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            About this book…

          

        

      

    

    
      In a world where witches hate the Fae, Gabriella has just broken the borders between the races wide open...

      

      Gabriella is a bad witch. Well, she's not evil, she just sucks at magic, and when she turns eighteen, the unthinkable happens: she grows a pair of wings.

      Human born Fae are nothing new. An oddity to be sure, but witch born Fae?

      They're a whole other ball of wax.

      When she's summoned to the Eight Wings Academy at twenty-five, the doo-dah hits the fan as harsh truths are revealed to her about the Fae. But no matter how hard Gabriella tries to flunk, to escape a society forged on lies, she can't do it.

      And it isn't because she's a brilliant student, either.

      She sucks. Hard.

      Something, or someone, is making sure she passes, keeping her at the Academy against her will, ensuring she heads straight into the warrior caste and into a troupe with three other Fae.

      Except her troupe?

      They just happen to be her Virgo—her fated mates.

      And where Virgo are concerned, they have the final say on whether she claims them or not.

      She's FAELING FOR THEM, but can she convince them she's a good catch? When she knows, point blank, she isn't...?

      Find out in book ONE of the Eight Wings Academy trilogy.

      

      FAELING FOR THEM is a paranormal, omegaverse, Why Choose romance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part I

          

          Semesters One & Two

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            “Let reality be reality. Let things flow naturally forward in whatever way they like.”

          

          Lao Tzu

        

      

    

    
      “Man, I’m too old for this bullshit.”

      As I stared up at Eight Wings Academy, I clenched my jaw. I didn’t want to be here. In fact, I’d spent the last few years hoping I wouldn’t be called to attend, but of course, the Fae bastards knew all and saw all.

      That meant, a bit like Harry Potter, I’d received my letter in the mail, and had to deal with the consequences.

      Unfortunately for me, I wasn’t leaving behind a bedroom under the stairs or a family who loathed me. I was leaving behind a loft in downtown L.A., a successful career as a fashion designer—okay, that was stretching it, but hell, people would kill to PA for Jessica Lansing, the decade’s hottest designer—and a family who, until recently, hadn’t known what I was.

      The letter had been the catalyst for a lot of wailing, self-recriminations, and mostly? Confusion.

      I was a witch.

      Not Fae.

      Right?

      My mother had looked at me with entreaty in her eyes as she pleaded with me to say, “No, madre, I’m not Fae. I’m a witch.”

      But I couldn’t say that.

      Couldn’t outright lie to her either, not without her casting a spell and finding out the truth anyway.

      Instead, I’d told them the impossible reality.

      “I’m both.”

      Both?

      Yup.

      In a world where allegiances were strictly delineated, I was stuck in the middle, which technically meant I was nowhere.

      Plus, to the Fae? I was worse than a turd stuck to the bottom of their boots, because I was, in their eyes, human born and to them, the human born were scum they had to tolerate.

      Fuck, this first day was going to be a bitch.

      Running my hand through my curly black hair, I tugged at the roots a little. A bit of pain would help me focus, keep my eye on the ball.

      I was walking into enemy territory.

      In more ways than one.

      I grabbed my backpack, mourned the taxi as it drove off, and then, shoulders back and spine straight, strutted my shit. This wasn’t high school. This wasn’t even college. I’d done both, survived both, and still had friends from my time there. This was Eight Wings Academy, and my destiny and it had finally decided to get it on.

      The Academy itself was impressive—I had to admit that. But it didn’t come as much of a surprise considering the Fae owned it. Anything remotely Fae was like billionaire ultra-chic.

      This place made Harvard look grody.

      With its ancient walls, which were entwined with vines that weren’t ivy but some weird Fae flower that looked like it, and that had golden veins running through the leaves, it made the place look like a Sultan’s palace.

      Well, if the Sultan lived in England or something. I highly doubted there was any of that faux ivy stuff in the Middle East. Unless it was bespelled, of course.

      The gray stone structure the flora embellished was severe to the extreme, rippling with cornices and moldings that couldn’t make this behemoth any prettier. It was what it was. Imposing. Its purpose was to show the little humans that the Fae were better than anyone else.

      Two rounded towers sat right in the middle, soaring into turreted points. Along the way, smaller towers made an appearance, each one glittering with windows that made me pity any cleaner who had to care for them and wasn’t allowed to use magic—or maybe they had misbehaving students clean them. It would certainly be a terrible punishment. Each tower was connected to another by a flat roofed segment. Windows peeped out on the roof too, like oddly set eyes that were bracketed with slate tile ‘brows.’

      With more turrets and architectural gems that would have given any architect a woody, more than anything I was taken aback at its expanse.

      From the front, the Academy was at least ten blocks wide. Yeah. That was how fucking big it was. From the back and sides? Well, I hadn’t seen that part yet. But as I watched fairies begin fluttering from one side to the other, their wings flapping like mad, it figured that the building would be so big—they didn’t have to walk the distance as they could just fly across it.

      For the first time since they’d popped out when I was eighteen, my wings were on display and they twitched at the sight of so many people flying. Well, it was either that or the fact they’d never felt this much sun on them before now, something I knew was going to present another kind of problem.

      Fae wings started dark, but like an ugly duckling, they morphed into whites and creams as the sun hit them over time. Mine were dark and speckled, like a pigeon rather than a dove… I was going to get shit for that.

      I knew it like I knew my face in the mirror.

      Why wouldn’t the color cause me shit? I was going to stick out like a sore thumb, and everyone would instantly be able to recognize exactly who I was and what I wasn’t—Fae.

      With a sigh, I stepped away from the gate with its grand spindles that were wrapped in so many curlicues it was like looking at curled ribbons and not wrought iron, and crossed the gravel drive toward the entrance.

      My feet crunched under the path of perfect pebbles, and overhead, I could feel the Fae staring at me as they flew. Their eyes felt hot on the crown of my head and my wings fluttered again as though they were aware they were being judged and didn’t appreciate it.

      As I headed to the entrance, I took a deep breath and stepped toward my future.

      A year.

      That was all I had to do this for.

      A single year.

      That was barely any time at all.

      Right?
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      “I don’t get why you had to leave.”

      As I stared at what the Fae considered a classroom—or as I’d snootily been told, a Forum, by a bitchy female whose name I had no desire to learn—I had to admit, I didn’t get it either. I didn’t fit in here and the other students were going out of their way to ram that fact home to me.

      Take my current location.

      All around me, there was a vacant two-seat perimeter.

      I was literally an isolated island in a sea of Fae fuckers.

      “I wish I didn’t have to,” I muttered grumpily, eying the bastards who were intent on ignoring me.

      I mean I’d expected this reaction, just not to the extent I was getting it. After all, why bring me here if they didn’t want me? How was this supposed to integrate me into their society? If anything, I was just getting more and more alienated, and this year-long session in torture was starting to seem like a bigger waste of time than I’d imagined.

      “Jessica’s furious.” There was delight in the words Halle, my friend from work, uttered. It wasn’t for me or the fact that Jessica was mad at me, simply that Jessica was mad. Period.

      “I’d pay to see that,” I said with a laugh, lifting my booted feet and hooking them to the base of the seat in front of me.

      If Halle could see me now, she’d probably piss herself. I looked like a modern day Xena, either that or something from The Matrix. I wore leather pants, leather boots, and a black leather jacket that actually might have come from a BDSM dungeon rather than a movie or TV show set. It clung to my chunky waist making it look even chunkier, then had leather straps that buckled all the way from under my boobs down to my hips. This strap ‘look’ was matched on my arms too. They ran from my elbow to my wrist, where the cuff actually extended into a weird glove that my fingers slotted into.

      I felt like a fraud. But Sol, that’s because I was one. I’d been a fraud since birth, had been lying since then to my people, and from the age of eighteen, I’d even been lying to my family. I should probably have ‘FRAUD’ inked onto my forehead. It might really tie this ensemble together because it sure as Sol wasn’t working for me now.

      “You wouldn’t have to pay to see it. She’d pay you,” Halle mumbled, the envy in her tone evident, “she wants you back.”

      My brows rose at that. “She said I’d never work in LA again.”

      Leaving my job hadn’t been pleasant. Jessica, always a bitch, had turned into even more of a bitch this past year as her Fall collection had hit some of the major fashion magazines. Her brand had spiraled, fame was hers, and she was used to getting her own way.

      For most of my time with her, I’d understood how Anne Hathaway had felt in The Devil Wears Prada, but equally, it had been a steep learning curve. Jessica had incorporated some of my ideas into her line, and even though I’d gotten no credit for my input, it had been cool to see my concepts working a catwalk.

      “Of course she did,” Halle said on a huff. “She didn’t want you to leave, and was furious at you for quitting. The only reason she made it this year was because of the ‘Jasmine’ bag.”

      “That’s not fair to her,” I countered uneasily, shifting in my seat. Of course, when I shifted, that meant the leather did too. It creaked and rustled with the movement, irritating the Sol out of me as it did so.

      Halle pshawed. “She took your design and made her name from it, Gabriella. I don’t have to be fair to her. What she did was so wrong. Everyone’s still fuming mad about it.”

      The ‘Jasmine’ bag was an undersized carpet bag that I’d brainstormed. It was a miniature version of the old-fashioned portmanteaus that had been popular back in the Victorian era, but mine were tiny pouches that were attached to a leather strap.

      They were cute, but I hadn’t foreseen them blowing up the way they had. One day, the concept had been zero, and thanks to a couple of Influencers on Instagram, it had become a hero. It had leapfrogged Jessica’s brand onto a whole other sphere.

      “Don’t worry about it, Halle. I’m not,” I told her, honest to the last. The bag was the least of my worries now.

      “You quit over it—”

      “I didn’t,” I retorted. “You think I did but I didn’t. Look, I have to go. It was great catching up but I have class in a minute.”

      “Class? You’ve gone back to school?”

      “The instructor’s just arrived,” I said with a lie. “Talk soon.”

      Cutting the call, I blew out a breath and settled back into my seat, uneasily taking the Forum in.

      The rooms were set up like the ones in college. Conical in shape with the instructor’s desk at the bottom and the students seated in the stands. Aside from the vacant seats around me, it was packed. Save for the desk where the instructor would be seated. He hadn’t arrived yet and wouldn’t for another five or so minutes but I didn’t want to argue with Halle. There was no point.

      She didn’t get it because she didn’t know what I was.

      Most witches didn’t enter the human world of work. They stayed among their own kind. At sixteen, we usually went to the Conclave, got our licenses, and where our magic was aligned, we were assigned jobs at eighteen.

      Because I couldn’t do that, because my family was determined to stay under the radar, we led human lives, and I’d gone to human school, human college, and entered the inhuman world of fashion—boy, that stratosphere was brutal. Fashion designers could teach the Fae a thing or two on bullying.

      To Halle, I should be pissed because my career had been derailed thanks to Jessica’s shitty move, but it wasn’t the first time a lesser designer’s work would be plagiarized and it wouldn’t be the last time either. My priorities weren’t human, however, and the second my mother had called to tell me she’d gotten the letter inviting me to this place, I’d pretty much forgotten about the ‘Jasmine’ bag and had worried about the changes heading my way.

      The doors to the Forum opened and I eyed the newcomer. Matthew vil der Soe. I’d only been here a week but I’d gotten to know all the students fast. The class was big but so was my memory, and to be fair, it would be impossible to forget Matthew.

      He looked like Chris Evans, except hotter. His hair was a mixture of light and dark blond that he had cut into a fade. At the crown of his head, there was a messy quiff with locks that tumbled here and there. He was the kind of beautiful that would make a male model sob.

      Sure, he was so pretty that a woman didn’t know where to look, but his personality? Gaia, what personality? He looked through everyone as though they didn’t exist in the same sphere as him, arrogant to the last with those damnably huge shoulders back, his long, heavily muscled spine straight, and those delicious lips of his pursed into a constant sneer.

      He was like the Jock in school. The one every guy wanted to be friends with, and the one every girl wanted to date.

      He wore a matching outfit to mine, except he looked like he belonged in it, and I just looked like I needed to lose weight. The leather clung to his long legs, the boots fit him too whereas on me, I looked like I was playing dress up. Sure, they were the right size, but some women could pull off shitkickers and I wasn’t one of them. He carried his jacket in a hand that made me wonder what it’d feel like rubbing against my skin, and the white tee he sported clung to his pecs and belly. Mine did too, revealing a couple of lovehandles I needed to diet off. On him? He looked hard as nails.

      I was used to male beauty. Jessica had a men’s line too, so we’d dealt with some hunks, but models, even the guys, tended to run on the thin side. There was nothing thin about Matthew vil der Soe.

      And yeah, I’d studied his package. That didn’t look thin either.

      As he headed along the walkway to the base of the staircase, I watched him climb the few steps to the central row. We didn’t have that many classes indoors, most were Phys-Ed shit that I hated even if my shrinking (aforementioned) lovehandles didn’t, but I’d noticed he always sat there.

      With one foot on the nexr step, his gaze clashed with mine. It was like he knew I’d been watching, knew it and had anticipated it so that he could keep his glued to mine as he climbed the stairs.

      My heart felt like it was going to explode even as I worked hard to make sure my face was blank. That was one thing that working with Jessica had taught me—how to have the best poker face imaginable. When she’d thrown tantrums, she’d done the craziest shit. I’d had a paper knife hurled at me once, and the number of shirts she’d ruined when she’d up-ended coffee on me were too many to count. If Matthew thought he could intimidate me, or even force me to look away, he was in for a big surprise.

      Funny thing was, I figured he sensed that. Those bitable lips twitched as he made it to ‘his’ row, and he was the one to look away as he found his seat.

      My throat worked as I stared at the back of his head, and there was no denying the deep heat that was burning away in my core thanks to a look. A single look. Good Gaia, what would happen if he tried to turn me on? Would I just combust into a spontaneous orgasm?

      Tapping my nails against the armrest of my seat, I smirked at the thought, but didn’t have too much time to ponder the idea as the instructor soon arrived, swaggering through the door like he was Elvis about to walk on stage.

      I hated Leopold. He was a creep, and when we did Phys-Ed shit outdoors, he always found a way to slide his hand over my ass or to cup my tits. He knew he could get away with it because I was, in the faculty’s eyes, human born and therefore lesser, but it didn’t make me want to stab him any less.

      As he perched his ass on the desk, he folded his arms and stared up at us. His gaze swept along each row, taking in the many faces of this year’s class, and asked, “How many people here understand how we mine magic from the witches?”

      My jaw clenched at the question. He didn’t know he was insulting me, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t insulted.

      On Day Two of my life at Eight Wings, I’d learned that all witches lived a lie. I’d figured it was all downhill from there on out, and I hadn’t been wrong.

      A single hand popped up, and I studied the male it was attached to.

      The Fae were a beautiful race. It wasn’t like I hadn’t known that coming into the Academy, but some of them? Sol, they were what I was starting to call panty destroyers.

      Matthew was one of them, the guy who wanted to answer Leopold’s question was another—Daniel lin der Ruid. He was a little different to Matthew. Daniel had dark blue eyes that made the Atlantic look wishy washy, his hair was white blond and he wore it in a shaggy mop like a surfer. The tousled strands were in complete contrast to the strong lines of his jaw and brow. He had high cheekbones that gave him a beautiful profile, but even better, he had lips that looked like they were constantly pouting.

      Kissing lips.

      This was the torment I was having to deal with here.

      He was as tall as Matthew, but his wings weren’t as white. I’d noticed that before and, after a little poking around, had learned why—Matthew and Daniel were from different castes.

      Yeah, it was like going back to the eighteen hundreds with the Fae. They still lived in castes, and they still affected every single fairy’s life from cradle to grave.

      Matthew, as a child from a warrior line, had the little ‘vil’ in between his surname.  So, he was vil der Soe unlike Daniel’s lin der Ruid, as Daniel was from the administrative caste. The final caste were instructors, and their tag was ‘dir.’

      His surname and caste were just one of the reasons why Matthew’s wings were snowy white—thanks to how much time he had them out in the sun. Daniel’s, on the other hand, were creamier. A bit golden here and there. I guessed, and this was the nicest way to describe it, they were patchy.

      “Yes, lin der Ruid,” Leopold asked, tipping his chin at Daniel.

      “They gather into Conclave-wide events at solstices and rites and we graft their magic onto gold dust.”

      Fucked up, right?

      That ivy that covered the building that I’d thought wasn’t ivy because it was covered in gold? Yup, it was magically grown. So, essentially, turbocharged ivy covered the Academy’s walls. That was how they wasted witches’ magic.

      Bastards.

      My stomach churned with the thought of our important events being used against us. I’d always hated the Fae, most non-Fae did thanks to their arrogant ways, but ever since I’d started learning the ins and outs of how they controlled the world, I’d begun loathing them even more. Which was pretty sucky considering I was one of them now. The puddle-gray wings that were digging into the back of my seat were testament to that.

      “Magic is tithed,” Leopold explained, and in a tone that was bored, proceeded to destroy everything I’d ever learned about where Fae magic came from, “so once it is sent to the Assembly—” The Fae government. “—each Fae family gets a dose of it depending on their rank in our society.

      “Families in the warrior caste get the most after the Assemblymen, then the instructors and finally, the administrative caste.” He raised his hand and tipped it palm up. “We are taught from a young age how to call on magic.” In his palm, gold dust began to pool. “It began when Ibrahim vil der Kird learned, back in fifteen-twenty, that magic has a polarity.

      “Gold isn’t magnetic, but neither is magic. He learned that the two attract one another when gold is heated, that’s why the witches, at their events, throw it onto their bonfires. Now, how does the magic cleave itself to the gold?”

      Matthew raised his hand, and one of the gold bracelets he wore glinted in the light. “Each solstice has a different ceremony, so each time, there’s a different way of mining the magic.”

      Leopold nodded. “This is true. There is no one way to do it, so how about you tell me one.”

      Matthew shrugged, like he’d known this information all his life and had no idea why he was being told it now. I knew this information wasn’t shared with everyone, as some of the kids who were ‘lins’ and ‘dirs’ looked just as perplexed as me.

      Apparently, the warrior lines didn’t just get most of the magic but they were the ones graced with knowledge too.

      That Fae magic didn’t come from the Divine was news to me as that was what witches were told. Sol, no. Not told. Lied to about.

      My jaw clenched as Matthew explained, “In the Winter solstice, when it’s cold, it’s said that the witches gather around an unlit bonfire skyclad.

      “I believe there are several chants as they toss gold onto the kindling, and it’s even said that they dance to keep warm.

      “Naturally, it’s late December in the northern hemisphere when the Winter solstice hits, so they grow colder from the low temperatures regardless of their exertion, and this turbocharges their magic when they all seek to light the fire.”

      Leopold hummed his agreement. “This is correct. Every single member of the congregation channels their magic into lighting the bonfire. As they do, the gold cleaves to it, and the flames burn like a rainbow for a handful of seconds.

      “The witches stay until the fire ceases burning. Once the ceremony is over, they dress and return to their lives without knowing their magic is drained. To them, it’s a natural fatigue from having been skyclad in less than ideal temperatures, from a night’s magic and partying, but also, for three days prior to the celebration—whichever season it is—they fast.”

      My nails dug into the armrest as I stared at the instructor and imagined ripping off his head. Of course, it wasn’t Leopold’s fault he’d been assigned to teach us the ‘History of Magic.’ And it wasn’t his fault that what pissed me off the most was how he knew more about our magical rites than I did.

      I’d never celebrated a solstice with a congregation of witches before, so couldn’t even say if his timeline of events was right or wrong. What I did know was that, as a family, we did fast for three days before a solstice. That was the only way my mother followed Gaia’s Way.

      “Any questions?” Leopold asked, his gaze scanning the crowd.

      I raised a hand. “Why do they fast?”

      He tilted his head to the side, and I knew he was surprised because even though I’d only been here a week, I’d made it a point to engage very little in classes.

      “Because Ibrahim knew it would justify how drained they felt after the solstice.”

      Fuming inside, I tried to think about all the other random shit my abuela had done when I was a kid. Back before she’d died, that was when my mom had done more witchy stuff. After, she’d just given up and hadn’t even really used her magic at all—I’d almost had a heart attack one day when I’d seen her lighting a candle with a lighter, for Sol’s sake.

      That was how far her refusal to cast had taken her.

      Grabbing my bottom lip, I began to pluck it as I tuned in on the class once more. Leopold might be an ass, but he was teaching me shit I apparently needed to know.

      “The Conclave are quite aware of the situation.” The Conclave was the governing body of the witches, and the Assembly was the Fae’s. “The following day, a Conclave member will ‘treat’ the area. Usually, these events take place in woodland, and most witches believe this ‘treatment’ is to neutralize the location, to spiritually bless it until the next time.”

      “Why would they do that?” a girl I only knew as Kira asked.

      “The witches believe it because they’re accustomed to cleansing their spaces. Usually, every Friday, the head of the household will cleanse the house and bless it for the upcoming week. It’s considered good luck to invite the Goddess, Gaia, into their walls.

      “Where the solstice is concerned, cleansing isn’t necessary. The Conclave use that moment to gather the dust that has cleaved to the base of the bonfire.

      “It is gathered, stored, and sent to the Assembly along with millions of other tributes the nation over. The Assembly then distributes the dividends.”

      My throat grew tight— dividends. Like this was a business exchange. Except, as far as I could see, there was no exchange to it. The Fae got the magic and the witches were left feeling ‘drained,’ after having been conned into losing their magic.

      I raised my hand, and when Leopold caught my eye, asked, “Does this have an adverse effect on witches?” My already husky voice was huskier than I’d have liked from my outrage, but I thought I managed to hide it quite well considering.

      “No,” he murmured, shaking his head. “That’s the interesting thing. Over the subsequent months, their magic returns. It grows almost until the next solstice, where the cycle recommences.” He unfolded his arms and leaned back against the desk. “The interesting thing, of course, is how we call on the magic. Who knows how we do this?”

      Daniel raised his hand again. The fairy was either a know-it-all or just a suckass. At Leopold’s nod, he murmured, “All Fae have an affinity for gold anyway. In the early days, we were the best goldsmiths in the world until we diversified and became as we are today.”

      “Why were we the best goldsmiths?” Leopold tossed back.

      Daniel shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “It’s a funny story, actually.” Nothing about this story was making me bust a gut laughing. “Who’s been to a christening?” Everyone raised their hand except me. Considering I was the only ‘human born,’ that figured. “The babes are given matching bracelets, aren’t they? One for each forearm. What do they represent?”

      “One represents the house line,” a girl called out.

      “And the other?”

      “The house’s power,” a guy answered.

      “That’s correct. Once upon a time, we were aligned with something we called Gaia’s Gift. Our Goddess is a creative deity, and so, each family was associated with a talent. Anything from music to sourcing the best gems. Goldsmithing to carving wood. It is said that, originally, there was only gold where creativity could be spent. But as time passed and we evolved, so did her gifts.

      “When a child is given a band, it shows the house and the Gaia’s Gift associated with the band. Those are always gold, always, and you wear them to this day, do you not?” He raised his arms and showed his. “The gold your family is tithed isn’t attracted to you, it’s attracted to the gold bands.”

      “But why?” I asked, not even bothering to raise my hand.

      “Because they’re spelled to, of course. Back when Ibrahim came up with this idea, the Conclave were involved in the decision-making process. It was established that the bands would facilitate magic use.

      “Now, they’re a part of our culture, just as much as the solstice rites are a part of witch culture.”

      The appropriation didn’t seem to bother Leopold, but why would it? All this shit ran in the Fae’s favor.

      “Why did the Conclave agree to do this?” I rasped, heart hurting at this news.

      “For power, of course. The Conclave went from being a small entity to a large one under the Fae’s directive.”

      “The Conclave answers to the Assembly for all things though,” Daniel pointed out.

      Leopold grinned. “We give with one hand and take away with the other.”

      His pride made my magic burn the tips of my fingers with the need to cast. Sol, I wanted to make him pay for that statement, for his glee at the way the Fae systematically abused the witches with this misuse of power, but what could I do?

      Nothing.

      And how that stung.

      The rest of the class passed in a blur, but what didn’t?

      My resolve.

      After I’d seen the way the Fae were going to treat me, I’d determined by my second day here that I’d spend the following year doing my best to get away from this place. I’d learned that in eight months’ time, there would be the Eight Wings’ equivalent of the SATs and from that point, students would either be sent home if they failed to pass, or would be allotted into their future role for the Assembly.

      I’d be doing none of that shit.

      The second I could, I was out of here. There was no way in Sol I was about to do anything to further the Fae’s abuse of power over the Conclave, and as far as I could see, that was all the Assembly did.

      The witches gave their power to the Fae who merely used that to gain more ground over all the races.

      They were the top dog on the backs of the witches’ might.

      There was nothing I could do to stop it. Nothing I could say, no one I could talk to.

      In the eyes of the world, I was just a human born Fae now. My allegiance belonged with the Fae, but they couldn’t make me do shit, and I wouldn’t.

      Ever.

      I’d always known the Fae were scum, but learning from the horse’s mouth just how they rolled?

      Fuck them.

      And that was all I had to say about that.
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      Fuck off.

      The words were on the tip of my tongue as I stared at Instructor Jeanien, but instead, I probably looked like a gremlin as I tried to remain patient. I could feel the onset of early wrinkles but I didn’t give a Sol. Not now I knew her game.

      “I barely landed,” I told her grittily, well aware that it was a wonder my head hadn’t blown off.

      “You’re ready,” she insisted, tone so calm that it irked me even more.

      My throat felt full. Not of tears, but of fury. It was like fire bubbled away in there, as though it were a cauldron of my emotions. As was starting to become a common theme now I was at Eight Wings, my magic responded to my fury. I could feel my fingers burning again, and curled them into my palms and dug down to fight the loss of control.

      “I barely landed,” I repeated. “This is my fourth class. I can’t make it in the group class. Not yet.”

      She pursed her lips. “The faculty allows the human born enough time to adapt—”

      “And four sessions is enough time? I can hardly stay up in the sky!” I ground out, my hands squeezing tighter at my sides as I tried to contain the anger and the frustration that was spilling out of me.

      For the first time in years, I wanted to use my magic. I’d tucked it away into cold storage, never intending on using it. It had never burned me in the human world, had never urged me to do anything, seemingly content to remain tucked away for the long haul. But the Academy was bringing the need to cast out of me. Like now, I wanted to cast a spell so badly it hurt. One that would have the wind whirl her far, far away from here and away from me, but my magic had never been normal. I knew that, and knew that I could make a real ass of myself if I flubbed it.

      It was like when my mama had shown me how to wash the dishes with a spell when I was six, and instead, I’d flooded the kitchen. Something she hadn’t been able to reverse on her own, and had called on my grandmother for help in stemming the flow.

      My odd connection with magic wasn’t why the family evaded the Conclave, that had to do with my grandmother’s once illegal status as an immigrant in the US, but I knew after she’d died, it had been one of the reasons why my mother had stopped practicing.

      To her, I was a failure and that looked badly on her. Especially as our family had been powerful back in Cuba. Even if she’d wanted to pay the fine the Conclave would have penalized us with because we’d been hiding from them for so long, she never would. Why? Because I’d need to get tested to earn my license, and that would be official proof that my mother had given birth to a Scant—a witch whose powers were, you guessed it, scant.

      The desire to use a spell to trip Jeanien up was heady, however. I wanted it more than I wanted to lick Matthew vil der Soe—and I wanted to lick him more than I wanted a box of Oreos to myself right now—but I knew that my spell to send her away would undoubtedly end with her falling flat on her face in a concussion or something like that.

      The only thing I could magic up without an issue was food, and unless I wanted to force-feed the skinny bitch of an instructor to death, that wasn’t going to do much good, was it?

      “Rather than argue with me, why not see it as a positive?” the Fae fucker retorted piously, her hands in front of her belly. She looked like a yoga instructor who was trying to get my still fat ass into a better looking downward dog.

      “What’s positive about public humiliation?” I retorted.

      She firmed her mouth. “Let’s take off once more and land once more. You managed five minutes in the air last time, let’s go for six.”

      This ‘let’s’ shit was also getting on my wick. I mean, she wasn’t the one suffering up there, was she? It took a lot of strength to heft all of my curves up into the sky, and I wasn’t getting anywhere fast.

      Though it was considered inelegant, the only way I could take off was to run and jump into the air. The others could take off from a standing position—showoffs—whereas I made Dumbo look elegant, and that was a fact—Jeanien had complimented me on the maneuver just last week, in fact.

      Knowing that I’d cast if I didn’t get away from her, I decided to obey even though outright rebellion suited me more at that moment.

      Girding my loins, I ran forward about twenty meters and launched myself into the air. When I’d first started doing this, I’d been panting already at this point so at least I was getting fitter. That was something, right?

      With a grunt, I forced my wings to start flapping before I face-planted into the ground. It took a few heartbeats but when they did, the air dragged me up a little before I managed to get my balance.

      Moving each wing took enormous power. My back always killed after these sessions. Not just the muscles, but the bones too. It was like the ache went that deep, and my nerves were always fluttering around after so that the feathers twitched. It was like when your eye twitched of its own accord and wouldn’t stop—that level of irritation but it lasted a whole night.

      The second I was skyborne, I had to admit, it felt good even if I was waiting on her to call me down to the ground. Six minutes felt like a lifetime of interval training with Satan as a personal trainer.

      How can it be this hard? I thought on an internal groan.

      Was it just me? Was I such a crappy hybrid that I’d failed before I even had a chance to begin?

      Grunting, I forced myself to stop wallowing and urged myself higher where the flurries in the air were. They let you glide and meant you didn’t have to rely on sheer strength and power to get you going. It had taken Queen Bitch Jeanien a while to show me that. The tiny eddies were difficult to pick up on when you weren’t used to looking for them. So, when I finally caught something I could use for my own good, I released a heavy sigh and shifted my butt so that I was doing a figure eight around the training field.

      In the distance, there was another training field where I saw Fae flying in a regular lesson. They did formations that I couldn’t imagine myself partaking in, got used to moving in units as one whole rather than single entities, and wielded swords against one another in the sky.

      How did I know this?

      Because it was more interesting watching them when I had to go around and around this field like I was on training wheels.

      The clashes of the swords could be heard from this distance, and each and every time, they made me cringe. Not only because I knew, at some point, I’d have to wield one myself, but also because it was like being taken back to the Civil War or something. It was a reminder of just how archaic the race could be, and it was a race I was now a part of. One that, if I wasn’t careful, I’d be a part of forever.

      Flunking had never been so important, and the irony was, my body was geared toward that feat. I could hardly fly, when Jeanien had handed me a sword that first time, my arm had buckled because the damn things were heavy. Plus, they never took into account that human borns didn’t have magic to use. It was a weird quirk of the anomalies. They got the wings but none of the abilities with magic.

      Of course, I was a witch. I had magic, even if I was shit at casting, so I had to hide my abilities (or lack of) from everyone around me. They didn’t take that into consideration though. Didn’t give me any extra help.

      If I’d needed further evidence that the Fae hated these anomalies in the human race, I was walking proof of it.

      They sucked.

      My background was fashion, and even I was taken aback by their harsh dealings with me. Like this shit with my private tutor sessions being over—what the Sol was that about? I could barely get into the sky and they wanted to put me into battle conditions with the Red Coats over on the other field?

      Did the dicks actively want me to die?

      “Time to land,” Jeanien bellowed.

      I cringed at the summons. Sure, I wanted to land. I wanted it badly, but I hated it too. What went up must come down, and I’d yet to perfect the art of landing.

      I sucked in a breath and instantly started coughing. The hard, round little body that went down into my airwaves had me cringing again. I didn’t even want to know what insect that had been.

      Trying to think it was just extra protein and spluttering all the way, I glided down, trying to decelerate by splaying my wings instead of flapping them to create some drag.

      Keeping an eye on Jeanien because I knew she’d want me to land close to her, I started to ruffle my wings, letting them slow me down even as I descended.

      I wasn’t sure what went wrong, and I only realized I’d gotten it wrong when it was too late.

      One second, I was twenty feet above the lawn and I was in control, the next I was four feet away and I’d shot past Jeanien—not my feet though. Just my body. My leather boots collided with her shoulder. They’d have hit her head if she hadn’t ducked out of the way.

      Did that make the move a win or a loss?

      Before I crash landed, I hitched my shoulders to protect my head, retracted my wings, and somersaulted to the ground.

      The move had more grace than anything I’d just done, and when I rolled into a seated position, the first thing I saw was Daniel lin der Ruid standing in the hallway, watching me through the large, arched windows.

      I had to admit, he gave a valiant effort in not laughing his ass off. His lips twitched a little, but as our eyes connected, they firmed. Instantly.

      He tilted his head to the side and mouthed, “You okay?”

      The question surprised me, because most of the students ignored me. I mostly felt invisible and wasn’t too upset about that as I wasn’t here to make friends. Still, Daniel’s overture had me blinking back tears.

      Stupid, I knew.  It was only a small gesture, but it felt oddly massive.

      I’d been here three weeks and he was probably the first person to ask me that. My mom was still ignoring my calls, and because she reigned over the household, I knew there was no point in calling my brothers until she’d forgiven me my deceit.

      Biting my bottom lip, I shot him a shaky smile and nodded.

      His chin dropped in understanding, then his eyes drifted behind me. When they did, I winced and prepared myself for the consequences of my bad landing.

      The term ‘hands-on’ had definitely been made for instructors like Jeanien. She ducked down, grabbed my arm and hauled me onto my feet. Last time, she’d done this by grabbing my wing—that had stung like a mutha.

      “What the Sol were you thinking?” she raged at me, her perfect hair a little mussed now that she’d had to duck out of the way to avoid my boots.

      With her ire focused at me, I forgot I had a tasty audience. “The same could be said for you if you think I’m ready for group classes,” I snapped back at her, starting to brush myself down. I had grass stains marring the black leather pants. They weren’t really visible, more like wet patches with a few streaks of dirt. Either way, they made the bad look a thousand times worse than it already was—if Jessica and co. could see me now, they’d have a real hoot.

      “It is time,” she intoned stonily.

      “Time for what? Me to hurt more people en masse?”

      “You did it on purpose.”

      “What? Almost collided with you?” I snorted. “Yeah, I really have the ability to aim as I fly.”

      Her cheeks blanched. “I’ll speak with the Faculty Head about this.”

      “Do.” I’d never met the Headmaster before but apparently Jeanien was keeping him well-informed of all my failings. “Maybe he’ll realize that it’s crazy to shove me in a group with people who actually know what they’re doing.”

      Nostrils flaring as she fisted her hands at her sides, she gritted out, “Get out of my sight.”

      Huffing, and ponytail whipping to the side as I stalked off the field, I headed for one of the two places I didn’t hate on the campus.

      My rooms were small. A tiny bathroom, minute bedroom, and an even more minuscule Juliet balcony that I adored. On an evening, I liked to open the patio doors to it, sit on the floor and lean back, ankles crossed, as I stared out onto the sunset. The balcony was too small for a chair, but it didn’t matter at that moment. It was so pretty and I could actually be happy while I was seated there. I even got a kick out of seeing the fairies take off from their own balconies, heading off to parties and shit I wasn’t invited to.

      The second place I didn’t hate was Gaia’s Temple. Its spire was the tallest of all the towers at the Academy as was usually the way in Fae and witch towns or holdings. Sol’s Temples tended to be underground, Gaia’s above.

      It was a twist of fate that Sol, meaning sun, and Gaia, meaning Earth, had temples that ran the opposite to their name, but the religions, though shared between the witch and Fae community, were under contention most of the time.

      The Fae believed Sol and Gaia were night and day. Literally. They never came together, were separate entities. Neither representing good or bad, simply representing the endlessness of the universe. One powering the Earth, the other powering life itself. The two running in harmony as, without one, the other couldn’t exist, while never having the power to actually meet.

      I knew from my classes that was a source of sorrow to a lot of Fae novelists who used the metaphor to craft tragic love stories.

      For the witches, on the other hand, there was no tragedy. Sol and Gaia were a couple. They ruled together, lived together, created harmony together. The principles were the same, but it was just another display of the discord between our two races—we couldn’t even agree on our Gods even though most of the tenets were the same.

      I didn’t think it was unusual that I aligned myself better with Gaia. Most women did. It was why I sought calm in her temple, and as I scurried in that direction, I was relieved to note that the hall where Daniel lin der Ruid had watched my fall from grace—literally—was empty now.

      When I made my way into the chapel, I cast a glance around. Spying no one in there, I felt relief wash through me at being alone.

      Living a lie, hiding as much as I was, and being without contact from my family was wearing on me. Never mind all the shit I was having to learn—even with my outright refusal to take an active part in most classes, there were some things I did just to stave off boredom—and the fact that I was working out more than ever before thanks to their torturous curriculum, had it so that I was constantly tired. Peopling, even on a minute level, was more than I was capable of at that moment.

      Shoving my toe into my heel so I could wedge off first one boot then the other, I removed them both, dumped them on one of the stands by the door, then headed over to the atrium. The feel of the grass beneath my toes grounded me as I walked to my favorite spot.

      With a deep inhalation, I seated myself on the ground beneath the cupula and flowed down so I was lying flat on my back.

      Staring up at the domed ceiling that was painted with depictions of Gaia and Sol, I sought calm.

      Shit, more than that, I sought the resolve not to scream.

      My temper was starting to get the better of me, and no matter what I did, it was getting worse. I figured it was down to how exhausted I was, but having to hide was exacerbating things too.

      Deciding to shut my brain down, I stared ahead of me. The painted dome was a delight to behold, and thanks to how the temples worked, it was something everyone enjoyed.

      Our places of worship weren’t stilted and formal. There were no pews, no altars. Nothing like that. The floor was grass, and we lay or seated ourselves there come time for a rite. Temples weren’t a place to dread visiting. We only came when we needed to or at an equinox—that was how it rolled for witches, anyway. Even those who weren’t a part of the Conclave knew that.

      Thus far, we hadn’t been made to attend any events at a temple. Or, at least, I hadn’t. Maybe that was something else a ‘human born’ Fae was denied access to.

      Grunting at the thought as I stared at the yin and yang figure overhead, where Sol was tilted one way and Gaia the other, running in conjunction yet destined to never meet according to the Fae ideology, I eyed the pretty, starry background behind Gaia, ignoring the dazzling gold of Sol’s countenance.

      Sol, to me, was brash and arrogant. In Gaia’s temple, he was always represented because she was fair. In his? Nope. There was never any sign of her.

      Typical male.

      Grunting, I closed my eyes and tried to seek calm again. It was harder than it ought to have been, but such was life. Eventually, of course, it worked. I found some peace and even started to drift off, but that was when I felt it.

      It.

      Or, to be more precise, him.

      I twisted my head to the side and saw, a few feet away, somebody had joined me.

      Though I recognized him from class, I didn’t greet him just as he hadn’t greeted me. I knew who he was, also knew the way the instructors fawned over him indicated that he was hot shit—either his family was famous, or they were just plain powerful.

      Joseph vil der Luir was memorable for more than just the reverence cast on him, however. His eyes were like nothing I’d ever seen before.

      Back in the day, I’d had a thing about Harlequin romances. The older the better. Even if the guys were jerks, I’d adored them. But one commonality had been a prevalence of heroines who’d had violet eyes.

      I’d never seen violet eyes in my life before, but Joseph? He had them. They were like bright purple lights peering out into the world from a face that would sink a thousand ships.

      He was the third guy I thought was hot on campus. The rest were pretty, but have you ever met guys who knew they were pretty? Yeah, that covered most of the male students here. They were sexy and they knew it. Dicks.

      Joseph, Matthew, and Daniel were the only three who didn’t seem to buy into their press. That wasn’t to say I liked them, because I didn’t. I didn’t know them enough to like them or loathe them, but I was pretty good at reading people and what I read, I appreciated.

      Daniel was trying. A little too hard. That, along with the ‘lir’ in his name, told me he had ambitions. He didn’t want to be in the administrative caste. He aspired to be more, and was working hard to attain that.

      Matthew was difficult to read. He looked like he believed his shit didn’t stink, but just like Daniel, he was trying too. Whenever I came across him outside of class, he was studying, working out, striving for more, to be better. I knew he was from a warrior line so I figured he was trying to make sure he didn’t crash out and ruin the family’s reputation—just as an admin-caste Fae could be promoted to warrior caste, a warrior could be demoted to admin.

      Joseph’s face was like stone. Beautiful stone, but he revealed very little in the grand scheme of things. With a jaw like granite, a wide brow that never scowled, and those violet eyes, it was like nothing touched him. Either he had terrible apathy, or he had the world’s greatest poker face.

      What I liked about him was the fact he didn’t appreciate the ass-licking he got from the faculty. There was an inherent dislike that marred his calm expression, the slightest of twists to his lips, whenever an instructor was particularly effusive with him.

      With my head turned away from the dome, I unashamedly studied him. His eyelids were down so I knew I was safe, and even if he saw me watching him, I didn’t particularly care. What was he going to do? Ignore me harder?

      “Why are you in here?”

      His silken voice jolted me because I hadn’t expected him to speak.

      For a second, my lips moved up and down speechlessly as I tried to figure out how to answer. Then he rolled his head to the side, opened his eyes and pinned me with a stare.

      The violet was cold. It wasn’t warm, didn’t have golden overtones. It was all silver. There was ice there, but even as I looked into those beautiful orbs, I sensed that wasn’t the real man.

      A stupid, intuitive thought to be sure, but no one could be that cold and not be a sociopath… Although, maybe he was that too. How the Sol would I know?

      “Because I was angry,” I eventually settled on.

      “About?”

      My nails dug into my palms as frustration seeped into me once more. I blew out a breath before explaining, “I have private tutor sessions.”

      He nodded. “I’ve seen you. For flying. You fly badly.”

      I blinked, taken aback by his honesty. “Ouch.”

      He shrugged. “You think you fly well?”

      “No. But you didn’t have to be so blunt,” I grumbled, rolling back to stare up at the dome. “Anyway, my instructor wants me to join group classes.”

      “Even though you fly badly?” he replied.

      “Yes,” I said with a hiss, moving my head back so I could glower at him. “Yes, even though I fly badly, she wants me to join group classes.”

      His eyes were narrowed now. “Why?”

      “Apparently it’s standard here.”

      “That’s a stupid standard.”

      “Hence my irritation.” I blew out a breath. “Gaia was helping until you asked.”

      “I was curious.”

      “Why?”

      “I’d have thought you were aligned with Sol.”

      My brow furrowed at that. “Why would you think that?”

      “You’re fiery.”

      My brow furrowed harder at that. “So? I can be fiery and still seek peace.”

      “Most people with a temper don’t want to. They say it’s Sol’s presence in their soul. They’re proud of it—”

      “Well, I’m not. I’m latina. I was born in a household of fiery female tempers, and trust me, I don’t want to emulate my mother.” I grunted, and though I kind of wanted to tell him to go fuck himself, I didn’t. Instead, because I was a nosy witch, I asked, “Why are you here?”

      “Because I have an infuriating father who is Sol-aligned and I needed to be away from everything that he represents.”

      Surprised by that candid response, I could only blink again and say, “Oh.”

      His eyelids drifted down as he turned his head back to a resting position. “Yes. Oh.”

      And with that, he fell silent and we didn’t speak again. Not when he got to his feet and drifted outside, and not when I saw him a few hours later in the dining hall.

      Those were the first and last words I spoke to Joseph vil der Luir for quite a while, and though I hadn’t particularly appreciated what he’d had to say, the oddest thing of all was that I’d have liked to talk to him again.

      Stupid, right?
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      As I stared at the field ahead of me, my wings fluttered in distress.

      Thus far, Instructor Jeanien had been teaching me on my own, trying to get me up to scratch with the rest of my year. Of course, that was impossible but no one really seemed to get that. Her threat to send me to group lessons hadn’t borne fruit, but why should I, with twenty private tutor sessions under my belt, be able to fly as well as these students who’d been flying since they were fledglings?

      The sense wasn’t there, but the faculty didn’t appear to give a fuck about that. Why would they? I was human born, an anomaly, something they didn’t particularly trust, but a part of their people now whether they liked it or not.

      The human born had been around for centuries, and no one knew why they were even a thing.

      One day, a young human female had popped up with wings, and ever since, in every generation, there were a few human borns who manifested in the race.

      Though we were considered Fae thanks to our wings, from the way they treated me, I knew I’d never be trusted and would be isolated so long as I was a part of this shitty world. I was A-Okay with being ignored, indeed, I preferred that to what was about to go down—a battle.

      I wasn’t a fighter. I didn’t know how many times I had to make that declaration, but I wasn’t. Nobody seemed to care because everyone, whether they were admin, instructor, or warrior caste, all trained in this way.

      The field ahead of me was empty. At a human school, there’d have been crap everywhere to train with. But here, we were armed with what we could fight with.

      The size of a football field, I stood at one side with a line of forty other Fae, while at the opposite end, there were another forty Fae just waiting to attack us.

      In my hand, I had my sword and that was it. That was what I’d be heading into battle with.

      A sword.

      Me.

      A fucking sword.

      Even knowing this was how the Fae fought didn’t make this any better. I was still certain there was some kind of cosmic joke that had given me wings because I had zero affinity with anything they did.

      When Jeanien began flying across the field, I tensed, well aware what was about to happen. She came to a point at the side of the pitch, somewhere in the middle, and with both sides able to see her, shouted, “Allez!”

      The Fae also had a preference for French. They really cut me no slack, did they? Couldn’t they have preferred Spanish? Sol’s sake.

      At her call, all around me, wings fluttered gracefully into action and I was suddenly surrounded by the sight of a lot of boots as they passed me by.

      Before cars had been developed with a starter motor, they’d had a rotary starter at the front of the car. I’d seen a movie once where the driver had gone to the front of the vehicle, then had turned some kind of rod, and that had started the ignition… That was me.

      I felt like an old, original Ford made with Henry’s hands in a field of brand-new Porsches as I forced my wings to start moving. The muscles that guided the wing structure still felt alien to me. I knew that was weird considering they were a part of me, but I’d had eighteen years without them, and seven years spent ignoring them. Shoot me. Some folk hit fifty without doing a press up—and I’d been one of those sensible people before this place.

      Forcing my wings into action, I managed to stir them into getting me up and off the ground. I guessed I was getting better as I didn’t have to take a running leap to drift upward anymore. With a grunt, I surged higher, up to where the battle was taking place. Already, I could hear swords clashing and even a few cries of pain coming from above me.

      As I looked, some Fae were fluttering downward, their armor already breached. We wore chestplates over the uniform of our leather jackets which added to my weight and made it even harder to get up and off the ground. The chestplates bled red when they were scored with a sword, and that meant that particular student was out of the game.

      The irony was I’d probably be last to get hit considering it was taking me a lifetime to get up to their battlefield which ran as high as small airplanes flew.

      Yup, I had to get to twenty thousand feet—where the wind blew at hurricane speeds and the Fae had to use magic as well as fly to remain at those altitudes—before I could start ‘playing.’

      Sweat covered my brow as I ascended, and even though the wind buffeted me, it didn’t dispel the sweat. The chestplate constricted me, my wings were already aching, the sword felt heavy in my hand, and I couldn’t wait to be hit so I could soar back down to the ground. But I knew that Jeanien would be prodding me in the ass with the tip of her sword as she forced me ever higher toward the front of the mock battle if I even thought about backing out.

      Only the prospect of being speared on her sword forced me higher, and when I finally hit the fight scene, there was an irony to the fact that the first person I saw was Joseph because his violet eyes could spear me more than Jeanien ever could hope to with her pointy stick. My wings stopped moving for a few seconds as I processed the punch he packed without having to do more than look at me, and as they froze, it had me staggering and dropping a couple of feet.

      In response to my reaction, his mouth curved and I frowned at him. With an ease I envied, he headed toward me, his sword pointed at the ground as he came to hover a few inches away from me.

      “They shouldn’t have let you on here yet,” he told me, his tone calm, as though the clashing of swords wasn’t happening a few feet above us.

      “I was lucky they let me have as much time as they gave me,” I called to him.

      “No luck about it. I spoke with the Headmaster.”

      “And he listened?” If I gaped at him, I figured it was a worthy moment. Especially when he shrugged. “Aren’t Headmasters supposed to tell students what to do? Not vice versa?”

      Another shrug.

      I grunted at his lack of an answer, then I grunted again when his sword came out and, quick as a flash, carved a line down my chest.

      “Flutter to the ground, little birdie,” he told me, the words mocking, but his tone wasn’t.

      If anything, it was like stone.

      I frowned at him, but I wasn’t about to complain, not when I could get out of here.

      About to do as he bid, I swirled around, then screamed when a male approached me, his sword twirling around me so fast it was like a baton in the arms of a rhythmic gymnast. Holy Sol, how did he move the damn thing like that?

      My arm was suddenly wrenched back, and I was twisted around so quickly that I didn’t have much of a chance to even scream. Within seconds, I was staring at Joseph’s back and peering over his shoulder as he growled at the other guy, “She’s out. There was no need for that shit, Dyrian.”

      Dyrian raised his hands in surrender then surged upward and into the fray once more.

      Joseph spun around and demanded, “Are you okay?” His hand cupped my chin, forcing me to look up at him, to stare into his eyes.

      My throat felt thick as I fell into those mesmerizing orbs, and if my heart stuttered a little, then who could blame me?

      It took me a while to get my brain in gear because it felt like he tied my tongue as hard as he yanked on everything female within me.

      I’d never considered myself a woman that could be stymied by a man. If anything, I liked doing the stymying. I was accustomed to easy, casual hookups, and felt no shame in having a strong sexuality that I needed to burn off on a willing victim occasionally.

      I mean, I was no Black Widow, but I definitely didn’t mind taking advantage of a guy’s body.

      But this guy? Yikes. He made me feel fragile. Delicate. And even as I hated that, I had to admit that I was fragile and delicate in this place.

      This wasn’t my world. Even if I was forced to be here for the moment.

      He pinched my chin, jerking my attention back to him. “Are you okay?” he repeated, his voice a rasp.

      “Yeah.” I blew out a breath that had my fringe flopping onto my forehead. “He just took me by surprise.”

      That had fire dancing in his eyes again. “Dumbass,” he ground out, glaring up at the battle. To me, he murmured, “Get out of here before you get hurt.”

      His house bands glinted in the sunlight as he took off without another word, surging back into the fight like I was nothing more than a memory to him. Swallowing at the sight of him, Sol’s power making his snowy wings blindingly white, I let myself drop, gliding down toward the ground where I was safe.

      It was only when I happened to see a stray shard of light reflect on my arm that I looked up and saw he’d lied about returning to the fray. Instead, he was hovering above me. He wasn’t approaching, and he maintained a strict distance, but he was watching over me. And only the gleam of his house bands in the sun gave his position away.

      My heart felt oddly full as I returned to the ground, and it was just in time too—Jeanien saw me and was definitely on the rampage.

      “Did you even make it to the battlefield?” she ground out, and I had to admit, I was getting a kick out of making her mad.

      She was one of those irritating women who liked to think they never got angry. I knew in the Fae, anger was seen as a loss of control and something to be ashamed of. It was why most of the warrior caste students were all po-faced and looked like they were sucking on a lemon.

      It had taken me a while to realize it wasn’t a poker face at all, just something they’d had to adapt to hide all their emotions as feelings were a weakness.

      Yup, sucked to be them.

      I pointed to my chestplate where red was oozing out of it. “Proof.” Silently, I tacked on, bitch.

      She narrowed her eyes at me, but there was disgust on her face as she did so. “Go and wash up.” Her attention swerved to my sweaty-as-fuck face. “We’ll be discussing battle tactics in Forum Three after this is done.”

      Well, that sounded like fun. Not.

      Huffing, I nodded and turned on my heel. None of the other Fae had been dismissed to go shower, they were all watching the ‘match’ overhead. Seemed like I was the only one with sweat glands in this godforsaken place.

      As I trudged off, I mentally flipped them all the bird.

      Well, not Joseph.

      He’d saved my butt from that Dyrian dude, after all. That deserved gratitude not the finger.
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      “How many are seated on the Conclave’s inner council?”

      As I sank back into the uncomfortable seat I’d selected in the Forum, I watched as Daniel’s hand shot up into the sky.

      My boredom and lack of interest were getting to the point where I was starting to count how long it would take him to put his hand in the air.

      If he wasn’t so earnest, I’d have dismissed him as an asslicker regardless of how pretty he was.

      Plus, his interest meant that the instructors rarely had to look elsewhere for answers which, I figured, in the long run, saved me a lot of face seeing as I didn’t know most of the shit he did.

      Okay, so, I was getting to be a brat but isolation did that to a person, didn’t it?

      It didn’t make them friendly and cheerful. It made them lonely and miserable.

      Lonely and miserable were my watch words at the moment.

      Three months. Three months without a call from anyone in my family and only sporadic calls from friends back home. It didn’t say much about me, did it? Didn’t say much about how I was as a person, or how shitty a friend I must be if people could forget me so easily.

      “Yes, Daniel,” Instructor Peli asked, her amusement at his eagerness evident. It said a lot that she didn’t even turn around from the board to ask him to answer.

      “There are eighteen members of the inner council,” he parroted.

      She hummed and finished up with her drawing. Each instructor had their own style. Leopold never used the boards, Jeanien, on the rare occasions she was in a Forum and not out on a field, used her magic to draw shit on them, whereas Peli used chalk and wrote stuff the old fashioned way—until she didn’t, which was why I liked her classes the most.

      Because it reminded me of when I was a kid, I quite enjoyed the sound of chalk rasping against the board, so watching her pretty crappy drawings was quite restful even if it did make me want to pick up a pen and paper and create something that was halfway decent.

      When she stepped back, we got the full effect of what she’d drawn.

      On the right side, there was a shape of a comma. Heavy on the top, curving down into a point at the bottom. On the left, there was the shape of an apostrophe with the same heaviness on top and thinness on the bottom as the comma but inverted.

      “These are the mantels that make up the inner council of the Conclave, and the inner sanctum of the Assembly. Just as there are eighteen members of the Conclave’s highest council, there are eighteen Assemblymen.

      “What do the mantels remind you of?”

      I normally didn’t take part in classes, a stance I hadn’t budged on in all the months I’d been here, but there was no denying the yin and yang shape so I raised my hand.

      “The domes in Gaia’s Temple,” I told Peli when, brow raised, she nodded at me to answer.

      She beamed at me over her glasses, her fluffy blonde hair a little more on edge than usual—she tended to get static a lot in her hair. Maybe because of all the polyester and nylon she wore? Who the Sol knew? It was weird, but she looked like a female version of Danny DeVito so I kinda liked her.

      She wasn’t statuesque, built like Xena, and didn’t wear leather. I.e., she was my favorite instructor.

      “That’s correct. Gaia is a proponent of balance in all things. That is her power, where her harmony lies. She brings peace to the table—what does Sol bring?”

      “War,” I muttered.

      “Exactly. That is his role. To be Gaia’s opposite.” She pointed to the mantels. “Each nation’s Conclave and Assembly has one of these, forged from the same piece of marble. They’re set into metal and used as a center piece as a reminder.” She peered over her glasses at the forum of students. “Anyone know what kind of reminder?”

      Daniel’s hand, of course, shot up.

      “Yes, Daniel.”

      My lips twitched at her knowing, still amused tone.

      “That they can bring war or peace to their people?”

      “That’s right.”

      She turned back to the board and pressed her finger to the chalk. I sat up because I liked when she did this shit. Her house bands gleamed, and it was weird because I’d seen Fae use magic before but had never noticed how their house bands changed. Maybe, before, I’d thought it was a trick of the light, a play of shadow. But when magic was called upon, their bands glinted. When they were at rest, they were dull.

      Now, hers were glinting as the chalk lifted from the board. The flat drawings morphed into 3D and, as gold and chalk powder merged, she created a mockup of what the mantels looked like in the flesh.

      I’d never seen anyone do this before so it always intrigued me when she did.

      “Now, I’ve visited the North American Assembly and was even invited to the Conclave a few decades ago.” She beamed. “It was most illuminating.” Her hands waved, the house bands gleamed some more, and dust appeared, sprinkling from out of nowhere as she added onto the drawing.

      Suddenly, the 3D comma and apostrophe became craggy and roughly hewn. They gleamed with light as they were set into metal, and then, they were positioned at the middle of a room. Long tables appeared beside the mantel, but they weren’t straight, they were curved and morphed into a seamless, oversized Lifesaver mint.

      Chairs appeared around it, eighteen in all.

      “Though the Assembly has more power, it’s well known that without the Conclave’s backing, they’d have no might.

      “Balance in all things, you see. Quite, quite clever.”

      I narrowed my eyes at that because, yeah, clever was the right word. For the Fae. The Conclave was dumb. Totally useless, in fact, for the people it was supposed to be protecting and guiding. There was no balance, just lies and more BS.

      As the class continued, I learned more shit about the power of the Assembly. It made me wonder what these students had been taught at their schools. In the human world, I’d learned about the government when I was in middle school, so what the hell did they teach in their version of that?

      When Peli let us out, I retreated straight to my room. The place might be the size of a closet, but I didn’t feel like going to Temple. Not after learning how the Fae thought they were epic because they mimicked Gaia’s ‘ways’ when it came time to governing their people.

      The self-aggrandizement was nauseating in the face of the truth of their manipulative manner. If there was balance in all things, why did they ignore me? Or, if they didn’t ignore me, why didn’t they try to make my life easier? Why didn’t they think to bring me into the circle more?

      Instead, I felt like a dog at the pound, just waiting for its forever home. Sol, it was worse than that. I felt like an old dog at the pound, beside a cage of puppies. People always wanted the puppies but never the old dogs, and that was exactly how I was feeling right about now.

      Kind of abandoned and a lot disillusioned.

      When I returned to my apartment, I did what I hadn’t done in months—cast a spell. With the misery had come apathy, and I was starting to get less worked up. My magic wasn’t burning to be let out anymore so I did as I’d always done—stored it away.

      Until tonight.

      I didn’t want to go to the dining hall. Didn’t want to be around these egotistical assholes, so I made food. It was something I could do easily without much thought so I just crafted myself something simple—a PBJ sandwich to get me back into the swing of things.

      Magic was supposed to be practiced every day. It was like a muscle. You stopped using it, it would make you pay when you began working it again.

      I knew, tomorrow, I’d get payback in the form of an epic headache but it was worth it not to have to face a room full of smug Fae.

      Stepping deeper into my sanctuary—a room that was about twelve by twelve feet—I went to the desk I never used and picked up a notepad and pencil. Most students took notes of their classes, but I didn’t. I had a good memory, so I remembered most of what I learned, but when it came down to their version of the SATs, I’d be screwed.

      Good.

      So, the notepad that should have been full was empty, and I carried it over to the patio doors I opened up so I could sit down on the tiny balcony and do something else I hadn’t done in a while—draw.

      I’d never been the kind of person who could just draw for the sake of drawing. I wasn’t a doodler. I liked to draw with a purpose. I always had something in mind, and that was why fashion design and me went well together. I’d never wanted to draw a sunset before, but tonight was different.

      Something about watching Peli’s drawings come to life, her surety that there was balance in all things, irritated me. More than usual. It made me need an outlet that didn’t involve Gaia’s Temple or another spot I’d come to appreciate—the library.

      So I drew. It wasn’t the best thing I’d ever created. Especially not in gray scale. How could it be when the sky was alight with a thousand colors and I could only differentiate between them with a range of grays?

      Still, the sunset I drew was semi-decent, and I felt calmer as I worked.

      As I focused on the ripples of different colors in the sky, the tones of apricot and mauve, the bright gold and the deep purples, I saw the balance that Peli had just mocked, albeit unknowingly, in her class.

      Where there was light, there was shadow. I tried to find comfort in that, but how could I when my people were enslaved to the Fae?

      The fact that there was nothing I could do pissed me off all the more.

      I was voiceless.

      Alone.

      And every day, I was reminded of that fact here.

      I couldn’t go to the Conclave because I was unlicensed. There were financial punishments I couldn’t afford for unlicensed witches past the age of twenty-one. Not only that, they’d think I was lying about the Fae because I was bitter or something—I was certain Jeanien would be more than willing to talk smack about me. I’d pissed her off more times than I could count during my private sessions, after all.

      My jaw clenched as my brain whirred and my hand moved over the page. As darkness fell, I turned on the lights behind me with a push of wind to the light switch, and finally picked up my sandwich as I stared at the image I’d created hours ago but had been touching up ever since.

      It was pretty. But it was moody.

      Just like me.

      Twisting around, I sought a visual on my phone on the bedside table. They weren’t allowed in the Forums so I usually left mine next to my bed, and though I wasn’t averse to rebellion, punishment here tended to involve laps of flying around the field—my idea of hell. I’d prefer to be without my phone than endure that fate.

      Shuddering at the prospect, I cast more wind to the cellphone and drew it to me. I longed to find a message on it, a joke from one of my brothers, or even a lecture. Sol, I’d even have welcomed that.

      My family had always been poor. Moving from Cuba to Miami hadn’t helped our fortunes all that much. The de Santos del Sol women weren’t destined to be wealthy with cash, but with family? That was another matter entirely. As a result, I had eight brothers. Eight. Yeah. That was a lot of mouths to feed. As the only girl, it was tough being around all boys, but what had been tougher was the fact that in our line, only girls were gifted with Gaia’s Way.

      In some families, both sexes could receive the Way. Others, it was the boys. In ours, it was the girls.

      Magic came with a cost to be sure, but it also gave—working for the Conclave, in a licensed job, paid well, but we had to hide from them and couldn’t work in a magical position. When my magic had revealed itself to be flawed, my mother wanted to bear a second daughter to pass on the Way. She’d given up after having my hermancito, Alejandro, when I was eighteen and just about to move out and head to college.

      Most kids looked forward to college for freedom and parties. A chance to get out from under their parents’ roof.

      Me?

      I’d just been relieved I wouldn’t have to change any more diapers.

      The thought made me wince, especially since I’d have killed to speak with my family today. Even though they drove me crazy most of the time, none of them were talking to me. Alejandro and Marco probably would, but they were too young to have cellphones of their own, which meant I had to call my mama or papa or one of my other brothers and they’d just cut the call.

      When I scrolled down my messages, saw nothing from any of my brothers, I mentally said, ‘Fuck it.’

      Finding my eldest brother’s number, I dialed it and waited for Enrique to cut the call. When he did, I fought hard not to toss my cell against the wall, and instead, dumped my notepad down on the floor, raised my knees to my chest, and huddled up tight in a ball.

      It didn’t make me feel better, didn’t make me feel less alone, but with my chin propped on my knees, at least I got to see the fairies flying around. Funny how I could hate most of them, but still got a kick out of watching them.

      They were all oversized Tinkerbells, with gold dust sparkling around them in the air, and that was never more evident than at night. Through the day, the fine particles, unless they were clustered together, were pretty hard to see. At night? Every single speck was evident.

      It was a beautiful sight to behold.

      The thousands of stars overhead, the night sky not marred by any light pollution at all because Eight Wings was in the middle of fucking nowhere as everyone came here by wing—me, I’d been the odd one out and had to pay a fortune to get a cab to a place I hadn’t wanted to come to in the first place.

      Grunting at the memory, I tried to appreciate what was ahead of me.

      I’d be here for the foreseeable. When the time for exams came, I’d be flunking that bad boy so hard, I’d be out of here and hopefully back to my old life.

      But, and it was a sad and miserable truth, I’d never trust my family again. To be fair, I’d always believed they wouldn’t have my back. It was why I’d hid my wings from them. I’d known my mother would take it as another sign that I was bringing down the family name, and I’d known that they’d all look at me like I was a freak.

      But after this exile?

      There was no way I’d ever rely on them for anything.

      They thought they hadn’t seen me for dust once I’d left Miami and headed to LA for school? Well, that was nothing compared to now.

      Of course, that resolve didn’t take away the aching bite of loneliness that tore at me. I came from a large family, after all. I was used to having people up in my business, even if I was on another coast.

      With their absence, with my time here and the isolation the Fae were treating me to, I was starting to feel a bit like a prisoner. It didn’t help that we weren’t allowed off campus until we were either tossed out after failing their SATs or graduated at the end of the year.

      The self-piteous thought had me cringing deep inside because there were a billion people out there who were much worse off than me. But that didn’t stop the tears from burning as they drenched my eyes.

      The view ahead of me blurred, and I let it.

      It was going to be a long night.

      Sol, the rest of my time here was going to be the epitome of long and lonely, and that was just something I had to get used to.
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      To say my head was aching was an understatement of grand proportions. I’d known I’d pay for casting a few small spells last night, but this migraine was a doozy.

      Not even laughing gas would get me laughing today that was for sure. It was also why I was hiding out in the library.

      Nobody came here. Ever.

      It was another refuge I’d found, albeit a bit later in my stay here. The Temple was always my first port of call after my bedroom, but I was sick of being in both places, and here was nice and quiet. There was also a lot to learn about my culture.

      The Fae library contained a surprising number of books from both human and witches too. I figured that was why it wasn’t all that busy here. Most of this stuff, I reckoned Fae kids learned during their schooling years, either that, or they didn’t give a Sol about learning the history that was recounted within these epic tomes from all sides. For myself, I found it interesting to read things that had always been denied me as a child.

      My grandmother had brought me books to read, but after she’d died, and my mom had swept our lives clean of magic, I’d had no choice but to follow a truly human path. And because my magic wasn’t that great anyway, I’d never really had cause to argue.

      It wasn’t like I was a Conclave councilor in the making. If I had been, maybe I’d have spoken up. But, to be fair, I highly doubted I’d have had to do even that. One of the reasons my mom had an issue with me was because she thought I brought shame on the family name by not being as powerful a witch as I should be.

      Things would have turned out differently if I’d been as strong as her, or even stronger still—like my abuela.

      Not even what I was reading took my mind off the doozy of a headache I was suffering through, though. Learning how the Second World War had split the Assembly right down the middle, one side helping the Allies and the other side helping the Axis powers, was a fascinating insight into how they treated the losers in wars that weren’t of their own making.

      The Assemblymen who’d supported Germany had been shunned. They’d lost their family homes, their ancestral might, and had been denied any of the magic due to them in the quarterly tithe. Some of them were still in exile, their families unable to bounce back from the shame of—get this—not what they did or what they supported, but of picking the losing side.

      The mind boggled, right?

      I swore the shit the Fae thought was decent was beyond disgusting. Learning from their own tomes gave a fascinating insight into how they worked on the regular, and what I was learning made me like them even less.

      Another reason why I enjoyed being in here—it gave me more ammunition to get the Sol out of the Academy.

      Rubbing my temple again, I thought about a spell my abuela had once taught me. Around my period, I’d gotten headaches that were so bad, they’d brought me out in nosebleeds. She’d shown me how to help ease the pain. It involved calling on the wind to lighten the load on my shoulders, and on fire to heat me up from the inside. It sounded weird, I knew. Boiling me from the inside out while blowing my head off with a gale? Yup. Great treatment. But it worked.

      Only trouble was, it only worked when she’d cast the spell, and I wasn’t the caster she was.

      I bit my lip as the temptation to mimic the spell hit me. My head was paining me something terrible, and the Fae were, I was certain, sadistic masochists. They didn’t dispense pain medication from their infirmary. Pain relief wasn’t something they ‘believed’ in.

      I mean, what the Sol was there to believe in?

      All I knew was that on my first day here, when they’d assigned me a room, they’d gone through all my stuff and had removed things that they deemed were contraband. That included my migraine meds, which I’d been relying on since my grandmother’s death.

      No amount of arguing had made them concede defeat, either.

      Bastards.

      Knowing the library was dead and that I was alone—they didn’t even have a librarian here, spells saw to the books not a person—I decided to practice. It was probably stupid as fuck to do it here, but I was desperate enough to just cast a few small spells, to see if I had some more control over my magic than before.

      Last night, I’d called on the wind and hadn’t started a hurricane, so that had to account for something, no?

      Only difference was, of course, that last night I hadn’t had a migraine.

      I’d have to be doubly careful today.

      Wincing at the thought, I did as my female relatives had taught me—tapped into that part of myself that was at one with the magic inherent in the universe. As I closed my eyes, I blew out a breath to stir the wind into motion. When I felt it being caught up, my breath tugged from me like my grandmother had shown me all those years ago when I’d never been able to kickstart my magic, I smiled and opened my eyes.

      Focusing on the small wind, I let it drive forward toward the bookcase. When the entire piece of furniture began rocking, my eyes widened in alarm.

      Was the whole goddamn thing about to drop to the ground?

      Splatting me under it?

      Sol, I’d wanted to cure my headache, not do away with my head all together.

      Gulping, I drew my fingers back, calling on the magic. This was the difference between the Fae and witches. The Fae needed those bewitched house bands to cast magic. The witches were connected to it in a way that the Fae weren’t. It was like we were tapped into it somehow. By being grounded to the Earth, Gaia charged us with her power.

      Almost like we were plugged into a socket.

      Huh.

      We were the WiFi of all the species.

      Lips twitching, I manipulated the wind. My brow puckered in an attempt to invert it, to draw it back toward me with a book from the shelf. I didn’t really care which one, just wanted one as an exercise. This was the equivalent of stretching before working up to the main event.

      With one ear on the library to make sure I was alone, I focused my magic on the book.

      In all honestly, it was times like this one where I understood my mother’s shame.

      She’d have grabbed the book and probably dusted the shelves while she was at it. Maybe even stored the damn books in alphabetical order as she worked.

      Me?

      I was sweating as I strained to grab a single, Sol-damned book.

      By the time it slipped off the shelf, it was more of a momentum thing than a purpose-driven movement. The wind had knocked it back on its spine, and it almost tumbled down to the floor before I caught it up and had it flowing toward me.

      As I sweated and panted, I noticed something a little unusual.

      Maybe it was because the shadows here were more prevalent than in my room thanks to the super high cases and the darkened spaces in between the rows where there were tables you could work, but there was a definite pink glow to the wind carrying the book toward me.

      The sound of footsteps had my heart pretty much stalling in my chest, and my magic faded with my panic, the book tumbling to the table in response. I managed to catch it before it could clatter, but even as I waited, terror making my lungs burn as I couldn’t breathe, the steps moved on and away.

      Sol, I’d been stupid to practice that here, but, and it was crazy, I already felt a lightness in my head. Maybe, like with the body, when your muscles were hurting after a workout, you had to get back into the gym for another workout… Or, in this case, cast a few more spells to lessen the mental discomfort that came with magic.

      All I knew was that I didn’t feel like death warmed over, but with my heart still clattering as it reverted to its natural beat, I decided against practicing any more in the library.

      Later, though, when I was in my quarters, I’d try.

      That was all I could do.

      But reconnecting with my magic would reconnect me with the people who I longed to belong to. My wings made me Fae, but I was born a witch, and it was they who I chose to ally myself with.

      To my mind, allegiance wasn’t something that could be forced, nor was it something that was granted simply because of a twist of fate.

      The Fae didn’t deserve my loyalty, nor would they get it.

      But that meant getting my magic into some semblance of order which wasn’t as easy as it sounded.

      Still, I could try, and that was what I’d do. Try my best and see if I could make magic on my own. Maybe, without my mother breathing down my neck each time I failed, I’d get better.

      Only time would tell, and at least I had a purpose now. A small one to be sure, but that would make the time pass faster, wouldn’t it?

      I could only hope so.
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      In just under eight months of torture at this damn Academy, there was one constant.

      Or, should I say, there were three constants.

      Each of those constants had a penis, as well as a very beautifully defined chest.

      I’d believed there’d be four continued irritations—an inability to do a press up. I’d achieved that feat, however, in my first semester at the Academy. I could do twenty now without too much complaining, but that didn’t mean I enjoyed them.

      Perving over muscles so delineated they looked like cut outs? Drooling over washboard abs and bright white and cream wings? Yup, that was a far more pleasurable task than press ups, and as much as I skipped the group flying classes, the one joy was getting to see Matthew, Daniel, and Joseph naked from the waist up.

      As Summer approached, the heat was on my side. Most of the men trained shirtless now, but only those three were the ones who held my attention.

      And when I said ‘held my attention,’ I meant, I was transfixed by their beauty.

      I had a notepad full of sketches that depicted them in various positions and poses, all secretly drawn, of course. The last thing I wanted was for them to know I had a little obsession with them, one that had me pinning drawings all over my bedroom walls of them in different stages of undress.

      It was starting to look like something a serial killer would collect on a potential victim, but my interest in them wasn’t dangerous to their health. Just my own.

      My tongue was thick in my mouth as I stared at Daniel as he surged forward, his sword raised overhead as he leaped into the fray of a fight between two swordsmen.

      He had a natural affinity with a sword, and I knew I’d be drawing that later—his arm high, the muscles in his biceps and the left side of his body delineated as he threw his weight into the move. I could study the play of light and shadow on his body for days, but before I could, Instructor Jeanien hissed at me, “What are you doing here?”

      I blinked. “Huh?”

      “What are you doing here?” she repeated. “You were due in the Hall twenty minutes ago.”

      Considering I was going to fail the exam, it didn’t exactly matter if I was punctual or not, did it?

      Still, I shrugged. “It doesn’t start for another ten minutes.”

      Her mouth pursed. “Get out of here now.”

      I shrugged again, aware that the flippant gesture irritated the piss out of her, and strolled off, fighting the urge to give a backwards glance at Daniel in the sky. Heading away from the field, I directed myself down the central corridor once I was inside the sheltered walkway and casually walked toward the Hall—one of the largest Forums in the Academy.

      Today was the Skill’s test. What I likened to the humans’ SATs, and I was about to do my worst ever in an exam.

      Though the part of me who believed in striving for success was inwardly cringing at the prospect, eight months of being isolated was more than enough of hanging out around here.

      When I headed into the Hall, I saw Professors Leopold, Kincaid, and Narren hovering on the base platform in front of the boards.

      When Leopold saw me, his mouth curved in a snarl and he strode toward me, then began hauling me over, hurrying me to the nearest seating area and dumping me there. Of course, the big perv managed to peer down my white tee, ogle my breasts, all while copping a sneaky feel of my ass—the bastard was great at multi-tasking.

      Creep.

      “As we were saying,” Narren snapped, glowering at me but it slipped off me like water on a duck’s back. “You have five hours to finish the exam. You may leave after the third hour.”

      As I stared at the clock, I wanted to moan at the prospect of sitting here for three hours.

      Sol wept.

      Looking at the paper down in front of me, I scrawled in my name with the pen provided—one I assumed couldn’t be bewitched to help anyone cheat—and took a quick glance around me to see who was in here with me.

      How they’d picked the sets who’d sit the exam together, I wasn’t sure. As I looked around, I saw that there was a mixture of students from all castes, and I saw no common denominator. Not by name or by caste, nor ability or strength did there seem to be something we all had in common.

      To be fair, I was definitely their worst student so it wasn’t like I could be in a room all on my own.

      “The exam begins now. Good fortune.”

      Huffing to myself, I shot the Professors a look. Leopold glared at me again, but I just cocked a brow at him and mentally flipped him the bird.

      After today, I’d be counting down the days until I was out of here, and the prospect of freedom had never been so sweet.

      Sure, I’d never see Daniel, Matthew, and Joseph’s chests again, but Sol, that was why the Hemsworth brothers existed, right?

      Taking my sweet time about it, I opened the exam paper and studied the questions. As I read through them all, I was disconcerted to realize I knew most of the answers.

      The first part of the test dealt with history, and that was my favorite part of the studious torture they called a curriculum here.

      Why did the witches and Fae join the Battle of Hastings and not remain impartial?

      I snorted. Easy. Because William the Conqueror had been very lucky. He’d wed a witch and his daughter had ensorcelled a Fae. Even though most Fae loathed humans, they tended to be their notion of forbidden fruit.

      The questions carried on, asking about battles the two races didn’t fight together, requiring discussions on the best practice for sword play when it came to fighting in close quarters. There were questions on game theory and practical magic during a battle—the stuff that helped them remain in the sky no matter what altitude they were at.

      Each and every question I had an answer for. It almost stuck in my craw that I knew what they were because it killed me even more not to write in an answer.

      With a grunt, I slouched back into the seat and studied Narren, who instructed classes on Battle Theory—the most boring of them all. He was a rather effeminate male, as were a lot of the guys here. So beautiful as to be noxious with it. I could only stand so much preening and vanity, and that type of Fae had it in buckets.

      Still, it made him a very good subject for drawing.

      In my time here, sequestered away from everyone who mattered to me—whether I mattered to them was another thing entirely—I’d grown to appreciate drawing as an outlet for my frustrations. I’d gotten better over the months, and I was quite accustomed to doodling now when I grew bored.

      So that’s what I did.

      In each box, where an answer should have been, I drew a detailed image of the professors who were adjudicating the exam.

      From Leopold’s stocky features that were a little past middle age and told me he’d seen over one-twenty years, to the delicate prettiness of Narren’s handsome visage. I gave each professor my full attention, and when I next looked up and saw I still had an hour to go, I almost died.

      Those final sixty minutes seemed to take a lifetime, but as they passed, it felt as though the burden on my shoulders lightened to the point where I was certain I understood how Atlas had felt. I empathized with him totally, in fact.

      Getting away from the Academy and all its ties would represent a whole new start for me. I’d return to LA and, with my new skills with drawing and the time I’d had to develop ideas that had been inspired by my time here, I’d try to take the next step—maybe design some of my own things and get a small collection together.

      Jessica’s rep had grown exponentially, but it had faltered too. A pissed off ex-employee who refused to be named in the blogs and online chatter, had revealed my name as the person behind the ‘Jasmine’ bag so if I could take my part of that infamy to the next level, maybe I’d be able to get some interest in a capsule collection.

      My brain whirled with ideas for the future, and when I saw the third hour was over, I got to my feet, slid the exam into my hand, rolled it into a scroll and tapped it against Leopold’s open palm when I passed him, taking a wide curve around him to avoid any sneaky chances he might take to feel me up.

      He accepted it with a nod, and I headed for the door.

      When I exited the Hall, I blew out a deep breath and, for the first time in eight months, my smile was anything but pained.

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      “You can’t be serious,” I rasped, staring down at the letter in my hand and gaping at the results.

      Jeanien, who was looking over my shoulder, whispered, “How can this be?”

      I blinked up at her and she blinked back at me. The entire year was standing there reading their results, and it was telling that she was gaping at mine because she wanted me to stay here as little as I wanted to be here.

      “I don’t understand,” I whispered.

      “Me neither,” she muttered, snatching the sheet of paper out of my hand and peering at it as though the words would change and would reveal something else, something far more desirable.

      As she eyed it, studying it like it was some kind of poison pen letter, her head slowly shook from side to side.

      “This can’t be.”

      I was in wholehearted agreement, but the letter didn’t lie.

      Gabriella (Human Born)

      93%

      Warrior Caste Assignment.

      I’d doodled on my fucking exam. How the Sol had I gotten 93% correct?

      There had to be something wrong, something in the system that had miscounted my score, and yet, my name was there. It wasn’t my full name because I was caste-less, and after that, all that mattered to these bastards was the fact that I was human born, but that was further identification—I was the only human born in the class this year.

      “I can only pray to Gaia that I’m not assigned to you as your tutor,” Jeanien grated out, shoving my results back at me. “To deal with you for a further four months is a punishment I should not have to bear.”

      When she stalked off, evidently as pissed off as me, I didn’t even bother gaping at her back. Instead, I just reread the letter, trying to figure out if this was a joke. I was even half-tempted to cast a spell to see if this was bullshit or not—a lie or a prank that someone was playing on me.

      But no one was interested in what I was doing, no one cared about my score.

      Everyone here was reading their own letter and reveling in it or seeking commiseration from their friends.

      Even in this I was alone, and the notion, along with eight months of solitude had my eyes burning once more.

      I ran off, and still, no one saw or care. Blindly, I headed back to my quarters, except, when I made it back to them, the hallway was completely different to just an hour before.

      Gold dust had always lined the walls. It was like the glitter was mixed into the paint or something, and now, I realized why.

      There’d been about twelve doors down this corridor. Each one leading to a student’s bedroom.

      Now there were four.

      Which meant the wheat had been sorted from the chaff, and somehow, as impossible as it should have been, I was the wheat.

      Uncertain which was my room now, I tried the first two doors but they didn’t open when I twisted the knobs. The third one did, and when I saw it, when I saw the change from my cozy little dormitory into this behemoth suite, my mouth trembled again.

      Sure, it was pretty, but, and it was a huge but, I didn’t want it.

      I’d wanted to be sent packing. I’d wanted, no, I’d been banking on failure so I could go home. So I could start my life with this part of my past buried firmly away. Instead, the unthinkable had happened.

      I was stuck here for the interim.

      Reaching up, I rubbed at my eyes as I slammed the door closed behind me.

      Turning around, I pressed my forehead to the door and tried to collect myself.

      This wasn’t the end.

      This week’s classes had been about the upcoming term, and I knew that for the warriors, troupes would be coming together.

      No one in their right mind would pick me, and when I was the odd one out, they’d send me home, surely? They’d realize their mistake, wouldn’t they?

      Wouldn’t they?

      Sol, I could only hope they would.

      Because another four months of isolation would drive me insane, and a mad witch who had little control over her powers, locked away in a Fae Academy had all the makings of a horror story… The Fae just didn’t know it yet.
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            “The best way to predict your future is to create it.”

          

          Abraham Lincoln
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      “Why does she have to be so hot?”

      My lips twitched as I followed Gabriella’s flight path from one side of the courtyard to the other.

      Her form, even after all these months of practice, wasn’t perfect. Her wings were dark. Her skin was olive. And she was human born.

      Of her many flaws, those four were the most difficult to get past for any Fae male. But Daniel was correct.

      She was hot.

      So hot, she was like a walking flame.

      I tilted my head to the side as she made an imperfect landing.

      As a general rule, with our wings alight, we tended to fly with one leg slightly bent and our arms held faintly aloft. We used both sets of limbs to alter our speed, and for balance and directional purposes too. Gabriella didn’t do that. She had a distinctly wonky flying style, and to be frank, it was a wonder she managed to make it up off the ground with the way she held her arms.

      What had her instructor been thinking?

      Still, I conceded, in an attempt to be fair, it wasn’t wholly the teacher’s fault. The human born were never that great at flying. Fae were born with wings, and we learned to fly before we could walk. Human born flyers didn’t attain their wings until they were of age, usually at eighteen. Our wings, by that point, were bleached by the sun. Human born wings, on the other hand, looked like concrete. From freshly mixed to recently poured, they were a variety of grays and ugly.

      But even as she landed with both feet flat on the ground instead of lightly dropping onto one, even as her dusty charcoal wings fluttered to a halt when she came to a standstill, there was just no getting away from how fucking beautiful she was.

      “Yeah,” I admitted gruffly. “She’s gorgeous.”

      And against the gray stone backdrop of the Academy in the courtyard we were training in, she was like Technicolor after a lifetime of black and white.

      It wasn’t the first time I’d thought that, and I doubted this time would be the last. But now, it was different. Now she was no longer just another student, she was in my troupe.

      Joseph slammed his elbow into my side, breaking into my thoughts. “Gaia, he speaks.”

      I shot him a narrow-eyed look. “Fuck off.”

      His grin widened. “You always were a sore loser.”

      “What exactly did I lose?” I grumbled. “I’m the one who’ll be flying with her first.”

      “Then why such the long face?”

      Flying was like dancing for the Fae. A pleasure. A joy. But it was neither when one’s partner stepped on one’s feet… Gabriella did all the aerial equivalents of flying on someone’s feet.

      That was why we’d gambled on who’d fly with her first.

      That first flight was going to be a fucking risk, one I wasn’t looking forward to. I’d already twisted my wing last month, and it was still hurting, so having to help the heffalump across the sky wasn’t going to make shit any better for it.

      “My wing’s hurting,” I told him absently, as I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my knees so I could watch her and let my wings lay flat on my back.

      “Shit, it is? Fucking Dyrian. Dude’s a prick. Why he did that—”

      “I don’t care that he did it. I’m mad that the instructors let him get away with it,” I groused, my eyes on Gabriella.

      She was compelling to watch. Unlike most Fae females, her skin wasn’t pale, and her hair wasn’t a light blonde. It was an inky black that was starting to streak with shades of gold. As were her wings, although only a few were tipped in such a way. Eight months at the Academy had changed her coloring, but it hadn’t altered who she was.

      Hispanic to her core.

      The Fae were anti human on the whole. We didn’t specify our dislike to certain people among them, we just didn’t appreciate any human. They were global litterers, inept and incapable of caring for themselves. But humans weren’t our interest. The witches were.

      Unfortunately for us, the witches were born amid mankind, which meant interactions with the humans had always been necessary.

      Then, five hundred years ago, the first Fae had been born to a human couple. A child, aged eighteen, had sprouted wings, and she’d been the first of the human born Fae, which had necessitated further interactions with them.

      Even if they were few and far between.

      For every five thousand Fae, there were only ten human born. Gabriella was rare. But she was rarer still for more reasons than just that, and I knew it because I’d seen it with my own eyes. She hadn’t said a word, hadn’t uttered a peep to the instructors, the faculty, or any of our peers… but I’d seen her do it.

      Had seen her draw a book from across the library over to her when she’d thought no one was looking.

      It had slipped off the bookshelves as though her fingers had pulled it back, then flew over to the table where she was seated as though it were being carried in someone’s arms.

      It was why I’d requested her for the final member of our troupe. When I’d told Dan and Seph what I’d seen? They’d been just as eager as me to work with her.

      The instructors had been relieved too.

      Gabriella was clumsy, useless with weapons, and incapable of defending herself.

      She wasn’t a benefit to any troupe, and no one had wanted her for their group.

      Until us.

      The first hybrid in five hundred years.

      The living, breathing evolution of our species.

      It was incredible.

      She was incredible.

      Dan hissed. “Fuck, that had to hurt.”

      Focusing on the scene in front of me, I winced when I watched Instructor Leopold hop up and down on one foot, his wings taking the weight off him with each bounce, making him look like a hyperactive Tigger.

      “She stabbed him in the toe?”

      Gabriella cried, “I’m so sorry!”

      Seph snorted. “Sorry’s going to make him bleed less.” He cut me a look. “I get why we’re doing this, but you know, if we survive our training with her, it’s a miracle, right?”

      My lips curved. “Thought you liked living recklessly.”

      Dan chuckled. “Yeah, Seph, you were the one who was complaining about how boring shit is.”

      “It is,” he scoffed. “But boring and alive is better than exciting and dead.”

      “She won’t kill us,” I argued.

      “No, but she can maim us.” And Sol, if she hadn’t proven that by dropping her sword onto Leopold’s foot.

      She had her hands raised to her cheeks, cupping them as though hiding her blush, and as I studied her, I noticed something.

      The faintest smirk.

      A slight amusement in her eyes.

      Both were in complete contrast to the horror she was displaying as she tried to appease the cursing instructor. Her bumbling act made me wonder if it was exactly that—an act. For show.

      Rubbing my cheek in contemplation, I watched as her smirk appeared again. This time loaded with satisfaction as Leopold ground out, “I’ll be back in twenty minutes. I need to get this seen by the medics.”

      “I’m so sorry, sir,” she mumbled, all flustered as she turned to watch him limp away as he staggered into a takeoff.

      “That was interesting,” I murmured softly.

      “What was? Her injuring one of the best instructors at Eight Wings?” Seph queried with a snicker.

      “No. I think she did it on purpose.”

      Silence fell at my words, and as I climbed to my feet and walked over to her, I saw I had her attention again.

      She scowled at me. “What do you want?” she snapped, folding her arms across her chest. She even tapped her foot—the epitome of impatience.

      Even pissed off, she was pretty. Her plump, rosy cheeks gleamed gold thanks to all the sun she’d been catching, and her bright eyes seemed all the more like garnet. She had a rosebud mouth, a pointed little chin, and high cheekbones. With her slanted brows, she looked like she was vaguely irritated, and from her attitude, it felt like that was the case as well.

      I knew she responded to me. Had taken note of her attention over the months, but she was just as good as a warrior at hiding her expressions. That was something I needed to remember in future.

      When she snapped her fingers in my face, I just blinked at her as she hissed, “Eyes are up here, fairy.”

      I didn’t let the insult hit me hard in the ego, just shrugged a shoulder. “Was looking at your eyebrows actually. Wrong direction.”

      She reached up and rubbed one of her brows, and I knew she wanted to ask what was wrong with her eyebrows, but pride had her glowering at me instead.

      “Whatever,” she said with a sniff, then she cut a look behind me where Daniel and Seph had gathered.

      As head of our troupe, they stood behind me in a triangular stance, which was their correct positioning. When our fourth finally deigned to join us—i.e. her—we’d stand in an isosceles trapezium—two of us at the front, two of us at the back, just offset, not directly behind.

      Troupe leaders were elected by its members. It wasn’t about Alpha bullshit or anything like that. Just pure democracy—something only the Fae seemed capable of in this realm.

      “What’s going on?” she asked uneasily when we just loomed over her. I admired her determination in not taking a step back.

      “I want to know why you did that.”

      Her brow puckered. “Did what?”

      “Purposely injured the instructor.”

      Eyes flaring wide, she stammered, “I-I didn’t.”

      “You did. You were pleased he was in pain.”

      “Unless you’re a sadist,” Dan inserted, ever helpful. “I know a lot of humans are.”

      “And Fae aren’t?” she snapped.

      “We’re held to different ideals than strollers,” Seph sneered disdainfully.

      She huffed. “What kind of ‘different?’ As in, your instructors don’t try to feel you up? Because that’s BS. What kind of ideal is that if you’re okay with him behaving that way?”

      “So, that’s what Leopold did,” I mused, twisting around to look at Leopold’s retreating back. Anger flushed through me, surprising me with its strength.

      I was controlled in most things, had been raised that way since I was little so it was second nature, thus the snap of temper definitely took me aback.

      Gabriella hitched her shoulder. “Not the first time, won’t be the last. For creatures with such lofty morals, you’re all big perverts.”

      Irritation flashed through me, but I didn’t argue. If this had happened to her before, then I couldn’t do anything to change it. But I could stop it from happening again.

      “You’re in our troupe now. You will inform us if this happens and we will see to it that you’re safe,” I intoned gruffly, the notion that Leopold had taken advantage of his position with her more than pissed me off.

      I wanted to ask her how far his assault had gone but wasn’t sure if she’d answer. Though she was good at hiding her expression, she didn’t seem traumatized. If anything, her malicious satisfaction in maiming Leopold spoke of someone who could more than take care of herself—by hook or by crook.

      I didn’t need to feel Seph and Dan’s tension to know my words would irritate them. Troupes selected one another as strength flowed to strength. By adding Gabriella to our troupe, we were ignoring our most natural instincts. But she was a hybrid, and she was young. Those kinds of powers required time to develop. She’d make our name for us before we ever could, and the three of us had reasons to want to make a splash with our troupe.

      She grunted at my reply, and her lack of gratitude stung. “Did you ever think I didn’t want to be in a damn troupe?”

      “Ours or in general?” Seph questioned warily.

      “In general. This isn’t my world. I don’t want to be here.”

      “Sucks to be you then,” Dan responded drily. “You should have tried to flunk the exams.”

      She snorted. “I did try. I failed at failing.”

      My eyes widened. “You tried to fail and still got in?” That was some feat.

      There were three semesters at Eight Wings Academy. At the end of the second, there was a set of exams that allotted each of the students to a future path.

      There were those who were assigned to troupe duty, another who was allocated for instructor duty, another for administrative duty, and finally, those who were hopeless and were tossed out.

      That Gabriella wanted to return to her other life didn’t come as a surprise.

      She hadn’t exactly been made welcome here. By myself included. Not intentionally, but because I wasn’t here to make friends. I was here to restore the family honor. Seph and Dan were more acquaintances than friends too. I hadn’t discriminated against Gabriella because she was human born. I’d just made a decision to avoid friendships until the time came to form a troupe. Now that I was the leader of one, I could relax my guard some.

      Seph and Dan would become like brothers eventually, and Gabriella? Hell, she’d be like a sister at some point… Well, kind of. My attraction for her was anything but sisterly. That might make things awkward at some point, but I wasn’t going to borrow trouble.

      “Now I’m stuck at this godforsaken place,” she grumbled, after nodding at my question. “I wanted to go home, and—”

      “Now you’re on guard duty,” Seph interjected, but there was no apology in his tone. No commiseration. If anything, there was scorn.

      It made sense.

      To our kind, there was no greater honor than to serve in a troupe. What she’d just admitted? It was like spitting on everything we held dear.

      I cleared my throat and shot Seph a look over my shoulder. He didn’t back down, nor did he wade into the fray—he wasn’t looking for a fight. Seph just wanted to take a stand.

      “Just because it’s an honor to you doesn’t mean it is for me. I had to leave my life behind, and I haven’t been able to see my family in months.” She pulled a face. “Not that they want to talk to me all that much anyway.”

      I could imagine.

      If they knew what we did… it was a wonder they’d allowed her to come here, that they hadn’t spelled her somehow to evade the Academy’s reach.

      “What’s done is done,” Seph stated gruffly. “You were allotted to a troupe, which means even when you tried to fail, you still somehow placed in the highest tier.” He grunted. “You’re with us now, and you must make the best of it.”

      She sniffed. “Says who?”

      “Says us,” Daniel rumbled. “You may not wish to be here, but we do. We consider it a sacred honor—”

      “To police the witches?” she scoffed. “Why? They don’t need policing. You just like sticking your nose in things that don’t belong to you.”

      I shook my head, amazed by her bite. “You speak of things you don’t understand,” I cautioned. “The Assembly monitors for the Conclave’s good.”

      Another sniff, which made me want to ask her if she had some sort of damn cold or something.

      “The Conclave doesn’t need the Assembly meddling all the damn time.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. Of course, from her perspective—a perspective that was supposed to be unknown to me—her protection of the witches made sense. But… “You do know that’s foolish talk, correct?” I attempted to reason.

      “How is it?” she ground out, eyes flashing. And when I said flashing, I meant it. The dark chocolate orbs glowed a little, and a distinctly pink power seemed to be leaking out around her, giving her a magenta-colored aura, clearly showing how enraged she was where this topic was concerned—I just didn’t understand why her magic was behaving in such a volatile way.

      Now that I thought about it, the magic that had seen the book float across the library that day had a distinct pink tinge to it. That was how I recognized what was happening now. I’d never seen magic like this before. Witches didn’t leak power. Nor was it colored.

      I raised my hands in surrender. The fact was, I wished to press the matter further, but that her control was ruptured to the point she was leaking magic? The last thing I, or my troupe, needed was for anyone to discern the truth of what she was.

      Not yet, at any rate.

      Not before we could make magic together.

      If the Assembly recognized the verity of her heritage? She’d be whirled out of here faster than I could take off.

      “There’s no need for us to raise our voices,” I crooned instead, using my own powers to soothe.

      I watched as her feathers ceased their rustling, her wings stopped shifting with her irritation, and she lowered her arms to her sides—fists open and no longer balled.

      That had worked far easier than anticipated.

      In fact, too easily.

      What the Sol was that about?

      Her jaw tensed a second before she muttered, “What are we even doing out here? Can’t we go in now Leopold’s gone?”

      “He’ll be back,” Daniel said. “He only went to the infirmary.”

      “He won’t be back when they realize how deep I sent that sword. The boot compacted the wound.” She grinned at us, baring her teeth in the process. “It will require deep healing once he takes it off.”

      I shook my head—both at her bloodthirsty satisfaction and her earlier question. “We need to practice still.” I said ‘we’ when I meant ‘her.’ Her flying was atrocious, and her strength, though far better than it had been back in the early days—most of us remembered her exploits. She had been a source of amusement to most students at the time—wasn’t nearly good enough for the upcoming semester.

      She gritted her teeth. “I’ve been flying for twenty minutes straight with that stupid sword. More than that, I’ve had Leopold groping me in a misguided attempt to improve my form. I need a break.”

      With that, she raised her nose and retreated to the edge of the field where the bench we’d been seated on, watching her practice, rested. She flung herself down onto it without another word and picked up her cell phone from a pocket in the jacket she’d dumped there earlier.

      “She’s tired so soon?” Daniel queried. “Or is she just trying to get out of more practice?”

      Seph hummed. “I think she’ll be tired. Toward the end of the semester, they didn’t force her to work out much in the sky. It was clear she was going to fail.”

      I snorted. “Something went wrong then.”

      “Apparently.” He stared at her. “She’s irritating, isn’t she?”

      “Surprisingly,” Daniel agreed. “I’ve barely spoken to her in all the time we’ve been here, and yet, I didn’t picture her being this annoying.”

      My lips twitched. “You heard her yourself. She doesn’t want to be here, thought she’d be escaping soon. Can you blame her for being unhappy?”

      Sol, unhappy was an understatement. I could sense her misery from over here, and I had to figure that what I’d just seen with her magic was tied up with her sorrow.

      “You’re being remarkably patient,” Daniel remarked, folding his arms across his chest as he did so.

      We didn’t know each other well, but over the past two semesters, we’d teamed up several times in group exercises. We knew how the other worked, and that was how I’d selected them for my troupe. Seph, Dan, and I had an affinity for fighting, shared the same goals—to be better than anyone else in our families—and had similar attitudes to work. We were going to make a great team, even if we couldn’t get the weakest link up to scratch.

      “I’m not a monster.” I rubbed my chin. “We need to court her, guys. Remember that. She needs to admit the truth to us. We can’t force it out of her, and she’s hidden her past for this long, she might think she can hide it forever. That suits none of our purposes.”

      “True,” Seph said with a grunt.

      “Come on,” I chivvied, deciding to switch train of thoughts. Gabriella was already taking up way too much of my time. “Just because she wants a break doesn’t mean we do. We’ve wasted enough time watching her form.”

      This was our first private lesson as a troupe with an instructor guiding us in advanced techniques. Thus far, most of it had been a bust as Leopold spent it trying to bring her up to par.

      “What form?” Daniel mumbled.

      Seph smacked him in the shoulder. “Don’t be a dick.”

      “Takes one to know one,” Dan joked, shoving him back.

      “Less fighting down here and more up there,” I retorted, pointing up at the sky. “Let’s get this shit on the road.”

      And with a flutter of wings, and a dash of magic, our swords were in our hands and we were in the sky—where we were born to be.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Daniel

      

      

      

      With Gabriella and Matthew watching on, and Leopold still not having returned to monitor us, I thrust the sword into Seph’s belly and grinned at him. He grunted in pain, then clasped his hands to his abdomen. The blood that poured liberally from the wound I’d caused spilled over his palms, staining his fingers a royal blue.

      When he glowered at me, my grin widened. “Should have been concentrating,” I chided him, as I let my wings flutter to the ground.

      Seph staggered as he dropped, only just catching himself at the last moment from tipping face forward into an epic face-plant. Instead, he saved himself but fell to his knees anyway.

      After Leopold had left, a medic had shown up ten minutes later to ensure we didn’t injure ourselves—like we were five-year-olds or something, I thought irritably.

      “Indeed you should,” Medic Angelique reprimanded, as she scurried our way, ducked to her knees, and pressed a hand to Seph’s stomach.

      Within seconds, he was straightening up, but his skin was still pale. A healthy Fae? Our skin gleamed with a hint of gold. It tinged our eyelashes, and even the ends of our hair had a sheen of gold to it. When we were unhealthy? We turned silver.

      Never a good sign.

      That Seph was tinged silver made me even prouder I’d caught him off guard. Seph came from a warrior line, one that had spawned famous troupes with war stories that inspired all ages. Even before he’d stepped foot on Academy soil, he’d been highly trained in the art of war, and little old me?

      I’d just stabbed him clean through the belly.

      A hand slapped my shoulder, and I almost flew forward a few feet before I managed to catch myself. “Good parry, Dan,” Matt congratulated me.

      Seph flipped him the bird as he leaned over, propped his hands on his knees, and tried to get his bearings.

      “Thanks, Matt,” I told him brightly. “Appreciate that.”

      “You did the work,” he replied with a snort. “But I think you put Seph out of the game for a few hours.”

      Another bird was flipped his way.

      “You tired or fancy another round?”

      Though it wasn’t meant as an honor, just an offer to train further, inside I was doing frigging somersaults.

      I didn’t give a fuck what people said about Matthew and his family. Every line spawned bad eggs from time to time, and I didn’t see why they should all be condemned for one whacky uncle. But Matt was good people, and he was going to be one of the best soldiers the Academy had seen in a long while.

      That he’d picked me for his troupe?

      Yeah, it still bewildered me.

      I was a nobody. A nothing. I came from a family of administrative nonentities and somehow had made the grade to fight in a troupe.

      It was a dream come true. Something I’d never dared hope for. But that dream? I was living it.

      And Matthew vil der Soe wanted to parry with me.

      When had this massive turnabout happened?

      Luck was pouring my way from all corners, and with glee, I spelled my sword to be clean once more, and took up the stance.

      Matt took Seph’s place after he shuffled off the courtyard, and with his sword in hand, he called out, “On the count of one, two, three!”

      Surging into the air, we both met in the middle of the arena, about twenty feet above the ground. Our swords clashed as we lunged at one another, making us stagger from the force of the move, and our wings beat furiously to stop ourselves from retreating across the court.

      Matt’s injured wing made itself more pronounced when I recovered faster, dove forward, and thrust my saber toward him. He connected with it over both our heads, then used the force of his right hand to urge both swords down to meet below our waist. In a lightning fast move, he released the pressure of holding the position, then jabbed at me, surging forward in a succession of attacks where, not once, did he withdraw his arm.

      I was forced to retreat, saved only from his attack when he slashed at my shirt and flung himself back across the arena—damaged wing be damned.

      Fucker.

      He was either playing us where that was concerned, or the pain came in fits and starts.

      With a grunt, I eyed my tunic. Had this been a real assault, I’d undoubtedly have suffered a gut wound like Joseph had.

      With a roar, I spun in the air, sword overhead, and swooped at him. We clashed, and I moved into the rotation like we were dancing. It was a dangerous move because I exposed my wings to him, but I used the danger for my gain—feinting left and then right in such close quarters, before slashing at his thigh as I released my saber then dropped ten feet below him to escape his attack.

      Blood instantly dripped down from his wound now I was beneath him, coating my wings, but I surged upward, then stabbed my saber straight at him. With three slashing moves, I forced him to dance for me, his wings fluttering as he dove back in a retreat, before he raised his arm and held my jab from over his shoulder.

      We moved in a circle, our swords connected once more, before sliding down into a twist that saw him releasing the tension to jab at my chest. I used his aim to clash my saber with his, gliding the edge against the other, making the metal sing, before parrying forward and slamming my sword into his belly.

      When he hissed, his stance forgotten, I knew I’d hit him well.

      “Use that move enough,” Seph called up his warning, “and we’ll know to watch for it.”

      I let out a laugh, cocky and unashamed because the spawn of a pair of admin Fae had just slashed the bellies of two warrior brats.

      “You can watch for it all you want, but if it doesn’t save you, then I think I’m good,” I retorted as I landed.

      Seph grumbled under his breath, but it was the medic who chided me. “Can’t you aim for less dangerous spots? Ones that won’t result in serious harm?”

      “Isn’t that the whole point of fighting? To aim for the most dangerous body parts?” I countered, bracketing my hips with my hands after I shoved the point of my sword into the grass beneath us.

      When she clicked her tongue, I pressed harder on the sword, not stopping until the hilt was flush to the ground. As I dragged it out, the earth worked its magic on the blade, sharpening and cleaning it as though I’d been buffing it for twenty minutes straight.

      Seph plopped himself down, and after Angelique had healed Matthew with a reprimanding, “No fighting until you’re both recuperated,” he sagged too.

      Cutting Gabriella a look, I saw her shoulders were hunched and her phone was in her hands still. She’d been there all along but hadn’t uttered a peep since she’d declared her need for a break.

      If there was some swagger to my step when I moved toward her, then Sol, that was because Seph and Matt had needed healing after sparring with me. That was a big deal in this place.

      When I loomed over her, my shadow cutting out the light as my wings spread—they were feeling just as cocky as I was—she peered up at me with a scowl.

      “Can I help you?”

      My lips twitched. “Would you like to fight?”

      “What do you think?”

      I frowned at her sarcasm. “You’re here to practice. You’ve had a break, now you need to get back to work.”

      “No, I don’t. I practiced. Leopold tried and failed to instruct me.” The injury was evidently worse than anticipated since he hadn’t returned to the field. “Now, this is me done for the day.”

      “What are you going to do when we’re thrown into the field?”

      She blinked. “Let you boys have at ‘em?”

      “That doesn’t seem fair, does it?” Matthew countered, but the question was aimed at me, not Gabriella.

      “Nope. Not at all,” I retorted, folding my arms across my chest. “You need to learn to fight. Even if we do most of the work, you need to defend yourself. What if we’re busy and someone attacks you?”

      “Then I blast their faces with pepper spray,” she replied. “Why you go to all this effort, I don’t know. Stupid fairies. Don’t you know? Things like guns and shit exist now so we don’t have to get all sweaty.”

      “That’s dishonorable. To discharge a weapon such as a firearm is against our creed.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I can see that. You like to look your opponent in the face when you make them bleed. Gotcha.”

      “You’ve sat through Battle Theory. You know our creed. Why even make such a suggestion?” I argued.

      “Because your suggestion that I fight is ludicrous,” she snapped, her jaw clenching. “Not only are you twice the size of me, you’re twice as strong. You’re accustomed to flying, taking off, and landing, whereas I’m a complete and utter noob. Eight months here isn’t long enough to train me in something you’ve been doing for twenty-five plus years.

      “I’ve seen Tweedle Dumb and Dee over there fight before. If you can get them in the stomach, then you’re going to make me bleed. Do I look like a moron? Why would I put myself in a position to fight with you?”

      “When you put it like that…” Seph muttered before chuckling slightly.

      “I’m not lazy,” she carried on, not stopping to even grab a breath. “I’m just not stupid. I’m never going to fly like you or fight like you, so I’ll do what I can—”

      “Mess around on your phone when you should be training?” I countered.

      “Nope. Use pepper spray. Buy shares in the companies who make it. And spray every muthafucka’s ass who looks at me funny.”

      “Well, that’s one way of defending yourself,” I grumbled, eying her like the oddity she was.

      Not just because she was witch born either, but because she was just not what I’d expected from the final member of our troupe. A useless fighter, a snarky spitfire, and more sass than a spicy Vindaloo… just what we needed to round off our quartet.

      “It’s the only way. I’m a sista from a not too great hood. Didn’t need to come all the way to this fancy pants school to learn what I learned when I was thirteen.” She sniffed. “Now, you’re blocking my light.”

      “Yeah, Dan, you’re blocking her light,” Seph mocked, and I shot him a look, surprised to see he was amused.

      Very little amused Seph, and that her outright contrariness had?

      I wasn’t sure what to make of that.

      Gabriella huffed when I didn’t move. “We got a problem?”

      Tilting my head to the side, I murmured, “Not particularly, but… whether you wish to be here or not, Gabriella, you are. You’re a part of a troupe that has great ambitions, and whether you choose to take an active role, you will be dragged along for the ride. Perhaps you’re not a fighter, but there are other ways you can help us fight.”

      “Fight against who? The witches? Because they rise up against you so often?”

      My expression was earnest. “No, but you know it happens.” Not for centuries, but still, it did go down on occasion. “We have to keep the Conclave and the humans safe.”

      “Yeah, so you can carry on abusing your power with them.” Her top lip curled in a sneer. “Don’t worry. I’ll find my place.”

      I shook my head. “Not with an attitude like that.” I dipped down low and pulled a dick move—got in her face and whispered in her ear, “It stinks.”

      And with that, I pulled back, but as I did, she grabbed my wrist, just above my house band. Her fingers moved around the joint, tightening as she hauled me down so she could look into my eyes without having to tilt her head back so much.

      It wasn’t just the connection of our eyes that stung me, however, it was where her hand met my flesh.

      I could feel the burn. Smelled the sizzle. Only the fact I’d been in worse pain on the battlefield stopped me from crying out—the last thing I needed was Medic Angelique spotting the injury she’d just inflicted. But then I thought about it, and realized I wasn’t hurting. The burn stank, sure, but there were no acute pain.

      What in Gaia’s name did that mean?

      Whatever she’d intended to say, she closed her mouth and shut up. Leaping to her feet, her hand retracted from my wrist. At the sight of the burn she’d directly caused, her skin blanched and she mumbled, “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “What happened?” Matthew asked quietly, as I stared down at my arm.

      “Grab me my jacket?” I countered, watching as he dipped down to grab it. Then, and only then, did I hold it up to him, half-covering the burn with the leather so the medic couldn’t see. I showed him the burn mark where her fingers were visible, right down to the ring she wore on her left hand where the scorch hit deeper thanks to the metal’s temperature soaring past whatever the Sol kind of magic she’d flung my way.

      His brows rose at the sight. “You need the medic?”

      That had my brows lowering. “No. No, I don’t.”

      “The hell?” Seph muttered, once he caught sight of the burn. “Why don’t you need the medic? It looks sore as shit.”

      I shrugged. “It doesn’t hurt.”

      They cut each other a look, and then me. Seph was the first to speak however. “What does that mean?”

      Blowing out a breath, I mumbled, “It means our witch born has claws when she’s angry, but that anger won’t hurt us.”

      
        
        ❖

        Gabriella

      

      

      As I sniffed at the bowl of Ajiaco I’d spelled into existence, I dipped my spoon into it and waded through the bobbing ingredients.

      This stew reminded me of my abuela. She’d spend hours standing at the stove, fixing this and that, adding pinches of herbs and spices that made hers unique to our family. When she’d died, she’d taken the recipe with her, but what had always impressed me the most was that she was a witch. She could have flashed it into being as I had, but she didn’t. Hadn’t.

      Would.

      Never.

      Spell.

      Ajiaco.

      Into.

      Existence.

      To us, using magic on food was like using the microwave. A foodie would gasp, while a millennial—witches included—just shrugged and sacrificed flavor for time. But my abuela? Nope, everything had its proper place, and magic and the kitchen were enemies, not friends.

      My lips twitched at the memory, and even as I inhaled the broth, I mentally supplanted her flavors over the ones I’d created.

      Mine, of course, was lacking and dull by comparison. But it wasn’t like I could take over a part of Eight Wings’ kitchen to start producing Ajiaco on a small scale.

      They barely tolerated me here, and with good reason. I’d been an awkward student. Purposely. I’d done my best to get the fuck out of here, to return to my roots, but to no avail.

      Fate was fucking with me. There was no two ways about it.

      Well, either fate, or Gaia and Sol. Sheesh, I hoped the Gods weren’t involved. If they were, then I was fucked. Yeah. And not in a good way either.

      But someone or something had gotten involved in my business. They had to have. I hadn’t answered a single question on the fairy version of SATs, and yet, I’d passed.

      The fuck?

      I’d doodled in the answer boxes. Doodled. So, how the hell were drawings of the instructors accepted answers?

      I didn’t get it, but I didn’t need to. I was still here, stuck at the Academy when I didn’t want to be, and worse, my entire future was entwined with a fucking troupe.

      I’d intended to crash bang through the exam process, then return home and to my life. Only my family knew the truth of my dual nature, and no one outside of our family knew we were witches anyway. The move from the homeland to Miami had made my people cautious. What was freely known in Havana, that the de Santos del Sol women were witches, was not widely shared in the Sunshine State.

      Wishful thinking had me hoping I’d be going back to L.A., to a capsule collection I’d been crafting in my down time, and regular life would recommence.

      But nope.

      Here I was, stuck flash-cooking Ajiaco, drowning my sorrows in hibiscus tea, with buñuelos waiting on me for dessert.

      Yeah, I was in full pity party mode.

      The buñuelos never came out until the holiday time. For us, it indicated that Los Reyes Magos were visiting soon, and it was the equivalent of what Pumpkin Spice Lattes were for white chicks around Fall, but here I was, waiting on it to fill my belly in April.

      Blowing onto the stew on my spoon to cool it down, I took a sip and sighed. It was good. Not great, but just what I needed after a long, shitty day around fairies.

      Fuck, I hated these pretentious assholes. They thought they were so goddamn right all the time, and they refused to see reason. Sure, I saw things differently than most. I had a dual heritage, saw things from both sides of the fence as a result of that, and even knowing what I did, knew the fairies were asshats.

      Just thinking about what that dick Leopold had done to me today made the stew in front of me bubble.

      I winced at the sight, tried to force myself to calm down, but it was hard. So fucking hard. My magic was leaking left, right, and center. Ever since I’d received my results, things were going crazy inside me. It was like I’d been able to control everything until that moment. When I’d found out I had to stay here, integrate even further into a world that didn’t want me, it was like I’d blown my top.

      What I’d done today was unprecedented, however.

      It was official. I was getting worse.

      Rubbing a hand over my face, I sank back into my chair and stared over my apartment.

      I’d have killed for a loft this big in L.A. But hell, who had a spare twenty thousand a month for digs this grand? No one, that’s who. Sol, not even my ex-boss had a place this fancy, and when I said fancy, it was with a capital F.

      My original quarters had been nice. Nicer than nice, in fact. But when I’d been upgraded from regular student to troupe, I suddenly had oodles of space. Over five thousand square feet of it. So much so that I didn’t know what to do with what I had.

      Grunting at the thought, I let my gaze drift over to the roll top bath that sat in a place of pride in a corner of the room.

      With a click of my fingers, I called on the water and it filled the tub. The Ajiaco wasn’t what I needed now. I just needed to float and eat buñuelos as I tried to forget about how Leopold had, not once, not twice, but three times, copped a feel today.

      The bastard was lucky I’d just dropped the tip of the blade into his foot and not rammed it all the way in to the hilt—the soft earth beneath us on the field would have facilitated such a move.

      With a growl, I grabbed my tea and the plate holding my sweet treats, willed my clothes away with a spell, and strolled over to the bath. There was a little tray I stored my shit on as I stepped in and settled beneath the surface.

      Sighing as the heat hit my bones, I relaxed my head against the cushioned rest and stared at the space around me.

      This apartment had come at too high a cost, but I appreciated it, nonetheless. As someone who was used to too little space, the square footage alone was a luxury. But here, there was a whimsical delight I appreciated.

      The walls were plain, a textured beige that should have been bland, but the texture had hints of gold—that shit was everywhere here. It extended from the bedroom to the bathroom to the seating area… everywhere. As were plants.

      Huge ones.

      The best part? They were buried in soil. The floor was bespelled, but honest to Gaia, plants, small shrubs, and trees grew there as though we were out in a garden and not inside. The huge fronds, delicate ferns, and perfumed flowers provided most of the decorative touches. Nature was always upheld by the Fae, and that wasn’t something I’d believed until I’d seen it with my own eyes.

      Of course, they had magic in apparent abundance to waste on warriors’ bedrooms, because of the witches they were screwing out of their magic, which definitely marred my appreciation. Still, it was beautiful, and it wasn’t like I had a choice in the matter anyway so I might as well enjoy my suite.

      The bed was a four-poster with linen curtains that swayed in a breeze that was constant—even if the windows and doors were all closed. It kept the room warm if it was cold, and cool if it was starting to get warm. The sofa changed too. Morphing into a leather my skin never stuck to if it was hot out, and to a cushy kind of cord if I needed to feel cozy.

      The ever-changing furniture was odd, hard to get used to, but easy to appreciate all at the same time. In the ten days since the results had been announced, I’d grown quite accustomed to the quiet luxuries inherent in this space.

      Some staples didn’t change. The nightstands and the nacre pedestal lamps on them never changed, nor did the glass coffee table but, for example, magazines about the fashion world refreshed themselves every day. Anything from Russian Vogue to British Marie Claire… I wanted to ask how they knew I was interested in fashion, but when I thought about it, I didn’t really want to know. How far they’d buried into my background was a concern considering my dual nature, but I was still here whether I wanted to be or not.

      To my mind, that was pretty much the definition of a prisoner.

      With a sigh, I reached for a buñuelo. As I raised it to my mouth, I sat up slightly to try and catch any crumbs that might drop down. The waters shifted, rippling with my movement. I saw my body through the water. Slim legs but too curvy hips—something that wasn’t about to improve with the buñuelos I was going to eat, magical food unfortunately still had calories—too big tits and an ass that wasn’t going anywhere even if I lived at the gym, and recently, I’d been doing nothing but working out, so I knew that was a fact.

      My legs were brown from the sun, as were my arms. I was getting to be as golden as everything else in this fucking place. But then, just as I began to sag back against the bath, the water changed.

      The ripples swirled even as it should have settled, and coalesced into a picture.

      I was a witch.

      I was used to freaky shit happening.

      But my dead abuela?

      Making an appearance in my fucking bathwater?

      No. I sure as Sol wasn’t ready for that.
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      “Abuela?” I cried out, staring at my grandmother’s wizened face from the surface of my bathwater.

      “Hush, niña, you’re in enemy territory. I don’t need people knowing I can do this.” She sniffed. “It cramps my style.”

      Since when did the dead have style?

      Blinking at her, I whispered, “What’s going on? Aren’t you…?”

      “Muerta? Si, niña, I’m dead. But this was important enough for me to come and visit you.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “Is this a joke?”

      “I come from the land of Sol for a visit and you think this is a broma?” she huffed, her features crinkling into a thousand lines. “Ungrateful child.”

      My cheeks flushed. “Perdóname.”

      “Should think so.” Another huff, and the wizened features finally lightened, like an iron had been taken to her face.

      “Why are you here?”

      She made a sniffing sound. “Is that Ajiaco I smell?” She clicked her tongue. “Magicked? Gabriella, how could you?”

      My shoulders wriggled as I squirmed in shame. “I was hungry,” I replied trying to excuse my actions, aware I was whining.

      A twenty-five-year-old whining in the tub…

      Talk about being stripped bare.

      “You should plan ahead so you can eat real food. That magicked stuff isn’t good for you, mija,” she chided, wagging her finger at me.

      “I’ll do better. It’s awkward here. I don’t have a kitchen.”

      Abuela nodded, then, releasing a sharp breath, murmured, “I knew this day was coming, and I’d hoped to be around to catch the fallout for you.”

      I blinked at her. “What do you mean?”

      “My grandmother, your tatarabuela, had a vision. She had the Sight, and one day, she saw a de Santos del Sol daughter that was a witch with wings. A merging, a blurring of the two races.” She shook her head. “It frightened mi madre. The tale terrified her. She knew what it meant— change. When my grandfather died, she packed up our family and made the move.

      “It was hard to leave, and we had to sneak in. I was only a little girl at the time, but I remember being on that boat for hours on end, staring up at the sky as my mother and I used our powers to evade the Coastguard.” She winced. “We were exhausted. Drained for a week.”

      My eyes widened. “Drained?”

      Abuela nodded. “Yes. It was hard. What we did was difficult, but we did it for you.” She wagged her finger at me again. “I knew it the second you were born. When your mother laid her daughter in my arms, I sensed the truth—”

      “Why didn’t you tell her?” There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that my mother hadn’t known what I was. Her bewilderment and hurt had been too real the day I’d gotten my letter.

      Abuela winced. “You know what she was like. First generation immigrant… she was terrified that if she rocked the boat, she’d get me kicked off the mainland and sent back to Cuba.”

      That had me grimacing too. She was right on the money with that. My mother had calmed down after grandmother’s death, as sad as that was.

      “Anyway, I couldn’t tell her. She’d have responded badly, and I didn’t want her to treat you any differently in case something happened to me. I needed her to pass on all the lessons.”

      I slumped back into the water. “What does it mean, abuelita?”

      Her thin and bony shoulders hitched. “I can’t say, mija. Just knew you were coming, and when you arrived, it clicked who you are.”

      As I gnawed on my bottom lip, I asked, “How are you doing this?”

      “I asked an old friend for a favor.”

      My brow puckered. “What kind of favor?” I knew of no magic that could do this.

      “It kept me suspended between this world and the next until the moment came when you began to recognize your fate.”

      Mouth agape, I questioned, “But I realized it when I was eighteen.”

      She shook her head. “There have been many moments of recognition, but not the one moment that happened today.”

      My eyes narrowed. “What happened today?” Aside from getting felt up by a fairy creep, that is.

      “Your magic manifested.”

      I gaped at her. “The burn?”

      “Sí, mija. The burn. And not just a burn to anyone, but you burned one of your Virgo. Only one of them could have made your magic manifest. It doesn’t work that way in witches normally, but you’re no regular witch. Everything happens a little differently with you.”

      Water splashed over the sides of the tub as I jerked upright. Her face distorted in the waves, making me instantly regret my abrupt movements. “My Virgo? Don’t be crazy. They don’t exist!” I spat.

      “They do, and you’ve known them a while, but it took some time for both sides of your soul to recognize who they are.”

      “I don’t want them.” I folded my arms across my chest. “I don’t need them.”

      She snorted. “Yes. You do. You just don’t know what purpose they serve yet. But…” She paused, a twinkle appearing in her eye that was all the brighter for her presence in the water. “You’ll have great fun with them. That I promise.”

      If my mouth had been wide open before, that was nothing compared to now. Was she saying that she had Virgo too? “Abuela? Did you…?”

      Her lips curved. “Sí, mija. Sí. I met mine.”

      “Where are they then?”

      She winced—not for the first time. “You know they don’t always accept us.”

      I swallowed. No. In all the tales we had on the Virgo, most of the stories were sad. Recounting tales of Virgo who chose to part from us, who chose not to be with us.

      Even if our powers indicated they were our perfect match in all ways, there was no spell that could make another fall for us. No magic that could make love and matters of the heart real.

      They were true soulmates, and yet, there was balance in all things. As was Gaia and Sol’s way.

      “They rejected you?”

      Her eyelashes fluttered like she was batting back tears. “I was poor and they were not.” She released a breath that made a fine ripple whisper along the surface of the bathwater.

      “They were ashamed of you,” I ground out.

      “They were just as hopeful and as foolish as I was. They had expectations to live up to. Mine were a troupe as well.” She waved a hand that had the water rippling with the movement. “They always are troupes.”

      My throat grew tight. “This can’t be happening.”

      “Can’t it?” My abuela’s smile grew soft, sad. I was used to neither from the fiery cubana. “You’ll see, cariño, you’ll see. We don’t always have a choice, and sometimes, that causes us pain, but sometimes, it can cause great joy. Te amo, mija. Be strong. Be brave. But more importantly, be yourself.”

      “I love you!” I choked out, but it was too late. I was left staring at the water, searching for my grandmother’s beloved features, but she was gone.

      I reached up and rubbed at my forehead, and realized, swiftly, what my grandmother had just told me.

      That, at one point in her life, she’d had four lovers. At the same time.

      Very likely, in the same bed.

      My eyes flared wide at the disturbing image of my stalwart grandmother being in an orgy, and I was ninety-nine percent sure the cackle of laughter that whispered through the room on a breeze wasn’t a figment of my imagination.

      The Virgo thing… she couldn’t be right, could she? But why would she have pulled a favor of that magnitude otherwise? To tell me she’d known since my birth that I was witch born?

      As I sank back into the water once more, I summoned my phone. My magic was getting used to being drawn on, and the device slingshotted its way over to me with little fuss, decelerating at the last moment so it fit snugly in the palm of my hand. As I called up Wisdom of the Ages, our version of Wikipedia, I scoured the site for any info on Virgos.

      The Virgo of the astrological table had nothing to do with this particular Virgo. In fact, never the twain shall meet, and all that.

      For all that Fae and witch kind loathed one another, there were random cases where a set could be linked. Several Fae tied to a single witch. And what had she said? That Virgos were usually troupes, so they were warrior Fae. The most arrogant and difficult of the bunch.

      Sol, of all the Fae to have a bond with, a bond that was…

      My throat closed again.

      Everything.

      In all the tales, the bond took over your life, took over you until you were nothing but that bond.

      To us, it was as quaint a notion as the idea of soul mates to humans. Something that people vaguely wished for, that was written about in books and spoken about wistfully in movies. But in real life? Nope, it didn’t happen.

      At least, I hadn’t thought it was real. Didn’t think it could happen.

      If my abuela thought this was the true moment of recognition, that my magic had manifested for a reason, so much so it was worthy of her visiting me from beyond the grave? That was the kind of confirmation I couldn’t get away from.

      As I thought back over today, thought about the irritating moments and the less irritating ones—because everything was irritating at the Academy—it didn’t take much to figure out what exactly had drawn my grandmother’s spirit to me.

      I just wasn’t sure why.

      Why today of all days.

      I mean, I’d known the three of them since the first day of school. I’d sneered at Joseph who’d eyed me up and down like I was shit on his shoes.

      Matthew hadn’t exactly looked at me. But then, I noticed he didn’t look at anyone. It was like he saw everything and nothing. His blank gaze filtered the world to the point where he only noticed what mattered to him, and whatever that was, I had no idea. Hadn’t wanted to know either.

      Only Daniel had been friendly. Well, friendly for a Fae. He hadn’t sneered at me like Joseph, hadn’t looked through me like Matthew, and had actually dipped his chin in greeting which was testament to him giving me a sloppy kiss on the cheek.

      Just because I thought the three of them were droolworthy, just because I’d drawn a crap ton of pictures of them all, didn’t mean they were particularly nice or that I wanted more from them. If anything, I wanted nothing from them. I was pissed that they’d selected me for their troupe, and had been making my displeasure known ever since.

      For days, we’d been pushed together, and I hadn’t done anything to them.

      So, why, today of all days, had my magic manifested? How had I burned Daniel when I didn’t even know how to do that?

      I slipped my head under the water, trying to figure out what had happened.

      As my lungs burned with the need to breathe, I raised myself from the depths of the bath in a contemplative frame of mind.

      Perhaps burning Daniel hadn’t meant anything…

      Yeah. Because that would make sense, right? Talk about wishful thinking. Magic might have seemed like chaos to humans, but it wasn’t. It did everything for a reason.

      Like, maybe, making me pass an exam I’d purposely failed.

      Like, maybe, making a troupe of guys select me as their final member because they were my Virgo.

      It made sense and was all the more terrifying for it.

      As I thought over the events of today, pieces started to click into place. Leopold had patted me on the ass a few times, but the final straw had been when he’d managed to cup my tit as he’d shown me the proper stance to hold on to a sword while landing after taking flight. It had always been evident that he was just as prejudiced as the rest of the bastards here—I was human born and therefore easy pickings. I wasn’t sure why I’d expected shit to change now I was in a troupe, but it definitely hadn’t. If anything, his moves had become even more assertive.

      Rage had been simmering in my veins as a result throughout the entirety of his pathetic lesson, and when he’d managed to grope me again, I’d had enough. Using my magic to subtly add weight to the weapon and to make sure it aligned with his foot, I dropped the heavy sword onto his boot.

      Even as satisfaction had filled me, I’d still felt the remnants of rage. Up to the point where the troupe had approached me.

      I’d expected bullshit.

      What I’d received was them realizing the facade I presented to the Academy wasn’t the real me.

      That Matthew had seen me?

      Was that what had done it?

      Was that the trigger point?

      Then, after watching them train and knowing I’d never be as good as them, when Daniel had surged into my face? When he’d told me my attitude stank when they were fucking lucky I was being nice to them when all I wanted to do was whoop their asses with my magic for daring to pick me for their troupe?

      My temper had imploded. He was lucky all I’d done was burn him.

      Sol, why was this happening? I didn’t want any of it. Not the power that came from being a warrior, not the gift that Virgos were supposed to be. I didn’t want to be witch born, didn’t even really want to be a witch.

      I wanted to be a fashion designer.

      I wanted to live in the human world.

      Was that really so much to ask?

      Apparently so.

      I let my arms explode into the water. It bubbled over, splashing onto the ground either side of the bath with a violence that soothed me, but getting angry solved nothing.

      I was still a warrior. Still a part of a troupe. And still had three Virgos.

      What had my grandmother said?

      That she’d been waiting on me to accept my fate?

      My chin wobbled and I sunk under the shallow surface of the water, hating that she was right.

      This was my future. Whether I liked it or not.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Joseph

      

      

      

      “Father, all is well,” I assured him, perplexed at his continued stay on Skype.

      Usually, it was a three-minute call. That was how important I was to him. Three minutes to determine I was doing the family proud, passing all my exams, and that the faculty and the students were impressed with my skills on the field—prestige and pomp mattered more than anything to my parents, after all. That was something I’d learned as a child, and something my siblings seemed to understand and empathize with.

      At least, that was why they were robots, I reasoned.

      For myself?

      I found the formality of life in my line, the harsh structures and formal rigidity of the relationship between my parents and myself, harder to fathom.

      It made me wonder if I was soft to need some semblance of a relationship with them. But if I was or wasn’t, my desires would never be realized, and I knew that like I knew my name was Joseph vil de Luir.

      “I felt something this evening.”

      My father’s musing tone had me rearing back. Noa was many things. A harsh taskmaster, yes. A brilliant strategist, to be sure. An Assemblyman with more power than the human President, for definite.

      Musing?

      Thoughtful?

      Never.

      “What kind of something?” I questioned warily, uncertain if a punishment loomed. It didn’t matter that I’d seen twenty-five years. He’d still punish me like I was fledgling if I didn’t do as he asked.

      His mouth tightened, and his lined face puckered as though he’d eaten something sour. When he raised his hand to rub his bottom lip, I saw his house bands. They were scratched with age, as if his wrinkles weren’t a big enough give away that he was getting on in years.

      The Fae’s lifespan wasn’t endless, not like the stories would have humans believe. We had double a witch’s lifespan of a hundred, and almost three times what a human could live—around two centuries. A little longer if we were blessed by Sol.

      My father was approaching his one hundred and eighty-sixth year. I didn’t have much time left with him, and it saddened me that I wouldn’t particularly miss him in death since, in life, we hadn’t known one another all that well.

      Still, his expression was a reminder of that as it revealed every single proof of his age—the wrinkles that cascaded along his features like lines forming in a piece of shattered glass.

      “A kind of ripple in my being.”

      I scowled at him—had he been smoking pot? The Fae weren’t supposed to imbibe marijuana. It made us do strange things, and I knew his joints acted up from time to time—not even the medics could cure the various pains and agues that came from old age. But talk of rippling?

      That went beyond strange, even for a doobie-smoking Fae.

      “What kind of ripple?” I questioned dubiously. “Were you swimming?”

      He grunted. “No, foolish boy.” His eyes flashed with temper, a flare I felt the wave of even with this distance between us—his magic was unusual. The lines of power he could tap into scared even me. “I wasn’t swimming. I was in my office, and I felt it.” A shaky breath escaped him. “I felt her.”

      “Who?” I asked quietly, surprised he was sharing this with me. I didn’t want to discourage him from opening up, but I knew I had to be careful—if I said the wrong thing again, he’d just cut the line.

      “Once upon a time…” He grunted, then cut me a look from eyes I’d inherited. They were violet, bright, and striated with silver. Proof of our regal lineage. “Why am I telling you this?”

      Hurt hit me. “I don’t know,” was all I said, honest to the last.

      He reached up and rubbed his furrowed brow. “You know what a Virgo is, boy?”

      I blinked at him. “Of course.”

      “You know how rare they are?”

      Shrugging, I admitted, “Very.”

      “I had one.”

      Taken aback, I hazarded a guess, “Not my mother?”

      Father released a bark of laughter. “No. Not Elyza. She was a match my father forced on me.” His lips pursed. “Did you know that Landgow Manor was once a wreckage?”

      “No, I didn’t.” As far as I knew, the ancestral home had always been a beacon for our family, a welcoming lighthouse for all in our line.

      “It was.” Another grunt. “Back when your grandfather headed the line, he made foolish decisions. They were aided by generational incompetence until finally, the buck landed on me. I had to pay the price for their stupidity.”

      I gaped at him. “You mean, you rejected your Virgo?”

      He gritted his teeth. “Aye.”

      But… “Your troupe—you mean Uncles Darvich, Lysanda, and James walked away as well?” My father had a twin, Darvich, and Lysanda and James were also vil de Luirs—cousins of the same age.

      “They weren’t a part of my original troupe. Darvich was. He suffered along with me. You know how it works. Without one, there is none. The troupe made the best of it. As have I.”

      Had he though?

      My father was constantly miserable, with a perennial scowl on his face. I’d never seen him happy. Ever. Not once. And if this was making the best of it? I dreaded to think what the worst of it was.

      “Your mother came with a lucrative dowry that put Landgow back where it should have always been—safe.”

      Dowries weren’t padded with money. Money wasn’t what we required to maintain our homes, to fight in duels. We needed a greater tithe of magic from the Assembly. My mother was the last of her line, and her father had been in the Assembly too. Two massive tithes of magic would be more than enough to resuscitate a manor like Landgow.

      “Why are you telling me this?” Perhaps another child might have been hurt on his mother’s behalf, but I was a vil de Luir through and through.

      My mother had married into a regal line, and that came at a cost. There was no love lost between either of my parents, and the truth was, I had no idea how they’d managed to have as many children as they had.

      If artificial insemination worked for us, I’d have sworn that was how, but it didn’t, so it wasn’t. Which made it all the more mind-boggling.

      “Because my Virgo called to me tonight,” he rasped brokenly, his features crumpling for a split second. A split second I knew contained the most emotion I’d ever seen him display.

      “I-Is that a bad thing?”

      His mouth tightened. “She died nine years ago.” His gulp was audible. “I haven’t felt her since.”

      “Oh.” My voice was small, and I hoped it hid my confusion. “I’m sorry.”

      Eyes darkening, my father mumbled, “I wondered…”

      “What?”

      “Perhaps she was warning me about something. About you. You’re the only child I really give a damn about,” he declared, stunning the Sol out of me.

      He cared about me?

      When did he ever show it?

      “But you’re well, true?” he queried, his voice shaken.

      Suddenly nervous, I licked my lips. “Very well. My troupe has declared its final member.”

      “This is good news indeed,” he rasped, evidently pleased on a personal level and not just for our lineage. “You should have said so earlier.”

      I shrugged. “Wasn’t sure if you were interested.”

      “Of course, I am. Who is it? Someone I know?”

      “She’s human born.”

      He cocked a brow. “Truly?” I sensed his surprise, and it wasn’t necessarily of the happy variety. Human borns were never trusted among our kind.

      “Truly. What she lacks for in heritage, she makes up for in skill,” I lied. Far as I’d seen, there was none of the promise in her that Matthew had lauded, but Sol, it was a done deal now.

      She was ours and we were hers until we either died or retired.

      Gaia help us.

      “Very interesting. What’s her name? I’ll do some research into her background.”

      So he could judge her was a more apt description as to what he’d be about the second I uttered her name… Still, there was no point in prevaricating. We’d made our choice and we’d have to stand by it, no matter the consequences.

      As my father raised a glass of port to his mouth, I passed on Gabriella’s information, going so far as to include her Skills’ score as well just so he knew we hadn’t picked a dud.

      Even if I knew we probably had.

      When he spat out the liquid he’d just imbibed, I jerked back as though the port could spray me. He set about coughing then, spluttering as his patrician features turned bright pink with exertion as he hacked up his guts.

      “N-No,” he stuttered. “Her name… that can’t be possible.”

      Frowning, I asked, “Why can’t it be?”

      “Do you have a picture?”

      I shrugged. “I have the graduation image.”

      “Show me,” he demanded, his urgency biting me to do as he bid.

      As was always the way.

      Wondering what he was about, I tipped my head back against the headrest of the armchair I was using, and waited for him to speak after he fell silent. I could see on his face that the cogs were grinding, and it did no good to argue with him. No good at all.

      Noa vil de Luir knew his own mind and power, and wouldn’t be led along by one of his younger sons. Even if he purported to care about that one the most.

      I reached for my phone and headed into my email where we’d all received the photo of the graduating class.

      Of the four hundred who’d arrived on the first day, only thirty had been sent home in disgrace. The rest had been segmented into the three castes. The largest was the administrative. Over two hundred and forty Fae had been allotted into that division of the class. Then, eighty had gone toward the instructor line, with the remaining fifty heading for the warrior caste.

      As was our right, only the warriors had their wings held aloft in the photo. We stood at the head of the stands, with a few feet between each of us to make room for our wings, as we stood with pride etched on our features.

      Well, everyone except for Gabriella who, of course, looked bored.

      Zooming into her face, I raised the cellphone, and twisted the screen around to show him. The second his eyes connected with her, he swallowed.

      “Sol help us,” he whispered, his hand shaking as he traced the part of the screen where Gabriella’s unsmiling face lay. “She’s like my Gabriella in the flesh. She and my Virgo share the same name.” He reached up and rubbed his forehead. “This has to mean something. I must go to the Temple. Maybe Gaia can advise me.”

      Before I could utter another word, he’d disconnected the call, leaving me staring blankly at the screen.

      It went without saying that this information was for no other’s ears.

      A Fae’s loyalty remained with his line. That only changed if he became a member of a troupe. The link between the members of a troupe was such that the bonds surpassed even that of family. That was how highly respected these brotherhoods were in our society. But trusting them above family was a hard habit to break. Sol, it was impossible. Yet the urge to speak on this situation with someone burned me, and while I was no longer tied to remain silent, it was difficult not to.

      Dropping my head to my chin, I stared down at my stomach as I rested my hands there. Twisting my seat so I could evade the screen, I slumped back and looked over my quarters.

      As was a warrior’s due, my room was large and impressive with plenty of foliage, gold dust shimmering from the walls, and comfortable furnishings that were tailored to my tastes—tastes the Academy instinctively knew as it connected with my magic. A bit like Bluetooth with a Goddess’ involvement.

      Everything from the La-Z-Boy to the wide screen TV, the plush sofa that could seat five and was more like a bed for the living room, to the absence of carpeting, which I loathed, and the hardwood flooring that felt good when I stepped on it. Every single choice was personalized to me.

      It was comfortable and practical. Perhaps not beautiful, but I didn’t need beauty. I’d been raised with that. Staterooms were for public consumption, bedrooms were for private—regardless, they’d all been like show rooms for the dolls who lived within the walls of Landgow.

      This was exactly what I wanted, and yet, it felt empty.

      I guessed it was the troupe bond that was making it feel this way. After we passed the first phase of trials, we’d move into the same apartment where the bond would tighten further in preparation for the second and final phase of graduation, which would see us soaring into the real world…

      The real world with a female who was somehow connected to my line, a warrior who didn’t want to fight, and a human born Fae/witch hybrid who Matt felt sure was going to destroy my people’s equilibrium for the first time in five hundred years…

      The future didn’t exactly look bright, but busy? Sol, yeah, it was starting to seem that way.

      And even as my thoughts were consumed about possible outcomes for us, my biggest concern was that now, my father knew Gabriella’s family were witches… and what that meant for her I wasn’t sure.

      
        
        ❖

        Matthew

      

      

      

      As I stared at the obstacle course, I stacked my hands on my hips and told Gabriella, “I know you can do this one.”

      Her lips tightened. “I’m not completely useless,” she snapped.

      “No? Just with weapons then?” I retorted, for once, losing my cool with her.

      When I saw the sparks in her eyes, I felt vindicated. The knowledge that she was just as frustrated as me came as a relief.

      She gave off the impression that she didn’t give a shit, but I knew she did. Not with everything, perhaps, but with certain things, yes.

      Swords, for example, she held no affinity for and was quickly bored. Crossbows? That held her attention. Lances were of less interest to her, but more so than swords, which presented a real issue as crossbows and lances were considered ‘training wheels’ in our weaponry.

      If she was to pass the initial trials, she’d need to hold some semblance of ability with the sword.

      That, however, was a problem for another time.

      Reaching up to rub the sweat from my brow, I murmured, “Part of the initial trials will contain something of this nature.”

      “An assault course?” she grumbled. “What is this? Sparta?”

      I huffed. “This is far more difficult. On the day itself, you’ll have to defend yourself and they won’t allow pepper spray.”

      Her mouth tightened. “That’s because they’re stupid.”

      “Maybe. If we can build up your stamina, perhaps it will make it easier to hold a sword.”

      “I can hold a sword, I choose not to.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah. Right.”

      Having seen her lift a saber, I was definitely cynical. They weren’t considered that heavy in our armory, but for her? They had been.

      I was considering switching her from a saber to a foil, a small sword that was more manageable, but thus far, she was resisting all our efforts to teach her.

      “Look, I understand you don’t want to be here,” I chivvied, “but surely—”

      “Spare the BS pep talk,” she grumbled, then her brow puckered as she stared at the ground. When she toed it, digging the tip of her boot into the sand of the arena, my mouth dropped open. “I’m sorry I’m being a pain in the ass, but…” She blew out a breath. “Is there something in your life that you’ve never, ever, ever wanted to do?”

      My mouth twisted. “Several things.”

      “And how did it feel when you were made to do them?”

      I sighed. “Shitty.”

      “Well, I really don’t want any of this. I’m not a soldier,” she whispered. “I’m just… not. I can’t fight. I can run. That’s about it. I’ve started to get really good at that since I arrived here, and even running isn’t necessary. I have to fly instead.”

      She looked so miserable that, I had to admit, I felt for her. It wasn’t my fault she was here, but I’d chosen her to exploit her talents. That was on me. One-hundred-percent.

      And even though the troupe bond was starting to unfurl among us, to the extent that it would soon become difficult for us to begin living apart… I knew she wasn’t feeling it.

      Was that because of her other nature?

      Deciding to broach the subject, I asked, “When you’re in your quarters, do you feel lonely?”

      Her brow puckered. “Huh?”

      I knew it probably seemed like an out of the way question, but there was definitely a method to my madness. “Do you feel lonely in your quarters?” I repeated bluntly.

      “I feel lonely all the time. Have ever since I came here.” She tightened her mouth. “My family is huge. I have eight brothers, por Dios. Not one of them has spoken with me since I came here, and this is after they literally harassed me when I moved from Miami to L.A..”

      “Why?” Seph queried, stepping closer to get involved in the conversation. From the corner of my eye, I saw Daniel approach too. They’d been practicing swordplay, but must have sensed the serious turn of our conversation.

      A turn that involved Gabriella not insulting us or our way of life.

      Miracles really did happen.

      “Because…” She gulped. “They hate the Fae.”

      I knew she wasn’t scared of admitting that. It wasn’t a crime to hate us. Hate wasn’t a crime period, unless you forced that hatred onto a public sphere or caused fear in others.

      The Fae weren’t popular with witches or humans. It was a fact of life. We had more power, governed over the three sets of races, and enforced laws… Which of those aspects were the witches and humans supposed to appreciate?

      But, that wasn’t true, was it? I knew why they weren’t talking to her. So did she. And it had nothing to do with hatred for my people.

      “That’s a lie,” I told her softly, twisting closer to her so I was in her space.

      I knew it was a lie because I knew what she was, but she took my remark like the proverbial cat on a hot tin roof. She leaped back, her hand flying to her throat. When a bright pink glow sparked from her hand, her eyes widened and she shoved both hands behind her back.

      “What was that?” I asked calmly, even though, deep inside, my heart was racing like mad.

      “N-Nothing,” she stammered, and that was another truth. At last.

      My eyes narrowed. “You really don’t know.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she whispered uneasily. “I-I don’t feel well. I’m going to go lie down.”

      Before she could stride off, I reached for her, grabbing her arm so she couldn’t run off. When my fingers connected with her skin, a tingle shot through me and the pink glow spread to me. It was like a gas, almost impossible to discern but for its brightness. Close to neon, it began to spread up my forearm toward my bicep, but rather than feel pain, I felt a curious warmth.

      It burned, but it didn’t scorch.

      It was like the difference between a scald from boiling water and heading into a sauna. Strange comparison, but this was strange too.

      “I think you’d better explain what’s going on,” I rasped, eying the ever-spreading glow as it moved nearer and nearer to my shoulder.

      Daniel, who, the second the glow had emanated, strode closer to us, eyed the glow and whispered, “Is that supposed to hurt?”

      Seph tilted his head to the side, his tongue stuck in his cheek as he eyed the bewildering connection. “I’ve never seen anything like that. And you know my father collects oddities.”

      Indeed, I did know. Noa vil de Luir was renowned for his prisoners... All unusual witches with peculiar talents.

      I didn’t agree with it, was certain most didn’t, but Noa wasn’t technically breaking any laws. And, truth be told, Noa was just more public about what he did—most hid the witches they mined their own personal vaults of power from.

      Catching Gabriella’s terrified gaze, I murmured, “It’s okay.” It seemed strange to be comforting her when I got the feeling this pink glow was anything but friendly. Sure, it might be a cheery color, but anything that came from a witch where a Fae was concerned was never all that sympathetic to our race.

      But just like with Dan’s burn a few days ago, a burn that had disappeared overnight, this wasn’t hurting me.

      “How can you say that?” she rasped, her eyes wide and wild. “I have no idea what it is.”

      I dipped my chin. “We both know you were witch born, Gabriella. At least come clean about that.”

      Her mouth curved in a sneer. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Sol, I’ve seen you practice magic, Gabriella. I don’t think now is the time to lie. When I saw you practice before, it wasn’t easy to detect. I only knew what it was because you were moving a book and it flew over to you. There was a faint tinge of pink, but nothing this visible to the naked eye. So, what’s changed?”

      She gulped. “I don’t know.”

      “Why are you lying?” Seph groused, folding his arms across his chest.

      “Why should I trust any of you? You obviously saw something you misunderstood and that’s why you kept me here, you bastards.” She dragged her arm from mine, except, as my fingers disconnected from her skin, there was a searing flash that had us both crying out—for me, it was uncomfortable. For her? She released a sharp scream and staggered to her knees.

      “What the Sol?” Daniel demanded, his hands coming to catch her as she almost fell to the ground. Only, as he touched her, the glow appeared once more, this time spreading faster over his body as both hands were connected to her, encompassing him in the light.

      “Let go of her,” Seph growled, evidently concerned for him.

      “I can’t,” Daniel gritted out, and when I looked at him, I saw he had sweat beading on his brow. “It’s like my hands are glued to her.” I watched him try to wrench his hold free of her, but to no avail.

      “Is it hurting you?” I asked.

      “No, it’s just really hot.” He blew out a breath, the hair that was flopping onto his forehead jerked upright with the gust, before settling back onto his clammy skin. The gold that was intrinsic to all of us gleamed all the brighter for the pink glow that was overtaking him.

      “We have to stop this,” Seph stated gruffly. “Someone will see. We have the court to ourselves, but only for the moment.”

      He wasn’t wrong.

      “Fuck.” I scraped my hand through my hair. “What in Gaia’s name are you doing to him, Gabriella?”

      But she was slumped in his arms, her head lolling back as, whatever the Sol was happening to her, seemed to sap every ounce of her strength.

      “Maybe we should try to dislodge his hands?” Seph suggested, unease dropping from the words.

      “If we do, won’t the glow spread to us?” I queried warily, eying the light.

      “Maybe? But it’s a risk we have to take. If we can dislodge his grip then maybe we can break the glow’s hold?” He shrugged. “Work in progress theory, but I don’t think we have an alternative. Someone is bound to come in soon enough. We only booked the arena for a few hours, and if we want to hold out on revealing what she is—”

      “You know they’ll take her from us if they know,” I rasped.

      He shrugged. “She’s more trouble than she’s worth. Won’t train, attitude larger than Greenland.”

      “Yeah, but she’s the next gen,” I said. “You and I both know having her in our troupe is going to make history.” The look we gave one another said it all.

      We wanted that.

      Fuck, we needed it.

      Seph had a lot to live up to. His family was warrior born and bred. His father and uncles had been in a famous troupe, his brothers were currently in the Middle East helping with the clusterfuck over there—the Assembly only sent the strongest to the most troubled areas.

      As for me?

      I had my family’s reputation to save, and Daniel was the first warrior of his line. He wanted to make his name too, wanted to forge a dynasty of his own, a new era for his kin.

      It was selfish and egotistical, didn’t consider her wishes at all, but, and this was the whole truth, she was under the impression that the Academy would have let her return home if we hadn’t selected her for our troupe.

      That wasn’t true.

      Unelected warriors were merely shuffled around, and pressed into troupes that had lost a member to death.

      She would never be free.

      Now that she was a warrior?

      Her life was tied to the Fae until she passed, and that was the harsh, unavoidable truth.

      I sucked in a breath. “Okay, we need to try.”

      He shot me a look, then murmured, “On the count of three, grab his hands and try to dislodge them, yeah?”

      I nodded. “One, two…”

      “Three.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Seph

          

        

      

    

    
      The exquisite pain that flooded me wasn’t enough to take me to my knees as it evidently had Gabriella. But it was enough to give me a hard-on.

      The glow had spread to encompass all three of us. The second we’d touched Daniel, it had extended over our forms, surrounding us in a pink hue that was anything but manly.

      As we worked to tear Daniel’s fingers from his hold on Gabriella, I could feel the peculiar sensations spreading through me.

      My body identified it as both pleasure and pain, and that was why it was confused. It felt good, but equally, I knew it should be hurting. The erection was inconvenient, especially since the longer the glow held me in its clasp, the more fiery the feeling became.

      I gulped as I tore at Daniel’s fingers, scrambling to break the magnetized grip he seemed to have on her.

      “Thank Sol!” Matthew gritted out, and I flashed him a look and saw that he’d broken Daniel’s hold on his left hand.

      That seemed to be the trigger, because the instant his left hand was free, I managed to tear into the grip on his right.

      As we all staggered back, the glow didn’t instantly die, but Gabriella finally fell to the ground with enough of a jolt that I felt it in my own bones. I winced, and though my instinct told me to go to her, I didn’t, because I knew, deep down, that the glow would appear once more.

      “What the fuck was that?” I growled, eying her crumpled form on the ground. Her wings were splayed at an awkward angle that had me pitying her plight when she awoke. Not being able to lay them out flat would give her a hell of a crick in them.

      “Her powers.”

      I snorted. “Helpful, numbnut.”

      Daniel smirked at me, but his skin was pale. His face bleached of all color. “That was surreal,” he admitted after a few seconds.

      It definitely was.

      “I saw something…” He rasped.

      My eyes flared wide at his tone. “What?” I hadn’t seen anything. I’d felt plenty, sure, but maybe because he’d been holding her longer it had affected him differently somehow?

      “I-I don’t know.”

      Matthew grunted. “Don’t bullshit us. You saw something. It’s okay. Whatever you saw, it’s evidently a manifestation of the magic.”

      He reached down, and dragged his tunic up so he could wipe off his sweat on the neckline, and slowly, carefully, admitted, “It was…. I saw us having sex.”

      I snorted. “I got a hard-on. That’s probably all it was. Your imagination—”

      “No. I saw us all having sex.” He gritted his teeth. “You know we don’t share.”

      “And, what? We were sharing her?” Matthew questioned with a frown.

      “Yeah. All of us. It was… odd.”

      Uneasily, I mumbled, “I’ll bet.” Then, thinking about my conversation with my father last night, and just as uneasily, I questioned, “You know witches have mates, don’t you?”

      Matthew frowned. “Yeah. What do they call them? Virgo?”

      I nodded. “Last night, it was weird. My dad called…”

      Daniel scowled at me. “That’s weird? Hell, my mom calls me every night—”

      “Yeah, well, my family doesn’t really give a fuck. They just care that I’m not destroying our rep. That’s pretty much it.” I blew out a breath. “He said something disturbed him. That it was…” I couldn’t explain when he hadn’t explained it either. “Anyway, he mentioned he was a Virgo to a witch, but he’d rejected her. My uncle too.”

      “It’s a sick twist of fate that for two races who hate one another, we’re mated from time to time,” Daniel whispered, his eyes on Gabriella’s crumpled form. The way she was splayed out made her look boneless. I felt uncomfortable just looking at her.

      “Yeah. Want to know what’s even weirder?”

      Both my troupe brothers arched their brows in answer.

      “I think she’s the granddaughter of my father’s witch mate. I mean, I don’t think they’re related. He’d never have rejected the bond if that was the case. But… their names are the same and when he saw her photo, he looked like he was going to pass out.”

      Matthew gaped at me. “That can’t be possible, can it?”

      “Why not?” I tugged at my tunic, feeling like it was suffocating me. “He seemed to think it was.”

      “You think my seeing that was… what? A sign?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know what it means.”

      “You wouldn’t have mentioned it if you didn’t think it was important.”

      “True,” I conceded. “I just—I guess I thought it was pertinent.”

      Matthew rubbed a hand over his head. “Well, only time will tell whether it is or not, but the glow means something and the only person who might know is currently passed out cold.”

      “Someone’s going to come soon,” Daniel replied. “They’ll make us take her to the infirmary.”

      “We can’t do that. If she’s weird, then…”

      “The Assembly will be called,” Matthew stated grimly.

      I blew out a breath. “If we fly fast as fuck, maybe someone—”

      “Won’t notice four neon pink Fae?” Daniel scoffed. “Guess again.”

      “Not sure we have much choice,” Matthew muttered.

      I winced. “I don’t think we do.” Before they could argue, I stepped over to Gabriella, squatted at her side, and reached for her.

      My hand hovered above her flesh for a handful of seconds as, warily, I prepared myself for the connection to stir between us. The pleasure/pain wasn’t that distasteful a sensation, but the notion of seeing a vision of us all having sex?

      I mean, I liked porn as much as the next man, but that kind of shit was too freaky, even for me.

      Sucking in a breath, I bit the bullet.

      “Thank Sol for that,” Matthew mumbled when I touched her and a glow didn’t emanate.

      “The glow must have been triggered by her anger, and it was powerful enough to keep the glow churning along until we broke contact,” Daniel guessed. “Because she’s knocked out, there’s no emotion to fire her up. Maybe?” He pulled a face, as unhappy with his supposition as I was.

      Nothing about this was making sense.

      Carefully starting to shuffle her into my arms, I tried to stand upright but couldn’t. Her arms and legs flopped every which way but loose. Seeing my struggle, Matthew and Daniel approached and began helping me too.

      Within seconds, she was in my arms, and we were flying out of the stadium.

      The arena seated over four thousand, but those seats were rarely filled. The initial mid-semester trials gathered a couple of hundred, but the final trial at the end of the year? They gained more interested viewers because people wanted to catch a glimpse of this year’s best fighters. Warriors who, once they passed this trial, would be sent out into the world to deal with strife.

      It reminded me of a football stadium, except for the fact its bleachers were forged from stone, and instead of turf at the center there was sand, which could and would morph into whatever the judges deemed fit.

      At the moment, we had it simulating a course that had been used a few years ago. It was like a maze where each troupe member set off at north, south, east, and west points. The goal was for all four to make it to the center… along the way, of course, there were nasty surprises.

      As we passed the arena, we continued our flight past the administrative area of the Academy where the instructors and various faculty were housed.

      If anyone saw us carrying her, it would not only bring shame on the troupe for her weakness, but it would also raise questions—even without her glowing, the last thing we needed was for her to come under scrutiny from the medics who might or might not discern her oddities.

      As we headed past the central courtyard, and the miles of gravel that separated the sleeping quarters from the admin block in the west wing, I breathed a sigh of relief as I sought my balcony.

      Making an abrupt landing, I willed the doors to my apartment open and rushed inside. The second I could, I placed her on the bed, sensing the presence of my troupe brothers at my back as I did so.

      When she didn’t stir, I stepped back and murmured, “Do we just let her sleep it off?”

      “Not sure there’s anything else we can do,” Daniel rumbled, but I could see he was eying her differently.

      A lot differently.

      There was affection in his face as he looked at her, affection and a tenderness that hadn’t been there before. If anything, she’d always mildly irritated him.

      Why?

      Because, like the rest of us, he had goals to achieve that she was getting in the way of. Her obstinacy was helping no one, and though we had asked her to join our troupe for a very specific reason, she was going out of her way to be difficult.

      Now, however, it was like she wasn’t a pain in the ass.

      Whatever he’d seen?

      It was affecting him.

      That in and of itself interested the fuck out of me, even as it put me on edge.

      “I think we need to agree on something,” Matthew said softly, his gaze on her just as ours was.

      “What?” I questioned.

      “If, in twenty-four hours, she hasn’t stirred, we take her to the medics.”

      Though I wanted to argue, I couldn’t.

      “Even if they can’t help her?” Daniel argued.

      “Even if. They’ll call someone in from the Conclave to help. That’s more than we can do.”

      Daniel shook his head. “I don’t agree. You know what they’ll do to her. Until she proves herself, she’ll be poked and prodded—”

      “Don’t pretend like you wanted her on the troupe for her good,” I grumbled. “We selected her for purely selfish reasons.”

      “Yeah, and that’s changed now,” he ground out.

      “Why? Because you had a vision?” I snapped, jutting my chin out.

      He went to shove me, but Matthew grabbed his arm and hauled him back. “There’s no use fighting over this.”

      “Yeah. There is. You know what happened to the first human born,” he rasped, and there was pain in his voice.

      Fucking pain.

      “What the Sol did she do to you?” I grated out, eying him askance.

      “I don’t know.” He blew out a breath. “I don’t know,” he repeated. “But what I do know is that I don’t want her to be hung, drawn, and quartered all in the name of understanding what the fuck she is.”

      Matthew winced. “Me neither. Okay, we don’t—”

      “How about we call her parents? She said they’re not talking to her, but if we text them and say ‘SOS,’ surely they’ll respond?”

      “She said they were overprotective,” I reminded him.

      Matthew rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah, she did. Except we don’t have her PIN.”

      “She uses her fingerprint,” Daniel muttered. “I’ve seen her unlock it.”

      “Stalker,” I rumbled, earning myself the bird he flipped my way.

      “Are we agreed?” Dan demanded. “We call her parents first?”

      On a sigh, I nodded, and Matthew did too.

      It was in Gaia and Sol’s hands if she awoke before that became a necessity.

      
        
        ❖

        Daniel

      

      

      

      I woke up with a hard-on. Sure, it was morning wood, but it was more than that. There was a sense of urgency in my blood, a desperate fire that had never been there before.

      Each morning, since my body had realized my cock was for more than just pissing, I’d woken up with a hard-on. It was hardly news. But this?

      It was different.

      I didn’t just want sex.

      My body wanted Gabriella.

      It wanted her, and nobody else.

      After rubbing my eyes, I stared up at the ceiling and tried to think about anything other than the fact she was in the room with me.

      I could hear Seph shuffling around, and by the sounds of it, he was doing push-ups. Matthew… I didn’t know where he was, and wouldn’t without tilting my head so I could look around the room, and I didn’t want to do that since I knew I’d see her.

      Lying on Seph’s bed.

      Asleep and unconscious.

      My mind was scared for her, scared when, until yesterday, I’d never felt anything more than mild irritation that could flare into strong irritation depending on whatever shit she came out with. And she came out with a lot of shit.

      Gabriella wasn’t particularly likeable.

      At least, the side she’d shown of herself thus far wasn’t likeable. She’d engendered no loyalty in any of us. Nothing about her had encouraged us to make friends with her.

      Granted, it could be said that Seph and Matthew weren’t friends of mine yet either. We’d gotten along well enough together throughout the past eight months, but we hadn’t been here to form bonds. We’d been here to study, to advance to the next phase of our instruction.

      Now we were a troupe, and the bond and the link could flutter into life and be welcome. The best troupes were like brothers. They lived together, worked together, fought together. The only thing they didn’t share? Their women.

      And yet, what I’d seen yesterday had been the antithesis of that.

      I’d seen her sucking off Seph, her mouth on him as I’d been deep inside her pussy. And Matthew? He’d been in her ass.

      She’d been stuffed full with all of us, and an image that, until yesterday, would have revolted me, now had my erection aching all the more.

      What the fuck had she done to me with that vision?

      Fae didn’t see, but that glow had…

      The door to the suite opened, breaking my thoughts, and with it came the scent of breakfast. I leaned up and saw Matthew coming in with cartons of food.

      I was hungry. Just not for food. Still, our bodies took four thousand calories a day to maintain our weight, so food was imperative.

      Rolling off the sofa, I rubbed a hand over my hair to settle my bedhead and headed over to where Matthew was dumping the cartons on the table.

      “Porridge, bacon and eggs, and sausage sandwiches.”

      “I call the sandwiches,” I declared.

      “Yeah, figured as much.” He rolled his eyes. “I got us what we eat pretty much every day, dude.”

      Taken aback that he’d noticed, I blinked at him. His lips twitched.

      “Yeah, I noticed.”

      Kind of touched, I grinned at him as I peered into the cartons and found mine. Grabbing the baguette that was loaded down with meat, I took a large bite then wandered over to the bed where Gabriella rested.

      “She hasn’t moved,” I rasped, the food lodging in my throat at the sight.

      “No, I noticed,” Seph replied uneasily. He had his porridge in his hand, and I realized that, yeah, he did eat that every morning.

      With maple syrup.

      Huh.

      Seemed like I remembered shit too.

      Even though my hands were greasy from sausage fat, I couldn’t stop myself from reaching over and pressing my hand to her lower calf. The move felt skeevy, considering she was unconscious, but the need to connect with her was imperative.

      The second I did?

      My heartbeat calmed down—I hadn’t even known it was racing, dammit. Which meant it had probably been like that for a while. And I just felt a lot more at peace.

      At my touch, she stirred, making both Seph and me jump and Matthew rush over, just in time to watch her roll over onto her side.

      We all pretty much held our breaths, hoping to Gaia she’d open her eyes. When she didn’t, we grunted.

      “It’s a step forward?” Matthew hesitantly said, carefully taking a seat on the edge of the bed.

      “Yeah, but…” I winced. “I think we need to get in touch with her folks. Let’s not let any more time pass. If we do, then fuck knows what it might mean.”

      Seph blew out a breath. “I really thought she’d be awake by now,” he admitted.

      “Me too,” Matthew concurred.

      Knowing her phone was in her pocket where it pretty much always was—if it wasn’t in her damn hand, that is—I reached for her cell, not letting them prevaricate, and grabbed her hand. Twisting it awkwardly so I could press her finger to the monitor, I waited for the screen to unlock.

      With it now open, I found the contact list, and rather than send out a text, I sought the number for ‘mama’ and grabbed my own phone.

      “What are you doing?” Matthew queried.

      “She said they aren’t talking to her.”

      “Thought you were just sending a text.”

      “I was going to, but I think we need to talk.” Tapping in the number, I hit the connect button and waited for her mother to answer.

      “Hello?”

      Her voice was husky, faintly tinged with Spanish, and it reminded me of Gabriella. The warmth that spread inside me was unnerving.

      Gabriella hadn’t done anything to deserve that feeling, but here I was, going gaga sentimental over her mom’s faintly reminiscent voice.

      What in Gaia’s name had Gabriella done to me?

      “Hi,” I replied brightly, trying to sound as normal as possible—normal, yeah. When her daughter was passed out in front of me, and somehow, after coating me with a neon pink glow, had made me see group sex and orgies… “You don’t know me—”

      “No hablo inglés.”

      My lips twitched at the abrupt turnaround. “I’m not selling anything.”

      Silence, then, “Good, because I’m not interested in buying.”

      “I know your daughter.”

      A long pause.

      “You know Gabriella?” came the suspicious retort.

      “Yes. I know her from the Academy.”

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” The immediate panic in her voice soothed something inside me. I came from a close family myself, and knew that Seph and Matt didn’t. I was pleased for Gabriella’s sake that it seemed like she had a similar background as my own.

      “That’s just it. We don’t know,” I admitted, then, putting the phone on speaker, I explained, “Your daughter passed the exam to become a warrior—”

      “Gabriella? A warrior?” her mother scoffed. “She was an arts major. What does she know about fighting?”

      “Well, that’s just it. Nothing. Trust us, we’ve seen her with a sword,” Matthew interrupted dryly. “Allow us to introduce ourselves? I’m Matthew.”

      “Joseph.”

      “And I’m Daniel. She’s a part of our troupe.”

      “Troupe?” she squeaked. “Gabriella is in a troupe?”

      “Yes. She isn’t doing well—”

      “I could have told you that. She tripped over her feet until she was fifteen.”

      I blinked at the imagery, then cleared my throat. “We have your number because something happened yesterday.”

      “What happened?” she asked warily.

      “She grew angry, Matthew reached for her, and when she touched him, she…” I hesitated over the phrasing.

      “A kind of pink glow escaped her and spread down my arm.”

      “She manifested?” she shrieked.

      Manifested?

      “What does that mean?” Seph queried.

      “It means that her power took on a tangible force. It doesn’t happen often, and only in very strong witches. Even then, it usually occurs at the equinox. But…” She hummed. “That isn’t for another month or so. She never manifested before. She was never all that interested in her powers. Used them mostly to be lazy.”

      Her disapproval was evident.

      “Well, she did yesterday,” Matthew grumbled.

      “Did she hurt you?”

      “No.” He winced. “The opposite. It felt kind of nice.”

      “Cristo,” she rasped. “It felt good? It should have injured you. Severely. For powers to manifest, there is usually a strong emotion behind it—were you about to sleep together?”

      “No!” Matt half yelled, his ears turning pink.

      A scoffing sound escaped her. “You Fae.” Another huff. “Always so prudish.”

      We knew witches were a lot more open with sex, but speaking about it to her mom? Yeah, that wasn’t fun for anyone. Surely?

      Seph, his voice gruff with embarrassment, steered the conversation back on track. “We were training for the first trials.”

      “What kind of trials?” she demanded, her voice sharp.

      “Not like the Salem kind,” I instantly tried to soothe, knowing the path her mind had traversed. “It’s the first phase of a troupe being sent out on service. We can’t go into the real world until we pass two trials.”

      “But Gabriella can’t fight,” she muttered. “Ostrás, it’s impossible. This has to be a lie—”

      “No. It isn’t,” Matthew urged, his tone strained. “Look, this is important. I touched her, but when I let go, it hurt her. Then, Daniel grabbed her to keep her upright, and the glow touched him. It was like it glued them together. We had to pry them apart, and the glow touched us as well.”

      “And it hurt none of you?” she asked, her doubt clear.

      “No. If anything, it felt… promising.” I knew that was a weird way to describe it, yet it was the only way I could. It hadn’t felt negative or positive, just right. Like I was born to feel that odd connection with her.

      A shaky breath escaped her. “Well, I can hazard a guess what this means, but why isn’t Gabriella talking to me about this?”

      “Because, after I let go the first time and she stumbled, she’s been unconscious ever since. This was about fourteen hours ago.”

      “Has she stirred?” she queried sharply.

      “Only when Daniel touched her.”

      “And he touched her the longest, didn’t he?”

      Sol, this apparently wasn’t coming as a surprise to her.

      “Yes,” I admitted. “When I tried to prop her upright.”

      She was silent for a second. “You’re her Virgo.” A wheezy breath escaped her. “Joder, first, she’s got wings, and now she has three Fae mates? Madre de Dios, que hiciste para merecer todo—”

      My eyes narrowed. “You didn’t do anything to deserve this. It isn’t happening to you.”

      “¿Habla usted español?” she queried.

      “Yes. I do,” I retorted.

      “Speaking a foreign language fluently is a mandatory requirement for all Fae joining the Academy,” Matthew explained gruffly.

      “So I understand that you might think this is about you, but it isn’t,” I snapped, furious on Gabriella’s behalf and not even understanding why.

      She released a breath. “Quizás, no,” she mumbled. “What’s she doing now?”

      “Just sleeping. She didn’t move until I touched her calf.” That sounded skeevier now that I said it aloud. “I mean, I just wanted to connect—”

      “I know what you meant,” she muttered. “Virgo need to connect frequently and often. It’s a part of the bond. To be without one another can cause great pain to the witch.”

      Seph cleared his throat—and I didn’t doubt he was thinking about Gabriella’s grandmother who his father had denied. “So, what? We need to climb into bed with her?”

      “It would do no harm. If she’s sleeping still, then I think it’s a bit like a power surge. Her body has shut down to protect itself from the manifestation of her powers.” She hummed under her breath. “I can’t tell you why she manifested. Gabi never presented as a particularly powerful witch—”

      “If she hid her wings from you, could she have been hiding that from you too?” I inquired, my tone wary. I didn’t want to piss her off, but we needed answers.

      Though she hissed as she sucked in a breath, when she answered, she at least sounded reasonable. “Yes, she could have. But it’s more likely that her hiding her wings is why she never presented as powerful. To maintain such a constant show would be incredibly draining.” She whistled under her breath. “And I called her lazy…”

      Her tone became laced with guilt, but we didn’t have time for that. “Now that she’s allowing her wings free rein, is it possible she’s having a kind of backlash?”

      It’d be a backlash that was eight months in the making, but who the Sol knew what witch born Fae went through? It wasn’t like we even knew that much about the human born, so witch born? Gabriella was unique, and that meant we had no idea what in Gaia’s name was going on with her.

      Seemed like we were on the same track because she stated, “Possibly. I can’t say. You and I both know there are no witch born Fae… she is unique.” Her voice turned husky. “When she wakes, get her to call me, sí? I have to go. My break is almost over.”

      “Okay, I will,” I told her softly. “But she will awaken, won’t she?”

      Maybe she heard the panic in my voice, because there was a new gentleness about her as she replied, “Yes, she will. You are her Virgo, if she is with you, then she will get better soon. I will speak with you later…” She hesitated before tacking on, “Mates of my daughter.”

      When she cut the call, I shot Seph and Matthew a look. Seph broke the silence to say, “I wonder if my father knew how badly it would hurt her grandmother to deny her.”

      Matt heaved a breath. “Noa isn’t exactly renowned for his friendly countenance, is he?”

      “No. But maybe that’s why. She said it hurt the witch to deny the bond, but it must hurt the Fae too,” I reasoned, reaching up to rub my chest. “I feel weird.”

      “Weird like you want to faint or…?” Seph queried warily.

      “No. Just off.” I blew out a shaky sigh and, reaching for my sandwich again, I climbed onto the bed beside her. When she immediately gravitated toward me, rolling onto her side and pressing into me, I blinked in surprise. Her arm moved around my waist, and she cuddled into me.

      Gabriella, until this moment, had made a hedgehog look soft and snuggly. Prickly wasn’t the fucking word.

      “Let’s see what happens when you climb in beside her,” I directed the others.

      Seph, cricking his neck, grumbled, “This is weird.”

      “We’re the ones who wanted the next gen Fae,” Matthew replied heavily. “Guess that was always going to come with a price.”

      

      
        
        ❖

        Gabriella

      

      

      

      I awoke to the sensation of warmth.

      I knew warmth. I was Miami born and bred, and a transplant to L.A.. The place could get sticky as hell itself. So, heat was my bag, but this kind of warmth was soul deep.

      I felt it in my veins. Was surrounded by it. Penetrated with it.

      My skin felt flushed from good sleep, and I knew my face was clammy with sweat. Unlike a lot of women who ‘glowed,’ I didn’t, I just sweated. Still, I didn’t mind. I was comfortable and, for the first time in a long while, happy.

      Why?

      I also felt safe, and that was strange enough to have my eyes popping open, because I hadn’t felt safe since I’d received the induction letter to Eight Wings. Around a yawn, I looked ahead and saw I was staring into a set of strong shoulders. The nubs where the wings were tucked away were stubby—the Fae only ever hid their wings for sleep. That I was sleeping with a Fae had me rearing back in surprise, but when I felt a face brush against my own wings—I hadn’t tucked mine away before I fell asleep?— I wondered what the hell was even happening.

      I was tucked between two Fae.

      Two.

      Fae.

      Now, I wasn’t averse to a bit of group hanky-panky. Hell, witches did a lot of that shit. We weren’t prudes, and it wasn’t uncommon for us to have several partners, some on a casual basis, others on a more ‘hookup’ style. But the Fae? They were prudes.

      Sure, they had lovers, even within wedlock, but it was all very Victorian. I bet the males even called their female partners ‘mistresses.’

      Rolling my eyes at the thought, I twisted around so I could see who was at my back, whose arm was around my waist pulling me tightly into him as he committed what was, to the Fae, an atrocity—they didn’t share. Ever.

      So, when I saw Joseph cuddled into me? I almost choked.

      Joseph vil de Luir?

      Hugging me in his sleep?

      What the actual fuck?

      “You passed out.”

      My gaze cut to Matthew who was watching me. He had his phone in his hands, and from the tiny, tinny sounds, I knew he was playing a game. His back was to the head rest, and his long legs were splayed out in front of him. He looked relaxed even if he was sitting beside Joseph’s sleeping form.

      As I peered at his screen, he tilted it away from me and cocked a brow at me. “Nosy.”

      “I’m a witch.” There was no point in denying that after yesterday. That pink glow? There was no way they’d failed to spot that. And whether he thought he knew I was a witch or not, I didn’t have to confess to it. “We’re born nosy.”

      His eyes narrowed at me. “I thought you’d lie.”

      “Perhaps I would have if I hadn’t grabbed a hold of you,” I mumbled. Reaching up, I rubbed my sweaty brow on my forearm. “I don’t know what this is about though. Thought the Fae were against—”

      “Sleeping? In a troupe?” He quirked his brow at me. “You know that’s not true. Perhaps it isn’t common, but it does happen during a battle.”

      “For protection…” My own brows furrowed. “To protect the weakest.” Grunting, I ceded, “And I’m the weakest.”

      Was it weird that I was disappointed this wasn’t sexual?

      Sheesh, talk about projecting. I mean, I kind of hated them for the way they’d dragged me into their troupe, but eight months of drooling and getting wet at the sight of them all sweaty during a battle took its toll on the female form.

      He shrugged. “Depends. You could be the strongest.”

      “You picked me because you knew I was a witch,” I rasped. I wasn’t hurt. We weren’t close enough for him to hurt me with his actions, but I was pissed.

      “Yes,” he admitted, surprising me with his candor. “However, you’re under the mistaken belief that if you hadn’t been selected, you’d have been able to return home. Your life is with the Fae now, Gabriella. Whether or not you were selected this year doesn’t mean you wouldn’t be slotted into a troupe that’s missing a member, or wouldn’t have to wait to be shoved into next year’s troupes.”

      My throat grew tight. “I knew that was a possibility, but nobody would want me. Nobody—”

      “Except someone who knew what you could do. And by the looks of it, you weren’t going to be able to keep it contained for much longer. Twice now you’ve lost your temper, and each time, that glow has manifested.”

      I shrugged. “I have anger management issues.” He didn’t have to know that my magic’s manifestation was tied to him being my Virgo. It figured that made sense. Since I’d arrived here, I’d been having issues with my magic. I’d thought it was due to my temper, or down to my depressed moods, but it wasn’t.

      It was because they were here.

      I’d met them. Spoken with them. Shared breathing room with them, and my magic had been getting pissed off at my failure to recognize what they were to me.

      “You don’t have to tell us that,” Daniel interjected with a snort of laughter as he wriggled beside me. He sounded sleepy, and I figured only Matthew hadn’t been napping.

      I huffed. “Wouldn’t you have an attitude problem in my situation? The longer I’m here, the more in danger I am—”

      “You’ve been in danger since your wings made an appearance,” Daniel told me, his tone careful now as he twisted around so he could face me. As he moved, his wings popped out. Bright white with creamy specks. They were less patchy than they’d been at the beginning of the year, more white than cream, but I still wanted to stroke them. Feel the softness against my fingers.

      Shame I didn’t have a right to do that. Yet. Or, if ever.

      “I know. I haven’t slept well since I was eighteen,” I whispered, my eyes closing of their own volition.

      “Have you always known?” Matthew questioned. “Before the wings?”

      “I knew something was different about me. Just like you have basics you learn, we do too.” I licked my lips and lifted my forearm once more, except, instead of rubbing my brow, I used it to cover my eyes. “There are small tasks you should be able to achieve with your eyes closed. Lighting a candle, snuffing it out. Sending a cleansing wind through your house on Fridays, being able to fill a bucket with water.

      “Simple things… but they were always harder for me. My line is very powerful. Only my grandmother was patient with me.”

      Joseph cleared his throat. “My father was your grandmother’s Virgo.”

      Stunned, I shot upright at that, and twisting to face him, I demanded, “What? How could you know that?”

      “When I told him your name—”

      “He knew it. I was named for her,” I breathed as I tried to process that impossible, uncanny truth. “He hurt her. Badly.”

      “I can believe it,” Seph rasped. “And, I doubt it’s any consolation, but he’s miserable as fuck. He’s one of the meanest, cruelest bastards in our society, and he only gets away with it because he’s powerful.”

      “No, that doesn’t make me feel better,” I snapped, then I winced. “It’s not your fault. Sorry for getting mad.” I had to be nice. If I wasn’t, then they’d reject me just as my grandmother had been rejected, and while a set of Virgo had never been in my life plan, I didn’t want to fuck things up by being a bitch.

      Not when I’d been a real pain in the ass since I’d been assigned to their troupe.

      This was a probationary period all round. They just didn’t know it yet.

      “No. It isn’t. But I understand,” he replied, his tone wooden.

      Reaching over, I pressed my hand to his knee, and murmured, “Sorry. I’m sorry I’ve been rude and mean to all of you. But I just—”

      “Don’t want to be here. We know,” was Daniel’s dry response.

      I shot him a look, then heaved a sigh. “Yeah. That.” Biting my lip, I mumbled, “The night before last, my grandmother visited me.”

      Joseph scowled. “Father said she passed away nine years ago.”

      My eyes flared wide. “He knew that?”

      “He must have kept a trace on her.”

      Shaking my head, I murmured, “Why do that if you didn’t care enough not to reject her?”

      “He said he had to marry for power. Our family estate is renowned—”

      “He’s right,” Daniel chimed in. “Everyone knows Landgow. It’s like not knowing what Buckingham Palace is.”

      Joseph nodded. “It was derelict before he married my mother. He had to marry to restore it.”

      Because I was a witch first, I didn’t understand how anyone could make such a coldhearted decision. But the human in me got it. As much as I loathed the reasoning, I saw how that would be important to a race as power hungry and superficial as the Fae.

      “She did die nine years ago,” I confirmed, “but I had a vision of her. She was waiting on me to meet my…”

      “Virgo,” Matthew inserted when I fell silent.

      I shot him a look. “Yes.”

      “We spoke with your mother, Gabriella,” Daniel told me. “We had to. You’d been asleep overnight and only moved when I put my hand on your leg. We were concerned, and we didn’t want to take you to the medic—”

      My heart raced at the thought. “Thank Gaia you didn’t.”

      Daniel nodded, apparently relieved I understood. “She wants to talk to you.”

      Jaw tense, I tipped my chin up. “She’s been ignoring my calls all this time.”

      “Well, she wants to speak with you now,” Matthew said bluntly. “But first, we need to discuss this—Daniel said he had a vision when you held on to him.”

      I cut him a surprised look. “What did you see?”

      “Us,” he mumbled, clearing his throat, “acting as your Virgo.”

      From his bright pink cheeks, I could easily gather what he’d truly seen. “Oh,” I murmured, trying and undoubtedly failing to hide my amusement.

      Lifting my knees, I rested my arms on them, then plunked my chin down too. It felt good to stretch my back, which was aching thanks to the presence of my wings as I’d slept, and I let them pop away, hiding them for the moment.

      When I felt one of their hands on me, I fought hard to ignore the need to shiver, but when they traced the upper curve of my spine, it was hard not to respond.

      “Why don’t you have wing stubs?”

      Joseph.

      It was his touch that made me feel like gooseflesh was about to overtake every inch of my body.

      “I do.” I let the stubs show. “I’m just used to hiding everything, that’s all.”

      “How do you do that?” Matthew asked, his tone gravelly with curiosity.

      “I’m not sure.” I sucked in a breath when Joseph rubbed the stubs—holy hell, that was like... Well, I didn’t want to say it was like rubbing my clit, but sweet Sol, it was definitely enough to get my heart pounding. “The night they came through, I about had a panic attack. I legit thought my heart was going to implode with terror. I used every spell I could to hide them, and then, every other spell under the sun to get rid of the nubs. Eventually, I found one that worked, but it made sleeping in college a nightmare.”

      “Why?” Daniel queried, evidently puzzled by the statement.

      “Because, the first year at my college, we had to share a dorm room. If she’d seen the stubs, shit would have hit the fan. I didn’t sleep well that year, not unless she took some of these drugs she had for insomnia.”

      “That must have been tough,” Seph muttered.

      “It was, but I coped.” I shifted around, my feet and legs tangling slightly in the sheets as I turned so I could see them all.

      They were rumpled and messy with sleep, and though I’d always thought they were handsome, I’d always overlain their handsomeness with the fact they were pricks, but also, that they were Fae. And I hated the fucking Fae.

      Didn’t matter that I was half of the fucking race. I just loathed them for their ambitious and cruel ways.

      And what I’d learned at the Academy hadn’t made me grow to love them any.

      Still, I stared at the men and recognized their beauty more than my hatred for them.

      Was that the Virgo bond at work?

      “Why are you looking at us like that?” Daniel asked warily.

      Couldn’t blame him. Only Gaia knew how my feelings were expressed on my features, and I had resting bitch face anyway. I probably looked like a Black Widow—ready to entice and devour after I’d had my way with them.

      Ducking my head to hide my smile, I mumbled, “I don’t hate you as much as I did yesterday.” I shrugged. “It’s a new development.”

      “It’s the Virgo bond,” Seph replied caustically. “And aren’t you supposed to be nice to us? We don’t have to be your Virgo.”

      “No, your father certainly taught you that, didn’t he?” I rasped with a huff. “If you think I’m going to kiss ass just because you’re my Virgo, you can think again. I don’t do shit just because I’m supposed to.

      “My grandma lived without her Virgo, and so can I. If it means that I have to submit to you…” I heaved out a laugh. “You can fuck off.”

      Well, there went the probationary period.

      Oops.

      “Well, that was charmingly put,” Daniel muttered, but at least, he was laughing.

      Biting my bottom lip for a second, I slowly admitted, “I don’t do bullshit. I’ve had to live a lie for seven years, and I frankly don’t care whether you accept me or not. Either way, we’re stuck together as a troupe. Unless you toss me to the Assembly, of course. That changes shit…” My laughter was cold. “But then, that would undermine the exact reason you picked me, wouldn’t it? You evidently thought my being the next hybrid was going to do wonders for any troupe you were in.”

      When they cut each other sheepish looks, I knew I had them.

      “Don’t do me any favors, and I won’t do you any either,” I growled at them, sweeping my legs out from under me and shuffling off the bed.

      The second my feet connected with the ground, however, I knew I’d made a big mistake.

      “Sol!” I groaned as my legs crumpled underneath me.

      Talk about destroying my plans for a grand exit.
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      “Have you ever met anyone more contrary in your fucking life?” Seph growled as we watched Daniel help Gabriella stagger over to the bathroom.

      Her feet were still numb, which was evident from the way her toes were flexing at odd angles, and she was cursing up a storm at the pins and needles that were plaguing her.

      “No,” I admitted drily. “But, I’ve met some that would come close.” Like my grandfather. He was not long for this realm now, but he was a contrary old coot that would, without doubt, clash with Gabriella. I almost wished the two of them could meet—whether that was wise, was another matter entirely.

      Seph rubbed his temple. “I didn’t expect this, Matthew.”

      “What? A mate?” I snorted. “Why would you?”

      “Why aren’t you more disturbed?”

      I’d been thinking about this since they’d fallen asleep. I hadn’t been able to, my mind had been too full of what was happening here. Slowly, I explained, “We were bound to protect her the day we made her a part of the troupe, what is this if not an extension of that?”

      “You make it sound so simple.”

      “Because it is. Why must it be complicated?” I retorted. “It is what it is. We don’t have to take her on as her Virgo, but we’re bound to the death as her troupe.

      “We always knew the second her origin was revealed, there’d be an explosion. This is merely the start of it.”

      Seph winced because he knew I was right. “What’s the next step?”

      “Control. She needs to control her magic better. Her temper will get the best of us if we’re not careful.”

      “How do we do that?”

      I sighed. “That I don’t know.”

      “Sex,” a familiar, feminine voice stated—and I’d thought we were safe once she was tucked away in the bathroom.

      Apparently, I was wrong on that score.

      The word fell among us like an A bomb, and the fallout had us all coughing.

      “Sex?” I sputtered, twisting around to seek her out. She wasn’t there. Daniel was. Leaning against the wall beside the bathroom door. But she was definitely not in the room with us even if she sounded like she was.

      “You do know the word, don’t you?” she grumbled.

      “It’s rude to eavesdrop.”

      “We’ve already ascertained that I’m nosy.”

      “When did we ascertain that?” Seph grumbled.

      “When you were sleeping. Anyway, the wind carries whatever information I need to me. It’s a spell I’ve been working on the past week.”

      “And you needed to spy on us?” I questioned.

      “Of course. Who else is worthy of my eavesdropping other than the Virgo who don’t particularly want to be my Virgo?” she called out, and fuck if what she said earlier wasn’t true. The wind carried the words to us as though she were on the bed beside us rather than in the bathroom with, if my ears weren’t mistaken, the water running.

      “How will sex help your control?”

      “Sex helps with everything. If you Fae don’t know that then no wonder you’re all uptight fucks.”

      My cheeks burned at that. “We’re not uptight.”

      “No?” She snorted. “Seems that way to me. Either that, or you’re all walking around with a stick shoved up your asses. That would probably make more sense, but you’re all prudes too.”

      “We’re not prudes,” Seph groused. “We like everything in its proper place.”

      “Said like a prude,” Daniel teased as he raised his hands when Seph and I glowered at him. “Sol, it sounded prudish even to me!”

      I grunted. “That’s because you’re not from warrior stock.”

      His eyes narrowed at that. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that we’re held to different standards,” I told him easily. “I meant no offense, Daniel. If I had a problem with your parents’ caste, I would never have invited you to the troupe. But I did, which is proof enough that I have no issue. However, you can’t hide from the fact that we are far stricter with our rules.”

      He shot me a look, but his aggression leaked away as he nodded.

      “Are we playing nice, boys?” Gabriella murmured as she slipped back into the room, her feet working once more and her swagger, unfortunately, back in full working order even though she was only dressed in a towel. How she managed to make that look regal, I’d never know. “Doesn’t sound like it to me.”

      “How the Sol do you think we’re supposed to share you?” Seph demanded. “Such behavior is the exact opposite of—”

      “Do you always behave? Have you never, not once in your life, rebelled?” she retorted. “Anyway, I already told you, I don’t need you. But, seeing as you picked me for this clusterfuck of a troupe, and all because of what I am, it seems pretty stupid to outright reject something that comes as part and parcel of my powers.”

      I shoved Seph in the side with my elbow. “She has a point.”

      “Of course I do. I’m usually right,” she told us, her tone pleasant enough to have my lips twitching.

      “Usually? I’m surprised you didn’t use the word ‘always.’”

      “Gaia forbid I be so arrogant,” she demurred, her eyes flashing pink.

      Sol, that was a strange sight to behold, even if I’d already seen it a few times.

      “Your temper is on the rise,” Daniel pointed out softly, and he reached out, gripped her arm firmly, and gently squeezed.

      The second he did?

      The pink disappeared.

      Shit.

      Was she right about the sex?

      I winced at the thought of seeing the others’ dicks. Sol, worse, seeing them during climax.

      Only the worst reprobates did what Gabriella was suggesting.

      It was for the deviants and the whoremongers to peddle such wares.

      I reached up and rubbed my bottom lip between my thumb and pointer finger. “If Daniel’s touch eases your temper, maybe that’s all it will require.”

      She shrugged. “Either that or don’t piss me off.”

      “But you get pissed off so easily,” Seph countered, his own temper stirring. “In fact, you’re the most prickly pain in the ass—”

      A laugh escaped her, stopping him in his tracks.

      “What?” he snapped.

      Another shrug. “I’m just glad my reputation precedes me.”

      “Oh, it does,” Daniel said dryly. “Look, there’s no point in discussing any of this. We need to learn to work together, and at least now that the truth is out, we can do that.

      “We need to focus on the trials. They’re approaching. And now that we’re all in the know about what we can do, then Gabriella, you can start to use your powers to help us pass, even if you can’t pick up a sword without—”

      “I can pick up a sword,” she grumbled. “I just can’t do anything after that.”

      Seph snorted. “Same difference. Either way, you’re still useless for our cause.”

      “Should have thought about that—”

      “Arguing is getting us nowhere!” Daniel butted in, before he walked over to the coffee table where, last night, we’d dumped all our weapons.

      Grabbing his saber, he returned to Gabriella’s side and shoved it at her, hilt first.

      “What? Do you want me to play pin the tail on the donkey with Seph?” she responded, cutting him a narrow-eyed look. “It’s not like I’m dressed for the occasion, is it?”

      He ignored her sarcasm. “No, I want you to try to hold it and use your magic to fight.”

      She shook her head. “Magic isn’t like that. We can do no ill with it.”

      “But can you protect yourself?” he countered.

      When she sucked her bottom lip between her teeth, I held my breath in the vain hope she knew of some sort of defensive spells that would help us.

      “I’m certain there’s magic out there like that, but I-I was never taught it. My mother didn’t think I was very capable, so she didn’t teach me anything other than what was required for all witches.”

      It didn’t take a mind reader to hear how that had stung her pride.

      “Maybe she’ll help you now?” Daniel prompted. “She did say she wanted to help.”

      “I doubt it. She’s too prickly for that—she’s mad at me for hiding the truth from her, and while I don’t blame her, I’d have been damned either way. She’d have closed ranks around me, wouldn’t have sent me to the Conclave like some parents might, but she’d have kept me close, would never have let me leave Miami…” She gulped, face crumpling as she whispered, “I couldn’t have stood that.”

      Daniel frowned. “Why?”

      She plucked at her towel, her fingers nervously twisting the fabric as she muttered, “I don’t even know why I’m telling you this but being around my family was hard. I had to have a lot of guards up as a child, because my line is quite powerful. We were renowned in Havana, and when we moved here, we had to downplay our gifts, our power. My mother has a chip on her shoulder about that, and when I didn’t seem to be all that talented…”

      “It was like rubbing salt in the wound?” I hazarded a guess.

      “Exactly. Anyway, if she were to teach me, I’d need to be at home, and I can’t leave here until the second trial is over with.”

      I winced. “True. But can you adapt what you do know and use it for our gain?”

      She pondered that. “Maybe.”

      Daniel pressed the hilt against her hand. “How about… You used the wind to carry the sound of chatter to you. Could you use it to discern which way a sword or another weapon is coming at you?”

      “Good thinking, Dan,” Seph praised.

      “Us admin types are more adept at using our brains than our brawn all the time,” he explained grumpily, and I grimaced— I deserved that for belittling his people.

      Gabriella frowned, and, in the blink of an eye, so fast that we didn’t even see her naked, she was suddenly wrapped in her leathers. Her cheeks were flushed, and she blew out a breath. “I wasn’t sure if that would work. My magic doesn’t always behave.”

      Ah, that was why she was pink—she’d thought she might flash us.

      Joseph, in a tone so low only I could hear him, muttered, “More’s the pity.”

      I couldn’t disagree. Sharing Gabriella was an alien concept, but she was too beautiful not to want to see her naked. And that was a fact.

      Now fully covered, she grabbed the sword from Daniel. Gabriella patted him on the arm with her free hand, and I watched his feathers cease their bristling.

      Whatever soothing power he had over her, she had over him.

      Did that extend to us too? Or just Daniel, because he’d been exposed to the pink glow more than either Seph or I had?

      And why the fuck that angered me, I couldn’t say, but the bitter snarl of jealousy did indeed unfurl within me. Great timing, or what?

      She blew out a breath. “The only way to know is if you try to attack me.”

      Daniel reached for another sword, and as he did, Seph and I clambered off the bed. I willed some of the furniture out of the way, my house bands burning with the display of magic as I emptied a wide space for them to practice in.

      As we headed closer to the fray, Seph called out, “Take it slow, Dan. Sounds obvious, but you’ll need to move at an eighth of the speed you usually work at.”

      Whatever I had to say about Daniel’s beginnings, his talent with the sword was enviable. Though he wouldn’t have been raised with a warrior’s training like Seph and me, his ability was phenomenal. Very few Fae could even get close to us, but Dan often did.

      “En garde,” I murmured as Daniel approached her.

      Gabriella had picked up enough to get into the stance at my declaration.

      “Prêt,” Seph warned.

      “Allez,” we said together.

      Their sabers clashed at the middle, and Daniel pulled back, slowly dropping his to belly height before stabbing forward.

      The second the bout began, Gabriella didn’t bother moving her sword, instead, she closed her eyes before following a pattern with her chin—her head twisted to the side before she tipped her head back.

      I wasn’t sure what she was doing, but when her sword moved and struck Dan’s out of the way, we all sucked in a breath.

      Dan, grinning at me, moved around in a twirl. He used the momentum to strike from overhead. She raised her arm, braced it, and took the force of his strike.

      “Two for two,” Seph muttered.

      Daniel switched hands, letting his saber soar from one to the other, before he stabbed forward—only to be held in place by her—then stepped back and out of the hold, before arcing his blade through the air and swiping in front of her in a quick crisscross section.

      When her sword thrust up, straight between the crisscross pattern a second before he could finish the formation, we applauded—she deserved it.

      Her eyes popped open at the sound. “It worked?”

      I nodded. “Four for four.”

      “Only trouble is, I doubt a warrior takes his time in an attack,” she said with a sigh, and I saw sweat beading on her brow from just that small bout. “Nor do they fight with their eyes closed.”

      I grabbed one of the water bottles I’d brought earlier from the canteen and headed over to her. She saw me and didn’t let me come any nearer—which, I’d admit, stung like hell—as she reached for the bottle with her powers.

      It soared through the air and straight into her hand.

      The act, though it irritated me, made me realize something. “The day I saw you use your powers… were you injured?”

      As she opened the bottle with her hand, she shrugged. “Probably. I was very careful not to use any magic unless it was necessary.”

      “You were in the library—”

      She snorted. “And you expect me to remember the day I used it? I’ve been injured a lot here. Especially during the Phys-Ed classes.”

      Daniel winced. “I’m sorry.”

      “What for?” She cocked a brow at him. “Not like it’s your fault. I’m not a fighter. Witches aren’t.” Her tone was sad.

      Seph’s tone was gentle as he murmured, “But you’re both, so that means one side of you is, Gabriella. Whether you like it or not.”

      When her jaw tensed and her back stiffened, I knew she didn’t like his answer, but it was the truth, nonetheless.

      She was both, and she’d need to start embracing that.

      Soon.
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        Gabriella

      

      

      

      “Can you use light in a fight?”

      I blinked at Matthew, then reached up and swiped my face with a towel. We were in the stadium and in the middle of the maze where we were training before we were going to take on the assault course.

      For three days straight, I’d been practicing using the wind in swordfights.

      I could do it with my eyes open now, which was definitely a leap forward, but, more than that, I could fight at twice the speed I had before.

      In the grand scheme of things, that wasn’t very fast, but it was better than it had originally been.

      Ever since that afternoon, we’d settle upon an uneasy truce. None of us mentioned what they were to me, or what I was to them, and instead, we focused on fighting.

      That meant they’d done nothing but assault me ever since.

      Of course, by assault, I meant it in the fencing way. Assaults were, bizarrely enough, friendly bouts. Unlike with each other, they aimed for first blood, with me, they were just trying to get me up to speed.

      Oddly enough, my magic was facilitating me. Even though I’d only been practicing the spell a short while, the wind was getting accustomed to me using it as a means of eavesdropping, so I thought it saw nothing wrong in anticipating the way a blade would cut through the air.

      But what Matthew was suggesting now?

      I had no idea, and I told him as much.

      “How can I use the light?” I questioned, dropping to my knees in an attempt to get my breath back.

      Even though I’d never been as fit in my entire life as I’d been at the Academy, where Phys-Ed was a daily torment, the fights sapped my strength. They were slowly starting to use maneuvers with full force, even if I was nowhere near their level of capability. Not yet, anyway.

      Gaia, that was not going to be fun when they decided I needed to take things to the next level.

      Ugh.

      I truly thought I’d prefer to speak with my mother than engage them in a fight at full force, and that was saying something—especially as it was my turn to ignore her calls. Just as she’d ignored mine.

      Petty?

      Yep.

      And I’d own that pettiness all the way to the damn bank.

      “You could use the light and shadows to see where another opponent is,” he reasoned, breaking into my bitter thoughts.

      “You mean you want to use it as an extra sense?” I thought about that when he nodded, and shrugged. “I don’t see why that wouldn’t be possible.”

      “But you don’t know how to do it?”

      “I can call on light to illuminate somewhere,” I mumbled, allowing myself to fall back onto my ass so I could rest. “So I don’t see why I couldn’t use the shadow to tell the light where someone is blocking it.” My brow puckered as I thought about how to cast a spell like that.

      My magic was growing used to my calling on it, but I knew why it was behaving better—the guys. I’d have liked to say it was all off my own steam, but I knew it wasn’t. It had never behaved this well for this long, so either I was right, or I was going to eat crow soon.

      Still, behaving or not, I wasn’t used to configuring spells of my own. In the past, I’d always used the ones my grandmother and mother had taught me. What Matthew was asking required unique spells that I’d need to think about.

      Daniel crouched down in front of me and passed me a protein bar. “Eat.”

      I winced. “Do I have to?” The last thing I wanted was a heavy bar.

      “Yeah, you do. You’ve been exerting a lot of energy, and you need to keep your strength up.”

      I knew I was whining, but I was tired when I grumbled, “I thought we were going to do the maze now and then give up for the day.”

      “We are,” Matthew said drily, “but you’re not going to get through the maze with no energy, are you?”

      I winced. “No. Guess not,” I mumbled, reaching for the bar. I used my magic to open it and took a bite without using my hands.

      Daniel shook his head. “Have you noticed your magic never wears out?”

      I shrugged. “I have a lot of stamina with it. Even though it was always volatile, because I had to hide my wings all the time, I think that might give me an edge.”

      “Interesting,” he mused.

      “Not really. Don’t forget, witches aren’t like Fae. Yours might run out before the next solstice, but ours doesn’t. It recharges.” Just in time for them to steal it again.

      He nodded slowly as he thought about that, but it was Joseph who, as he crouched down in front of me too, pointed out, “You also haven’t been turning shit pink.”

      When that left just Matthew at a distance, I had to admit to myself that I preferred it when they were close at hand.

      Whether or not my abuela had been bullshitting me, and these weren’t my Virgo, I couldn’t hide from the fact that things were changing between us.

      I didn’t know if they felt the same way, but they were giving me less crap than they had before. Although, that might have had something to do with the fact that I was throwing less shade their way and was actually trying to train.

      “The glow is definitely new so I can’t say why I haven’t been turning shit pink as you so eloquently phrase it,” I mocked.

      He smirked at me, then reached for one of my free hands as I took another bite of the bar. He unfolded the bandages he’d placed there earlier, and grunted at the sight of the bruises on my palms as well as the sweat sores and calluses gathering on the tender flesh. They were proof I’d been working hard, and I knew they appreciated it.

      For myself? I appreciated what I knew he’d do next.

      Raising it to his mouth, he blew on them, shedding gold magic as he did. The second the dust fell onto my skin, it was instantly soothed and the bandages that he’d let fall underneath it were cleansed as well.

      When he began to wrap my hands up once more, my bones were close to molten. Instead of turning into a puddle of good, I squeaked, “You guys don’t use a lot of magic. Why not?”

      Daniel murmured, “I’m from an admin caste—we’re not given that much to use in the tithe.”

      Matthew, approaching our little group, shrugged. “My family is under punishment. We’re not given as generous a tithe as the other warriors.”

      Well, that was news to me.

      “What did they do?”

      “My uncle sided with a dictator in the Bosnian war,” he replied tightly, his jaw like stone. “The line was rightly punished.”

      I’d heard about Fae being exiled before, but that Matthew’s line had been shunned came as a surprise to me—his arrogance didn’t mesh with what I’d just learned. Or, did it? Was his arrogance a protective façade? A means of keeping others away?

      It also explained why our success as a troupe was so vital to him.

      As I thought about that, thought about him, I asked, “When will the punishment be over?”

      “Not for another five hundred years, or until one of the line redeems it in its entirety.”

      I whistled under my breath. “That’s a big ask, isn’t it?”

      He shrugged. “As it should be.”

      “What would you have to do to make it right?”

      “I don’t know. Won’t know until the Assembly pardons us.”

      “But that’s what you’re working for, right?”

      “Yeah. That’s the end goal.”

      I looked at Joseph who I was starting to think of as just ‘Seph.’  What a difference a few days made, eh? “Why don’t you use magic?” I queried.

      He grunted. “You don’t want to know.”

      “Wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t,” I told him softly. That in and of itself was a huge evolution in our relationship. A few days earlier, I’d have snarled that at him, instead, I just made the remark with little heat backing it.

      “Tell her, Seph, she’ll find out eventually,” Daniel reasoned, and when I looked at him, surprised at his words, he shrugged at me. “All Fae know of the vil de Luir line’s captives.”

      “Captives?”

      “He means slaves,” Seph rumbled under his breath, his thumb tracing over my newly bandaged palm.

      “Slaves?”

      He blew out a breath. “You know how we gain our magic, do you not?”

      “First term’s lessons came as a huge shock, that’s for damn sure,” I rasped, unable to hide my anger at another example of Fae treachery.

      My grandmother had taught me that, as was our way, Fae magic had a source. Ours was nature-bound, theirs was Divine.

      But it was bullshit.

      They mined ours, used our magic as their own, and their house bands were how they called upon it.

      “My father wasn’t the first vil de Luir to do it. Nor is ours the only noble house to do this, but the more unusual witches… he captures them. Calls them his cirque du freak.”

      My eyes widened at that. “He does that when he was a Virgo?”

      Seph gritted his teeth. “Yes. And that makes it a thousand times worse than I ever believed it.”

      “How could he?” I breathed.

      “I don’t know,” he answered gruffly, his thumb pressing into the soft flesh of my palm and massaging slightly. “But he does, and I’ve never approved.”

      “Are you just saying that because of me?”

      His brow furrowed. “I know it might seem like that, but no.” Then he winced. “The tithing might seem barbaric to you, but it’s just normal for us. It’s what is done. It is how it is. But with personal coteries?” He shook his head. “That is what I don’t approve of.”

      “How can the tithing not seem barbaric to you? You’ve basically enslaved the witches for your own gain. We’re the more powerful entities, and yet you use us—” I shook my head. “Then this with your father. I don’t understand how you can let it slide.”

      “Is that not what slave owners do?” he rasped.

      I jerked my hand from his. “Yes, it is. But to perpetuate the cycle is disgusting.”

      He cut Daniel and Matthew a look, and since they both seemed just as uneasy, I knew they understood what I was saying, but this was generational. This was ingrained into them, and all the more disgusting for it.

      The witches and the Conclave were oppressed by the Assembly. We had no power that wasn’t given to us through them, and yet, they had no power of their own. They used our magic to browbeat us. It was beyond crazy to me that they’d been getting away with this con for so long.

      And learning that powerful Fae had their own witches to mine?

      This shit was just getting sicker, all the while my life was getting more and more tangled with a world that was abhorrent to me.

      “I’m getting tired,” I groused. “I think we should start the maze.”

      “Maybe we should take a break,” Daniel suggested, his hand reaching for mine, but I pulled away.

      “No. I’d prefer to get this over and done with. I need to have some idea of what I’m going to face.”

      Matthew shrugged. “If you’re sure.”

      “I’m sure,” I ground out, getting to my feet and picking up the sword I’d dropped to the floor.

      Weapon in hand, I moved away from them. Though they weren’t to blame, they were a part of the problem, and if they couldn’t see that there was a problem in the first place, then how it could be resolved?

      It couldn’t.

      That’s how.

      Just because something was the status quo didn’t make it right, and that was something I doubted we’d ever see eye to eye on.

      I tightened my grip on the sword and pushed off into the air. My wings felt heavy from fatigue, but I persevered. Ever since I’d stabbed him in the foot, Leopold had been leaving us alone more and more, so they’d been teaching me the things he ought to. Jeanien, back in the beginning, had said to find air flurries to make flight easier, but she hadn’t told me that quick bursts with my wings often created them, meaning I could use the wind beneath my wings once I’d soared above twenty feet. Their suggestion was making me a remarkably speedy flyer, and with more practice, it would really be a boon to my small list of abilities.

      With the wind flowing through my feathers as well as supporting me, I felt cocooned in the air. It was a wonderful sensation as I felt both equally protected and shielded.

      I knew the others would have flown to their own corners of the stadium where the starting points of the mock-up maze could be found, so I waited on what I knew would be a loud foghorn. They’d already shown me a video of a trial, so I had an idea of what was going to go down.

      Everything within the maze was a simulation of what had happened when this was used as the actual exam. On the day itself, instructors were the ones behind the attacks, whereas projections replicated their moves and stances in the mock-up.

      On the day of the trial, I could be hurt. In a mock-up, the only person who could hurt me was myself, and considering my ability with a sword was forged in magic, I wasn’t sure how I’d fare against a projection so I was anticipating a few wounds before this was through.

      When the foghorn sounded, I began to walk between the high walls of the maze. In exam conditions, we couldn’t use our wings to escape, so I kept mine folded away and tucked out of sight for comfort.

      I knew the others would have theirs out since they were accustomed to the balance of having the weight of them on their backs, but for myself, it was a relief to be without them.

      The walls were forged from the ivy decorating the front of the Academy. It had gold—stolen magic—rippling throughout each vein, and if the sunlight could penetrate the gloom of the footpath, it would be twinkling down here more than Edward in New Moon.

      Cautiously, I began walking down the path, waiting for whatever the Sol was supposed to be thrown at us.

      As I’d been learning, I let the faint breeze whistling down the maze’s corridors spread out in front of me on the hunt for any sounds that might come my way. If the wind could catch them before I was attacked, then that could mean the difference between me taking a hit or holding one off.

      When the wind carried the sound of scraping toward me, I tilted my head to the side as I tried to discern where it was coming from. Then, when I took a hesitant step forward, I felt the ground beneath me change. As it began to cascade out from under me, I used the wind to keep me upright, surfing it like it was a wave when I saw there was a bear trap at the base of the pit.

      Peering down into its metallic maw, I grunted, because that was definitely no projection—Sol.

      Almost as though the thought triggered it, it closed and opened again. Repeating the gesture every few seconds as I stared on with a gaping mouth.

      The wind leveled me out and helped me slip past the pit. My wings would have saved me from falling, but I wasn’t accustomed to calling on them for aid. Thanking Gaia for the wind, I took my first steady step on seemingly solid ground.

      When it didn’t give way beneath my weight, I sucked down a relieved breath and began to head down the path.

      It was dark, and unlike the Fae, my eyes weren’t as sensitive. I could barely see, and though I could try to call on the light as the guys had suggested, there was no light to call on. It was pitch-black, and when I tilted my head back to encompass the twenty feet high hedges, it was no wonder. I couldn’t even see the sky thanks to the lack of uniformity to the hedgerows, which grew in wonky, disorienting lines and weren’t pruned neatly like every other piece of flora in this fucking place.

      All I could do was put one foot in front of the other, my wings and affinity with the wind ready to catch me if I fell into another pit.

      My heart was racing. Even though I was in no immediate danger, I was in some danger. Something could hurt me at any moment, and I knew I had to expect at least one sword fight somewhere within the maze—I was getting better with my pointy stick, but I was no Musketeer.

      My heartbeat throbbed in my ear, diminishing my ability to translate the power of the wind’s call. Though I tried to take calming, deep breaths, it wasn’t working. Every instinct inside me was on red alert, and the adrenaline was only making it worse.

      Deciding it was safer to stick to the side of the hedge, I clung to it, taking slow steps forward. When it suddenly gave way, I shrieked in surprise, and then as I twisted around, I saw it was just a turning.

      In response to my shriek, however, Daniel roared, “Gabriella? Are you all right?”

      There was something in his voice, something I hadn’t noticed before. My mouth grew dry in response to it.

      He was panicked for me.

      Angry for me.

      The sound, oddly enough, soothed my heartbeat.

      “Y-Yes, I’m okay,” I called back, letting the wind carry the words. When he didn’t reply, I pouted a little, then chided myself for acting like a ten-year-old girl.

      Squinting into the darkness, I called on all my senses, witch and human alike, and tried to figure out what I should be doing. I had the irritating notion that the others would be waiting in the center for me, twiddling their thumbs while I chased my tail for an hour.

      My mouth pursed at the thought, and I tried to speed up, but something on the ground was clinging to me, slowing me down. I peered up, saw a slither of sunlight make it through the hedges, and groaned with relief as I fought with my magic to create a mean of using that to see what I was standing on.

      The wind seemed to like me, so I tried to use that to spread the glow further, and when it worked, when the tiny slither turned into a puddle of light, I blew out a relieved breath.

      Until I saw what I was standing on.

      At first, it just appeared to be caked mud. But as I watched, using the sunlight as a flashlight, it began to move in rivulets, breaking the surface and letting slick dirt out from underneath, which caught in my sneakers. As I stared down at my once white shoes, I grunted as I saw the rivulets begin to snake. They wiggled from side to side, undulating in a way that was pretty mesmerizing.

      Was it a snake?

      Or was it an illusion?

      I began to rush off, but the mud glued itself to my shoes, making each step feel like I was taking my thousandth. My feet were like lead weights as I tried to stomp off the path, and I grunted with the strain as the rivulets began to break open to reveal dark craters that were oozing something.

      And this witch?

      Didn’t want to know what that something was.

      I hated to give up the light, especially when I wasn’t sure when I might get some again, but the only way I could think of drying the mud was to use the wind and the heat from the light.

      Calling on my magic, I let my gut do the work. I had no idea what I was really doing, so I just balled the light up tight and small so it was vibrating with heat and tension, then let the wind drag it along the ground around my feet so it dried as I walked.

      My focus was on my feet so when something hit me from above, the squeal I released was loaded with both fear and shock. I tipped my head back and I saw it was a bird. Its wings were flapping in my face, brushing against my cheeks as the claws dragged against my skin.

      I raised my hands to cover my face, but as I did, the mud began to move again—I could feel it breaking apart, the liquid it oozed more like concrete than wet dirt.

      Another scream escaped me as the bird scraped against my eyelid—was it trying to take out my fucking eye?

      A growl sounded from above, but I couldn’t look, couldn’t open my eyes for fear of the bird getting to the soft, tender flesh hidden beneath the lids. A scream escaped me, one that entwined with the growl, and suddenly, the bird was no more. It made a shrieking caw, and then wet fluid sprayed over my face.

      Disgust filled me as I tore open my leather jacket and grabbed the bottom hem of my shirt, hauling it up at the hem so I could wipe my face clean of the gore.

      When I could finally see, I realized it was Daniel who’d saved me from the bird.

      He was standing there, watching me with an intent that raked at my senses. How the Sol had he found me? But even as I thought that, I noticed his dark blue eyes were pinpricked with a light so bright it burned me, and anything sensible disintegrated into nothing.

      There was an intensity about him that hadn’t been there earlier. It was so strong, I could feel it across the short distance, like it was a vibration that was bathing my skin. But rather than freak me out, something inside me responded to it.

      Blossomed with it.

      Like I was a goddamn rosebud that was finally feeling the sun’s touch.

      I wasn’t a rose. If anything, I was something robust. Something purposeful. Nothing so fragile as a delicate bloom, but strong like a wildflower—one born to survive whatever was thrown its way.

      I’d always been strong. Cubanas didn’t raise their hijas to be weak. We were fiery and proud, passionate and impassioned. I’d been taught how to cook by the age of thirteen, knew most of the family recipes by heart at fifteen, and that was only the food—not the witchy shit. I was raised with the knowledge that, though I was a disappointment, I was a de Santos del Sol witch. I was powerful and strong, ferocious if backed into a corner…

      Yet, here I was, backed into said corner, and I wanted nothing more than to fling myself into Daniel’s arms and sob.

      I was many, many things, but I wasn’t a warrior.

      I just wasn’t.

      I couldn’t kill things or stab things. I couldn’t get out of mud that was sucking me in like quicksand.

      I wasn’t made for this shit.

      I just… wasn’t.

      Give me a pencil, some material, and a pair of scissors, and I’d make you a goddamn dress you could attend an award ceremony in. Give me some onions, a pepper, some garlic and chicken, and I’d create a fucking feast. But survive bear traps? Kill birds with my sword?

      No.

      I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t. It just wasn’t in me.

      Bowing my head in shame, I didn’t do what I wanted—run to him—instead, I punished myself for being weak by standing there, all alone, letting the mud pull at me.

      “Gabriella,” he rasped, and his voice, Gaia, it tugged at me worse than the dirt did.

      “W-What?” I whispered, peering up at him through my lashes.

      “It’s okay not to be good at this stuff,” he whispered, his voice raw with feeling. “I’ll take care of you.”

      I wanted to believe him but… “Are you joking?” Inside, I whispered to myself, Please don’t be joking. But it was something my brothers would do. Find me at a vulnerable moment and yank my chain.

      I seriously had no chain to yank at that moment.

      I was at the end of my tether in more ways than one.

      His throat bobbed. “Nothing about what I’m feeling is a joke, Gabriella. Nothing.”

      And Gaia help me, but I believed him.
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      I wanted to scream.

      I felt like I could, like an endless scream could pour from my lips. Like it could soar on for eternity as I tried to expel this bizarre sensation that was inside me. I felt too full. Of everything. Too many emotions, too much pressure, too much, too much.

      When I’d heard her squeal the first time, my heart rate had soared. But the second time, I’d scented blood, and something had overtaken me.

      Something raw and dark and… cruel.

      It wasn’t evil. It wasn’t. I wasn’t. I was the son of two admin caste Fae. My mother worked for a medic as a receptionist, and my father was a Conclave-Assembly-White House diplomat.

      My family was too boring to house evil.

      And yet, these feelings inside me were anything but nice. The second I’d scented her blood was the second my entire being had changed. Morphed. Transformed into something other.

      I was Daniel. I was Fae. I was warrior. But more than that, I was hers.

      And she was mine.

      The knowledge had shuddered through me, taking me from the male I’d always been, into this creature that had demanded to see, with my own eyes, that my mate was okay.

      As I’d surged above the hedges, I’d found her within seconds. Swooping down, I’d slain the bird attacking her and had taken a moment to catch my breath. To come back to myself.

      But I couldn’t.

      Not with her blood in the air.

      Not with her fear tinging everything I could scent.

      “Are you joking?” she asked me, her scowl ferocious enough to fell a lesser man.

      But I wasn’t lesser.

      “Nothing about what I’m feeling is a joke, Gabriella. Nothing,” I ground out, watching her eyes widen with acceptance, her body shudder with relief.

      The sudden sound of wings whistling through the air became audible, and I twisted my head up and back to watch Matthew’s and Joseph’s descents.

      “What the fuck happened?” they growled, almost in unison.

      “I’m still stuck,” Gabriella whispered, dropping her eyes to the ground where the true challenge the maze had sent her maintained a firm grasp on her feet.

      Seph, with the most magic at his fingertips, unfurled his hand and blew light onto the area. Illuminating the small path, he took a quick glance around and demanded, “Where, in Gaia’s name, did the damn bird come from?”

      “I don’t know,” I replied between gritted teeth, not appreciating his tone.

      It wasn’t like I was the one who’d sent the damn bird to pluck out my woman’s eyes, was it?

      “It wasn’t a part of the maze challenge?” Gabriella questioned, her pitch high.

      “No.” I pointed at the ground. “That was the challenge.”

      We’d taken the other corners knowing there was more danger on that side. Mazes and labyrinths were a common part of the trials, as was a weak link in a troupe. We all knew to send the weaker member to the west. It was just how it worked. She should have experienced a few trials and tribulations, but nothing more heinous than being stuck in this quicksand.

      The bird?

      I had no idea where it came from.

      The maze was a simulation, after all. Made up entirely of magic.

      As Matthew strode over to look at the creature, Seph and I worked to free her from the enchanted mud.

      “See how it’s retracted somewhat where the blood from the bird has soaked it?” I pointed out.

      Her face puckered. “Ew. Has it?”

      “It has.” My lips twitched. “The mud wants a sacrifice.”

      “Well, it can’t have one,” she muttered, then squeaked as I grabbed a dagger from my boot and sliced down my forearm. As the wound opened, I let droplets fall close to her feet, spattering the once white sneakers with my blue lifeblood.

      As soon as the ground absorbed it, it began to dry up.

      “That makes no sense,” she mumbled, then eyed her shoes as she leaned into Seph and hauled herself out of the mud, which could be worse than superglue once you were stuck in it for over five minutes.

      “Why should it make sense?” Seph replied dryly. “There is no sense where the art of war is concerned.”

      “War isn’t an art.” She sniffed. “It’s just bloodshed. Plus, don’t pretend like you guys actually go to war anymore. You’re cleaners… sorry. Hygiene operators. You go in, sweep up whatever mess a witch or human has caused, then get back out again.”

      Seph rolled his eyes. “Well, aren’t you lucky that’s your new job title too?”

      She harrumphed, but I saw her wince at the verbal blow.

      Getting to my feet, I grabbed her chin and tilted her head this way and that so I could see the scratches on her face. She was a pain in the ass with a mouth on her, but Sol, she was my pain in the ass with a mouth that I wanted all over me.

      Need writhed inside me as I rubbed my finger in my blood and reached up—

      “What the fuck are you doing?” she squeaked at the sight of my blue fingers.

      “Healing you,” I told her simply.

      “Fae blood can heal small cuts and wounds in the other races,” Seph explained quietly, his tone calm and soothing unlike her irate one.

      Her expression twisted with discomfort at the news, but she didn’t back off as I began to dab her with a few drops of blood here and there.

      “They should heal soon,” I informed her, and unable to help myself, I tilted my head, leaned down and pressed my nose to her throat. When she didn’t back away, seeming to accept my need to do this inexplicable thing, her essence swelled inside me, overtaking my senses, staining everything with it until I was literally breathing all that she was into my lungs.

      I could scent her magic. It hovered beneath the surface, and I could even discern why it was pink.

      White and black might have seemed like two naturally opposing colors, but red and white? They were the most natural of opponents.

      Red was intense, the color of fire and blood, strength and determination.

      White was restful, the color of peace and innocence, purity and light.

      Her power wasn’t pink. It was a merging of red and white.

      “W-What are you doing?” Gabriella asked at my prolonged sniffing of her, and though I knew she wanted to demand I answer the question, it didn’t come out as a demand. Her request came out breathy and like a whisper.

      It was the exact opposite of everything she’d shown us thus far.

      Ignoring her, I ran my nose along her throat once more, absorbing her scent. When one of my brothers approached, I growled under my breath, and only stopped when they clapped a hand on my shoulder and squeezed.

      “Just relax into him, Gabriella,” Seph instructed, his tone soothing.

      “What’s he doing?” she rasped.

      “He’s scenting you.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. It’s not something we do often,” Seph lied in an attempt to calm her, but I could hear his confusion and felt no desire to further explain what was going on with me.

      How could I?

      I didn’t know what was happening either.

      At his words, I felt her relax a little. That she trusted Seph should have irked me, but it didn’t. Not when his words had enabled me to do as I’d needed—scent my fill.

      When I was ready to back off, I opened my mouth and dragged my teeth along the tender flesh I’d been smelling. At the touch, she whimpered, and her knees gave as she stumbled into me.

      I held her tightly in my embrace, loving the feel of her there, her soft curves against all my hard lines.

      “Daniel?”

      Matthew.

      I grunted.

      “Daniel, we need to talk.”

      “About what?” I ground out, not particularly wanting to do anything other than scent my woman.

      Just the thought sent flashes of triumph raging through my body.

      Me.

      Who’d never even wanted to commit to anything other than hookups so I wasn’t tied down when I attended the Academy.

      Sol, what was going on with me? Why did I feel such glory when I thought of Gabriella in that way—my woman. Mine.

      “The bird…” he reasoned. “I need Gabriella to study it.”

      “Why?” I tightened my hold on her. “It hurt her.”

      “It was supposed to. It isn’t an ordinary bird, and it’s already starting to decompose.”

      That grabbed my attention with both hands. “So soon?” I rasped, moving back and away from the enticement that she was, because that news was beyond bizarre.

      Staring down at the corpse, I saw that it was already starting to putrefy. Maggots and worms and countless other bugs began to crawl over the cadaver, eating its flesh and tearing into its entrails before our very eyes.

      Gabriella gagged, so I grabbed her, taking the excuse to hold her in my arms, and turned her face away from the sight.

      “No, Dan,” Matt said softly. “I need her to examine the body before it disappears entirely.”

      “Examine how?” she rasped, her head twisting out of my hold so she could look at him.

      “Can you figure out who sent it?” he queried.

      Her brow furrowed and she fell silent as she puzzled through what he asked. “I’m not sure,” she murmured after a few minutes.

      “Can you at least try?” I pressed, tilting my face down as I tipped her chin up.

      She bit her bottom lip as she stared into my eyes, and when she did? It was like the rest of the world became white noise.

      What the Sol was happening to me?

      I’d never been one to be led around by my cock, even if I’d had my fair share of conquests. But this was beyond surreal.

      “I-I can try, yeah,” she agreed on a whisper, her eyes trapped by mine once more. And that was the only thing that made this bearable.

      If I was blown away, then she was just as caught up by the same wind.

      “Okay, let’s try it,” Matthew prompted when the two of us just stared at one another as though the answer to life itself was written on the other’s face.

      I tore myself from her grasp and carefully herded her toward the body I’d only just shielded her from. The maggots were gone now, as were the larvae. Half of the corpse had been eaten and the bones were no longer just peeking through, but had been rotted straight through to the core.

      She gulped at the sight and gagged once as she squatted close to the body. I moved behind her and murmured, “You can rest against me so you don’t have to kneel on the ground.”

      “Thank you,” she rasped.

      Seph and Matthew moved around her too, circling her as she tried to do something she wasn’t even sure how to do. I didn’t have much hope, not after what her mother had said about her not having been the best student. Though, I had to admit, how she worked the wind to help her in a bout was definitely fascinating—she couldn’t be that crap at casting if she was capable of doing that, could she?

      I watched her as she gnawed on her lip and her body shook with a tremor before she spit, “Why can’t I fucking do this?”

      “Maybe because there’s little to help you? Not much wind, barely any light, and what there is, is Fae. The earth isn’t real, it’s a sim—”

      “We get the point, Seph,” I said drily, then I fluttered my wings. It was a false wind, but maybe it would help.

      She hummed. “I can feel that.”

      Seph and Matt, seeing what I was about, fluttered their wings too.

      Just three fairies fluttering their wings around a bird’s corpse—not much to see here, folks.

      I rolled my eyes at the thought, but when I saw her hands begin to glow, excitement whirred through me.

      She tensed against my legs before her body began to vibrate, and the glow began to spread, moving to encompass the bird, and to cover Matt, Seph, and me.

      The air around us was turbocharged. Throbbing in time to her heart. It tinged the gloomy path where we were standing with a raspberry hue, but more than that, I could hear her.

      She wasn’t saying anything, but the magic? It had a language of its own.

      She was prodding the bird, studying it in a metaphysical sense. I could see her chanting incantations here and muttering cuss words there. Normally, I wouldn’t have heard or seen either, but within this orb of light? Her spells were written in the air, glowing gold and hovering around her as she worked.

      For me, the pink glow was comforting. But for Seph and Matt? As I glanced at them, I could see the sweat beading on their brow, and the exertion on their faces as they did nothing more than flap their wings to stir a false wind for her benefit.

      Was this what had happened to me the first time I’d been held within the glow?

      Was she binding them to her as she had me?

      When she grunted under her breath and the glow disappeared, I blinked, taken aback by the sudden retraction of not only the magic, but also the light.

      “What is it?” I rasped.

      “I don’t know,” she groused. “I don’t know who sent it, or why, but I know it was sent by several people.”

      “What?” Seph blurted out, his surprise evident.

      “Why?” Matt demanded.

      I squeezed her shoulder. “How do you know?”

      “Because there was more than just one magical trace there. There were several.” She gulped. “Which means more than one person wanted to attack me.” Then, she bit her lip. “Or, I could be wrong and that was just a waste of time.”

      I shook my head. “No. I don’t know what you were doing—”

      “Me either,” she said huskily.

      “What kind of trace, Gabriella?” Seph asked.

      “Like… it sounds weird but almost as if they were fingerprints. There are lots of different ones on the bird.”

      “How did you sense them?”

      “The magic did. I didn’t.”

      Seph shot me a look, but his tone was firm as he murmured, “Then I believe you’re right. We have to believe your magic won’t steer you in the wrong direction, however, that leaves the question why? The only people who know you’re here are your family, correct?”

      “Yeah. Everyone from work just thinks I quit,” she admitted on a sigh, and on shaky legs, got back to her feet.

      I hauled her against me, propping her upright as she got her balance back.

      When she looked down at the bird, she murmured, “It was a raven. That’s a portent.”

      “A portent of what?” I questioned uneasily.

      “They’re messengers, and that he tried to peck out my eyes? Well, I don’t think he had anything good to tell me. Do you?”
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      With my phone in hand, I dialed my grandfather’s number. He was too old-fashioned for Skype, too difficult to write letters to. Sometimes, I wasn’t even sure if he wanted to stay in touch with me, but because he was the only one in my family I actually liked, I wasn’t about to let our relationship disappear.

      Not when only Gaia knew how much time I had left with him.

      “Grandfather?”

      “Boy.”

      I rolled my eyes, but my lips twitched at his insolence. “Warrior, now.”

      “You’ll always be ‘boy’ to me.”

      I knew there was a compliment buried deep within that statement, or at least, that’s how I decided to take it.

      “How’s the final semester turning out?”

      His voice was husky with age, but I could hear the excitement burrowed into the undertones. “It’s definitely interesting.”

      A hoot escaped him. “I’ll bet. How’s your troupe? Do you gel well?”

      “As well as we can,” I appeased.

      “Would never have had a female on a troupe in my day,” was my grandfather’s next comment. “Too much distraction. And a human born? The Skills’ test must be getting easier.”

      “We’ve already had this conversation. If you want to argue about it, then head to the Assembly. Just because you were born in the Dark Ages doesn’t mean we all were—”

      “Like they’d listen to me,” he interrupted with a huff. “Would have done back when I was a few years older than you, mind, but ever since my idiot son—”

      Clearing my throat in an attempt to break off that topic of conversation, I asked, “Grandfather?”

      “What?” It was more of a bark than a reply.

      “Have you heard of the Virgo?”

      There was silence for a second, then a snort. “Of course. Fairy tales.”

      I rubbed my bottom lip. “Even so, what do you know of them?”

      “Very little. Like I said, they’re all fantasy.”

      Well, there was that conversational gambit. I’d been hoping he’d have some information, some piece of knowledge that was tucked into his memory banks that might be useful for us.

      “Why do you ask? Know some fool who is one?”

      His statement had me growing still. “How can someone be one if they’re only fantasy?”

      “Because they’re deluded, of course. Knew a couple of troupes who claimed to find the bond. They were all potty.”

      I blinked. “Potty?”

      “Daft. Crazy. Mad.”

      “Why?”

      “The witch turned good, honest, hard-working soldiers into loons.” He grunted.

      “In what way?”

      Ril huffed. “Does it matter? Like I said, it meant nothing. I bet it was that PTSD. They say that even Fae can get that now, you know. Of course, it didn’t exist in my day—”

      Rubbing my temple with my free hand, I mumbled, “What did exist in your day, Grandfather? You just contradicted yourself.”

      “Less of your cheek, boy.” But there was a cackle to his words—I was the only one in the family who’d give him shit and he seemed to appreciate it.

      Sol, maybe he was the loon.

      “You like my cheek and you know it. How’s Nanse?” I asked, mentioning one of our neighbors who he had the hots for.

      “Playing hard to get.” He sniffed. “She doesn’t realize we’re both too old for those kinds of games.”

      I laughed. “We’re never too old for those games, Grandfather. In fact, I’ll hazard a guess that’s why you like her so much—because she’s difficult. Just like you.”

      As I caught up with him and his exploits, I thought about what he’d had to say. As little as it was, it gave me an insight into something I didn’t understand, and Sol, I hated it when something was beyond my understanding.

      If all Virgos turned into loons, in his opinion, maybe the weird urges we were all experiencing were normal?

      Like the constant desire to pound into one of my troupe brothers for daring to so much as harm a strand of hair on Gabriella’s head, for example.

      “You should ask about your parents even if you don’t really care,” he intoned, breaking into my thoughts.

      “Why should I?”

      “To be polite.”

      “Since when are you and I polite? Especially with each other,” I retorted.

      “True, true, boy,” he murmured, sounding pleased with my words. “I’ll tell you even though you didn’t ask.”

      “Must you?”

      “Of course! He’s got the pox.”

      My eyes widened, and suddenly, I understood. A laugh escaped me. “Mother must be thrilled.”

      A snicker sounded down the line. “That’s just it—she hasn’t got them.”

      I groaned, unsure whether to be disgusted or just plain sad. My parents were like Seph’s—not exactly a love match. I’d once caught my father fucking a member of the household staff when I was twelve, so it came as no surprise that he was a cheater.

      Still, to have the pox? It was our only sexually transmitted disease, and naturally, came with great shame.

      Like our family wasn’t mired in enough of that!

      “As if Mother doesn’t have enough to contend with,” I groused.

      My Grandfather hummed. “Yes. I do feel for her this time. Normally, I think she needs to work harder on retrieving that pointed stick she has lodged in her behind, but your father always was a moron.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I rubbed my brow as mortification swirled inside me like a hurricane gaining force in my head. “I hate him, Grandfather.”

      “I know, boy, I know. Thought you’d appreciate the news. He’s suffering mightily.”

      “Well, I don’t—” I winced. “I mean, I’m glad—”

      “I understand, boy. It isn’t in your nature to wish anyone ill, but he deserves everything he gets.” Another hum came down the line. “I’ll be kind to your mother.”

      I laughed. “Praise be to Sol. Do you want to kill her? You being kind to her is bound to set off a heart attack.”

      He grumbled, “Now who’s being mean?”

      My smile was wide as I stated, “If I can’t be mean with you, who can I be mean with?”

      There was a sniffing sound. “Yes, well, I’d best be off, boy. Things to do, things to do.”

      “I’m sure. Speak to you later, Grandfather, and do be kind to Mother. She deserves it.”

      “I will.”

      I cut the call because he never knew how to, then I heard a rustle of feathers from the balcony. Twisting around to peer out, I saw Gabriella was seated there, her back to the railings, her face turned to the sun.

      “Don’t accuse me of something you already know I am.”

      Her first verbal sally had me blinking. “What do I already know you are?”

      “Nosy.” She grinned at me, well, grinned at the sun.

      How pathetic was it that I was envious of that big ball of energy?

      Perhaps Ril was right. I was potty.

      Grunting, I asked, “Did you hear anything interesting?”

      “Enough.” She tilted her chin down and looked at me, pinning me in place with those gemstone-like orbs of hers. “You love him.”

      It was a statement, not a question.

      “My grandfather?” I shrugged. “Yes.”

      “Even though he called you a loon?”

      I winced. “You overheard.”

      “My hearing might not be as good as yours, but it’s semi-decent. Especially with the wind to help me.” She raised her hand, swirling it around like she was stirring coffee into a cup of water.

      “He doesn’t believe in Virgo.”

      “I’m surprised you asked.”

      “I’d like to understand—”

      “Perfectly natural. Bet you didn’t expect that answer though.”

      “No, I didn’t,” I replied drily. “But I can always expect the unexpected with him.”

      “He sounds pretty cool. Even if he is a little bloodthirsty. I’d like to meet him.”

      The notion sent shards of delight through me. “I think he’d love that. I mean, he wouldn’t show it—”

      A laugh escaped her. “No. I’ll bet. But still, I’d like to. I get the feeling—” When she broke off and just stared at me, I wriggled in the chair I was sitting in.

      I’d been working at my computer when I’d had an urge to speak with Ril. He usually cleared my mind, helped me focus on something because his was a novel way of thinking—he was, he claimed, too old for the pomp of Fae life so said whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted.

      It was very refreshing.

      And with that shit with the raven, and trying to learn more about the Virgo and this bewildering bond that united us to this one female? Sol, I’d never needed a mental recharge more in all my life.

      “You get the feeling, what?” I queried, curious as to why she’d hesitated, and suddenly it hit me.

      It hit me when I’d never gotten it before.

      Her lack of filter, her snark… it reminded me of Ril. Reminded me of him, and because I loved his nature, loved how he eschewed tradition, and I saw the same in her, it made me appreciate her all the more.

      I wasn’t sure why, but that had a calm settling deep inside me. The bond wasn’t overtaking me to the point of bestiality. There was a logic to my appreciation of her. A logic that soothed me, and made sense to me.

      And where there was sense, there was sanity.

      “He raised you?” she asked softly.

      I nodded. “My parents were around, of course, but he was the only one who cared.”

      Her smile was gentle. Tender. “I’m glad you had that.”

      “Me too. He stopped me from going nuts too many times to count.”

      “And drove you nuts sometimes too, I guess?”

      I grinned at her. “Definitely.” I motioned at her with my hand. “Are you okay? Was there a reason you dropped in?” The fact that she’d come via wing and not walked was weird enough to have me getting to my feet.

      “I decided to practice flying.” She shrugged. “I didn’t get very far.”

      “I don’t know, your quarters are quite a way away.”

      That had her laughing. “You’re good for my ego but we both know that even though I’m getting better, I’m still crap.”

      I shrugged. “We each have our own strengths,” I told her as I clambered down beside her. “I’m surprised Daniel let you out of his sight,” I admitted, peering over my shoulder to see if I could spot him.

      “Oh, I’m sure he’s watching somewhere.”

      He had turned into something of a stalker.

      “Doesn’t it irritate you?” Since the raven, he’d started doing weird things. The sniffing thing was more of a constant, and in our down time, he’d taken it into his head that he needed to be her bodyguard—like she was in any danger on the campus, I thought with a snort.

      Still, I understood the sniffing thing. The urge to scent her now was an impulse I was determined to fight. Especially now I’d gained some ground in the sanity department, after having reasoned out why I liked her prickly self.

      “What irritates me is that it doesn’t irritate me,” she confessed. “I’m not used to this, Matthew. Not used to letting guys into my life and being okay with them taking over parts of it.”

      “We don’t—”

      “No, you don’t, but you are. It’s the bond. I get that. But still… it’s unnerving how easy I find it to roll with the punches, you know?”

      I appreciated her candor more than ever at that moment. “Yeah. I know.”

      “It’s weird for all of us,” she mused, her face tilting back so the sun could burnish her with its rays, and though she wasn’t wrong, there was also something very, very right about this bond.

      Maybe to my grandfather, I could be considered crazy, but all my life, I’d been waiting for the moment when I could come to the Academy, when I could rectify my uncle’s mistakes. Now, here I was, with that in my future, and suddenly, it didn’t matter.

      Was it strange to see myself clearer than ever before when I was swamped with a bond that was almost alien to me?

      Maybe it was, but if this was a tidal wave, we were all being swept up in it.

      There was, I realized as I tipped my head back and joined her in sunning myself, safety in numbers. I had to find comfort in that, comfort in the maelstrom. I wasn’t alone.

      And I never would be again.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Seph

      

      

      

      The next few days were spent attempting to train Gabriella. If she could use her magic defensively, then we had to hope she could keep herself safe in the trials. If that bird hadn’t come along, she’d been doing okay, and with more training on her side, then she could only improve. Or that was our working theory.

      But something had changed.

      As it had in Daniel, it had in Matthew and me as well.

      The thought of her getting hurt?

      It was enough to send me into a tailspin.

      Before, I hadn’t really cared. Sure, I hadn’t wanted her to be injured, but I’d have blamed her incompetence and her attitude for it.

      Now?

      I wanted to slay whoever caused her to spill a drop of blood.

      And as they felt the same, that meant Matt, Dan, and myself got into a lot of fights.

      A lot of them.

      “For Sol’s sake,” Gabriella shrieked. “Stop it!”

      As I slammed my fist into the side of Daniel’s head, I felt Matthew grab a firm hold of my hair and pull me back. I grunted at the excruciating yank against the roots, but moved with him, and used his grip against him by tipping my head back and headbutting him from behind.

      When I scented blood in the air, the anger inside me calmed. Blood spilled for the blood she’d spilled.

      “You guys are driving me crazy!” she ground out, and we pulled apart to stare at her, each of us a panting, sweaty mess. “Why are you fighting all the time? For the love of Gaia, all he did was nick my hand! How can I practice if a blade never comes near me?”

      I dropped forward and propped myself up on my knees as I took the chance to get my breath back. With a grunt, Daniel slipped to the ground, resting his arms on his bent knees as he bowed his head, and Matthew leaned back against the wall and rounded his shoulders.

      “He shouldn’t have nicked you at all,” Matthew mumbled, his face still tilted toward the ground.

      “I’m training with sharp, pointy weapons. There’s bound to be some bloodshed,” she snapped, her eyes flashing with anger.

      The sight of it had me growling, and I didn’t stop until she caught my gaze with her own and a shaky breath escaped her. She blinked a few times, licked her lips a couple more, then in a throaty whisper, stated, “I don’t understand why you’re being like this.” Then, sulkily, she mumbled, “And what’s with all the growling? It’s like being surrounded by a bunch of dogs.”

      As he reached up to rub his hand over his face, Matt snarled, “It can only be the Virgo claim.”

      “B-But I’ve read nothing about the Virgo fighting among each other,” she argued, her hands balling into fists at her side.

      “And there’s a record of the interaction of every Virgo and witch mate, is there?” Dan groused, reaching back to grip the back of his neck and rub where I’d had him in a stranglehold—the bastard would probably bruise.

      Good.

      “No. True,” she conceded, and at his words, some of the fight seemed to disappear from her as she sank to the ground too. Her arms came around her knees and she cupped them to her.

      I could sense the lingering traces of her anger, but what disturbed me the most was the whisper of fear and confusion.

      She pressed her forehead to her knees and murmured, “This has been getting worse since I studied the raven.”

      “The glow. It affects us,” Matthew confirmed, the words thick. “I don’t think there’s a shadow of a doubt about that.”

      “I wonder if all witches with Virgo can manifest, and it’s how you claim us,” Daniel mused, rocking back onto his elbows.

      He seemed to be the calmest of us all, but I had to believe that was because he’d been dealing with the confusing aftereffects of her power for a few days longer than we had. He was undoubtedly more used to it than we were, so he had some semblance of control. Not that you’d tell in a fight. The bastard was like a rabid beast, and my ribs ached as proof of that.

      “Maybe. I don’t know if my abuela could. We didn’t talk about magic with her. She and my mother would argue about what mama was teaching me, so they tended to avoid the subject when I was around.”

      “You never saw any sign that she could manifest?”

      “No. I’d remember if I had.” She pressed her forehead harder into her knees, hard enough to leave indentations in her skin when she looked up again. The red patches faded over time when she shot me a look and murmured, “She might have, but she might just never have shown it to me. Like I said, magic was a sore subject in our house.”

      I cocked a brow at her. “Why?”

      “Because we weren’t Conclave members.”

      The words tumbled like knives into the heavily shrouded atmosphere that settled among us.

      “You’re not bound to the Conclave?” I rasped, my brow puckering.

      She bit her bottom lip. “No.”

      “So, you’ve never been tested?” Daniel pressed.

      “N—”

      “Sol, of course you haven’t. If you had, then there’d be a record of you and it would have caused an alert on this end,” Daniel carried on without waiting for her to speak.

      “How did we only just figure that out?” I ground out, reaching up and rubbing my temple.

      This shit had suddenly grown both more complicated and a thousand times easier.

      “Who the fuck would send you a raven then?” Matt growled. “You’re an unknown. Who’d know to target you?”

      “I don’t know,” she replied, swallowing thickly, and the sudden surge of her scent in the air had me wincing.

      Fae senses were powerful. We had better vision than wolves, could hear better than bats on both a normal sound wave and echolocation, and our powers of scenting were better than a shark on the hunt.

      And yet, where she was concerned, all of my senses were further amplified.

      It was both disturbing and exhilarating to be so aware of her.

      I didn’t understand it, and wasn’t sure how to get the answers to questions we needed to ask. The only person I knew who had a witch mate was my father, but he’d rejected her…

      Had he presented any of these odd symptoms when he was around Gabriella’s grandmother?

      I released a sigh. “Do you think we should speak with my father?”

      “Why?” Daniel questioned. “Getting him involved is only going to cause more trouble.”

      “He knows what she is if he’s made the link between Gabriella and her grandmother,” Matthew pointed out. “And she hasn’t been brought in by the Assembly yet—”

      “No, only been attacked by a fucking raven,” Daniel snarled, and as I watched, the muscles in his biceps, shoulders, and throat tensed. His face turned red and the vein in his temple began to throb.

      “Calm down, Daniel,” Gabriella barked, and when he ignored her, intent on glaring at nothing, his fists bunching as he evidently tried to withhold the urge to smash them into something that could bleed, she scampered across the floor and plopped herself on his lap.

      It was so awkward it was amusing, and it took Daniel completely by surprise. One second he was glaring at an unseen enemy, a low growl escaping him, the next, he was jerking back in shock as Gabriella landed on his knee.

      When she cuddled into him, her arms slipping around his waist, I watched as he nuzzled back into her.

      A sound escaped her.

      A sound I’d never forget.

      “What the Sol is that?” Matthew whispered, his voice low with awe.

      “Is she purring?” I rasped, completely dumbfounded.

      He blinked. “I think she is. And look at him, it’s calming him down.”

      It was. It was totally calming him down.

      What in Sol’s name was that about?

      My throat felt tight as I watched the intimate scene. Something about what she was doing was enough to drive me mad with lust and crazed with jealousy.

      I wanted her to make that noise for me, and yet, Daniel was my troupe brother—he needed her too.

      The complex emotions inside me made a Commonwealth cocktail look simple to create. But I knew the only thing keeping me from losing my mind was the unfurling troupe bond that was growing among us. I couldn’t say if it was at the base of what was happening in this room, but it was certainly stopping me from tearing Daniel into pieces of funfetti.

      Even as the bond worked between us, traces of the murderous rage I’d felt took me aback, but I calmed when I saw Matthew was trying to process similar emotions.

      Whatever in Gaia’s good graces was going on with us, we needed to know, we needed an explanation before one of us entirely lost control.

      As her purring came to an end, I realized my nails were digging into the soft flesh of my palm, and the scent of my blood and Matthew’s littered the air.

      How was that noise soothing Daniel, but putting Matthew and me on edge?

      Or were we just envious? Envious that she was nestling into him and not into us?

      And why the fuck would that bother us at all?

      “We must speak with my father,” I rasped, my voice so thick it sounded totally unlike me. “He is the only one who knows what it means to be a Virgo.”

      Matthew nodded, his jaw just as tense as he tried to deal with the welter of emotions that were pouring through us.

      It was akin to taking a drug for the first time, except we were experiencing the rush, the high, and the drop all in one go.

      Daniel grunted his dissatisfaction but he didn’t argue. Gabriella turned to me and murmured, “Won’t that put me in danger?”

      There was a deference to the question that had my shoulders straightening. She was, without words, asking me if we’d keep her safe.

      This Virgo bond was turning us into completely different people. Where was the Gabriella who’d snark first and apologize later? I wanted to say I missed her, but the Hyde in my own personality needed that deference. Needed her to need us.

      “You will never be in danger with us to protect you. You have my word on that, Gabriella.”

      Before she could argue or agree, I got to my feet and switched on the TV. It was a smart unit, and within seconds, the Skype bubbles were dancing and ping-ponging around the room as I connected the call with my father.

      When he appeared, his brow furrowed at the sight of me. “Joseph? What is it? Is everything all right?”

      When I looked down, I saw why he’d be concerned. I had blood staining my hands and dripping onto the floor, and I was ragged and sweaty from training in my room.

      Having deemed it too dangerous for her to be working magic outside, we’d taken to using my quarters as our training room. It also hid the fact that the second one of us accidentally hurt her, we were on each other faster than mating rabbits.

      Without the happy ending.

      “I have a question.”

      “Ask away, son,” Noa vil de Luir replied easily.

      “Is Gabriella related to the Gabriella you once knew?”

      My father dipped his chin. “Yes.”

      I blew out a breath. “You know what it means to be a Virgo. I think, no, I know we are Gabriella’s Virgo, and we’re—”

      He surged forward in his seat. He was, as always, behind his desk in his study in the east wing of Landgow. The room hadn’t changed once since I was born. The walls were covered with books that appertained to Fae history and literature. Where there were no books, there were paintings from artists who the family had sponsored over the years. The furniture was antique, uncomfortable, and always made me want to sneeze, even though the place was cleaned twice a day.

      The office was as fusty as him, but at that moment, he reminded me of the powerhouse he’d been and not the old man he was.

      “Have you experienced the Rage?”

      My eyes flashed as relief filled me—there was a name for what we were going through. Thank Sol for that.

      “I’ve experienced something like it.” If that, in any way, shape, or form described the torment of knowing one of the others had hurt her and the subsequent fury that made me want to tear them to shreds… then, yeah, I’d experienced the Rage.

      “Have the others?”

      I twisted around to look at my troupe. They were hanging back awkwardly, just out of sight of the camera. I beckoned them over, wincing as more droplets of blue blood splashed onto the floor.

      “I feel constantly angry,” Daniel admitted the second he was in front of the screen. He lowered his head, as though ashamed of the admission.

      “It comes in fits and starts. I could kill the others, but need them to keep her safe,” Matthew grated out.

      “What of the Lust?”

      “I am here, you know?” Gabriella muttered. “This is beyond embarrassing.”

      “I speak not of the carnal variety, Gabriella,” my father said, his tone softening. Hell, it more than softened, it was positively gentle as he beheld her. I could see his eyes tracing over her, eating up each line of her face like he was searching for signs of his own Virgo. “You are much like your grandmother, child. You do her proud.”

      “I may look like her, but I doubt I do her proud. Not with how messed up everything is,” she muttered miserably, then her eyes sparked with that pink glow that didn’t bode well for my father—well, it wouldn’t have if he hadn’t been tucked away safely in Landgow. “I’m not sure we should be taking advice from a Virgo who rejected my abuela anyway, Joseph.” When her nose popped into the air, my lips quirked, but I saw the storm brewing in my father’s eyes and knew what that meant.

      Noa vil de Luir was not accustomed to being spoken back to.

      Unluckily for him, Gabriella didn’t give a Sol about his tender feelings or his position in our society.

      She didn’t give a shit, period. And there was more of that odd relief floating through me. The more I got to know her, the more I liked her snark. I was relieved it hadn’t been swallowed whole into the Virgo bond’s might.

      “There were reasons—”

      “I’ve heard these reasons,” she snapped. “You wanted to protect the mausoleum you live in. Well, I hope you’re happy in your Downton Abbey, and I hope you’ve been perfectly happy with a woman who you married solely for power when my abuela probably spent every day of her life suffering without you.”

      Noa gritted his teeth. “What do you know of the bond? By the sounds of it, very little.”

      She tilted her head to the side. “I know as much as the next man.”

      “Which means next to nothing. Unless you go through the bond, you can never truly understand what it means. The link between Virgo is excruciating at times. I gave up your grandmother for my family and for our seat, but I also gave it up because it required too great a sacrifice.”

      “What are you talking about, father?” I rasped, my interest piqued.

      “I can already see the changes in you. And, after studying the files on the brothers you have selected for your troupe, I know they are the same. To be Virgo is to be reduced to one’s most base self. It is unlike anything you can begin to imagine, unless you endure it too. Everything about you becomes animalistic and raw. Nothing matters save your woman, her safety, her needs, her desires. Your entire life revolves around her—” He swallowed. “For a while, I thought, we thought, we could manage it. But it was too much. Gabriella gave us time. Somehow, she knew what happened during the bond, and she gave us a choice. Freely given. We might have hurt her by rejecting her, but we did so knowing that we had her blessing to leave.”

      “I don’t understand,” Daniel murmured, scowling at my father. “Why does the bond make us baser?”

      Noa shrugged. “Who knows? It’s the uniqueness of the connection. We are reduced to the animals we evolved from. Many times, my troupe brothers and I fought over Gabriella. She did say that would ease if we allowed us to claim her, but after serving with them for twenty years and having barely an argument between us, we were wrestling like pups twice a day.” He shook his head. “I’ve never…” My father reached up and rubbed his eyes. “It was the most exhilarating time of my life, but it was like a dream. A bubble I was just waiting to pop.

      “That level of feeling couldn’t be maintained. It just couldn’t. And, though Gabriella might have missed us, I’m certain she understood too.”

      “Why? Why are you certain?” Daniel questioned.

      “Because it changed her too. We were assigned to Cuba just after Castro got into power. Her family’s power was renowned in the area. The women rarely married, just used men until they got with child. They passed on the power through their daughters, and very few sons were ever born to them. If any.

      “Gabriella was a renowned water witch. The things she could do when we were on the beach.” He whistled under his breath, and in his eyes, I saw a contentment that bewildered me. In all my life, I’d never seen his face slacken with that kind of joy. “She’d made a reputation for herself during the Bay of Pigs Invasion. She was instrumental in keeping the US forces back.”

      “H-How did she do that?” Gabriella stammered. “I’ve heard nothing about this.”

      “She was modest,” Noa replied. “She rarely talked about all the things she achieved. But her power was immense, and she was not a…” He winced. “Submissive woman. She wasn’t made to be mastered.”

      “Neither is her granddaughter,” Matthew remarked drily, making me jump, because he’d been so quiet I’d almost forgotten he was here.

      “I can believe that,” Noa said gruffly, his face softening again as he looked at Gabriella. “But the bond changed her too. She began to show softer, more submissive traits. Her power made her invincible, and in truth, she was our Alpha, that was how powerful she was, but the bond? It twisted things around. Made us her Alpha and she was almost like our Omega.” He shook his head. “It was bizarre, but after years of research…” He waved his hand around the room, and as gold dust trailed and sparkled, the camera panned out and revealed more of his study’s confines. “I’ve learned that is the way of the bond. She will never submit to you in the way you believe thanks to those silly books and movies. It’s not that kind of power.”

      “What kind of power is it then?” I asked uneasily.

      “It’s a woman instinctively knowing that her men will keep her safe, protect her, and defend her with their lives. It’s something in her nature that cannot be denied. It goes beyond sexual, it’s deeper than that. It’s in her very marrow. The need to be claimed by those few males who she deems stronger than her. No one can master a witch that powerful, no one could ever make a Virgo witch bend the knee, and yet, her Virgo mates can.”

      “And you took that from my abuela?” Gabriella rasped, and I wasn’t surprised to hear the tears in her voice.

      “No. You misunderstand. Without us there, she reverted to how she always was. It was our influence, the Virgo bond, that changed her.” He swallowed. “Your mother was born of our bond.”

      I almost swallowed my tongue at that. “You can’t be serious? How can we be—”

      He raised a hand. “The Virgo connection isn’t a miracle maker. She is not born of the four of us.”

      “My uncle was in your troupe—” I argued, the panic in me real and it made my heart feel like it was going to explode.

      “Cease your interrupting and I will explain,” he ground out, eyes flashing with irritation. He’d take it from Gabriella, it seemed, but not me—no change there, then. “Your grandfather was one of my troupe, Gabriella. He was badly injured in a bout, and had to retire from service. One of your uncles, Joseph, replaced him. There are no consanguinity issues… just other problems.” He tipped his chin to the side. “To be a Virgo to a witch is… this troubles me. You were meant for more than just being a warrior tied to his witch’s apron strings.”

      The bond between the rest of my troupe and myself had grown in the past few days. Constant contact and companionship was the way with a troupe. But it meant that I knew, without him even so much as tensing, that Daniel longed to rip my father a new one.

      “You know she is a witch and that she is Fae as well, and you can’t see that she needs our protection?” I rasped.

      He reached up and rubbed his eyes. “Of course I do. But you can attain that as a troupe. You need not mate.” My father stared at me. “You will see how all-encompassing it becomes. Nothing…” He swallowed. “Nothing else matters. We are more than just rutting beasts, Joseph. We are the apex predators, but the Virgo bond reduces us to mere beasts. We can protect—”

      “How can you?” I snapped. “What will you do? Keep her in your cirque du freak with all the other unusual witches?”

      Noa sneered, “You think I keep them here for my own entertainment?”

      “Why else? If not to mine their power too.”

      “Because they need my protection, you fool. Some are witches without their Virgo, some lost theirs in death. Most are casualties that require a safe haven that the Conclave will not provide. They are bloodthirsty. Much more than the witches realize.”

      “The Conclave isn’t an issue. Gabriella hasn’t been tested.”

      “She does not serve a council?” Noa mumbled in bewilderment, his eyes training once more on Gabriella. “Why not?”

      “When my grandmother came over to the US, she was young—”

      Noa shook his head. “That isn’t true.”

      She blinked. “She told me this herself.”

      “Gabriella could wind words as well as she could water.” He tsked. “She was fully grown when she helped the Cubans defeat the Americans during the Bay of Pigs Invasion. This was years before we met her and before she became pregnant with your mother.”

      Gabriella bit her bottom lip before saying, “All I know is what she told me. That she came over when she was young, and that my mother was always scared she’d be sent back to Cuba. So we stayed under the radar, didn’t join the Conclave, and lived among humans.”

      His brow puckered. “But why? Why would she do that? The Conclave would have protected her claim to be in the US. Hell, any Conclave would have been grateful to have her. Your line is revered among witch kind, Gabriella. You aren’t royalty, exactly, but famous? Indeed.

      “For the Cuban Conclave to lose her…” He shook his head. “This doesn’t make any sense, but then, it never did where she was concerned.” He gritted his teeth. “After we spoke last week, Joseph, and I realized my Gabriella and—” He hesitated. “Your Gabriella were related, I looked into the line and found very little.”

      “You said you knew when she died. How?” I questioned.

      He tapped his chest. “I felt it.”

      “She was only fifty-seven. Way too young to pass. D-Did you try to communicate with her again?” Gabriella’s tone was wistful.

      “No. It would have been too complicated. Linford left the troupe a year or so after we decided to break apart from Gabriella, and another brother, Gerard, passed. Both were replaced with cousins of mine. The bond was with myself, Gerard, Linford, and my brother Darvich.”

      “Didn’t you want to see her?” she asked sullenly.

      “Of course, but we don’t always get what we want in this life, girl,” he groused. “Sometimes, there are other requirements. Like duty to one’s line.”

      I felt the pointed dig, but ignored it. “The Cuban Conclave never missed Gabriella? They didn’t search for her?”

      My father shook his head. “It’s like she never existed to them. I’d believe that if I knew that kind of magic was beyond her, but—” He blinked. “Son of Sol. Linford.” He ground his teeth. “Linford must have helped her. He could erase memories. How could I forget—” His mouth pursed. “Of course. He got to me too.”

      “She must have kept in contact with the father of her baby,” Gabriella murmured. “She told me in a vision that she knew I was destined to be a witch born Fae.”

      He grunted. “That takes no foresight.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Witch born Fae aren’t all that unusual,” he explained. “If the child of a Virgo bond mates with a human and procreates, that child has all three races present within its body. It will manifest wings and a witch’s power, all while quite capable of being mundane like a human.

      “That isn’t exactly common knowledge,” he reasoned, “but your grandmother would most definitely have known that.”

      Gabriella’s brow puckered. “This doesn’t make any sense. Why did she lie?”

      “I don’t know, but there must be a reason behind it.” He drummed his fingers against the desk. “Did she say why the family left for the US?”

      “Because of a vision of me being a witch born Fae.”

      “I wonder if that is only a half truth.” He grunted. “I must speak with Linford, see if he remembers anything about that time.” Noa’s lips pursed. “I’ll be in touch, but Joseph, do not make any rash decisions. The bond will overtake you. Remember that.”

      He clicked off before I could do little else than flip the bird at the screen.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Gabriella

      

      

      

      My abuela had been lying to me, to us all for years. Decades, even. Sol, my mother had been living a lie since she was a child.

      I tried to process that, but couldn’t. How could I? It didn’t make sense, dammit!

      “Did your mom never mention her father? Didn’t you know your grandfather?” Daniel asked quietly.

      It was a simple enough question, but when I thought on it, truly thought on it, there was a large blur in my mind. It was like an oil slick in a puddle. I could see through it, but it was all stained and marred, unable to clearly discern.

      “I don’t think it’s something we ever spoke of.” I blew out a breath, my cheeks billowing with the motion. “Seems like we didn’t speak enough about anything,” I rasped.

      “No family does.” Joseph grunted. “Mine is one of the worst. My father and I are the antithesis of close, and yet, he considers himself close to me.”

      Shooting him a look, I inquired, “Do you wish you were?”

      “Not really.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’ve never approved of him. Of the way he holds the witches—”

      “But he said it himself. He keeps them safe. Do you believe that? Or do you think he’s lying?”

      He took a seat on the sofa opposite me, and after plunking his arm on the rest, began to toy with his bottom lip. “No, I don’t,” he admitted softly, pausing rubbing his lip before starting it up again.

      Watching him rub the small mound he plumped up ignited fireworks that shot through my veins. I didn’t know why my focus was on that one small spot, but it was. My vision narrowed to his fingers, and my breathing rattled as my desire overtook all rational thought.

      A groan sparked from beside me, jerking me into awareness. “That scent,” he purred, and it took me a second to realize it was Matthew. “What is it?”

      “Arousal,” Daniel growled, and finally broke me free of the magnetic clasp my eyes had to Joseph’s mouth.

      Amazing what embarrassment could do.

      “You can’t smell that,” I half-squeaked, feeling mortification flushing through me. I made it a statement, and definitely not a question.

      “I can,” Daniel grumbled. “It smells like vanilla and honey.”

      “He’s right. It’s like you started baking,” Matthew commented drily, at least, I figured he was trying to be dry—his words came through huskily, and the gravel in his voice scraped down my raw nerve endings, making me shudder with delight.

      Gulping, I forced myself to calm down and moved so I wasn’t looking at any of them, because that was just danger all around. Instead, I focused on my knees.

      Knees were innocuous, weren’t they?

      It wasn’t like I was about to start getting turned on by my own joints.

      It might have worked, were it not for there being a strange need burning inside me that hadn’t been there before.

      Mere seconds earlier it hadn’t been there, but now? It felt like I had a flame flickering to life in my belly, and all from watching Joseph touch his lip, after a confusing conversation that meant my whole life was a lie.

      It was easier to throw myself into the flames of this passion than contemplate what I’d just heard, but even as the thought drifted through my mind, I knew that was a lie. There was no using what was between my Virgo and I as an excuse. This passion was all consuming, not some means of wasting time, of avoiding what we’d learned.

      This was a desire that had the power to burn me to a crisp, but I’d be reborn in its embers.

      Reborn as theirs.

      My skin felt tight, like I could burst through it with little to no strain. My belly churned with a hunger that no food could ease. My body ached with a pain only they could relieve.

      As these sensations swirled inside me, I understood what Noa had meant.

      No other male had inspired such feeling, such violent lust in me. No other male had made me hunger for them in this way. I was theirs, but more than that, I was theirs to take. To claim. To own.

      I wasn’t a woman who appreciated possessiveness. I was too strong, too bullheaded and obstinate, but this bond decimated me. Knocked down all my walls, exposing the softest parts of me to their gaze.

      And the craziest part of all?

      I knew that what I exposed was safe in their care.

      They’d never hurt me. They’d kill to protect me. And I wanted that security. Craved it like I’d craved nothing else in my whole life.

      A hand grabbed my knee, and the feel of callused flesh against my skin had me groaning and tumbling back into the sofa, relaxing and submitting in a way I never had before.

      It should have frightened me, but if anything, it just felt so right. So natural.

      I shuddered and turned my head to stare at the arm that the hand belonged to. Slowly, I moved my gaze along corded muscle, thick and brimming with strength, before meeting sinew, then more tensed muscles as his bicep and triceps strained—was he holding himself back?

      I’d seen Daniel tense earlier, had watched him Hulk out at the mere notion of my being in danger, but now, this was different. I felt no intrinsic need to soothe him, just the burning urge to have this itch deep inside me scratched.

      Maybe he could douse the fire raging within me.

      Maybe he could ease this eternal ache I only just realized I had.

      My breathing was low and sharp as I watched his hand drag down my leg. My skin was bare until mid-thigh, where my loose workout shorts came into contact with his fingers. As they began to dip under the hem, I spread my legs, but Matthew’s hand shot out and grabbed his wrist.

      “This isn’t wise,” Matthew rasped, and when I whimpered in distress, and shot him a pleading look, I saw sweat beading on Matt’s forehead, and noticed his gaze was directly between my legs.

      “He’s right. We need to discuss the bond,” Joseph whispered, and when I looked at him, he was staring at my covered pussy too.

      “What’s to discuss?” Daniel ground out.

      “You heard what Seph’s father said,” Matthew reminded him thickly. “The bond turns us into base creatures, and we’ve certainly been acting like knuckleheads these past few days.”

      “Because we haven’t fucked—”

      “My father’s troupe brother got her grandmother pregnant. They evidently fucked without claiming her, and yet my father still said they were atavistic.”

      Though I processed his words, I wasn’t really listening. Everything had boiled down to the men surrounding me. Their strength, their power.

      I needed them to show me both.

      Wanted to feel it. Wanted it thrusting inside me again and again until I was reminded of just how powerful they were. Until I felt the bruises of their strength in the morning.

      If they were going to protect me, then I needed them to show me exactly how they would—I needed to see their might, needed to feel it inside me as they fucked me, giving me what I needed, taking what was rightfully theirs.

      Joseph leaned forward, and I watched as he licked his lips, his eagerness evident even if his tone had been anything but excited.

      I couldn’t stop myself from acting on instinct—I spread my legs more, letting the fabric cut between my pussy lips.

      The three of them groaned, and sweet victory soared inside me. I felt weak, more subdued than usual, but also, so alive and vibrant with it that I knew these feelings could never be wrong.

      I arched my hips down and back, pushing into the sofa cushions to cause more tension in the fabric. When it cut deeper between my slit, I grunted as it nudged my clit.

      “I want her,” Daniel rasped, “more than I want anything else in this world.”

      “You don’t know what you’re saying,” Matthew whispered, but his hand moved to my thigh and his fingers trailed the same path Daniel’s had.

      My hands soared higher to cup my breasts, but they were restrained by a heavy-duty sports bra. The thick, voluptuous flesh craved their attention, and the need was so insistent that I sat up with an abruptness that startled the men into growling. The sound was nothing like a grunt a man might make. This was their beast, a beast I had stirred to life with the bond, reacting to every move I made.

      A part of me recognized that they thought I was about to flee. The notion that they might chase me, hunt me down, set sparks igniting in my blood.

      Why the idea thrilled me, I wasn’t sure, but it did. Fuck, it did.

      When I was sitting straight up, I pulled my loose tee from around my waist and hauled it overhead. When that was on the ground, I unfastened the front clasp of my sports bra and released my breasts from within its constraints. Only then did I realize I could have used magic to will my clothes away, but now, I was glad I hadn’t because their growls had sent a lick of heat to my core.

      I wanted their beasts out and ready to claim me, and the threat of my fleeing had brought them exactly where I wanted them—to the surface.

      The second I felt a flash of freedom, Daniel was there. His hands grabbed mine at the wrists as he drew me down onto the sofa once more.

      Everything I knew about the Fae blurred into nothingness as he and Matthew acted against what I’d learned. When he pushed me across Matthew’s lap, and pinned my hand down on the cushion beside him, Daniel should have been revolted. Disgusted. Should have reared back with just how vile the prospect of him sharing me with Matthew was.

      But he didn’t.

      If anything, when he dropped down to my breasts, he feasted, and that was all he was focused on. He lapped at my nipples, biting down on them with his teeth before raking the nubs and tightening them into taut peaks, then sucking the sensitive points, drawing more of my flesh into his mouth.

      My back arched, my body desperate as I sought more of him, more from him. I wanted him between my legs with a mindlessness that, had I been thinking clearly, would have stunned me senseless.

      I was a woman, a witch. I was free with my body, found no shame in it or the sharing thereof. I had enjoyed many such hookups with guys I’d known, and some with strangers on one-night stands.

      But, in all those encounters, I’d never felt like this.

      Had never experienced such desperation, such need. It made me want to cry. That was how overwhelming it was. I wanted to sob as I pleaded with them to give me what I needed— fulfillment.

      In the haziness of these feelings, I could recognize why such a sensation would be repugnant to a strong woman. Why she’d back away from such a connection, but at that moment, I couldn’t think of backing away—I wasn’t close enough and Daniel was pretty much devouring me from the waist up.

      I began to struggle as he kept me pinned there while Matthew flicked and pinched the nipple Daniel wasn’t tormenting. Knowing Joseph was watching all of this made me feel like I was going to burst into flames.

      Twisting my head so I could look at him, I saw he had his cock out and held firmly in his fist. The tip was wet with pre-cum, and the sight held me transfixed.

      I needed that in me.

      Needed his hardness filling me, his wet seed in my mouth, pussy, ass, wherever he wanted to give it to me.

      I began to roll my hips, arch my back, twist and writhe and wriggle. Anything, anything to entice them. To make them give me what I wanted.

      The sharp slap Daniel landed on my thigh had me jerking in surprise, but when it was followed by him pulling my shorts off, and then tearing my panties from me?

      I was more than happy with the spanking.

      The second I was bare, I could scent it. I was wet. Slick. It poured from me, drenched me. Proved that I was beyond ready for them.

      Daniel stared at me with glinting eyes. The regular dark blue had morphed into a black that something deep inside me recognized.

      I needed him to be like this.

      Needed him raw and rough and crude.

      Needed this ferocity, this bestial temper to rain down on me.

      When he leaned down, he pressed his nose to the ‘V’ of my pubis. I didn’t care that I’d been working out, didn’t care that I hadn’t had a chance to shower, and Daniel? It was evident he didn’t give a fuck, either.

      He purred.

      Sol, he purred.

      I didn’t know why I’d done that, never mind that he could too, but the sound? So close to my pussy? It made me moan and spread my legs wider. I needed him, anyway I could get him, and anyway he’d give himself to me.

      I wasn’t a strong witch at that moment, wasn’t witch born with Fae wings, wasn’t even a budding fashion designer.

      I was nothing more than a woman.

      A set of ovaries and a uterus within a bag of bones.

      He stripped me away until I was nothing but my hormones, and rather than horrify me, I luxuriated in it.

      His tongue fluttered out, tracing along the crevice he’d just sniffed, and as he tasted me, I shivered. The move had Matthew placing both hands on my tits as he rested his forearm on my arms to keep them over my head. In tangent to Daniel’s teasing, he squeezed the voluptuous flesh in strong palms that made me crave more from them all. Sol, I wanted everything. Everything.

      All they had to give would never be enough.

      Daniel moved down slowly, fluttering his tongue along, and then his wings began to beat. They washed me in our mutual scent, making Matthew and me groan as we were battered with an essence I didn’t know how to describe. I knew their sense of smell was more advanced than mine, but it was just us—Daniel and I. Need and lust and arousal combined.

      He grabbed my legs at the ankles, spread them wide, then once he had me where he wanted me, he let go of my legs and fell between them to feast. There was no other word for it. His mouth was glued to my clit, his fingers inside my cunt as he tongued me and finger fucked me. Never letting me up, never letting me go. I soared, higher and higher, only to crash down, lower and lower as his movements stopped.

      The slickness between my legs grew even more copious, to the point that he was making noises with his fingers. The old me would have cared, would have been embarrassed. This Gabriella? She reveled in the sound, even as she fought against Matthew’s hold on her upper body, twisting and writhing in an effort to get free.

      As Daniel gave me everything I needed without somehow giving me everything I wanted—how he did that was beyond me—I felt a disturbance in the air.

      When I saw Joseph approaching us, I licked my lips as my gaze dropped to his shaft. Fae cocks were unlike human and witch cocks. I’d never seen it for myself, but it was said they could knot. Whether that was just talk or not, I wasn’t sure, but as I stared at his dick, fascinated by the sight of it, I recognized no other sign that it was in anyway abnormal.

      His knees pressed into the cushions, and before I knew it, his cock was there, pressing against my mouth. He didn’t give me a chance to say no or to refuse him—but I didn’t want to. Every single part of me wanted him inside me. With the move, Matthew had to let go of my tits, and I hated the loss of him, hated it, needed him to be a part of this as much as the others.

      Before I could fret too hard, Joseph began to thrust between my lips, making my mind flutter away from my concerns. He was slow at first, but steadily growing faster. My mouth was wet, slick too, like it had been preparing for him all along. As he thrust into me, using my lips as though they were a channel, I watched the corded strength in him reveal itself to me.

      His throat was taut with muscle that led down to pecs and abs, which were so delineated, I could trace the path to his cock blindfolded with them as my only guide. He was shirtless now, but his shorts were shucked around his thighs, and I wanted to grab onto his ass, have him move inside me harder, faster, but he maintained the pace, his eyes constantly on me.

      “I think she needs your cock, Daniel,” Matthew rasped, and I moaned, desperate for that.

      The three of them laughed, the sounds husky and heated, before Daniel ceased sucking on my clit and staggered onto his knees between my thighs. I felt him there, felt the hairs on his legs rub against my tender flesh, and every part of me thrilled at having him deep inside me at last.

      Then, his hands moved to my upper thighs and I released a sharp scream as he raked his nails down them. The feeling was so strong, so overpowering, I almost choked on Seph’s cock. It was a move that grounded me, but also sent me soaring higher.

      The gesture was a simple one, but the response it triggered in me was more complex than a volcano’s explosion.

      My body bucked as I tried to deal with the aftermath, and when he did it again, I howled around Seph’s cock.

      “Sol, fuck,” he ground out, his cock slamming harder into my mouth, moving faster and faster until his cum spattered the back of my throat. Even as I reveled in his taste, in his offering, he carried on fucking me until he was softening, but I barely noticed.

      Three times he scratched me that way, and the desperate desire to rake him back, was an unspent urge that came from my soul.

      Before I could beg with garbled words around the shaft in my throat, Daniel’s dick was at my gate. His thick heat scalded me, raw. The very notion of him wearing a condom disgusted me, because I needed that boiling hot seed of his branding me. Needed his cum shooting deep inside my cunt.

      As he tore into me, bare, the slick mess of my pussy made itself known. He was big, and I wasn’t, but my body easily adapted to his size thanks to how turned on I was.

      A low rumble escaped him as he finally pushed all the way in, and I felt that vibration deep in my pussy. He began to thrust, in and out, the sawing motion enough to make me want to claw his eyes out. I didn’t need this, I wanted him bucking into me. I needed him to fuck me.

      “Move out of the fucking way, Seph,” he growled after a few moments, and when Seph did, his cock arcing from my mouth via a cascade of frothy spit, Daniel rounded his back and began to give me what I needed.

      All of him.

      My hands moved to his back, my nails dug in deep, and though there was nothing alien about them, they clawed into his back until the scent of blood spilled in the air.

      The men groaned around me at the essence, but me? I just exulted in it.

      Daniel was rigid, unrelenting. Fucking me hard and fast and wet. With my nails tearing at him, he pressed his face into my throat and took great big pulls of air like he was drowning himself in my scent.

      When I nipped his ear, he groaned, and began to buck into me. His cock no longer thrust all the way in and out, but shoved deeper into me, as deep as he could go. As I began to see stars, I moaned long and low into his ear, and though I heard him curse, it was nothing to me at that moment.

      The splash of his seed deep in my sex was enough to make me purr. Literally. The rhythmic sounds permeated the room as my orgasm imploded inside me, sending my nerve endings into a whole other stratosphere while I echoed the true rumble of the cat who’d gotten her cream.
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      My cock was aching like someone had stood on it. Yeah, that was how deep the pain was, but the sight before me was close to terrifying.

      I wanted it so badly, and yet, I could see how unlike my brothers this was.

      Daniel came from admin stock. He was reared to be mild-mannered, polite.

      Joseph was a warrior. He was raised to channel his passions into the art of war.

      We weren’t born and bred to fuck like beasts, but that was how they were. They rutted on Gabriella, and even as a part of me, the part that had been reared just as the others had, with my future in mind, found this entire scene abhorrent, another part, one that was new and floundering in its shaky first steps, was roaring with triumph.

      These sensations were overwhelming. They overpowered everything, overtaking me until I wasn’t even sure who Matthew vil der Soe was anymore. All I knew was that I was Matt and that Matt wanted Gabriella.

      And she wasn’t helping.

      Where was the bitchy, attitude-laden pain in the ass who’d driven me crazy during our lessons? The one who’d thought nothing of ‘accidentally’ driving her sword into a disrespectful instructor’s foot? Who’d been brazen enough to attempt to fail her Skills’ exam and had somehow passed and made it to this moment?

      That Gabriella was nowhere in sight.

      She was just as lost to the emotions ramming into her as hard as Daniel was fucking her.

      We didn’t share. Ever. Only perverts wanted to watch their woman with another, but there was nothing perverted about this.

      It was, if anything, perfect.

      My own need was boiling inside me, to the point where simply watching was no longer enough. As Daniel blanketed her with his heaving body, while Joseph hunched over, propping his elbows on his knees as he dealt with the aftermath of his orgasm, I felt a hunger that ran soul deep.

      The maw inside me was wide open, aching, and ferocious with its need.

      “Daniel, I need her,” I told him, surprised at how collected I sounded when, deep inside, I was a welter of raging emotions.

      He grunted, but though I’d anticipated an argument, he pressed a kiss to the side of her throat, nipping her there, before he pulled free.

      Seeing her pussy, his cock, should have revolted me. His seed? The very notion of sloppy seconds should have been repugnant. Instead, the desire to be inside that warmth, a warmth that was meant to be mine, exploded inside me.

      Gabriella was evidently tired. Her eyes were closed, her body limp and lax as she recovered from her orgasm. But as he pulled out, she mumbled, “Hey, you didn’t knot.”

      Daniel snorted. “That’s a myth.” As he moved, he pressed a kiss to her belly. “I wish it weren’t. I’d like to be locked inside you for a lifetime.”

      Her lips curved. “A lifetime, huh?”

      “Yeah. Sol can deal with everything else,” he teased, falling to his ass beside the couch as though he were incapable of movement too.

      Needing to be the center of her focus after I’d been so patient, I carefully trailed my fingers down the length of her arms. She squirmed, her teeth coming out to bite her bottom lip, before I finally found my way across her breastbone and over to her tits. I plumped them again, before getting up and crouching over her.

      We were all wearing workout gear, and that made getting out of the shit easy. It amused me that neither of them had thought to use magic to strip, but I wasn’t about to waste time—within the blink of an eye, I was naked and I was on top of her.

      I didn’t know why, but it was imperative that my wings were aloft as I settled between her thighs. My cock rested against her pussy, slipping into that notch that was meant for me, and slowly, just as Dan had, I moved my wings. Not enough to cause a draft, a breeze, just enough to sprinkle us both with the gold dust humans called fairy dust.

      The second it touched her, her back arched as I sent my intent through the magic. Wherever it touched, I set it to make her sensitive. To make her entire body as entirely confused with the welter of sensations as I myself was feeling.

      She writhed beneath me, her tits shaking, her belly undulating as I made her feel what I was experiencing, and I slowly bowed over her, pressing my forearms on either side of her head, rubbing our chests and bellies together.

      I reached for her mouth, slipping my tongue deep inside, thrusting into her the second I could. She moaned against me, her hips bucking as my magic slipped into her very bones. Her hands came to spear through my hair, and though I wanted her as Daniel had—pinned down and desperate for everything I had to give her—I also wanted her to be free, free to explore me, free to take what she needed.

      As her hands tugged at my blond hair, I moaned at the pull against my roots. The pain was pleasant, and I loved how she used her hold to angle my head so I could fuck her mouth even deeper.

      There was the remnant tang of Seph’s release, but I didn’t taste it. Not really. Sure, it was there, and maybe, at another time or in another place, I’d hate what I was sampling, but now? It was just her.

      Just this.

      I thrust my tongue against hers, curling them about one another as I urged her to tangle with mine. Slipping my hips back, I created a space I didn’t want between us, but I reached down, grabbed a hold of my cock, and pressed into her slick slit.

      She was wet. Not just from Daniel’s release, either. My fingers could discern the difference, and what I perceived set me alight. Though she’d been pleasured, though she’d achieved orgasm, she was as ravenous for me as I was for her.

      “Fuck me, Matthew,” she pleaded, after tugging her mouth free from mine.

      Her lips were sore, pink, and red from my kisses and Daniel’s, and from pleasuring Seph. Her eyes were wet, her eyelashes spiky from the tears Seph had caused as he’d fucked her mouth. She was pale in some parts, bright pink in others, but her eyes? They were glittering.

      She was so alive at that moment, so vibrant and vivacious that I knew, until the day I died, I would remember her like this.

      No matter what happened, I would pass over to the next realm with her face as the last image in my memory banks.

      “Because you asked so nicely,” I grated out as I thrust in hard and deep. Fast, too.

      She grunted, her head tipping back and swinging from side to side as I plowed into her. She took everything I had to give, spread her legs wider, arched her hips and tilted her pelvis back so I could get as deep as I needed to be.

      Through it all, her slick juices coated me in her essence.

      I’d fucked before. I knew how sex worked, dammit. But this? It was like nothing else. Not just because it was her and because we had a bond, but because the heat of her was like no other.

      The slickness came with a devastating warmth that decimated me from the inside out.

      The heat in me sought the heat in her and together, we set fire to one another.

      As I fucked her, she took everything I had to give. All of my frustrations, my needs, my desires and passions—she absorbed them all, took them for her own.

      She was under me. I was invading her, but somehow, she conquered me right back.

      I reared up so I could rub her clit, and the distance between us was painful. But there was no way in fuck I was going to last all that long. No way. I just couldn’t. My cum was boiling in my balls, and containing it was only going to make me suffer.

      Her arms reached for me, and the plea in her eyes about killed me, but I ignored it, ignored her, focusing instead on her clit. Rubbing it, caressing it, giving her exactly what she needed.

      But the more I tried, the more she seemed to pull away. The heat in her died, seemed to be banked, and the phenomenon bewildered me.

      Sensing impending doom, I covered her once more, and the second I was covering her? The heat returned.

      What the Sol?

      She clung to me, her arms tight around my waist as she nestled her face into my throat until every part of me was touching every part of her.

      This time?

      The heat returned in spades, a thousand times hotter than before.

      I almost howled with how it burned me, with how it razed me to the ground so I could be reborn, but I didn’t.

      Instead, I focused on what my woman needed.

      Even if I didn’t have a fucking clue what that was.

      Minutes, hours, days later, she detonated around me. No clit rubbing, no kissing, no touching. Just her clinging to me as I fucked her roughly. Too roughly. Her orgasm had her exploding. Me? I imploded with the pleasure she triggered in me, and I thrust into her like a wild animal, needing to milk every ounce of this ecstasy she gifted me.

      But when I came down from that crazy high, I realized I’d never done this before.

      Never lost control to the point where, afterward, I feared I’d hurt my partner.

      I knew she had to be sore, knew she had to be feeling those last few thrusts deep in her body. But when I tried to pull back, tried to see how she was? She clung to me all the more.

      Her face had to be sticking to my throat from sweat, but she didn’t care. She stayed there, hugging me, huddling into me. Her legs remained clasped around my hips and waist, my weight fully on her.

      Unsure of what to do, I reached under her, and scooped her up against my chest. Clinging to her as she clung to me. With her held tightly to me, I moved around so I was on the bottom, so she didn’t have to take my substantial weight. My wings retracted for comfort, the nubs digging into the cushion as I splayed out on my back.

      Through it all, she didn’t budge, and when I watched the flow of her back, I realized from just how deeply she was breathing, that she was asleep.

      I cut my brothers a look and saw they seemed just as wrecked as I felt.

      Was I surprised when they laid on the floor beside us? Was I surprised when they slept there, just to be close to her?

      Maybe.

      The old Matthew would have been. He wouldn’t have understood why when there was an epic bed just a few feet away.

      But the new Matthew, the one that had been forged in Gabriella’s fire?

      He understood perfectly.
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      The next morning, my back was killing me. Literally, killing me. The nubs were aching where my wing stubs had dug into the ground, and my spine felt like a pretzel, but I’d sleep on the floor in an instant if it meant lying next to Gabriella.

      My mind was flooded with her to the extent that I wasn’t sure where my thoughts of her began and ended. It was overwhelming, sure. I recognized that, just as I recognized how right it felt.

      I was connected, intrinsically, inherently, to three people now.

      All my life, I’d been seeking this level of connection, and it was only now when I had it, I realized something.

      I was an only child, a rarity in Fae society. I’d never asked my parents if they had trouble conceiving me, but no baby brothers or sisters had ever cropped up, and I’d been alone.

      The Fae weren’t supposed to be alone.

      We were pack creatures by instinct, except our pack was our line. My mother was an orphan—her family had passed in a freak accident when she was small—and my father had a strong political line who’d abandoned him when he’d taken my mother as his life partner. Orphans were shunned in Fae culture. The surviving child or children were considered bad luck to the rest of the family.

      Old fashioned?

      For sure.

      Nuts?

      Definitely.

      But the Fae were superstitious bastards, and it all resulted in me growing up pretty much alone.

      When I’d come to the Academy, I hadn’t been looking for a link. I’d been looking to find my place, at long last, in the community. Having always felt like I was on the outside looking in, it had seemed this was a singular opportunity to find my spot.

      I’d aimed for an admin position, as that was where my parents excelled. I’d never thought I’d be in a troupe even though, deep down, I’d have loved that. The chance to be sent into war, into human strife, to mend the disaster zones, to fix broken treaties, and to harbor peace? It seemed like a dream.

      When I’d passed the exam? When Matthew had approached me, with Seph at his side, and had asked me to be a member of his troupe?

      It had stopped seeming like a dream, because it had just come true.

      The troupe bond was renowned, revered even in our society, and the notion of it had made me happy. From alone to never alone, and all thanks to one exam…

      But the troupe bond and this bond?

      Gaia, there was no comparison.

      The troupe bond was underlying everything. I could even register the magic of it. It was tinged with blue—which made sense considering the color of our blood—and it grew in strength when we worked as a team, then weakened when we fought.

      This past few days as we argued over Gabriella, the troupe bond had taken a hammering, and I felt the loss. Our loyalty to one another had a visible thread, which pulled taut and released with everything we did.

      But this looping connection with Gabriella?

      It was like a ball of rubber bands the size of Texas. It was complicated and snagged here and there, moving in an eternal loop as we came together.

      The Daniel who’d been rational, who’d approached the Academy with hope for a bright future in an admin block somewhere, was no more.

      He felt.

      He craved.

      He needed.

      Like he never had before.

      Noa—and it still boggled my mind that I’d spoken with the great Noa vil de Luir—had said it overwhelmed, that the bond took over everything else, and I could see that. Could sense how it would, but rather than backing away from it, I wanted it all the more.

      I wanted it to consume me, wanted it like I’d never wanted anything else in all my life.

      With a shaky breath, I sat up, and raising my legs, pressed my arms to them so I could round my back and stretch it out some. From the tiny space I’d carved out for myself last night, I could see Seph, who’d slept in a position parallel to mine—his head in the corner unit of the sofa with the base at his back and the coffee table at his front. I could also see Matthew who looked as though he hadn’t moved all night.

      Lucky bastard.

      Especially as it seemed as though Gabriella hadn’t moved all that much either.

      She was huddled on him, clinging to him as though there was too much skin between them.

      The bond was changing her as well. Morphing her into another creature, just as it was altering Matthew, Joseph, and me. And for all that, I still couldn’t see how her grandmother and her Virgo had walked away from it. How they’d denied this bond. How, they’d had a child within the troupe, and had still walked away from her.

      Just the thought that we might have made a child last night was enough to send me into a tailspin. Our lives weren’t geared for that. We were supposed to be practicing for the trials, nothing more, nothing less. Once we passed, we were going to be thrown into the cold, hard world, and we would have a purpose that was bigger than any of us.

      And a child?

      It fucked with all of that.

      My heart began to race and I could feel sweat beading on my brow as though my panic was physically manifesting. And just like that, Gabriella, who hadn’t stirred all night, who looked as though she hadn’t moved an inch, began to move.

      More than an inch.

      She twisted on Matthew’s chest, her gaze pinpointing me without a second’s hesitation.

      It was like she’d known where I was all along.

      And the second our gazes clashed?

      My heart ceased racing and a calm spread through me because this was right.

      This was so fucking right.

      I released a shaky breath and asked, “Are you well?”

      She tilted her head to the side. “I need to eat and shower, and not in that order.”

      Underneath her, Matthew rumbled out a laugh. “Shower first. You weren’t the one lying in the wet patch.”

      Her nose crinkled a second before she began to laugh. “True. Remind me to always sleep like this.”

      Matthew released a heavy sigh and his hands came up to cup her curves. “I won’t complain about that, Riel.”

      She cocked a brow. “Since when did you call me Riel?”

      “Since I fucked you last night,” he retorted with a wry grin. “And you’re not a Gabi.”

      “I’m not?” She frowned. “Why aren’t I? My mom calls me that.”

      “You’re too weird to be a Gabi,” he murmured, his eyes closing as he began kneading her ass cheeks. The movement reminded me of a cat making the motions in a cushion or in their owner’s arms. Except this cat was huge, had wings, and weighed nearly three hundred pounds of pure muscle.

      Some housecat.

      I rubbed my chin as I thought about his words. “I can see that too.”

      “See what?” she inquired, her tone accusative. And it was actually pretty nice to see that she still had as much attitude as ever, and that fucking her didn’t fuck the sass out of her, but brought it back to life.

      “That you’re not a Gabi.” I shrugged. “Gabis are nice. You’re not nice.”

      She huffed. “I can be nice.”

      “Since when?” Joseph mumbled, then he groaned as he began to sit up. “Sol, let’s do this on a bed next time, yeah?”

      “Why, Grandpa, are you too old for sleeping on the floor?” she teased then grinned when he gave her a sharp look.

      “Next time, you can sleep on the floor and I’ll sleep on you,” he replied easily, and I couldn’t deny that the ease with which they were talking calmed something inside me. A part I hadn’t even known was riled up.

      As I’d awoken this morning, I guess I’d feared that there would be recriminations and regrets. I knew how much such acts as we’d engaged in last night were loathed, and if Matthew and Seph had walked away from this?

      I wouldn’t even begin to know how to rectify things.

      Riel curled back down on Matt’s chest, but her eyes were on me as she nestled into him. There was no sex kitten moue on her lips, no enticing sparkle in those beautiful brown eyes of hers. There was just a warmth I felt like I’d been searching for since forever.

      “You okay?” she queried softly.

      The question made me feel a bit like a pansy. I’d had the best sex of my life last night—I was more than okay. But she wasn’t asking about that. She was asking, without saying a word about my moment of panic, if I was feeling better.

      Gratitude filled me. I wasn’t sure how she’d seen it, considering she’d ignored us most of the time since she’d become a part of our troupe, but I looked up to Matthew and Seph.

      Both came from renowned warrior lines, even if one was shunned, and their reputations traveled far and wide with a sword. Warrior sons often took part in tourneys and competitions, and I knew Seph and Matthew had known each other a long while, even if they were from opposite coasts, from those tournaments alone.

      My smile was barely there, but I nodded. “I’m good.”

      She sighed happily and closed her eyes. “I’m glad.”

      We all settled into a kind of daze. I leaned back against the sofa, Joseph slipped his arm along the sofa cushions and rested his head back on it too, and Matthew and Riel just dozed.

      The sense of peace in the air hit me, but it didn’t stop my mind from switching off. Last night, what had happened had been necessary. The link between us was more tangible than ever.

      The troupe bond had connected me with Seph and Matt, but not with Gabriella who, even though she’d started opening up, hadn’t exactly tried to form a connection with us until her magic had started acting up.

      Then, after the glow had permeated the three of us, I knew another bond had begun its formation. A bond that was cemented a little more firmly into place thanks to last night.

      But that didn’t take away from what Seph’s father had discussed with us.

      Gabriella Senior had lied to her family for decades. Why? She’d hidden in the States, had made her daughter hide from the Conclave when that was the key to poverty—no witches could earn positions that utilized magic without being tested by the Conclave—and had messed up her own personal timeline.

      Why?

      Wishing I was like Gabriella and could use magic to do my bidding, I got to my feet and went in search of my phone. Fae magic and witch magic were unalike. Though ours was mined from theirs, we couldn’t use it in the same way. We tended to create illusions—the Academy, for example, didn’t actually exist. It was just a great big simulation. That was how it could shift and morph into what the faculty required.

      Only the old families like Seph’s had proper houses, and even then, they were propped up through illusion too.

      Our magic could also inhibit other races’ senses, making them feel something more or less as we required it. The most magical thing about us were our wings and our blood. But the magic? That was borrowed, or as Riel would have it, stolen. So, unless I wanted an illusion of my cell, that would get me nowhere.

      Finding it on the stand beside the door, I sought out information on the Bay of Pigs Invasion where Gabriella’s grandmother’s name was heavily featured in the article. There was even a picture of her there, her hair swirling around her as she called on the water to repel the invaders.

      It was hard not to be impressed at the sight of her. Her arms were raised as she called on the water, her hair a wild tangle from the wind that whipped at her, and she just stood there, one woman against the wilds of nature.

      It reminded me of ‘Tank Man,’ the guy who’d walked out in front of a line of tanks during the Tiananmen Square Protests.

      The picture sent shivers down my spine, and as I carried on reading, I saw that my history had failed me—in 1961, that was when the Bay of Pigs Invasion had gone down. So Noa was right. How could Gabriella Senior have been a small girl when she went to the States? But be a fully-grown woman in time for the Bay of Pigs Invasion…?

      She’d lied about her age.

      Why?

      What purpose would that serve?

      Human women were funny about age, I knew that. They lied and knocked off a few years as though that would evade the passage of time, but witches weren’t like that. With age came wisdom and more control over their powers. But Gabriella had lied. Repeatedly, and over something that shouldn’t have mattered.

      I blew out a breath as bewilderment filled me. Whatever was going on with Riel’s grandmother, whatever the purpose for her making all the decisions she had, I knew there had to be a reason for it.

      And, call me crazy, but I had a feeling it was tied to the raven who’d come calling for Riel…

      

      
        
        ❖

        Seph

      

      

      

      As I showered away the night’s excesses, I pressed my hands to the wall and let the water slough off my neck. It coagulated around my wing stubs, easing some of the ache that gathered there from being pressed into the floor all night long. But the heat simply felt good on my bones.

      It didn’t come close to the heat I’d felt last night, and maybe that was why I felt so cold.

      As the water pooled around my feet, I heard the shower door open. The scent of her hit me first, and when her hands slid around my belly, I couldn’t stop the shudder from hitting me. Her effect on my nervous system was like nerve gas. She got to me in ways I’d never experienced before, and though I wasn’t acting like the fiend Daniel was, had enough reason to see my dad’s point of view, equally, I knew I couldn’t live without these feelings.

      Without the heat of her, the intensity of her, the power and madness of this bond that had sparked to life thanks to a manifestation of magic. And these feelings were after a short while. How had my father managed to tear himself free for duty? How had they abandoned Gabriella with a daughter?

      “What’s wrong? You tensed up.”

      I heard the nerves in her voice, so I grabbed her joined hands that were connected at my waist and clung to one.

      “Just trying to understand my father. I feel like I’ve spent half my life trying to do that and constantly failing.”

      “You think I understand my mama?” She snorted. “I barely understand my dad, and he’s the one who’s normal.”

      “Men are never normal,” I said dryly. “At least, not to women.”

      “The one comfort in life,” she teased.

      “I don’t know, there are always death and taxes.”

      A laugh escaped her. “Cheerful.”

      “I try,” I mocked, then I sighed. “I just…”

      “It was a different time, a different place, and they’re different people,” she said softly, like she knew what I was going to say. “This is only the beginning, Joseph. You have to recognize that we’re all changing, and at the moment, we’re willing to live with those changes.

      “But, after a few months? A year? Will we like who we are? Evidently, my abuela and her men didn’t, and that’s reflected in their decision.”

      My throat grew tight. “Maybe.”

      “No maybe about it. That’s what happened. The way she lived out her life tells the truth of that.”

      I twisted around in her hold so that I was staring down at her. It seemed surreal that I’d gone from thinking she was a major pain in the ass to needing this intense connection with her, but also, it felt right. I felt right when these overpowering feelings were coursing through me.

      It was like, until this point in my life, I’d only been living a half-life.

      I knew that sounded crazy, and that kind of intensity was undoubtedly what my father was warning me against, but he wasn’t like me.

      He’d never be able to understand.

      I’d been raised in a marriage that was loveless. A lot of kids were, but there was usually some kind of affection, be it from a nanny or a sibling. My father had refused to let us have nannies, and the affection any of my siblings had for one another started and ended with familial obligation.

      We weren’t close. Never had been and never would be. We just hadn’t been raised that way.

      My earliest memory of my father was of him encouraging my brother and I to fight. He’d given Lucian pointers on how to properly slice into me with quick, whip-like motions that had the end of his foil flickering back and forth faster than a butterfly’s wings, and he’d told me Lucian’s weakness was his ankle—one he’d broken during his first flights after a bad descent—and to use that against him.

      That was pretty much all the affection my father had ever shown us—encouraging us, sure, but to hurt one another…

      Noa, after doing his duty and denying his witch mate himself, had turned into a cruel man. Perhaps his cirque du freak wasn’t as bad as I’d always believed it to be, maybe he was trying to help the witches, but he was inherently cold, and now I’d felt the scorching blaze of the Virgo bond, I could understand it.

      I reached up to cup her cheek. “I think my father made the wrong choice.”

      “You say that in hindsight,” she corrected, but for the first time, I saw a flicker of something in her eyes.

      Vulnerability?

      Insecurity?

      I couldn’t say, didn’t know. All I knew was that since she’d told us we were her Virgos, she’d acted as though she hadn’t cared whether we rejected her or not.

      After last night? I felt certain that had changed.

      I pressed my lips to her temple, and murmured, “No, I say that having lived with my father for eighteen years. He was a miserable man. Utterly miserable throughout all of my childhood. I can’t remember ever seeing any softness in him. Not when he was with his children, not even when he was doing something he proclaimed to love like chess.

      “Living without her gave him no joy. Sure, he did his duty, but if anything, he’s proven to me that there’s more to life than that.”

      “Don’t offer promises you’re not ready to make,” she warned, but her eyes had darkened, the faint chrysalis that spun her chocolate brown eyes into amber had tightened and woven into an intricate light display that turned her irises into gemstones. “I don’t need you to. You’ll know when you’re ready, and you’ll have to make the decision as a group.”

      My thumb stroked her chin. “Are you sore?”

      She blinked at the rapid change of subject, but she didn’t, interestingly enough, blush. Instead, she grinned. “Yeah. I feel like I’ve gone ten rounds with Mohammad Ali.”

      “Only ten?” I winked at her. “Then we didn’t do it right.”

      Snickering, she shook her head. “I don’t think you could have done it better.”

      My lips twitched, my pride adequately stroked as I reached for the razor in the dish. When I drew it to my forearm, she frowned. “What are you doing?”

      I scuffed the top layer of skin on the underside of my arm until it bled blue.

      “What in Gaia’s name did you do that for?” she ground out, glowering at me.

      As a few beads of blood began to form, I dug my nail into the slight wound until it tore open a little more. Gathering a few drops on my fingers, I moved my hand between her legs. She grabbed my wrist and grumbled, “No fucking way.”

      I cocked a brow at her, and before she knew what was what, pressed her into the shower wall. With her hold on my wrist, I used momentum to twist her arms overhead and pinned her in place.

      Though she glowered, when I pressed my thigh between hers, she gulped and her eyes flashed pink. Somehow, however, I knew she wasn’t emitting anger.

      My lips curved as I tutted her. “Let me tend to my mate.”

      She shivered at that. “You can’t put blood down there.”

      “Why can’t I?” Smirking, I used my injured arm to hold her tightly. With my free hand, I collected a few more drops of blood and slipped it between her thighs. “I’d rub your clit if I could,” I rasped, “but I don’t think that’s the sore part.”

      Her swallow was thick, audible enough to be heard over the shower. “N-No, that doesn’t hurt.”

      When my fingers circled her pussy, she whimpered and her head fell back, tilting onto the tiles.

      “Gaia, that shouldn’t feel as good as it does.”

      Her whispered admission rocked me, but what stunned me further was how slick she was. Sol, with barely any touching at all, and she was ready to fuck.

      This bond of ours was certainly fucking magical.

      I collected blood a few more times, until my forearm was coated in remnants of her wetness and her pussy scented of blood.

      By the end, she was writhing against the wall, but I knew, even though it was exquisite torture, that the blood wouldn’t heal her that quickly.

      She clung to me when I washed the rest of her off, making for a very awkward shower, and yet, I loved it. Loved how she stuck to me like glue. I held her close, rubbing her hair clear of shampoo before gently massaging her head. As I moved down to the base of her neck, her knees almost gave way when I pinched a particular spot.

      She staggered into me, giving me all her weight. The move was so unexpected that my wings flared out and flapped quickly to keep us both upright.

      “What the Sol was that?” she whispered, her eyes dazed as she stared at me.

      I’d released the spot the second she’d tumbled into me, but now? I pressed it again.

      It happened again.

      “Gaia, what on Earth?” I mumbled to myself, adding it to the list of weird-as-shit things that were going down in my life, but I stopped rubbing the area and returned to cleaning her up.

      By the time we were done, there was no more hot water left, and Riel looked even shakier than she had last night after she’d orgasmed around Daniel’s cock.

      Whatever the Sol that was with her neck, it put me on edge. We weren’t animals. We were higher creatures. The Fae were, as my father had said last night, the apex predator. But the way she’d responded reminded me of a puppy being carried around in its mother’s mouth.

      With a sigh, I dried her off. I fabricated some clothes that would be adequate for the day’s training—Sol, I loved magic. Even if it was only an illusion—and murmured, “We must eat now.” She nodded and made to pull away, but I tutted. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “To eat,” she replied drowsily.

      My lips twitched. “Not without me.” Summoning some clothes for myself, I hauled her into my side so we could walk into my quarters together.

      A feeling of possessiveness stirred inside me at the weakness I’d just discovered in her make up.

      Was that a witch born thing? Or a witch who had Virgo mates thing?

      As we headed into my room, I scented the male before I heard him. An acute rage snapped into life as I heard him talking with Daniel and Matthew, and the desire to tear him to shreds for daring to be close to my woman was a living entity inside me.

      Without even meaning to, I’d drawn her into my arms and was using the weakness I’d just discovered to my benefit—to keep her limp in my grasp without argument.

      The desire to take off from this place, to fly into a nest of our own was overpowering. I didn’t want any male’s eyes on her, none save for her other Virgo, and knowing that some stranger was in our private space, where we’d consummated the bond for the first time last night?

      It had my wings rustling with outrage.

      I was very aware that a claim hadn’t been staked, and the male’s presence made my temples throb with the knowledge.

      “We’ll be training out there today, sir,” Matthew was saying, and his tone was calm—well, to everyone else it sounded so.

      Matthew epitomized that saying, ‘Still waters run deep.’ He was the kind of person who made everything look effortless, who appeared calm and chilled on the outside, while inside? He was a wreck. Because I knew the anger inside me would be roiling around in his veins too. And Gaia only knew how Daniel would be responding. Because he’d been exposed to Riel’s powers earlier than we had, he was even more of a fucking beast than Matt and me.

      “You need to clock up a certain amount of hours out in the field,” the other man was saying. “You’ve been spending too much time—”

      “We’ve been training Riel how she needs to be trained, Instructor Leopold,” Daniel ground out. “Thrusting her into the field when she isn’t trained for anything is a foolish waste of our time. She’s currently our weakest link, so we’ve spent the hours open to us training her where she needs to learn.”

      Leopold.

      Outrage filled me.

      The bastard who’d felt up my defenseless mate, to the point where she’d stabbed him in the fucking foot with her sword. He’d been leaving us alone ever since, and I’d wondered when the instructor would come hovering around.

      Figured I had my answer today of all days when, even though a part of me felt more settled than ever, everything else seemed as though it was up in the air.

      “Indeed, as Matthew has already said, but I believe I need to see this for myself,” Leopold responded, his tone snide. “If she cannot keep up with you then she’s a detriment to your troupe. Why you picked her when you could have had Dyrian or Dewar, I’ll never know.”

      “Our reasons are our own. She’s quite knowledgeable about human and Fae history, which will be useful when it comes time to approach zones of conflict,” Matthew replied easily, without a hint of anger.

      This knowledge was the first I’d heard of it, but Leopold seemed to believe Matthew because he grumbled, “Well, we’ll see. As it stands, I expect you out on the field within the hour. I’ll be waiting.”

      With that warning, he stomped out and I released my hold on the back of Riel’s neck. When I stared down at her, I saw she was asleep.

      Asleep.

      Gaia.

      Pinching her nape could send her to sleep?

      Sol wept.

      Hefting her into the other room, I saw Matt and Dan snap to attention as I carried her inside.

      “What happened?” Daniel half roared as he rushed over to her.

      “New development. You know how puppies have a weakness at the back of their neck when they’re born?”

      “Their scruff. It helps the mother carry her pups around between her teeth,” Matt answered, but he sounded confused as he rubbed his hands over Riel’s arms.

      “Well, she has the same weakness,” I blurted out. “When I heard Leopold—”

      Daniel growled, “You felt like killing him too for approaching our quarters?”

      I shot him a look. “Exactly. I pinned her to me, and to stop her from struggling, I used the scruff.”

      “It worked,” Matthew noted dryly, his gaze on our sleeping women.

      “Too well,” I mumbled, my tone sheepish as I ran a hand over my face.

      “What are we going to do? Leopold will return if we don’t head out and do as he asks. He’s well within his rights to ask to see us train. He’s our liaison, after all,” Daniel groused, sounding as pissed off as I felt about the matter.

      “She’ll wake up by then, won’t she?” I queried nervously.

      Matthew blew out a breath. “We can only hope she will.”

      

      
        
        ❖

        Gabriella

      

      

      

      Though they explained, I wasn’t particularly happy about this new development.

      Of all the shit I was learning, this one pissed me off the most.

      I had a scruff.

      What the Sol?

      Even worse, it incapacitated me to the point where I fell asleep?

      The notion set every feminine instinct inside me wild. But I also knew there was a reason for it. Just as there was a reason for every other whacked thing that was going on with us.

      Like why Daniel was growling now. And I wasn’t just talking about a grumble under his breath. He growled like a fucking dog.

      Like how, last night, when Matthew had rubbed my clit as he fucked me—a surefire way to get me to climax in the past—had done nothing for me. Only when he’d covered me with his body, only when I’d been surrounded by his weight and scent, had I been able to orgasm.

      Like how slick I’d grown from Seph’s touch this morning. Every woman knew that, under the water, any ‘lube’ disappeared. I’d never been able to get off in a bath for that reason alone. But with Seph? I’d been gushing like the frickin’ Trevi fountain.

      And what was with that anyway?

      There was so much wetness down there I wondered if I needed to visit the OB-GYN or something. Sol, it wasn’t natural how wet I could get, and certainly not from him feeling me up so he could put blood inside my pussy.

      Gaia, talk about a way to turn any woman off.

      Yet, there I’d been, close to orgasming from the creepy touch.

      There was a reason why I liked it when they overpowered me, why I wanted their skin on mine constantly, and why I could, all of a sudden, fucking purr. We just hadn’t figured it out yet.

      And yeah, we were a ‘we’ now. Even if the change of pronoun was enough to spin me into a panic attack.

      Before my jumbled thoughts could get the better of me, Leopold grated out, “Come on then, it’s time to see how your private lessons have prevailed, Gabriella.”

      His sneer was evident, and the desire to flip him the bird—witch style—was powerful. Sol, what I’d give to flick my finger at him and trigger a nosebleed.

      Gaaaaaaia, I wanted that so badly that I knew, before this semester was up, whether we succeeded or failed as a troupe or not, I was going to do that.

      In fact, screw that. I was going to make his nose gush just as badly as I did when Daniel growled at me.

      Ugh, gross, but true nonetheless.

      I still felt shaky from whatever this scruff shit meant. After I’d woken up on the sofa and they’d handed me some toast with the proviso that I needed to haul ass, they’d clued me in on the un-clue-in-able.

      All I truly knew was that I was tired, and not because I’d fucked two guys and sucked one off last night—normally, that shit would reenergize me. Witches loved nothing more than a good orgy to clear out the magical ‘pipes’ as it were. But me? I felt like I’d been down the mines for three solid shifts.

      Blowing out a breath as I got to my feet, I grabbed the foil. My Virgo—yikes, was I truly calling them that now?—had downgraded me from a saber the first day we’d trained privately together because it was too heavy, and I was relieved because this was easier to maneuver. Not by much, but some.

      Leopold pointed up. “Thirty feet high, please.”

      I winced because it took a surprising amount of effort to take off and to fly to that height. I knew it was nothing to the Fae who flew among the frickin’ airplanes in the sky, but to me? It was still hard work. Especially after this morning.

      Even though I wanted nothing more than to take a run and ascend, I knew that Leopold would just make me restart—the true Fae way was to take off from a standing position.

      Yeah, it was as hard as it sounded.

      Except, this time, I had magic on my side. I just needed to make sure that the prick instructor didn’t see it.

      Blowing out a breath, I let my wings begin to move. Slowly at first, softly, allowing the wind to whisper through the feathers. I sped up when I saw that Daniel was already in the sky, and calling on the wind again, I let it help me surge upward.

      Leopold called out, “Well, that’s certainly an improvement.”

      That the bastard had praised me was testament enough to how bad I’d been just a week before. Gaia, I was never doing shit without magic again.

      Fighting with the wind to aid me still wasn’t second nature, but with practice, it would be. And if I could show Leopold a marked improvement in my dueling skills, then hopefully, he’d leave us alone again. I was well aware that I’d pricked his pride—as well as his foot, ha—but as he’d avoided us ever since, I had to hope he’d do that again until someone called his absence into question.

      As I made it to Daniel’s height, I saw the pride in his eyes. Sol, it was surreal how that made me feel. My posture straightened, my neck lengthened, and a smile curved my lips… almost like I was preening for him.

      “I want to fuck you in the sky,” he growled—there was that growl again, and there was me, wet once more.

      I released a shaky breath. “I won’t say no.”

      “Damn right you won’t.” His nostrils flared. “You’re wet for me now, aren’t you?”

      There was no need for artifice. I knew he could scent my arousal. “I am.”

      He gritted his teeth. “Let’s get this farce of a show over with and we can get back to our quarters.”

      When Seph’s space had become our quarters, I couldn’t say. Apparently, because it was the place we’d fucked first, it had the honor of boarding us forever. Not that I was complaining, more like wondering how my whole world had shifted so severely in a matter of days.

      “En garde!” Leopold declared, making me jump.

      My wings fluttered me backward until I was about seven or so feet away from him.

      “Prêt!” came his next command, and we raised our swords.

      “Allez!”

      I called on the wind, using it to anticipate Daniel’s next move. That he was going slower than usual was a given. He was used to tempering his speed now, and I let the wind advise me as it shadowed his moves and I picked up on inferences from it.

      My focus on the fight was absolute. Maybe if it hadn’t been, I’d have noticed the storm brewing around me. It seemed to appear out of nowhere, and as I managed to use the wind to predict Daniel’s next move, using the space I opened to cut him on the arm so I won that bout, I cheered as I happy danced in the sky.

      Only then did I look around me and see how the bright blue sky had morphed into a deep and stormy gray.

      “Should we go in?” I called out to Leopold, who harrumphed.

      “A bit of rain hurt no one. Continuez!”

      He went through the en garde, prêt, and allez routine, but this time, it was harder to focus on Daniel. The wind was helping me still, but it was more difficult to hear thanks to the sudden currents that floated into being all around us.

      I took a chance to look over my Virgo’s shoulder, and when I saw the funnels appearing out of nowhere, I blinked at them. When Daniel’s sword stopped a scant inch from my stomach, he grumbled, “You could have stopped me, Riel.”

      I shook my head. “Look at the sky.” I pointed over his shoulder and when he twisted around to stare at the twenty funnels that had made an appearance, he ground out at Leopold, “Surely we should go in. Those are twisters in the making!”

      Leopold just folded his arms across his chest. “We’ll stop when I say we stop.”

      The prick!

      I grunted as we went through the motions to start another bout, but the wind whistled so hard I couldn’t hear anything. Straining to hear the magic in my own spell, I felt the change in the atmosphere. It plummeted, making my wings feel heavier as I strove to stay in the sky.

      With a sudden surge, the air around us began to billow, and the small funnels began to merge into larger ones.

      I was from Miami. I’d been born and bred there. I’d been three when the Great Tornado hit us, but I remembered the devastating images, and every year, on May 12th, the news always reported it. The harrowing photos of a stormy sky with a great funnel as it tore through downtown Miami would haunt most Floridians forever. Storms weren’t called ‘Great’ for no reason.

      This sky was a nightmare waiting to happen, and our instructor was insisting we remain skyborne for it?

      I shook my head. “We need to get out of here.”

      Daniel didn’t even wait for me to finish the sentence, he grabbed a hold of me and carefully, we began to descend. But just as we started to, and Leopold began cursing at us, a funnel snapped out of nowhere. One massive spout that I felt tugging at me like a huge magnet. My wings flared wide, flapping in overdrive as I tried to descend, but the wind, usually my ally, was my foe. It caught me within its currents, tearing me from Daniel’s arms and ripping me twenty feet higher.

      Just as I was caught in its powerful thrust, a bolt of lightning threaded through the sky. A crashing boom jolted, seconds before it struck again.

      This time, it hit me.

      And the second it did, I recognized a power that was not Gaia’s.

      My body didn’t fry under the massive electrical power. Instead, it felt turbocharged, renewed and revitalized after the weakness I’d suffered from this morning’s impromptu discovery of my scruff. I could hear my men screaming at me, felt them trying to fly toward me, but the wind was stopping them just as it was tossing me about like a boat caught in a tidal wave.

      There was no way they’d get to me, no way at all because whoever was behind this didn’t want them to catch me. I felt certain the bolt of lightning hadn’t been for my good, but for whatever reason, my body didn’t suffer under its power.

      The funnel that had tossed me from Daniel’s embrace made another appearance, catching me within its swirling torrent. Any strength I’d gained from tangling with the lightning dissipated as I was whipped around, around, and around, until my wing stubs ached as the wind tore at them. My body throbbed with the punch of each current into my flesh, and my head was dazed from how fast I was spinning.

      And just when I felt sure I was about to pass out cold for the second time that day?

      The twister stopped.

      From the great mass of clouds that had appeared out of nowhere, suddenly, the blue sky returned. And with it, the funnel began to disappear. The speed with which I was churning around in an endless sweeping cycle didn’t, but as the pressure dropped, so did the wind, and the power that kept me soaring through space, hundreds of feet away from my Virgo, disappeared just as the clouds had.

      Like a drill bit in full motion, I plummeted to the ground. Swirling in a tight formation that propelled me into terminal velocity. I couldn’t use my wings, could do nothing to try to break my fall.

      I could hear my Virgo screaming at me, knew they were racing toward me, but there was nothing they could do.

      Whoever had wanted to end me had achieved it.

      My body felt like an anchor that was going to settle beneath the ocean’s surface, but unlike the water, the ground wouldn’t cushion me in its willowy embrace.

      I prepared myself as much as I could for what was about to happen. I even tried calling on my magic, but it was just as lost to the swirling torrent I found myself in—overpowering me and my senses, both physical and magical, until I was nothing more than a sack of bones being hurtled toward earth.

      I couldn’t even open my eyes, that was how powerful the pressure was against me.

      When my feet connected with the ground, I screamed. Finally, the pressure abated enough for me to do that, but just as I felt like my last sound on Earth was my terrorized yell, the ground parted just as water would.

      I slipped through it, between it, soaring further and further, down and down.

      Was this the end?

      Had Gaia spared me at the final moment? Ripping from me the memory of my tragic end so it wouldn’t follow me into the next realm and haunt me?

      But just as I began to be certain that she had tried to spare me, a chuckle sounded next to me, “No, granddaughter, today is not your day to die.”

      Granddaughter?

      Sol, had my grandfather kidnapped me?

      

      
        
        To be continued in FAELING HARD, which is now live on preorder and due for release October 2019.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Serena Akeroyd
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