it would save a lot of time.” 

And ultimately, saving time would save lives. 

I really didn’t want to go back either, but it was worth it. 

“Let’s do it,” I agreed. 

He  carried  me  through  a  portal  a  moment  later.  His  feet  landed  on  our small  island,  and  I  took  in  the  drastically-falling  water  levels  before  he stepped out through another portal. 

At least the water was going down. 

Hopefully, I hadn’t hurt too many people. 

My stomach clenched at the idea that I might have hurt any humans at all. 

We portaled onto the ledge outside the sky castle, where we’d spoken to Merzo the last time we were there. 

“Does he know you reset those guys for me?” I whispered. 

“Probably.” Auden knew I was talking about Merzo as he strode into the mountain. 

Sky fae walked around the large, open room, and though they eyed us, no one attacked. 

“Bring  Merzo  here,”  Auden’s  voice  boomed  with  the  command.  He wasn’t one to order people around often, but there was something sexy about the way he looked and sounded when he did. 

A few people slipped out, and we waited. 

Auden set me down on my own feet, but his arm was around my waist, and I knew he wouldn’t hesitate to use himself as a living shield once again. 

The  room  was  large  but  empty  of  all  furniture.  A  few  large  doorways rested on different parts of the walls, and my eyes went to the one I’d been

taken down the last time I was there with Elyn. 

Merzo  stalked  through  the  doors,  electricity  crackling  off  his  skin  as  he glared at Auden and I. 

“Ien  and  Loze  are  dead,”  Auden  told  the  man,  not  bothering  with  a greeting. 

Merzo stopped crackling. 

“The  ceremony  you  gave  us  took  the  portal  power  from  the  faeries  and gave it to us. The spirit fae have flooded Earth.” 

Merzo’s  expression  darkened.  “They’ll  be  drawn  back  here  with  their king dead, and they won’t come alone.” 

“The  human  women  will  be  furious  to  have  their  choices  taken  away. 

They’ll  group  together  and  rise  against  us,  and  history  will  repeat  itself,” 

Auden growled. “The wind warriors are hunting the spirit fae down, but we need to transfer the portal magic back to the faeries.” 

Merzo  jerked  his  head  in  a  nod.  “Fine.”  His  teeth  were  clenched.  “I’ll need some herbs from the sea to get Kalus to agree.” 

Why wouldn’t Kalus agree? 

“The insanity hasn’t worn off?” Auden asked, his voice less angry. 

“Not  entirely.  My  musicians  keep  him  calm,  but  you  know  how  strong the bonds are.” 

We  definitely  knew  how  strong  the  bonds  were.  I  could  still  feel  some fractured piece of mine, mourning Auden’s loss even though he was standing right beside me. 

Auden  nodded.  “We’ll  retrieve  the  herbs  and  meet  you  on   Errvae.  The faeries can open portals for whoever gets trapped on Earth.” 

My  stomach  clenched,  but  I  knew  that  was  reasonable.  I  wouldn’t  even have to step through the portals; just open them. 

Auden  opened  another  portal,  scooping  me  back  up  in  his  arms  before stepping through. 

WE  LANDED  in  the  cafeteria  in  the  sea  kingdom,  right  beside  Joge.  I  had gathered that it was possible to create a portal to a person rather than a place, given how multiple people had followed us on Earth, so I assumed that was what Auden had done. 

Sea  fae  around  the  room  stood  abruptly,  some  bowing  toward  us  and some not bowing. I didn’t care whether or not they bowed; I just wanted to

get the fae off of Earth. 

Joge followed us out of the cafeteria without a word, and Auden set me down after I smacked his arm lightly for refusing once again. 

Auden  explained  to  Joge  which  herbs  we  needed—the  same  ones everyone had taken before going to Earth—and then Joge headed off to find them. 

My body sagged against the wall, weeks’ worth of exhaustion and other emotions catching up to me and hitting me over the head. “What happened in the mountain?” I asked, since we were waiting. 

“Tow  and  I  reset  the  men  infecting  you,  but  someone  caught  us.  His identity was going to be revealed, so I had him reset me to prevent it. I spent a  few  hours  in   Terrae  before  the  spirit  fae  showed  up  and  grabbed  me,”  he explained.  “The  bastards  knocked  me  out  and  held  me  captive  until  you showed  up  and  they  could  enact  their  plan.  They  could’ve  just  portaled  to you,  but  I  think  they  wanted  your  absence  not  to  be  noticed.  Which  failed, obviously.” 

I  nodded.  “I’m  sorry.  I  wanted  to  go  after  you  sooner,  but  Rollen refused.” 

Auden’s  lips  curved  upward  in  a  hint  of  a  smile.  “He  knows  how  I  feel about risking your life.” 

“How  do  you  feel  about  risking  my  life?”  I  countered,  my  voice  not nearly as playful as it probably should’ve been. 

Honestly, I was on the verge of panic still. I needed a swim, and a warm blanket, and a long sleep. 

But there was more shit to do, first. 

“Like I’d rather be reset until I’m out of magic.” He leaned up against the wall beside me, his arm slipping around my waist as his shoulder gently met mine. 

“Sounds shitty,” I remarked. 

“Less shitty than seeing you in pain.” 

The words struck me. 

My chest ached. 

What  we  had  between  us…  it  wasn’t  friendship.  It  wasn’t  friends-with-benefits. 

It was love. 

Joge showed up with the herbs, ending our conversation. Auden scooped me  up  in  his  arms  without  asking  permission,  setting  the  herbs  on  my  belly

and  brushing  his  fingers  over  my  boob,  then  shooting  me  a  teasing  grin before he stepped through another portal. 

Chapter 28

WE  LANDED  on  one  of  Avalon’s  beaches,  in  a  place  that  looked  familiar.  It only took me a minute to remember that it was where we’d been when Auden called  Errvae to us the last time we were there. 

He closed his eyes for a minute, and after a few long moments, I felt the water begin to change. 

This  time,  without  the  bond  distracting  me  from  my  magic,  I  was  much more sensitive to the movement beneath the water. I could feel  Errvae a long way from us, and paid attention to the movement as I felt the island approach. 

Something  about  it  still  felt  dark,  like  a  black  hole  in  a  world  of  vibrant magic. 

My eyes opened as it approached, and I found Auden’s gaze on me. 

There were emotions in his eyes I couldn’t read, and I missed the bond. 

The  connection  it  gave  us  had  been  so  freakin’  amazing.  I  loved  having insight into his emotions, and being able to talk to him mentally. It had made me feel like I wasn’t alone, and on top of that, it was just… fun. 

Auden made me smile, and he made me laugh. 

Holy hell, I was in love with him. 

Truly and completely in love with him. 

The island stopped moving, and we both glanced over at it. 

“You’ve got the herbs?” Auden murmured. 

“Yup.” I grabbed the pouch he’d set on my abdomen and waved it at him as he started wading into the water. “I can swim.” 

“And I can hold you,” he countered. 

I rolled my eyes at him, but honestly, I liked it. 

He made me feel loved, even without the magic of the bond making that

feeling resonate stronger. 

We slipped under the water, and I tightened my grip on both my merman and the pouch of herbs as Auden carried me through the water. 

He strode up onto the gray sand as Merzo’s spiraling black portal opened on  the  island.  Merzo  and  Kalus  stepped  through,  and  my  gaze  immediately went to the earth king. 

Honestly… he still looked like shit. 

Dark  circles  lined  red  eyes,  his  beard  was  crazily  overgrown,  and  his body looked exhausted. Even though he had treated Hannah crappy, honestly, I felt bad for him. The  kompeleno had been difficult for me and Auden, and we liked each other. We spent most of our time together, and our relationship had  been  growing.  Dealing  with  the  pressure  of  that  bond  without  a relationship to accompany it had to have been difficult. 

I  didn’t  know  who  Kalus  had  been  before  the  bond,  and  there  was  a decent chance I wouldn’t like him as a person after it, but that didn’t mean he deserved the hell he’d been through. 

“Here.” I handed Merzo the pouch of herbs, just in case Kalus was violent because of his struggles. He’d been violent before, in the sky castle. 

I looked at Kalus, and felt worse for him. “The sea fae say that my music affects  them  more  strongly  than  fae  music  does.  After  this  is  over,  if  you want, I could play for you. To see if it helps.” 

He  scowled  at  me,  but  I  saw  Merzo’s  body  language  change  from  the corner of my eyes. He looked slightly… relieved. 

You could say a lot of shit about Merzo, and most of it would probably be true. But you couldn’t say he was a bad brother. 

“Let’s get this over with,” Merzo said, striding down the path that led to the massive tree stump that functioned as  Errvae’s sacrificial altar. 

Kalus followed him, and Auden and I followed Kalus. Our fingers were locked together, our arms brushing with nearly every step. 

As they walked, Merzo pulled out herbs and handed them to his brother, growling a few words at the guy when he refused at first. 

Kalus forced a few small bits of plants down his throat as we walked, and Auden and I remained silent. 

We approached the tree trunk, and Merzo tucked the pouch of herbs into his pocket. “You first.” He tossed his hand toward Auden, and then the trunk. 

I’d gone first last time, and it nearly killed me. 

I almost protested, but Auden squeezed my hand and stepped toward the

tree. 

My  body  tensed  as  he  magicked  a  dagger  into  his  hand  and  cut  through the side of his arm. He’d have another scar, but I liked his scars. 

He spoke a few words, sinking to his knees as a few drops of his blood dripped onto the trunk. 

For a moment, Merzo and Kalus didn’t move. 

I opened my mouth to threaten their  wisting lives, but then Merzo acted. 

He  cut  into  his  own  arm,  speaking  the  same  words  Auden  said,  and  his blood joined Auden’s on the trunk. 

Kalus scowled, but followed suit. 

Their voices overlapped as they chanted the words, and I felt the shift in the air. Something inside me seemed to change, to grow, and connect. 

I felt Avalon again, more strongly than before, and my eyes closed as the peaceful comfort of her power settled over my chest. 

I rushed forward to catch the sea king as he started to collapse. He was so heavy  that  he  just  sort  of  squished  me  to  the  tree  stump,  but  he  was  alert enough to chuckle softly at our situation and run his fingers through my hair. 

Despite the healing over that little ache I’d thought was our bond, being surrounded  by  Auden  still  felt  good.  Even  without  that  magical  connection, we were solid. I’d been terrified that he wouldn’t like me anymore after our bond was removed, but that wasn’t the case. Not at all. 

The men slowly sat up as they recovered from the drain on their energy. 

“Thank you,” Auden told the brothers. 

“Don’t.  We  didn’t  do  it  for  you.”  Merzo  looked  at  me.  “I  expect  you  to uphold your promise.” 

“Come by and knock in a few days, and we’ll bring the piano outside,” I told him. I’d never back out on a promise to help someone with music, of all things. If there was something my playing could do to help Kalus get a little less bastardly, I’d definitely do it. 

He jerked his head in a nod, grabbing his brother and shooting up into the sky. 

It  would  take  them  some  time  to  get  back  to  their  castle  now  that  they couldn’t pop in and out of portals so easily, but they’d survive. They’d been doing it for ages already. 

“We’d better get back to  Terrae,” I murmured to Auden. 

“Think you can portal us in?” he asked, his limbs still heavy. 

“As long as the magic doesn’t crap out again.” 

His lips curved up in a smile. “We’ll be okay.” 

I  nodded,  focusing  on  our  little  island  on  Earth  before  tapping  into  the magic.  A  portal  appeared,  just  like  it  should’ve.  But  that  wasn’t  the questionable one. 

Helping  Auden  to  his  feet,  I  tugged  his  arm  over  my  shoulders  and carried some of his weight as we slipped through the portal. 

Both of our eyes scanned the horizon. 

The  water  level  was  back  down  to  where  it  needed  to  be,  and  the  water was back to its normal rolling waves. 

Focusing on  Terrae, I tapped into the magic again and held my breath. 

The portal appeared, and both Auden and I let out breaths of relief before we stepped through. 

We  walked  into  what  looked  like  organized  chaos.  Not   Chaos,  chaos—

just a mess, basically. 

Elyn was on one side of the large room with Rollen, talking to a group of angry-looking women who were huddled together and soaking wet. 

The soaking wet part was not great; most-likely, it was a sign that they’d already taken a dunk in the hot springs and now had some of Avalon’s magic running through their veins. Considering that they’d probably all been taken without consent, I hoped I was wrong. 

Hannah and Froet were on the other side of the room, talking to a group of  women  who  were  not  soaking  wet.  Most  of  them  looked  scared,  rather than pissed. 

Rollen and Froet left the women with the abducted humans, meeting us in the middle of the room. 

“Well?” Rollen spread his hands out. “We felt a change.” 

“Avalon belongs to the faeries once again,” Auden confirmed. 

“Good. We’ve been waiting for your confirmation before sending anyone back through a portal,” Froet explained. He headed back to the group Hannah was talking to, and we looked at Rollen. 

“What’s going on with this group?” I asked, nodding toward the soaked ladies. 

He  grimaced.  “The  spirit  fae  all  showed  up  together.  We  were  here,  but we  weren’t  fast  enough.  Those  twelve  women  were  all  dunked  in  the  pools during the fight, and now we’re trying to decide what to do with them.” 

My expression matched his. 

They  had  magic,  so  we  couldn’t  exactly  just  send  them  back  to  Earth. 

What if the ocean or sky or earth responded to them the way it responded to us? 

“We’ll  have  to  keep  them  at  least  a  few  days  to  make  sure  their  magic stabilizes, and then we can attempt to take them back,” Auden said, studying the group. 

“We’re explaining that. Most aren’t taking it well, but Elyn’s hard to say no to.” His lips parted in a grin, and I met his grin with my own. 

“You would know, huh?” I teased. 

He winked, walking back to the group without another word. 

Auden  dragged  me  closer,  leaning  his  head  to  my  ear  and  murmuring, 

“Are they together?” 

“Friends-with-benefits,” I whispered back. 

He glanced over his shoulder at the same time I did. 

Elyn and Rollen stood near each other, but they weren’t touching. There was a solid foot between their arms. 

I glanced down at myself and Auden. 

His arm was around my waist, my side pressed to his. We were touching again; but we were always touching. 

My mind went back to my words. 

 “This doesn’t feel like friends with benefits.” 

It didn’t feel like that when I said it. 

And it still didn’t. 

Especially not after I’d realized I was in love with him. 

I needed to tell him that, but first, the portals and the human women. 

Chapter 29

WE  SPENT  the  next  hour  opening  portals  and  watching  people  go  through. 

When all of the humans who hadn’t been dunked in the hot springs made it out, we portaled everyone back to our island, and then to the sea kingdom. 

The men were pretty sure that the women would inherit different types of magic  at  random,  but  until  we  figured  out  whether  they  were  going  or staying,  they’d  all  have  to  take  rooms  at  the  sea  castle.  It  was  safest  there, anyway. 

When all of the women were settled, Auden asked me if I wanted to go for a walk on the beach. After everything that had happened over the past few days, I was ready to sleep for a week. But we needed to talk, so I agreed. 

We walked barefoot along the edge of the water, our feet splashing in the surf  with  every  few  steps.  It  was  quiet  and  calm  above  ground,  despite  the hectic noise in the underground castle. We traded stories from our old lives, talking about everything and nothing. 

Eventually,  we  stopped  walking  and  sat  down  in  the  shallow  water,  our legs sprawled out in front of us and our hands still connected. We stared out over  the  ocean,  and  my  eyes  traced  the  outline  of  Avalon  from  afar.  There was something soothing about being a part of the land, but also separate from it. It was like we had more space to breathe, there. 

Auden  broke  the  silence  with  a  murmur.  “You  once  promised  me  an answer to any question, back on Earth.” 

My throat swelled a bit. 

He  wanted  to  talk  relationships.  I  was  glad  he  did,  and  extra  glad  that he’d broken the topic so I didn’t have to. “I did, didn’t I?” 

“Yup.” 

“Okay, hit me with it.” I owed him an answer, and honestly, I was pretty sure  he  was  going  to  ask  a  question  whose  answer  I  wanted  to  give  him anyway. 

“What are your feelings for me?” 

There it was. 

I  filled  my  cheeks  with  air  and  let  it  out  slowly.  “Right  for  the  jugular, huh?” 

His lips met the back of my hand, and he waited. I’d nearly forgotten how the fae conversations worked, but unfortunately, there really wasn’t a way to be completely free of that particular cultural marking. 

“I  have  a  lot  of  feelings  for  you,”  I  finally  said.  “A  lot  of  them  are friendship-type feelings. I feel like I can trust you. Like you’re important to me.  Like  I’m  important  to  you  too.  Like  even  if  the  world  suddenly  ends again, I know that you’ll do everything in your power to keep me safe. And I didn’t have that before, so that’s huge.” 

I  licked  my  lips,  just  to  buy  myself  a  tiny  break  as  my  heartbeat  picked up. “And you know I feel very attracted to you. Most of the time, I’m just…” 

I gestured to all of him. “Attracted.” 

He  watched  me,  his  gaze  alert.  My  joke  hadn’t  distracted  him,  but  then again, I hadn’t really expected it too. 

“And then there are the annoyed feelings. Sometimes I feel like I should probably throw my dust at you and run away as fast as freakin’ possible. Or like I should strangle you. Or punch you in the balls,” I continued. “But those aren’t as often as the other ones. The friendship ones.” 

His gaze on me was growing more intense. 

He could tell I was running out of bullshit to throw at him, and when I ran out of bullshit, all that would be left was the vulnerable truth. 

“We can’t forget about the angry ones.  Wist, sometimes you just piss me off  so  much  that  I  could  scream.  Not  that  I  will,  but  I  feel  like  I  could.”  I gestured  to  him  again,  because  if  I  didn’t  do  something  with  my  hands,  I would lose my mind. 

“Nove.” His voice was a rumbly warning. 

I looked back out at the ocean. 

“And I guess that leaves us with the other feelings. Besides the attraction, and the anger, and the annoyance, and the friendship, I feel… a lot.” I bit my lip. “I’ve never been in love before. I only had the one boyfriend, and I was sad  when  it  ended,  but  I  knew  I  wouldn’t  have  a  problem  moving  on.  But

with you… I don’t think I could move on. Not for a really, really long time. If ever.” 

I  swallowed  roughly.  “I  don’t  have  a  lot  of  people.  You  know  that;  it’s not like I try to hide it. The people I do have matter a lot to me. But… I think you matter more.” 

His body was tense, rigid. 

Waiting for me to say the words I’d been dodging and dancing around. 

Here went nothing, I guess. 

“I’m in love with you,” I finally said. 

The biggest, heaviest breath escaped Auden as his shoulders relaxed, his body growing calm. 

“I  can  keep  bullshitting  if  you  want,  spewing  information  like  a  damn volcano, but that’s the honest truth. I don’t want to be friends-with-benefits, and  we  already  touch  so  much  that  we  might  as  well  be  married  again,  and

—” 

He grabbed me by the waist, hauling me up onto his lap. His lips crashed into mine, cutting me off and devouring my mouth like I was air and he was drowning. 

Our  hands  moved  clumsily,  our  bodies  pressing  together  as  our  tongues grew reacquainted. 

I  pulled  away  after  a  minute  though,  my  body  flushed  and  my  heart beating  even  faster.  “You  have  to  answer  the  same  question,  though.  This isn’t one of those one-sided fae situations. I need answers, and—” 

“I’m so  wisting in love with you,” he growled, before taking my tongue and  lips  and  really  my  entire  mouth  again.  He  pulled  away  a  moment  later, his  intense  diamond  eyes  staring  into  my  soul.  “I  want  to  bond  with  you again.” 

A  relieved  breath  escaped  me.  “Same.”  I  tried  to  kiss  him  again,  but  he put  a  finger  to  my  lips.  When  I  wrapped  my  mouth  around  that,  his  eyes narrowed and heated. 

“Now.” 

“Now?” I asked around his finger. 

“Now.” He confirmed. “Right here.” 

Damn. 

He wasn’t playing around. 

I  pulled  my  lips  off  his  finger.  “Alright,  let’s  do  it.  But  I  do  have  one question first.” 

“What?” he growled. 

My lips lifted in a smirk. “So excited to answer,” I drawled. 

He took my face in his hands. “I want your thoughts in my mind and your soul in my chest again. I don’t want to wait.” 

I nodded; I understood. Definitely. “Okay, first, are we allowed to change the wording of the  kompeleno vows like you did with the saying on  Errvae?” 

He blinked at me. “Probably. We could try. Why?” 

“I don’t like the wording of one part.” 

He nodded. “Sure; we’ll try to change it.” 

“Cool. Okay, one last thing… are you okay with sharing our room with a couple of hairless cats? Because when I told you they’re in my ten-year plan, I wasn’t kidding. And I’ll probably need at least one more piano since mine’s been moved to the cafeteria, and—” 

He captured my lips in his, shutting me up with a  wisting delicious kiss. 

He pulled away and murmured against my lips, “I’ll survive the cats, and I’ll get you a few more pianos. Now shut up and bond with me.” 

I laughed, kissing him again. “Alright. I’ll start this time?” 

“Yes.” He buried his fingers in my hair, tilting my head so my forehead met his. Our noses rested side to side, our eyes closing as we breathed each other’s air and held each other close. 

This  time,  I  whispered  the  words.  They  were  for  Auden’s  ears,  and Auden’s ears only. “From shore to shore, from wave to wave, my vow to you will never break. Steady as the sea, strong as the current, in life and death I am yours.” 

It  didn’t  have  the  same  rhythm  as  the  first  version,  but  I  didn’t  like  the sentence at the end that stated I was  his to take. 

His  lips  curved  upward,  and  though  my  eyes  were  closed,  I  felt  the movement  against  my  own  lips  as  he  repeated  the  words.  “From  shore  to shore, from wave to wave, my vow to you will never break. Steady as the sea, strong as the current, in life and death I am yours.” 

And it did the job. 

My breath caught as the air flooded with magic, and I could feel our souls weaving  together  as  our  magic  combined.  It  was  intoxicating,  the  way  our souls became one. 

And when the magic softened, I was dying for our bodies to become one too. 

Auden’s  lips  met  mine,  soft  and  steady.  The  kiss  grew  scorching  as  it

went on, and he pulled me up onto his lap. His hands slid over my thighs and ass, up my t-shirt and over my breasts while I tugged on his hair and dragged my fingers over his muscles. 

 Wist, he was absolutely made of them. 

He scooped me up off the ground, hauling me into the water, but I didn’t want  to  seal  our  marriage  beneath  the  waves.  I  kept  kissing  him,  creating  a portal as our lips moved, and then creating another one to take us back into our room. 

His knees met the bed, and we crashed down onto the mattress together. 

His lips curved wickedly.  “You wanted a bed, huh?” 

 “I can go longer in a bed.” 

 “Bed it is.”  His fingers slid under my back, and undid the bikini top I had on. Tossing it to the floor, he yanked his own shirt over his head too while I reached for my bottoms. 

His fingers caught in the hem before I could, and he dragged them down my legs before throwing them down to the pile of clothes on the ground. 

When I reached for his pants, he swatted my hands away and tugged me to  the  edge  of  the  mattress,  kneeling  between  my  thighs.  One  of  his  hands stretched over my belly, trapping me to the bed, and his mouth met my core. 

The  feeling  was  crazy  intense,  especially  with  the  bond  working overdrive on my body and emotions, and it wasn’t long before I shattered. 

And then, I just wanted him. 

I tugged on his hair, and his eyes met mine briefly. When I tugged again, he got the memo. 

He stood, stepping out of his pants before covering my body with his. Our mouths met, and he slowly slid into me. 

We moved like we were one, and when we went over the edge together, I felt like I’d never be alone again. 

Chapter 30

THE  NEXT  FEW  weeks  were  both  a  dream  and  a  mess.  Auden  and  I  resumed life as normal, since we’d pretty much been acting like a couple for months anyway. But we were more honest about our feelings for each other, and we had a lot more sex. 

Both of which were major perks, and made me wonder why I hadn’t been more open since the beginning. 

A  few  of  the  new  partial-faeries  decided  to  go  back  to  Earth.  When  the men  were  satisfied  that  they  didn’t  have  the  strength  to  cause  another apocalypse,  we  let  them  go.  But  we  were  planning  on  sending  people  to check  in  with  them  every  now  and  then  to  make  sure  their  power  wasn’t growing or anything. 

Most  of  them  decided  to  stay  in  Avalon,  though.  And  with  eight  new faeries,  things  were  a  heck  of  a  lot  wilder  in  the  sea  kingdom,  and  I  loved every minute of it. 

Three  and  a  half  weeks  after  everything  went  down,  I  sat  at  my  piano, playing Jack Johnson for the thousandth time. I liked to change the music up a  lot,  but  since  Kalus  was  still  there,  I  was  sticking  to  soothing  and inspirational songs. 

Merzo  dragged  Kalus  to  our  kingdom  a  few  days  after  everything  went down, and I played for him on the beach. It helped so much that they came back the next day, and the next, and the next. 

Eventually, Auden got tired of hauling my piano around and just dragged the redheaded kings into the cafeteria with everyone else. 

Kalus didn’t look much better, but Merzo thanked me before they slipped out every day, so I got the feeling that it was helping more than I realized. 

Or maybe Merzo just liked the music too. 

The  redheaded  kings  slipped  out  of  the  room.  Hannah  and  Elyn  hadn’t been cool with them showing up at first, but after the kings gave them half-assed apologies, they’d agreed that they were fine with the guys coming for the music. 

I played a few more songs, before Auden came over with a plate of food and  leaned  up  against  the  wall,  close  enough  that  I  could  see  him  but  far enough that he knew he wouldn’t distract me. When the current song ended, I closed  the  piano  and  stood  up,  waving  at  everyone  who  clapped.  They  kept the clapping short, since they knew I preferred it that way. 

Auden took my hand, and I waved at Hannah and Elyn as we headed off toward  our  room.  They  grinned  and  waved  back,  holding  hands  with  their men too. 

“Want to go for a swim after we eat?” Auden asked me. We only had one plate  between  us,  but  neither  of  us  ate  that  much  anymore  thanks  to  the ocean. 

“Hell  yeah.”  I  brought  his  hand  to  my  lips  and  kissed  the  backs  of  his knuckles. “You’re not allowed to wear a shirt though.” 

He lifted an eyebrow at me. “Are you going to go shirtless?” 

I flashed him a grin, knowing he would change his mind about that one. 

“Sure.” 

He considered it, and shook his head. “Nope. You need a bra.” 

Yeah, I thought so. 

Auden was grumpy and growly and prickly, but he was mine. And I was so freakin’ glad he was. 

Epilogue

10 Years Later

“OOH  COME  ON,  you’ve  got  to  try  a  hamburger.”  I  dragged  Auden  down toward my old favorite bar. 

“You made me try one of those last time,” he reminded me. 

“Yeah,  but  the  baby’s  hungry  and  you  didn’t  appreciate  it  enough  last time, so you’re going to try again,” I shot back, rubbing my gigantic belly. 

We’d  learned  that  faery  pregnancies  last  an  entire   year   when  Elyn  got pregnant two years earlier, but it hadn’t dissuaded us. We were ready to pop out a tiny little mermaid, and I was so freakin’ excited. Her chances of having anything other than a diamond tail and eyes along with white-blond hair were probably zero, but I didn’t give a damn. She’d be a little version of us, and I’d probably die of cuteness overload the first time she shifted into her tail. 

Rollen  and  Elyn’s  son  already  had  his  feathered  wings  at  one  year  old, and  wist, he was so cute it legitimately made me cry. 

Pregnancy hormones were a bitch, even in Avalon. 

But over time, we’d developed a tentative relationship with the humans. 

Plenty  of  them  had  decided  to  come  to  Avalon  over  the  years,  and  it  was always nice to get new blood. We hadn’t convinced any doctors to come over yet though, probably because we healed so quickly, but they were thrilled to check  on  us  when  we  were  pregnant  because  we  brought  Avalon  shit  as payment. 

Elyn had gone every month of her pregnancy for a checkup. I’d only been twice so far, even though I was just a few weeks away from delivering. I was confident that if Avalon could resurrect fae every time the morons died, she could heal my nether-regions just as well after I gave birth. 

We liked to see our daughter in the ultrasounds though, so we’d stopped

by again. 

Hannah and Kilo didn’t want to have kids, but they had about two dozen various  Avalon  and  ex-Earth  animals  as  pets,  which  kept  them  busy.  I’d attempted  to  fulfill  my  ten-year  plan  by  bringing  a  hairless  cat  home  ages ago, but as it turns out, I’m not a fan of cats. That cat now belongs to Hannah, and hisses at me every time it sees me. 

But  I’ve  got  a  better  ten-year  plan  now,  since  it’ll  include  my  tiny mermaid.  I  thought  we  should  name  her  Ariel,  but  when  Auden  heard  my reasoning, he gave it a hard no. 

We sat down at the bar, ignoring the eyes of the humans gaping at us. I was positive they were staring because we were obviously from Avalon and not because of my massive belly and ass, but I ignored them anyway. 

Auden’s fingers laced through mine as I ordered for both of us—getting him a good ole’ beer just for the sake of experience. 

“Do you think you’re ready?” he murmured, kissing my knuckles on the hand he was holding while his other hand brushed my belly. 

“Nope. But we’ll figure it out along the way, like we always do.” I tilted my head against his shoulder, whispering into his mind,  “Love you.” 

 “Love you too.”  His whisper made me smile. 

He didn’t give me the goosebumps very often anymore, and I never had to wonder what he was thinking, but our relationship—and our friendship—

grew stronger by the day. 

And  as  shocked  and  angry  as  I’d  been  when  the  government  sacrificed me to the fae… I was really, really glad that they had. 

Afterthoughts

I get tired of reading about  strong heroines. 

Isn’t that phrase just kind of insulting? 

As if being able to fight, or being rude, or being physically fit is what makes a woman or a female character strong. 

Strength isn’t kicking someone’s ass or ripping out their throat. 

Strength isn’t cruelty. 

Strength is the ability to get up when you’ve been knocked down, to face your fears, to do things you don’t want to do because they need to be done. 

Sometimes, strength is just telling yourself at the end of the day, with tears in your eyes, that tomorrow will be better. 

I love Noa for her strength, and I love her for her weakness. I love that she takes what life throws at her, and that she’s not perfect, and that she’s just doing her best and sometimes failing. 

I love the way she finds herself in Avalon. The healing sort of friendship and love that she creates with Auden. The way that they look out for each other, and the way that they’re both lonely souls who find each other and choose to love each other. 

To me, Noa is a strong woman. 

And I’m so glad that I had the chance to tell this part of her story. 

-Lola Glass

Please Review

Here it is. The awkward page at the end of the book where the author begs you to leave a review. 

Believe me, I hate it more than you do. 

But, this is me swallowing my pride and asking. 

Whether you loved or hated this story, you made it this far, so please review! 

Your reviews play a MASSIVE role in determining whether others read my books, and ultimately, writing is a job for me—even if it’s the best job ever—

so I write what people are reading. 

Regardless of whether you do or not, thank you so much for reading <3

-Lola
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Teller of stories. Wrangler of children. Buyer of Chinese food. Creator of art. Lover of life. 

If that’s too vague for you, Lola is a twenty-something with a *slight* werewolf obsession and a passion for love—real love. Not the flowers-and-chocolates kind of love, but the kind where two people build a relationship strong enough to last. That’s the kind of relationship she loves to read about, and the kind she tries to portray in her books. 
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