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      My heart was pounding as I watched my abuela twitch and jerk on the thin mattress. Beside her, Havana, her familiar, growled, but when she whimpered, the perrito licked at her face, her hand, scampering up and down the bed in an attempt to calm her. To soothe.

      But there was no calming, no soothing. My grandmother was not awake, neither was she asleep. This was no dream, not even a nightmare.

      I wished, with all my heart, that my madre hadn’t gone into the fields so early. With double the work now my grandmother’s fingers were knotted and gnarled like the roots of the plants we grew, she tended to the crop twice as long, with the dark and light blurring for her as she worked so hard. Next year, she said, I could help her, and I hated that I was useless. Hated that I couldn’t help her now, when she needed me.

      Except, at this moment, I needed her too.

      Abuela’s visions were coming more and more often. The same thing over and over. She muttered words about Sol and Gaia, of angels and pearls. It made no sense to me, but I was only little. I’d seen six winters, but we grew up fast on the farm. Faster still because of Gaia’s Way.

      A sharp cry escaped my grandma, different in tone and tenor, and, quickly, I dashed across the small room to where the rickety cane stand held a deep enamel dish. The bright white pitcher gleamed against the dark thatched walls as I poured water from it into the wash basin, then, into its crystal-clear depths, dunked the thin cotton wash cloth that was neatly folded at its side. I squeezed it as tight as my little fingers would allow, then with it dripping as I rushed back to her side, draped it over her forehead.

      At the sight, Havana growled at me, but I understood. I felt like growling too. Fear hit me because I was sure the vision was taking longer than usual. By the time I heard her whimper, she was usually being drawn out of whatever it was she Saw. Today was different, though. Today, she Saw more than she ever had before because, by now, she was normally awake and teasing me out of my fright.

      Mama said I didn’t have the Sight, and when she’d told me that, I’d never been more grateful for anything in all my life.

      Biting at my bottom lip, tugging at it even though my wobbly front tooth protested the move, I watched as my abuela tossed and turned, her face turning paler, her skin growing clammy even though I’d tried to cool her down.

      When she stiffened, her body freezing, becoming so still that I wasn’t sure if her heart had stopped, I became frozen too. Unmoving, unbreathing, just waiting, endlessly waiting.

      Her voice, when it came, didn’t even fill me with relief at the fact she wasn’t dead. It wasn’t her voice. My grandmother’s tones were rusty from the tobacco she smoked, from the ends of the cigars she rolled, and we sold onto the wealthy Americans my madre called tontas for wanting to watch the natives form their tobacco into fat little rolls. Abuela had a croaky laugh, even if it was deep and full-bodied, and when she spoke, there was always a smile to the words. Come what may, my abuela was always smiling.

      But now?

      Her voice was unlike any of that. It was deep, to be sure, but it was pure. Soft. Sweet.

      My ears tingled, tingled, as I listened, and though I was only young, I knew her words would haunt me for the rest of my life.

      ‘Sol’s stone brings peace not war, but, to connect with it, on the islands our daughter must be.

      Where Kou morphed into a harbor forged of pearls, she will surge into the air, her wings aloft, her magic at the ready.

      Gaia’s gift to her will drain the well of her power, but her reward will be worth the loss.

      She will change, but that change is a catalyst for more than we ever dared hope.

      The balance to be redressed, Gaia’s Way to overpower Sol’s with his blessing,

      But only with the second angel of our line.

      So mote it be.’

      With that, she sagged into the mattress, her body slumping, her muscles relaxing, and Havana released a soft, sorrowful whimper.

      My eyes stung as I realized this time, she was gone, her heart was still forevermore, those lungs would inhale no more tobacco, and that mouth would never form another smile.

      With a sob, I tore out of the bedroom, rushed out of the kitchen and launched myself out onto the farm.

      Wailing as I ran, seeking out my mama, I sobbed for the grandmother who’d never hug me again as much as I sobbed for the child she spoke of.

      Maybe it was bad, so bad, of me to pray to Gaia in the hope that I wasn’t that child, the child who brought change, but even as I sought my mama, I prayed like I’d never prayed before.
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      As I watched my mate being tossed around by clouds, inside, I felt like I was about to explode. The funnels that had appeared out of nowhere to haul her away from me, higher than I could reach with the wind buffeting me, made me want to curse Sol himself for doing this.

      The freak storm was too freaky for my liking, but none of this situation was to my liking. How could it be?

      I. Couldn’t. Get. To. My. Woman.

      A roar of pure outrage fell from my lips as I screamed, the urge to get to her as intrinsic as the blood pumping through my veins.

      Watching her be tossed around in the air like a kite in midflight only exacerbated my rage. Worse, it fed my terror.

      Her flying skills were too weak to be of any use in evading the air currents, but even if she’d been Fae born as I was, there was no guarantee. Sol, I couldn’t even reach her despite all my flight training.

      The wind tossed me around as much as it did her, but at least I knew how to take advantage of the air swells to swoop in and out of harm’s way. My woman’s arms and legs were tossed around like she was trash going down a chute, and then, just as she cried out as the funnel grabbed a firm hold on her wing, tossing it back so high up on her shoulder that I feared she’d sprained it and would be further rendered incapable of flying defensively, the clouds began to disappear.

      They’d flooded the sky like a blanket, surging from out of nowhere like the tide encroached upon the shore. They’d come in thick and fast, turning the clear blue sky into a cotton candy-like thickness before they’d begun forming funnels and, out of nowhere, lightning struck.

      I could scent burning feathers, could feel the supercharged ozone that swelled as a result.

      But, as quickly as they’d appeared, they rolled back, retracting, even as my woman had tumbled through the sky, falling at a rate that was…

      My nightmare came to life.

      She plummeted, falling faster and faster, and no matter how hard my body screamed at me, how the muscles in my wings tore with how I raced through the sky, I couldn’t get closer to her.

      My lungs burned, my heart pounded, but nothing got me there fast enough.

      When she collided, I felt like I was dying, but when she slipped through the ground like it was butter?

      I staggered to a halt so fast my wings froze in midflight.

      “Where the Sol did she go?” Seph raged, his own panic evident as we hovered in place, staring down at where Riel should have been but most definitely wasn’t.

      I’d dreaded the sight of her crumpled and torn on the ground, but not to see her at all?

      My mind felt like it had been blitzed by the same bolt of lightning that had hit her.

      “Where is she?” I whispered, terror and fear coagulating inside me.

      Matthew grabbed my shoulder. “We’ll find her.”

      “Damn straight we’ll fucking find her,” I ground out, adrenaline ripping through me like a tidal wave, “but where do we start? She went through the earth. How do we—”

      The magnitude of what had just happened struck me dumb, and I figured that it had the same effect on Seph and Matt too, because they fell silent.

      I ceased flapping my wings, ceased maintaining my height, and began to descend to the place where Riel should be but wasn’t.

      Her scent was there, and it was strong, thanks to the burning tang that perfumed the air from her scorched feathers. The trail was stable as a result, but it came abruptly to a dead end because she wasn’t fucking there.

      I ran a hand over my head as I landed, but before I could do more than sniff around, Leopold grabbed my arm. It was only then that I remembered he’d been there.

      And it was his fault we’d stayed in the sky.

      I twisted around and grabbed him by the throat. It was a testament to my strength and my speed that he was taken unaware. As he floundered in my grasp, I bit off, “Why did you make us stay up there?”

      And why the fuck had I listened?

      A lifetime of obeisance, of following the rules, of never rocking the fucking boat, because that was what good admin castes did…

      What had it earned me?

      I’d lost my woman.

      Lost. Her.

      And I had no idea how to find her.

      Leopold’s wings stuttered as he tried to take off, to break free from my hold, but I clung on. Baring my teeth at him, I snarled, “You’re to blame for this.”

      Just as much as I was for not making us land.

      “Where… did… she… go?” he rasped out between choking breaths, his confusion evident but the beast inside me didn’t care that he looked as perplexed as the rest of us. I just saw him for what he was—the reason we’d been in the sky in the first place.

      And, because I was a student here, one who was afeared of ignoring an instructor’s dictate, I’d stayed up in the air when I should have brought my mate down to the ground, out of danger’s reach.

      This was my fault.

      But Sol if I didn’t want to drag out his vocal chords with my bare hands…

      Seph hauled me back while Matt gripped my wrist and tore it free from the instructor’s throat.

      “He knows nothing,” Matthew ground out, the words snarled into my ear. His anger and his possessiveness called to the matching traits in me that were responding to Riel’s sudden disappearance and, though it was like peering through fog, made me see reason.

      As we were separated, I didn’t bother rushing for him, didn’t bother attacking Leopold because Matt was right. This useless piece of shit had no answers, and though our reason for being out here on the arena rested on his shoulders, he was just a petty, useless instructor that was stuck at the Academy.

      In the Fae world, those who couldn’t do definitely instructed.

      Of course, just because I hadn’t bothered attacking didn’t mean one of my troupe brothers didn’t. The next time I looked, Leopold was flat on the ground, and Matt, though he was shaking his hand, waving off the ache, was returning to my side after having leveled the cunt to the floor.

      Though I found great satisfaction at the bastard’s crumpled form, it didn’t take away from my part in this fuck up. “It’s my fault,” I rasped, my torment evident for Matt and Seph to hear. “I should have ignored him—”

      “And disobey an order?” Matthew squeezed my shoulder. “You’re not to blame for this, but when we find those who are responsible, we’ll make them pay. Do you hear me?”

      Blindly, I stared at the ground where she’d been robbed from us. “I hear you,” I blurted out, and I was grateful for their lack of blame. In their position, I wasn’t sure if I would have been so generous.

      “We’ll find her,” Seph comforted me, but I could hear the agony in his voice too. Just like with Matt, his misery called to me.

      I felt as though my heart had been ripped from my chest but, somehow, I was still breathing. Still functioning. I didn’t know how it was possible when, on a fundamental level, my entire world felt as though it had been destroyed. But that they were feeling the same way tied us tighter together.

      I’d known her for eight months, and I’d only been connected with her this strongly for a week. So even though I wondered how had she come to mean so much to me, how this Virgo bond, a powerful link between a witch and her mates, had come to overtake me to this extent, that they were just as plagued, comforted me like nothing else could.

      “She’s strong enough to find us,” Matthew growled, and I took more comfort from that too, because he was right.

      The bond had changed Riel. Made her seek us out where, before, she’d been more likely to flip us the bird and scroll through her Instagram feed like we meant nothing to her. She had let us in, had accepted what we were to her, and I knew, deep in my bones, that she’d be as desperate for us as we were for her.

      If we were going to fight to get to her, she’d be fighting to get to us as well.

      The Virgo bond was no longer just a theory, and even in my misery, I could only be happy about that.

      
        
        ❖

        Seph

      

      

      

      “Father, I need your help,” I stated the second we returned to my room and the call with my father connected.

      Noa vil der Luir tilted his chin forward so he could peer at me. He looked at me as though he was staring over a pair of glasses, but even in his advanced age, he had no need for eye correction. Not yet, at any rate.

      “What kind of help?”

      “Gabriella has gone missing.”

      His brows soared at that. “Missing? How? She ran from the Academy?”

      I blew out a breath and collapsed in the seat in front of the screen. My bones felt like mush, and I knew for a fact there was zero stuffing in my limbs.

      Without Riel here?

      It was hard to focus.

      And yet, I’d never needed to focus harder in my life.

      How had she come to mean this much to me? How was it that I felt like my heart had been ripped out of my body in the matter of days?

      Even as I was disgusted by the decisions my father had made, the power of the bond was thrust into my face once more. For someone like Noa who wielded his control as a weapon, the Virgo bond would have been his idea of a nightmare. If he’d felt this much for his own Virgo witch—Riel’s grandmother—then it was little wonder he’d taken duty over matters of the heart. There was safety in duty, after all. Safety where none could be found in the power of a connection this overwhelming. And though I wasn’t like him, though I prayed to Gaia I was nothing like him, the ramifications of the bond were hitting me hard.

      Could I withstand this for the rest of my life?

      Endure such a crippling force that was entirely out of my hands?

      “Joseph! Focus, boy,” my father snapped, jerking me out of my thoughts and back to the matter at hand. “How has she gone missing? Did she run?” His tone was softer now, like he knew he had my attention and recognized just how overcome I was.

      “No,” I told him shakily. “She was…” I shook my head, dazed by what had just happened. Still reeling from what I’d seen. “I don’t know, Father. She disappeared. A storm surged into being, she was struck by lightning, and then a funnel dragged her down until—” I gulped, unable to credit what had happened to her.

      It went beyond a freak accident.

      “Until, what, Son?” he demanded, sitting straighter in his desk chair.

      “She plummeted to the ground, but instead of being hurt, she slipped through like it was a—”

      “Portal,” Noa rasped.

      My eyes flared wide at his choice of word. “Yes. A portal. I mean, I guess it could be.” I’d never seen one in action before, and even if I had, I’d never have noticed. My focus had been on her, not on the ground that had swallowed her whole. “She should have been hurt, Father. Seriously hurt. From the height and at the speed she was traveling? There was no way she could have survived…” My jaw clenched at the thought.

      How could losing her be the better prospect right now?

      I didn’t have a clue where she was, where she could be, or who the Sol might have taken her, but that was a thousand times better than the alternative.

      She was alive.

      Somewhere.

      And that was all I had to cling to.

      Even as the power of the bond threatened to choke me, my joy in knowing she lived, my terror in not knowing where she was exactly, were enough to remind me of one salient point.

      Gabriella was mine.

      “Witches can’t brew portals, Son,” Noa informed me, as he stared at me with a resolve I was used to seeing being aimed at business, not personal, matters.

      “They can’t?” Daniel demanded from behind me. I was surprised he’d stayed quiet this long, but we were all feeling the aftereffects of what had just gone down.

      Sol, I wasn’t sure if that scene wouldn’t repeat itself in my head for the rest of my life.

      Never had I ever witnessed anything more terrifying than seeing Riel being torn from us, ripped away from our sight, and I prayed to Gaia I never would.

      “No,” Noa stated firmly. “They can’t. Portals can be issued from old magic. Blood magic. That’s all Fae.”

      I shook my head. “That doesn’t make any sense. Who’d want to capture Gabriella in that way?”

      “I don’t know,” my father replied. “As far as I can tell from my investigation into her, she seems to be a below average student. Aside from the Skills’ test, of course. She excelled in that.”

      “She was. She didn’t want to be here. She’s like all witches—anti Fae,” Matthew answered, but the ache in his tone resonated with me.

      I’d known Matthew a long time. Not personally, and not all that well, but we’d been fighting in the same kids’ tournaments since we were old enough to pick up a sword and fly. To hear him hurting wasn’t something I was used to, but I understood.

      Not much could hurt Matthew. If anything could, I’d never have said it would be a woman, not when I knew his past and his family’s situation, but that was exactly it, wasn’t it?

      Riel was more than just a woman.

      We were her Virgo, and that bond between us was as crazy as the feelings she inspired in me.

      “A few days ago, she was sent a raven,” Dan explained grimly. “It attacked her. I killed it, but she sensed the magic of several people within the charm used upon it—”

      Noa raised a hand. “So, several witches wished her ill, mayhap even caused this storm you speak of, and then a Fae has created a portal to get to her?” He blinked. “That’s ludicrous.”

      Anger swirled inside me. “Perhaps, but it’s the truth nonetheless.” Had the witches who’d sent the raven also sent that fucking storm? My mind raced with ideas, and my father’s blank refusal to listen to me made me want to throttle him.

      “She’s witch born, Son, not the second coming,” Noa argued. “I told you already, witch born Fae aren’t talked about, but they’re not uncommon. Why would anyone want her?”

      “I don’t know,” I gritted out, hating his derogatory tone. “That’s why I need your help. You know we can’t leave the Academy.”

      Not until we graduated, at any rate.

      We were confined to the grounds until then to ensure we weren’t ‘distracted’ by outside pleasures.

      “I can get you out, but that won’t help you much. It’d be like looking for a needle in a haystack.” He grunted. “I’ll have one of the witches seek her out. I’ll be in touch.”

      “Wait!” I half-yelled, aware that his parting words would trigger the end of the call.

      “What?” he snapped, eyes stormy.

      “Did you manage to find your troupe brother? Riel’s grandfather? Did you speak with him?”

      “No. Not yet. He retired several years ago and is in seclusion,” he replied, exasperation clear in his tone. “The bastard always was too paranoid for his own good.”

      I swallowed. “Please, Father, encourage the witches to help us.”

      Noa pursed his lips. “You can be at Landgow within the hour if you fly at full speed. I’ll speak with the principal and clear it for you. You can see for yourself what the witches discern.”

      Because I hadn’t expected such a huge boon from him, I was speechless. Thank Sol, Matthew wasn’t.

      “Thank you, sir. It’s much appreciated.”

      The laugh my father uttered was cold. “Don’t be grateful. I had a mate once, remember? I know how all-consuming it can be.” He cleared his throat. “Be swift once you get a text from me. We don’t want to waste any time.”

      I disconnected the call and turned to both of my troupe brothers. It was stupid to say this, ridiculous even, but I said it anyway. “She’s fine. We’ll get to her.”

      “There’s no alternative,” Matthew ground out, his fist ramming into the wall beside the TV after he uttered the words. Seeing his abrupt loss of control made it all the more impressive he’d managed to remain polite with my father.

      Eying him, this new Matthew who wasn’t totally in charge of himself, I reached for my cell and, nervously, jiggled it in my hand. Waiting for the text that came a few moments later felt endless, but I was relieved when we got the go-ahead.

      Not having tested the Academy’s allegedly high security containment fields, I wasn’t keen on getting fritzed by it now when we needed to be working quickly to get to Landgow.

      Heading for the balcony, the three of us took off as one for the gates that were at the north of the property. All around us, there were fellow students fluttering around. I knew they had to have seen the storm, and knew they were just as bewildered by it as we were.

      I even heard a few of them calling our names, evidently wanting to shoot the shit with us, but we ignored them and headed for the gates.

      When we spied that they were open, we swooped through them and soared into the sky to take advantage of the air currents. What had been working against us as they swept our woman off course, now worked to our gain as the eddies swirled in our wings and helped us speed up.

      I led the way, taking point in a formation that would ordinarily be headed by Matthew considering we’d elected him as our leader. But this was the path to my home. It would have been weird for him to lead.

      With the wind on our side, the hour-long flight took just under fifty-five minutes. Not much of a difference, but anything was better than nothing, right?

      As was always the way when I returned home, there was a bizarre mixture of emotions that flooded me at the sight of Landgow.

      How could I be so proud of something and yet hate that it was a part of my life?

      Landgow was everlasting. Would be here when I was long gone, and would still be here when my great grandson was flying home, both celebrating and mourning the fact he was returning to the mothership.

      It was as impressive as the Academy, but without any of the artifice. Where Eight Wings relied heavily on cornices and its sheer size to overwhelm, Landgow was solid. Low and long, it was only two stories high, but what it lacked in height, it made up for in width. The place was built in the Palladian style, and had more columns than the White House. Each one was carved from Italian marble that had required no illusion talent to craft it, and was etched with a war that had once taken place on this soil. Scenes of various battles were hewn into the stony flesh, depicting a somber beginning to what was a somber estate.

      The structure was surrounded by trees and dotted with shrubbery that decorated every inch of the house. There was even a maze that was far too like the labyrinthine trials at the Academy for my liking, and several gardens that were dedicated to separate flora—one for roses, another for herbs.

      With the thirty feet long pool that was in front of the property, and the fountain that squirted high into the air at all hours of the day, it was an impressive sight, and that was why I was proud of it.

      This was my home. My family’s place. And yet, there was no welcome here. No love or affection.

      I was surprised my father was even helping me, that he didn’t consider this a complete and utter waste of my time—time that could be better spent preparing for the trials.

      As we approached the gatehouse, which was actually a house that a member of staff had once lived in—he’d been both gatekeeper and stable manager—I swooped low and through the stone keep, well aware that the gates would be open for me. Though impossible to see, a huge chunk of the magical tithe we received from the Assembly went on containing Landgow, on securing it. There was a forcefield over the property, like one huge blister that kept the place safe.

      Heading through the tunnel with its carved out stone, we flew through the gates, down the drive, and I was happy when we reached the entryway to the house, which was shielded on either side by two roaring dragons that stood on their hind legs, pawing at the sky.

      Seeing my father there, waiting on me, came as a welcome surprise. I hadn’t anticipated that, because my father was never particularly sentimental, but seeing him gave me a small smidgen of reassurance. Which was stupid considering my father wasn’t exactly Mr. Comfort, but I’d take everything I could get at this point.

      “Any news?” I rasped, panting as I finally landed, my feet connecting with the soft lawn path as I approached him.

      “I have a storm witch who might be able to help discern the source of the tornados.” He cut me a look as Daniel and Matthew joined us, their faces just as red from exertion as mine had to be.

      “Really?” I asked, hope lacing my tone.

      “I don’t see why not.” He shrugged. “She’s brewing the spell as we speak.”

      “Does she know where Riel might be?” Matt demanded.

      My father shook his head. “No, that wouldn’t be her specialty.”

      “But find the source of the storm, and we’ll find where they’re keeping Riel,” I stated, anticipation fluttering inside me at the prospect.

      “If the witches who may or may not have cast the storm are working with a Fae,” Noa advised grimly, his hand coming up to grab my shoulder. “Prepare yourself for the fact that this might not work, Son.”

      “It has to work,” I ground out. “I’m not going to lose her just when I’ve found her.”

      Noa sighed, but he nodded. “Come. Let’s get this started. I’m hoping Jyll will help, but I’d prefer to know where we stand sooner rather than later.”

      That he was willing to do this was more than I’d expected, and I was grateful, but I didn’t appreciate his pessimism. It was like he didn’t intend on us finding her, but she wasn’t a lost puppy or a misplaced wallet, for Sol’s sake.

      She was a person.

      More than that, she was my witch, Gaia damn it.

      I gritted my teeth as he steered me inside. From their heavy tread, I knew the others followed me as we strode into the Great Hall. It was a mezzanine floor that overlooked the entrance, which was done in dark wood wainscoting that gave an unbelievably gloomy aspect to this part of the house—as a welcome home, there wasn’t much to offer. Even if my mother did stand in the center of the mezzanine staring down at me.

      There was a chasm between her and I. Always had been, always would be. I felt the distance keenly as a child, but now, I’d stopped caring. She was in her own world, one of charities and good causes, while she ignored the family who tried to love her despite her shoving them away for most of their life.

      I didn’t bother raising my hand in greeting, nor did she. Her fingers stayed clasped on the thick bannister, which was carved into a long plait that traversed from the landing and all the way to the ground floor via the double set of staircases that ran along the outer walls in an upside down ‘U’ shape.

      From this distance, I could see the vil der Luir emerald on her left hand, the eldest son always passed that onto his unfortunate spouse, but aside from that, she wore no other jewelry, and was dressed in a pair of black slacks and a white shirt. She looked expensive, dressy, but nondescript.

      My father, on the other hand, wore a pair of black pants and a bright red smoking jacket. He looked like something from a cigar commercial, and considering what he’d done in his life, was probably as evil as Big Tobacco anyway.

      He didn’t say anything to my mother either, just ignored her as if she didn’t exist. That was usually how the two interacted, and it often made me question how I had so many siblings. They were like chalk and cheese, with absolutely zero affection, attraction, or tenderness between them.

      Miracles did happen, it would seem.

      I had to wonder what Dan and Matt were thinking of this situation. I knew Matt would get it. His parents had made a similar dynastic marriage, but Dan? From all accounts, his parents were actually in love.

      Love.

      Ha.

      Seemed like one of us had been raised with it, and maybe that was why he was so at ease with the bond. So willing to throw himself into it, because he recognized his feelings and wasn’t terrified of them.

      As we bypassed the Great Hall and headed into my father’s office where he had a private entrance into his personal quarters, I had to marvel at the fact I was about to see something I’d have killed to see not long ago.

      No one in the line, except the staff, was allowed into my father’s cirque du freak. Yet, here I was with a platinum entry pass into it, and with zero desire to do more than get to this Jyll and have her find my woman.

      Irony could be a bitch.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Matthew

      

      

      

      Landgow’s atmosphere was exactly as I anticipated—chilly. Gloomy too. There was a grimness about it, one that didn’t come from age, but more from several lifetimes of unhappy inhabitants who had resided within these walls, and who had made this place the seat of their misery.

      My own residence was like this. While Sealish wasn’t as grand or as ancient as Landgow, nor as renowned among the Fae, it was a beautiful mansion that had been made for a powerful line.

      Even now, though my father’s generation had been shunned by the Assembly, we were still powerful. Power didn’t disappear with a governmental edict. It remained there, lying in wait, preparing for the day when it could return and take back its rightful place.

      My uncle and his troupe had done a stupid thing, but then, the Fae often did stupid things where the humans were concerned. They were so petty with their mindless wars and incomprehensible battles, and the Fae who waded into the fray were often casualties of human incompetence. Though I didn’t condone what Uncle Jervick had done, I could empathize. He’d fought for a cause, and because that cause had lost, he had too.

      Without doubt, he deserved to be punished, but for our line to be shunned as wholly as it had? The Assembly’s punishments always scored deep, but reversing our banishment was something I’d been working my entire life to correct. I wanted to bring peace to our family once more, restore our ancient prestige, and to do that, I needed to make a name for myself as a warrior.

      At least, that had been my goal since I was old enough to understand what being exiled meant…

      Funny how that was the last thing on my mind at the moment. I didn’t give a damn about my family, didn’t care about the shunning, and couldn’t care less about righting my uncle’s wrongs.

      I just wanted Riel.

      Back here, with us, safe.

      Was that so much to ask for? So much when, up until recently, I’d only been focused on the future?

      I blew out a breath, then quickly sucked it back in when I saw the Lady of the Manor staring down at us from a mezzanine landing. She stood there proudly, her shoulders back, her white blonde hair gleaming in artful curls that bobbed around her throat. Her eyes were an icy green, her face smooth like porcelain even though I knew she had to be in her mid-one hundreds, and her features… I had to wonder if Seph knew how much he took after his mother.

      They both had rosy cheeks and a wide forehead that was arched by a dominant brow. Their noses were slightly hawkish, but saved from being too much of a hook as it straightened out before dipping into a heavily pronounced Cupid’s bow.

      On her, she looked feminine. Seph, somehow, didn’t. But I knew from the other female students at the Academy he was popular for a reason.

      When I caught the Lady’s eye, she didn’t dip her chin in greeting, didn’t even wave her hand to salute me. She did nothing, just stared at me, with all of her misery on show—at least, that was how I took her stoniness—and I’d have felt for her if this wasn’t a misery of her own making.

      It was nuts that I was saying that, of course. Either that, or the ultimate in hypocrisy.

      Me, the child who’d wanted to form a troupe with a witch born Fae, a hybrid I’d believed to be inimitable, just so we could make a name for ourselves. Who’d thought nothing of bulldozing another’s life just so I could make my line proud, use her uniqueness as a means of encouraging the Assembly to forgive the vil der Soes… Yet here I was, dissociating myself from all that. Thrusting myself down a path that would have ramifications I had no way of foreseeing until they hit me flat in the face. Trusting in a bond that I didn’t understand, that I knew was changing me in ways I could never have anticipated.

      Elyza vil der Luir had made her bed a long time ago, but there was no reason for her to still be lying in it. Duty, until recently, had been my reason for getting up on a morning too, but when I saw further proof of how it could destroy someone’s world? I didn’t like the path I’d been meandering down, and was glad for the discord Riel had brought to my life.

      Noa vil der Luir had forfeited his chance at happiness while dragging his wife into the quagmire of misery he’d made for them both with his choices. Now, I was all for self-sacrifice. All for doing my part to better my family name for the sake of everyone within the line. But I was no longer willing to destroy a chance at happiness for them, a chance of being truly fulfilled, not when they were as cold and unfeeling as the vil der Luirs.

      Why should I give up everything when all they cared about was reputation?

      And until recently, until the Virgo bond and Riel, I’d been like that.

      A product of my environment. A creature forged to want only what was good for the family name, who desired nothing more than to be ambitious to better the line’s image.

      Well, no more because I’d seen the light.

      In such a short space of time, I knew my attitude had changed. I couldn’t wholly trust such a swift change of opinion, but truthfully, seeing Landgow’s Lady standing there looking down at her son and husband as though they were strangers?

      That was enough to deep freeze anyone’s opinions and have them thawing out and morphing into something else when they were defrosted.

      This bond was alien to me, and yet, it shone a spotlight on how I’d been living my life, and how little joy there was in it. Duty wasn’t everything, and Elyza was a reminder of that.

      I was relieved when she slid her stare from mine and turned to glance at Daniel who was bouncing on his toes with anticipation like an eager puppy who’d spotted a ball he wanted to fetch.

      He’d been restless throughout the flight over here and, interestingly enough, had been the least fatigued of the three of us during the punishing flight. Was that because he’d been exposed to the Virgo bond a few days earlier than I had? While the bond wasn’t a miracle worker, and couldn’t possibly have increased his endurance, I had to think it played a part because as warriors, we all ran on a pretty level playing field and I, for one, was dog-tired.

      Long distances were a bitch for everyone. No one was spared the misery of a cramping back and wings that felt so heavy with the drag of the wind that just lifting them to get the air ruffling through your feathers felt like a mammoth task. We flew with magic, soaring at the same heights as planes for speed, but that only doubled down on our energy consumption. Soon, we’d be crashing. Without a doubt.

      So, whatever had spared him that exhaustion, whatever was spurring him on and making him look as though he could make the return flight without a whimper, wasn’t a Fae trait, at least not one I’d come across before. I could only assume it was the bond, the fear that gave him the adrenaline he’d needed to make this trip, and a part of me was jealous. I wanted that extra boost, and wished, foolishly, that I hadn’t pulled away that day on the training arena. That I’d allowed the glow to overtake me.

      Stupid?

      Yeah. But I never said I was the smartest cookie in the jar, did I?

      As we entered a room that was definitely a study—one I recognized from the video calls we’d had with Noa over the past couple of days—I wasn’t surprised when he led us over to a door that was etched with runes around the archway.

      Runes were unusual magic. They were a part of Fae lore too. Witches could sometimes get a handle on them, but they were mostly a part of our legend, not theirs.

      It was a dying magic, as was most things where our own talents were concerned. With the witches growing ever more powerful, and their population steadily increasing, we had more magic than we knew what to do with… it was a lazy attitude, one I didn’t necessarily approve of, even if I did recognize that there were more important things that required our attention more than learning dead magics.

      When Noa sliced his hand against an etched rod that was tucked into the wainscoting, I wasn’t surprised when I scented blood. He rubbed his fingers in the wound he’d made on his palm, then reached up and tapped on some of the symbols. Even as his blood dried on the metal, becoming useless within no time at all, I watched as the runes flared to life, glowing a bright blue before flashing gold, and the door opened as though he’d twisted the doorknob.

      Such a sight would have impressed me if my grandfather hadn’t had a talent with runes. It was quite common to come across him using them in Sealish, especially as our tithe from the Assembly had been cut short thanks to the shunning, but he’d never bothered teaching me how to use them myself. Not when I was destined to be a warrior in a troupe, and my magic tithe would surge in line with my new position.

      What stunned me the most, however, was Daniel’s lack of surprise. He eyed the runes, his head tipped to the side, and the way his eyes narrowed? I had the sneaky suspicion that he was mesmerizing what was, evidently, a passkey to enter the vil der Luir’s cirque du freak.

      I hadn’t thought runes would be something an admin caste would be comfortable with, but then, what they did and didn’t learn was beyond me. I probably sounded like an elitist prick, but the admin caste children and the warrior caste brats were taught at different levels, information and knowledge was prioritized in line with our fates—my education had leaned toward fighting, and undoubtedly, his had leaned toward politics and diplomacy—so Daniel’s awareness of an old magic did surprise me.

      The doorway opened up into a dark corridor. Light coalesced in the palm of Noa’s hand and illuminated a panel on the side of the wall just beyond the entrance—more runes. He tapped the requisite ones and a line of ceiling lights made an appearance overhead.

      The hall was more like a tunnel. It felt like we were going underground, even though I knew we weren’t, but there were no windows, and the lights were kind of grim, a kind of white/blue that drained the color and life from everything. Not that there was much to see.

      The floor was hewn from stone and the walls were forged from brick.

      Aside from that one panel, there was nothing else of interest. As we trudged down the corridor, I could literally feel the tension rising from Dan’s skin, and it was a relief to finally see some light at the end of the damn tunnel and get out of there.

      We walked into a strange room. It was like a library, but there were heaps of chairs, some comfortable for lounging, others for working in. There were sofas, chaise lounges, too, and all around them were books. It was a bibliophile’s heaven.

      On the walls, I recognized famous Fae artists—the originals, of course, nothing fake for the vil der Luirs. Not even in the Master of the line’s personal harem could there be anything other than authentic pieces of art…

      The space had bookcases that soared twenty feet high, which I wasn’t altogether surprised by considering the older generations appreciated books more than the younger. My own grandfather had a similar library, he just didn’t have the women who were reading the books.

      There were about two dozen of them in here, and you’d never know. They didn’t talk and they barely interacted. Some lazily drifted through books, the whisper of the pages echoing in the silence, while others stared into space. There were faint murmurs, I guessed, but if you took the size of the room into consideration, it was nothing. Sol, a group this size should have been making a racket.

      What was it Noa had said?

      These witches were all broken? With dead Virgo or worse?

      I wasn’t sure what was worse than death, but I knew that was a naive question. After twenty years in the field, I felt sure I’d come face to face with the ins and outs of living hell, but for the moment, I’d take my naivete and embrace it. Riel was already shaking my world at its very core. I wasn’t certain I could deal with much more.

      “Which one is Jyll?” Daniel asked, his voice gruff as he eyed the silent and somber females with unease.

      Noa shot him a look, and I knew it was because there was very little politesse to the question. Noa, with his age and position in society, was used to a certain deference. I knew Daniel was aware of that. From his stock, he couldn’t not be, but his control was in tatters.

      The thought had me blowing out a breath.

      What the fuck was it with this bond between a witch and her Virgo?

      How could Riel have so much power over us that we went through a complete three-sixty personality change and in no time at all?

      Priorities shifted, needs morphed, and desires revolved entirely around her.

      It was no wonder my grandfather had called stories of the Virgo bond fairytales, because it felt like something someone would come up with as a joke. But I wasn’t living a joke. Everything I was experiencing was beyond serious. My life had shifted, tilted on its head, and the worst thing of all? I didn’t have an ounce of resentment in me. I didn’t care that she’d rocked my world, I just cared that she’d been taken from me.

      Stolen.

      I reached up and rubbed the back of my neck where a tension headache was gathering. As I kneaded and used magic to grant the illusion of ease, Noa pointed to a female who was lazing back on a chaise lounge. Her legs were laid out along the tongue of the seat, neatly crossed at the ankles as she tilted on her side and stared down at a book she’d rested on a glass coffee table. Beside the hardback tome, there was a steaming concoction that looked like green tea.

      Noa had said she was ‘brewing’ the spell. It appeared to me, I thought irritably, that all she’d been brewing was a cup of matcha.

      “Jyll?”

      At Noa’s call, the female tensed, any pleasure she was finding in the moment dissipating at Noa’s attention.

      The sight made me wince, especially in line with my uncharitable thoughts, and guilt hit me square between the eyes, but we needed her help more than she needed to be nervous.

      Yeah, that made me sound like a real shit, but I could deal with that.

      She didn’t approach us, which Noa didn’t seem to find odd. If anything, he stepped toward her, ignoring the faint stirrings of some of the witches. Our path did cause some chittering, but a few barely reacted at all.

      This place was downright odd and that just confirmed it. If housing random female witches in one’s house wasn’t bizarre enough, that they were all cocooned in here like this was some kind of private asylum…

      Sol.

      Was that what this place was?

      A kind of respite home?

      My eyes darted around the room, trying to discern clues that would give me some answers, but I caught nothing that outright told me ‘yes’ or ‘no.’

      When Noa took a seat on the edge of the chaise lounge, he patted her ankle in a way that didn’t give off creepy vibes. It wasn’t a ‘I own you and I’ve had you’ kind of touch, more like a grandfatherly tap if anything else.

      Maybe he had messed around with all these women, and maybe that was why Elyza was such a sourpuss, but I doubted it. My mom didn’t give a fuck who my dad slept with, so long as it wasn’t her. And now he had the pox? Yup, I reckoned she’d be grateful his attentions went elsewhere, and I knew it would be the same with Seph’s parents.

      “Jyll, this is my son and his troupe.” He glanced at us, pointing to us as he called out our names.

      She dipped her chin, evading eye contact as she whispered her greeting, “May Gaia bless you.”

      When Daniel squatted down beside the coffee table, she jerked in surprise, but considering the clusterfuck of emotions he was currently emitting, it was no wonder she calmed down when she got a good look at him. If this place was offering respite? Then Daniel appeared like he belonged here too. Frazzled wasn’t the word.

      “Jyll, I’m sure Sire vil der Luir explained this to you already, but we’re Virgos, and our witch, our woman—” He broke off to clear his throat as he made fists with his hands. “She disappeared in a storm.”

      The witch bit her lip as she pleated her fingers, knotting them at the knuckle before twisting them on her lap. She stayed silent, though. And silence was the last thing any of us needed.

      “Can you help us? We have to find her,” he pressed, despair whispering through his words when she didn’t utter a word.

      Her legs shuffled at that, and I wasn’t altogether surprised when she sat upright and tucked her knees into her chest, tightening her arms around them so she was like a ball. Noa sighed at the sight, and I had to wonder how he thought she was ready to help us. Every move she made rejected our entreaty.

      “I-I don’t know,” she whispered at last when we just hovered there, desperation leaking from us like a bad smell.

      We couldn’t have flown all this way, wasted time on a dead end, could we?

      But Sol, what alternative did we have? I didn’t have a clue how to go about finding Riel, and I knew the others were just as lost. Just as—

      “Please,” Seph beseeched, calling her attention his way and breaking the chain of my hopeless thoughts. The second their eyes clashed, she dipped her chin, breaking the point of contact. The woman was more on edge than Daniel—and that was really saying something. My troupe brother looked like he could leap into an Irish jig with the amount he was fidgeting. “I can sense your anxiety,” Seph attempted to reassure her, “but we’re anxious too. Just ninety minutes ago, she was with us. We were safe. Training. Then this storm blew out of nowhere and carried her away.”

      Jyll’s dark chestnut hair had tumbled into her face as she moved into an upright ball, but at his statement, her head twisted to the side and she peered up at us through bright blue eyes that were lucid. That it came as a surprise to me was telling— I had no idea what the Sol was going on with these women, I just knew it was creepy.

      “You were at sea?” she inquired softly.

      I shook my head, answering, “No. We were at the Academy. Eight Wings, it’s where Fae go when they’re—”

      A laugh escaped her, and I was surprised there was a bitter tang to it. “I know what Eight Wings is.”

      “Oh, well, yeah, I guess you do.” I licked my lips and inwardly called myself a dumbass, then I murmured, “We were training, clouds rolled in, funnels formed, she even got struck by lightning. Then, out of nowhere, the funnel grabbed her and she was hurled down to the ground.”

      “Didn’t she connect with the earth?”

      “No,” Noa rasped. “She didn’t. I believe a Fae set up a portal—”

      “I can’t help with that,” she interrupted instantly, shaking her head and pressing her spine deeper into the sofa as though trying to evade us.

      “We don’t expect you to,” Noa said softly. “But my son is hoping that the witch who set the storm is working in conjunction with the Fae who crafted the portal. Perhaps, that way, we can identify where she may be.”

      Jyll frowned, then asked, “I don’t discern a bond on you.”

      My eyes widened at that. “You can tell?”

      “Yes. Of course. There’s a—” She winced. “—a kind of glow about a Virgo. You don’t display that.”

      “We only just found her recently,” I explained, then my tone darkened as I continued, “and then we lost her. All while we were trying to keep her safe.”

      She contemplated us for a second, then looked pointedly at Noa. “It’s important I do this?”

      “Imperative. For my son’s sake, and his troupe,” was Noa’s immediate reply, and his support came as a massive boon. He was evidently disapproving of our relationship with Riel, but he was willing to request help on our behalf and for that, I’d always be grateful.

      She blew out a breath, then stared at us again, her gaze flickering over us. I didn’t know what she was looking for, but whatever the Sol it was, I just wanted her to find it. Every minute she tarried was a minute that Riel was more lost to us.

      Then, she whispered, “Okay, I’ll help,” and I thanked Gaia for one thing going right today.
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      “Granddaughter, today is not your day to die.”

      After landing in a fumbling, chaotic swirl of arms, legs, and wings, atop a bean bag of all things, I stared at the man who declared himself my grandfather, and wondered if the tornado that had just swept me up out of nowhere had addled my brain as well as my body.

      My entire being felt like one huge bruise. My wings screamed with pain as though they’d been torn apart by the wind, the element that was usually my friend. My limbs ached from being wrenched this way and that as I plummeted dozens of feet toward the ground. And all of that was from before I connected with the earth.

      I’d been on the training grounds of Eight Wings Academy, fighting with one of my Virgo in an attempt to prove to the instructor I’d stabbed in the foot, that my ability to fight had improved. Leopold, being the dick he was, had told us to carry on with our dueling bout even as the weather had turned into a storm chaser’s idea of porn.

      As a result, I’d been ripped into the sky and out of their hold by a funnel, then hurled to the ground. Except, I hadn’t died.

      “Why didn’t I die?” I whispered, blinking at the man who I knew but somehow didn’t.

      His was a face I recognized, but could I put the face to a name?

      No.

      “Because you were never supposed to die today.”

      His voice was smooth and calming. Like Leonard Nimoy or James Earl Jones. He could be a voiceover, that was how restful it was. Deep inside, where I was roiled up in the aftermath of what had just happened to me, he soothed me. And trust me, I shouldn’t be soothed. Whatever the Sol was going on was the antithesis of calming.

      “What do you mean? The storm—” I swallowed. “It was sent for me. It was sent to hurt me.”

      He shook his head. “No. If that were the case, it would have struck true, and you wouldn’t be here.” His face was lined with age, creased here and there, but his smile was gentle, and his eyes were still pure and glowing with life.

      His hair was tawny, silver and gold swirling together as it tumbled down to his shoulders, curtaining a face that reminded me of Peter O’Toole—one of my abuela’s favorite actors.

      I could see why now.

      When he was younger, this man, this Fae, would have had the same baby-faced looks, but in his eyes? There was knowledge that was anything but pure. His brow was wide, his nose long and thin, and his lips were mobile and still fleshy despite his age. As I glanced at him, I saw he wore a robe that swathed him from head to toe. It had a kind of knit around the neckline that made me think it was a kaftan for guys.

      “Why am I here?” I rasped, each hand clinging to the opposite elbow for comfort. The danger might have passed, but I was still in the dark. I was still hurting from what I’d gone through, and my body was one big bruise as I stared up at him from my position on the floor, a ragtag bundle of limbs and wings that didn’t have enough starch in them to stay upright. “And how do I know you?”

      “We’ve spoken often,” he assured me, and his words had me sputtering.

      “I’d remember you.”

      He tutted. “You know me, you just don’t know how,” he corrected. “My name is Linford.” His lips twitched to the side as he held out his hand. “It is a pleasure to truly meet you, Granddaughter, and may Gaia greet you. On this occasion, I will not be wiping your memories of me.”

      I gaped at him. “Huh?”

      He reached for my hand, detaching it from the elbow I’d been clinging to, and forcibly shook it—not hard, just enough to follow the social niceties. I dropped my eyes to his crinkled hand and frowned at it.

      “Gabriella always did drive the hardest of bargains,” he murmured as, with his other hand, he nudged me under the chin so he could look at me. “But by Gaia, now that I see you, I remember why she had that power over me.” He shook his head. “Your Virgo are fortunate men, dearling. We passed down good stock to you.”

      My eyes rounded, and I wasn’t sure they could get much bigger if they tried. “Is this for real?”

      “Quite assuredly, yes,” he stated, his tone cheerful.

      “C-Can you, I mean, could you please explain what the Sol is happening?” My voice started out with a squeak before tumbling into a holler.

      Linford raised his hands in surrender. “Apologies, child, apologies. You’ve been spelled with safety charms since you were a toddler. Wherever you were, whatever you were doing, if, by magical means or foul, someone attempted to snatch you and take you away, the failsafe would always bring you to my protection.”

      If that was supposed to be an answer, then why the Sol did I have more questions?

      “B-But…” My mouth worked. “You said this isn’t the first time we’ve met.”

      “It isn’t,” he replied easily, his hand moving to his knee where he plucked at one of the decorative threads that formed a paisley pattern. “We’ve met often, but this is the first time you’ll truly remember.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re of age, and you have Virgo to keep you safe.” His reply was instant, immediate, and left no room for doubt.

      “I need Virgo to keep me safe?” I queried carefully, each word felt like I was tossing a hand grenade at him.

      “Of course. Only the most powerful of witches are gifted Virgo, and that is because they need the protection.”

      “That doesn’t make sense.”

      He shrugged. “What in this world does?”

      I frowned at him. “That’s a stupid thing to say.”

      His eyes sparkled. “I’ve said stupider things in my time, and I shall endeavor to continue until I’m ripped from this mortal coil and tossed into a realm where I can reconnect with those I’ve lost.”

      My brow puckered at his declaration which, once again, rang with truth.

      This was weird. Weird as fuck. And trust me, I was used to weird.

      I was a witch. Now, that wasn’t weird. In my world, witches rubbed shoulders with humans and Fae. It was how it worked. There were three species that made up society, and did so openly.

      Of course, my story was a little unusual. Most witches lived out in the open, and worked for the Conclave, our council. I didn’t. Couldn’t. My family wasn’t declared, and we lived as humans.

      That lie was the only thing that had saved my ass when, at eighteen, I’d developed wings. Human born Fae weren’t totally unusual. For every couple of thousand Fae, there were ten to fifteen human born. It was a form of hybrid that had appeared with the passing of time.

      Me?

      I was a witch. Remember?

      Witch born Fae were even rarer than that, though, not as unique as I’d recently come to learn.

      Blowing out a breath, I rubbed at my temples and asked, “You loved my Grandmother?” I knew, when he spoke of ‘those I’ve lost,’ he meant her.

      “With all that I am,” he answered quickly. “We all did. Even if we had foolish reasons for parting. Your grandmother’s, however, was the most sensible.”

      I scowled at that, especially when I thought about how she’d made out her Virgo had abandoned her. “Really? Everything I learned from her seems to have turned out to be a lie.” Sheesh. Understatement, or what?

      He shrugged again. “That’s the problem when you lead an interesting life. Lies and truths aren’t always as cut and dry as you’d like them to be. There’s plenty of gray, child, more than there is black or white.”

      His blasé tone irritated me. “You’re talking like this isn’t important, making everything a riddle.”

      “No,” he corrected, his words chilly for the first time. “I’m speaking as someone who lived through that time. You are judging what you cannot understand.

      “This is a different day, a different time and age. You cannot understand the sacrifices your grandmother made for you, and nor should you. She made them freely and openly. With no cost to anyone other than herself.” He grunted. “And her Virgo.”

      There was anger now, and that I understood. Bitterness too.

      “I’m confused,” I admitted, eying him warily. He wasn’t talking in riddles, but for as much as I understood what he was talking about, he might as well have been.

      Sol, riddles in Mandarin would have made more sense to me.

      “A lot has happened,” he conceded, then, with a wave of his hand, clambered to his feet. His wings had made an abrupt appearance and I realized he used them to shift from his position just to my left, on a low leather armchair that had more wear and tear on it than a cat scratching post, so he could stand with more ease.

      Exactly how old was he?

      The sudden realization that I had family I’d only just come to know hit me. But Linford was old, really old if he needed his wings to improve his motility.

      Was it stupid to wonder about how much time we had left together?

      Throat thick, I watched as he settled on the ground after fluttering upright from his seat. His wince was tiny, but he kept it subdued as he stood without support from his wings, and he turned around and headed for a tray that was on a dresser in the corner.

      It was the first real moment I’d had a chance to look at my surroundings, and what I saw? Well, it was eclectic to the max.

      It was like the sixties, seventies, and noughties had had a baby. There were the clean lines of minimalism evident in furniture that was cuboid in shape. The sofa had square lines, as did the two leather armchairs. But the dresser and coffee table were made from metal and had swooping paisley designs hammered on them that reminded me of Linford’s kaftan.

      Two of the walls were cream, but one was lined with a strange fabric that looked hairy. I’d used it in my time as an assistant to a fashion designer—hessian. I knew it had been highly fashionable in the seventies, as were the dark green velvet curtains that draped over a picture window that looked out onto the ocean.

      The ocean!

      I blinked at the sight, as well as the garden that I could also see from this vantage point. The yard was blooming. That was the only way I could phrase it. I felt like I’d been dumped into the middle of The Jungle Book.

      Tearing my gaze from the rich blue sea as well as the tropical flowers that, if I’d had a green thumb, would undoubtedly have given me a clue as to my location, I looked around the room once more, taking in the sheer size of the place.

      Shelves lined the remaining wall, and they were loaded with books, but there were also small spaces where ornaments were used as bookends. Anything from ceramic monkeys to metal drums were dotted here and there. A brightly colored rug covered the floor, splotches of red and blue flowers amid the weave adding more color to the eclectic mix, and there were random throw cushions dotted around the space, and even a bean bag.

      And I was on said bean bag. A huge polka-dotted one that, miracle of miracles, supported my battered wings without putting pressure on my back. I’d loathed the damned limbs from their sudden appearance at eighteen, and had spent most of the time since hiding them. Until the Academy, that is, when I’d had no choice but to have them out on display at all times in public. Who knew that bean bags were the cure all after a hard day’s flying?

      When Linford returned with a bottle of water, I sat up with a faint groan and whispered, “Thank you.”

      He shrugged. “It was rude of me not to offer you some refreshments sooner. You came as a great surprise. I hadn’t thought to see you again.”

      On the brink of taking a sip of water, I froze. “Why?”

      “You have your Virgo now. They’ll keep you safer than I can.”

      His tone was so matter-of-fact I wanted to scream. I felt like he was being blasé in the face of my utter confusion. Why didn’t he understand that I was lost? That I had no clue what he was talking about?

      Instead of yelling at him, I sucked down a breath, begged Gaia for patience, and queried, “Do you mean to say that if I hadn’t been caught in a magical storm, if someone hadn’t tried to snatch me away, I would never have met you?”

      He nodded. “It was how your grandmother wanted it, and though I didn’t always listen to her, I did in this.”

      “But why?” I whispered, suddenly heartbroken at the prospect.

      Why had my abuela tried to deny me my abuelo? Sol, all of my grandfathers.

      Though it wasn’t by blood, Noa vil der Luir was also my grandfather. Technically. And there was Noa’s twin brother, as well as the kin of the troupe brother, Gerard, who’d died a long time ago. More people tied to me who might be able to explain what the Sol was happening. Why had Grandmother tried to keep me apart from the only family who would ever be able to understand my position?

      I’d thought I was weird enough being a witch born Fae. But the fact that someone had tried to kill me once, and now snatch me? And that my grandmother had told me lie after lie in a bid to… what? Keep us safe? There was definitely more to this than I could even begin to understand, and I knew that if I was in the dark, then my mother was practically in Sol’s lair. And though that might sound luminous, everyone knew his lair was the darkest place in the known realm. It made the human’s hell look bright and breezy.

      Abuela had cut off access to people who could have helped me make sense of my situation… so, why?

      He tipped his head to the side, and though he didn’t answer my question, his reply touched me. “You truly are upset by the notion, aren’t you?” he asked, brow puckering. His surprise was genuine, and that was something else I was coming to see about the man. Perhaps because he was too old to prevaricate, or because he just saw no need to lie any more, he was being truthful.

      Or, as truthful as he could be within the confines of my grandmother’s dictates.

      Suddenly furious with her, and him as I thought about everything I’d missed out on, a whole fucking world that had been denied to me without justification, of her coming to me while I took a Sol-damned bath and lying to me about everything, I spat, “Yes, yes, I’m upset! Had I known you you could have warned me, helped me… Why keep me in the dark like this? Why keep my mom in the dark?”

      He winced. “If there is one regret I have in this life, it is that I did not get the opportunity to come to know her.”

      “That’s bullshit,” I rasped. “Absolute BS, abuelo,” I snarled, the rage firing me up in a way that stunned me because my ‘trip’ here had exhausted me, and I was bone-deep weary, yet, for this argument, I was more than willing to burn myself to a crisp. “You could totally have helped us. You knew about us all along, knew who we were and probably knew where we were. But instead of coming and doing that, you let us rot.

      “There were eleven of us in a three-bedroom apartment in Overtown. We were in the goddamn ghetto, and all for stupid reasons that only you and my abuela seem to understand. I spoke with Noa vil der Luir only yesterday, and he didn’t know—”

      Linford stiffened at that, and interrupted, “He wouldn’t.” He rapped on his temple. “I made sure of it.”

      Gaping at him, I whispered, “Why?”

      “Because I had to keep you safe,” he repeated calmly, highlighting my loss of control in the face of his serene façade.

      My jaw ached as I ground my teeth. “And that means leaving us to live in the most dangerous part of Miami?”

      “Sometimes, safety comes in the most unique forms,” he rasped, then, sighing, he slouched over on the closest armchair, his wings retracting the second his behind touched the seat. “You were hidden in plain sight, and that worked… for the most part.”

      “Apparently not if this isn’t our first visit.”

      “They usually found you on the rare occasions you left the city.” He rubbed his chin. “I remember a school trip to New York City—that was one time they almost grabbed you.” His lips twitched. “You were twelve and had a very big attitude. Still do, by the looks of it.”

      “My attitude, or lack of, is none of your concern,” I retorted snootily.

      “Yes, very big,” he teased with a laugh, and the sparkle in his eyes took me aback. He looked… proud? And Gaia help me, why did that notion make me happy? I was mad at him, dammit. Mad as fuck. “Then, there was the time you went to that competition,” he continued, “Your mama saved up a lot to help you go on it—the, what do you call it, cheering?”

      “Cheerleading,” I corrected grumpily. “I remember that. I was sixteen.” Cheerleading had stopped me from being as clumsy, but of course, the clumsiness had returned with a bang in front of that crowd.

      I’d tripped over my feet more times than I could count, and my pants had split while doing a split.

      Fun times.

      He nodded. “You went to Tampa, I think. It was the second you left Miami. Your grandmother couldn’t protect you farther than the city limits.” His mouth twisted then. “Then, when you left for LA, your visits became more frequent, but we managed.”

      We’d managed?

      Just how many times had we met, for Gaia’s sake?

      I blinked, and as irritation flushed through me again, ground out, “Protect me from what? Sol help me, I don’t understand.” When he just looked at me, unable or unwilling to explain, I demanded, “Okay, you won’t answer that, so tell me this. Why did she lie to us? About everything?”

      His sigh, when it came, was heavy enough to ruffle the little tassels that decorated the neckline of his kaftan, but even as he began to answer, a crashing sound echoed through the room.

      Shock had me jerking in place, and I moaned as my wings dug deeper into the bean bag’s soft cushioning. My aching body screamed as another BANG reverberated inside the lounge, and, in my surprise, I fell ever deeper into the bean bag’s suffocating embrace.

      “What is that?” I cried, the sharp, discordant noise ringing in my ears to the extent that I raised my weary arms so I could cover them with my hands.

      “A shutter must have come loose.” He frowned and, as his wings popped out once more, fluttered into an upright position. I watched him storm off toward the patio doors, his hair glinting in the sunlight as he headed past one of the windows, augmenting his irritated scowl in the rays.

      The shutter crashed a few times more, and on each occasion, I felt the noise deep inside my head where it felt like a yodeler in the Alps was singing. A few seconds later, though, it stopped, and I began to roll off the seat I felt sure was trying to choke me. Knowing he probably needed my help, I tried to scramble to my feet. He didn’t look all that strong, and if the wind—

      I frowned and stopped flopping around on the floor like a seal pup—thank Sol, Seph, Dan, and Matt weren’t here to see that display of elegance. Of course, just thinking their names made me feel as though someone had knifed me in the belly. The bond surged to life inside me, demanding I find them, commanding me to get closer to them.

      Though I sensed how all-encompassing the bond would be if I didn’t obey, my throat felt thick with the emotions battering me, I knew I had to focus. Something wasn’t right here, and even though I felt sure my grandfather meant me no harm… I’d be stupid to let all my guards down.

      If there was a wind brewing, then why hadn’t the patio doors, which were both open, crashed to a close too? Aware that I needed to investigate further, I called on the wind, found that there was a ruffle on the other side of the property. I wasn’t even sure how I sensed that, just saw the pink glow of my magic begin to insulate me in its warmth and it transferred the knowledge to me.

      As I stared at the glow cocooning me, I felt the magic and the wind communicate even more, making a translation a little easier to understand—think Google Translate on an important document. Hardly a hundred percent accurate—especially when I scented the salt in the air. It made me think that a big gust had swept in from the ocean and had caught a shutter in its snare. Because that made sense, I calmed down.

      There was no threat here.

      At least, not one the wind detected.

      While I worked on unruffling the breeze in an attempt to make it easier for my grandfather to fasten the shutter, I felt the pink glow of my magic settle into my bones once more, disappearing like it had never come out to party.

      Was it crazy that I felt a tad more energized after that little foray into casting?

      Checking in with myself, I identified that my wings didn’t hurt as much, and my arms weren’t as sore. What was sore? My fucking heart.

      Where were my mates?

      Sol, where was I so I could bring them to me?

      “You’ve attended Eight Wings, so you know the basics of magic. You know that the Fae mine magic from the witches, correct?”

      I blinked, utterly taken aback at my grandfather’s abrupt entry, as well as his swift conversational foray into something he’d seemed disinterested in explaining. It was almost as though, while outside, he’d had time to reconsider matters, leaving me a few paces behind as I was busy thinking about my magic, about the wind, about my Virgo, and not about the topic we’d just been discussing.

      Then, it registered what he’d said.

      The mining.

      I could feel my mouth curve into a sneer at just the thought. “Yes,” I spat. “It’s horrendous.”

      “It might seem like it, but, as with anything, it began with necessity.” He pursed his lips as he studied me, settling into his leather seat with an aplomb that befit a king. “The Fae have their own magic, did you know that? We just don’t use it all that often.”

      “What kind?” I questioned, suddenly intrigued. We’d gone into the various ways the Fae abused the witch’s magic, but had never really gone into the Fae’s own powers. I’d heard of it, but not in depth.

      “Blood.”

      My eyes flared wide and I reared back, stunned because ‘blood magic?’ It sounded like something from a horror movie… Then, I realized something. Only that morning, Seph had used his blood on me to heal me. Was that what my grandfather meant?

      At my reaction, and my expression which probably changed when I thought about how Seph had healed me, he chuckled. “I see you’ve felt the aftereffects of blood magic. I won’t ask how. A grandfather doesn’t need to know some things. But, yes, blood magic is a dying art now. Something few of us can manipulate save for healing small wounds.

      “Back in the late fourteen hundreds, the witches were having issues. There’d been a huge meteorite that slammed into Ch'ing-yang, a city in China. It killed tens of thousands of people when it impacted. Nobody knows why, but after that, witches were suddenly more powerful.”

      I scowled at him. “There are no records of this—”

      “Of course there are,” he countered with a snort, his fingers now drumming on the armrest. “But they’re buried in the Conclave right where they should be. This is information few need to know.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the Conclave deemed it so, and though most witches don’t believe it, the Assembly often accedes to the Conclave’s wishes.”

      Now I truly was doing a goldfish impression. “So, the Conclave has redacted this information—why?”

      “Ours is not to question why,” he murmured loftily. “Regardless, their myopic stance is neither here nor there. Perhaps they wanted what happened to actually occur, for the Fae to become beholden to them, but that is on the Conclave…

      “Anyhow, after the impact, witches were suddenly twice as powerful. In some instances, three or four times as much. The manifestations began—magic was suddenly visible in the most powerful of witchkind. Before the meteorite, power was invisible. After? It was tangible.”

      Just like mine was.

      My pink glow meant something. It wasn’t just another weird thing about me and me alone.

      When my grandfather carried on speaking, I hurried to tune in, “At first, back then, there were more witches showing such power, but over time, far fewer were born with the ability.” He hummed. “Your grandmother’s magic manifested, and she told me your mother manifested from a young age too—”

      “What?” I hissed, the news coming totally out of the blue to me. “She never told me that.” Sol damn it. Even if it made sense that she hadn’t shared the information with me, it didn’t stop the hurt from spreading deep inside.

      I’d always known she was ashamed of me, of my lack of powers. Now I knew why.

      This was further proof of my lack in her eyes. She thought me a scant when, in truth, I was just as powerful as she was.

      “Are you going to keep on interrupting?” he grumbled.

      “You can’t expect me to—” I gritted my teeth. I wanted answers more than I wanted to complain, so I groused, “Okay. Sorry. Carry on.”

      His sigh was long-suffering. “Just as the manifestations appear to have been triggered by the meteorite, so were—"

      A gasp escaped me as, suddenly, it clicked. “Virgos?”

      His nod was slow, but I could sense he was pleased I was quick to catch on. “As well as human born Fae. It is all founded on that one meteor collision. The biggest shifts in our evolution find their source in that one impact event.”

      With the thread of the world, of our history, suddenly tumbling apart in my hands, I could do nothing other than watch as he told a tale I knew would have every kid loving the accounts of our past. That is, of course, if anyone bothered to tell us the fucking truth.

      Why keep us in the dark about this? It was a pivotal part of our society’s development, and yet, it was hidden from us like we didn’t have a right to the knowledge. Sol damn it, I hated politics.

      “We don’t know why the meteorite would be the catalyst for such acts, but our place isn’t to question, as I said. Ours is simply to deal with the aftermath.” He blew out a breath. “By this point, the Assembly and the Conclave weren’t exactly friendly, but the existence of mates among both species certainly eased things… especially when witches started going mad from power surges.

      “Records suggest that as many as twenty percent of witches were lost to the surges in waves that spanned a few decades until a solution was discovered. Some simply couldn’t control the magic they were manifesting, and it consumed them. A lot of powerful witches were lost as their magic overwhelmed them to the point they were practically electrocuted. In the face of such horrific deaths, the Assembly and the Conclave worked together to find a solution.”

      I thought back to my lessons at Eight Wings, and whispered, “Ibrahim vil der Kird.”

      The old man nodded and shot me a beaming smile. “Indeed, yes. Ibrahim vil der Kird was the Fae who figured out how to save the witches. He developed the house bands,” he murmured, breaking off to raise his arms and reveal the gold bands that adorned his aged wrists, “while the Assembly came up with the agreements for the Fae to mine the witches’ magic.

      “From then on out, the solstices, the most powerful connection witchkind has with Gaia, had a dual purpose. They were no longer just a celebration, a means for a party. The Fae captured the excess magic which was believed to be causing the power surges, and we began to use it instead of our blood magic. It wasn’t even a trade, really, simply us doing the witches a favor.”

      “Sol,” I breathed, thinking about one of my first lessons with Leopold and how he’d disgusted me. His pride in the thieving of witch magic had turned my stomach, had twisted things so that I’d hated the Fae, loathed them for their power over witches. But now? From this perspective? Suddenly, things began to gel more. Not all was as it seemed. “That’s incredible,” I whispered, utterly dazed by this insight into the past.

      “History often is, but we often learn from history that we learn nothing from it... Or so the saying goes.” He ceased tapping his fingers, instead bridging both of his hands together. “The Conclave chose to keep the witches in the dark, as it usually does, and with such ignorance, hatred for the Fae was born as perceptions changed. The witches, the most powerful of the races, were suddenly out of control with their power surges, while the Fae appeared to gain more and more authority as they began to mine witch magic and use it for their own gain. Hatred abounds in such situations.”

      Sol, that was an understatement.

      I wasn’t even a part of the Conclave, wasn’t a part of the witch community itself, and I resented the Fae. Everyone did, though. We all knew how lofty and arrogant the Fae were. That was without the witches knowing the Fae ‘stole’ their magic too. Everyone just believed the Fae were braggarts. No one liked how much clout the Assembly had, the way it inveigled itself into the human government with its machinations that served no one other than the Fae.

      “Perhaps it started out with good intentions, but you can’t say that the Fae don’t take advantage of it,” I argued, unable to accept everything he said on face value.

      He snorted. “You name me a race where that doesn’t happen. Humans, witches, Fae… there are always evildoers. Always people who seek to take advantage of their position of power. That is as natural as the passage of time.

      “Nonetheless, the hatred of the Fae is ingrained now, too deeply inherent in witch society to change.” He shrugged. “Can’t be helped, however, you know the truth now, and you’re currently in a position of immense power.”

      I knew he wasn’t speaking metaphorically. “Why?”

      “Because you know more than most,” he rasped. “Still, some do know and make it their mission to spread the word. Even if the word they’re spreading is a partial truth.”

      That had my brow puckering. “Like who?”

      “Do you know who the AFata are?”

      I racked my mind for the name, but came up with nothing.

      “They’re an anti-Fae group of witches who make it their mission to burden any assignment the Fae might be on. Going so far as to help rebels and terrorists with their work just to ‘beat’ our people.”

      “That sounds pretty pointless.”

      He waved a hand. “One man’s freedom fighter is another man’s terrorist. Though ridiculous, they truly do think they’re doing their best for mankind.

      “Your grandmother was AFata. She fought for them during the early sixties when communism was overtaking Cuba. It was well known that the Assembly, wherever it was based, Sol, even the USSR, was anti-communist, and so, she hated the Fae. She fought against us…” He smiled, and it was loaded with memories, so much so that it made my throat grow thick in response. “…until she met us and we told her the full truth, not just the half-spouted nonsense of a bunch of terrorists.

      “The irony was, of course, that we were sent there to combat the AFata after the Bay of Pigs Invasion. We were her Virgo and the rest as they say…”

      “Hardly history, Grandfather,” I murmured, “not if it’s affecting us to this day.”

      “That’s how you know you lived right,” he admonished, “when you feel the aftereffects fifty years later.”

      I frowned at him, and barely refrained from wagging my finger his way. He wasn’t a child, and he didn’t need me to tell him off, but neither did he have to sound so fucking proud when I was dealing with the aftermath of his, Sol, their actions.

      “And the AFata… I’m going to assume they didn’t approve of abuela’s Virgos?”

      He huffed out a laugh. “Correct, Gabriella, correct. At first, she thought they’d let her go, but they never did relinquish their hold on her, and when they discovered she was carrying a child?” His laughter turned darker, before he whistled out the remainder of his breath. “That’s when things got interesting.”

      I tipped my head to the side, and suddenly, the reason he was telling me all this hit home. “That’s who tried to kill me? Who’ve been trying to kidnap me all along?”

      “Yes to the kidnapping. As to the killing? No. You’re too precious. A witch who has insider dealings with the Fae?” He cocked a brow at me. “Perfect spy material. No, they didn’t try to kill you—”

      “I say differently. They sent a bird for me and it attacked me. It went for my damn eyes—”

      “Attack is different than kill, but it’s their shortsightedness. They failed to recognize that their magic won’t behave when it comes to a witch born Fae.”

      I processed that. “You mean to tell me that they sent the raven with one intention—”

      “A raven?” He hummed. “Interesting. A message. They were sending a message.”

      “And instead of delivering it, it decided to go for my eyes?”

      He waved a hand. “Undoubtedly, it was a message where they were asking you to be their eyes for them. Or some such nonsense,” he grumbled. “And then, this second attempt that inevitably brought you here…”

      “A storm. They cast a storm and it dragged me from my Virgo.”

      “Unquestionably, their intention was to bring you to them. If the storm went awry, then it was because of the way you muddle with regular magic.”

      I shook my head at him. “I’ve never heard anything like that before.” What did he mean by muddle?

      He cocked a brow at me. “Do spells ever work as you anticipate them? And what about your mother? When she works magic, do the spells turn out right?”

      Huffing as I recalled a million curses as my mother yelled at me for being lazy with my magic, I grumbled, “Most of them turn out right.” Sort of.

      “And your mother’s spells?”

      I shrugged. “She never said anything, but…” Ugh, I hated to admit this. “She didn’t really cast much around me.”

      “Probably because when she was around you, they never really worked. When you were eighteen, I know you left to attend college. So when the true extent of the way you can corrupt magic around you was triggered, you were away from home.”

      “You say it like I’m…”

      “Think metal in a microwave,” he inserted helpfully.

      My mouth dropped open at that. “I’m that bad?”

      He nodded. “Indeed. Magical mishaps happen, and witches don’t really understand that it’s because you’re there, so it’s never pointed out. One lost spell doesn’t mean all that much, and considering you’ve never been outed as coming from a witch family, it wouldn’t cause any of your kind to truly question what you are.”

      When I thought back to the lessons where my mother had taken two weeks to show me how to light a candle, a lesson that would have taken an ordinary witch a day at the most… things started to make sense.

      “My entire life has been a lie,” I whispered, the truth felt like a yawning pit in my soul.

      “No need for melodrama, Granddaughter, things aren’t as bad as all that,” he said with a huff as his chair squeaked when he tried to get comfortable.

      “Not yet,” I muttered grimly, aware that if the AFata had gone to the trouble to cast a twister over Eight Wings Academy just to bring me to them, then they could be capable of anything.

      What the Sol was their next move going to be?
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      When Jyll got to her feet and headed to a set of French doors that opened onto a small, walled courtyard that was lined with a neatly trimmed hedge and dotted with potted plants, we moved to follow.

      Relief filled me the second she stood, but my heart pounded in my chest as, on the path to the doors, she froze a few times on the way there. When she held the doorknob and rattled it to open it, she went still again. Her fingers bled white around the handle, and she took a few shaky breaths, seeming to need to build up the courage to leave the room.

      How long had she been cooped up in here if it was this hard to simply walk outside into an enclosed terrace?

      Pity filled me, but I didn’t particularly get the feeling Jyll wanted pity so the emotion was wasted. More than anything, I just got the vibe that she wanted to be left alone, but that wasn’t going to happen, not when my woman was still only Sol knew where.

      When she’d said we didn’t have the glow of a Virgo? It had hurt me. Physically hurt me as though she’d stabbed me in the leg or something. Knowing her decision to help us might have rested on the crux of our not having fulfilled the bond was more than I could stand.

      But it brought something home to me. Shit, it hammered it home—I didn’t care how soon it was, didn’t care if these instincts Riel triggered in me were destructive, didn’t give a shit about anything other than stamping my mark on her in as many ways as I could.

      The glow she was talking about wasn’t something I understood, but fuck it, I wanted it. I wanted that damn glow. Wanted everyone to know I was taken, that I was hers as much as Riel was mine.

      Just the thought had my lungs bellowing, need stirring inside me—a complex cocktail that was founded in a need to find my woman, a need to be inside her, and a need to fulfil the Virgo’s claim because we weren’t, I determined, going to be like Noa and her grandmother. Fuck that.

      Jyll jerked me from my thoughts by finally stepping outside, and I had to force myself to calm down, to take a deep breath and chill the fuck out. I was on edge, and not even that torturously long flight had eased my agitation. I felt strung out. Like a junkie who’d lost his next fix.

      Eyes on Jyll, I followed her, Seph and Matt at my back, and Noa closed the glass paneled doors behind him. They rattled slightly, making Jyll jump and jerk to see what had caused the noise, before she sighed and twisted around, visually taking in all the courtyard had to offer.

      It was almost like she’d never been out here or something, but I doubted that was true. Still, I wasn’t that interested in the woman, just her powers.

      Selfish?

      Sure.

      I owned it.

      The longer Riel was apart from me, the harder I had to fight not to completely blow my top.

      When Jyll stopped fidgeting, ceased her incessant wriggling about as she peered up at the sky then down at the hedges, squinting as she leaned into them, scenting them and rubbing a few of the leaves between her pointer and middle finger, I waited for her to do something. Anything that would give us a clue.

      My woman was out there, somewhere, and it was a big wide world. I’d find her, eventually, but time felt as though it was running out. Like it was slipping through my fingers. Each minute seemed like a mile, one that was pushing us further and further apart until I didn’t have a hope in hell of breathing the same air as her again.

      Even as a part of me was lost in a quagmire of frantic panic that found its source in the Virgo bond, the warrior in me was focused on the here and now. When Jyll sighed, settled her palms face up in front of her at waist height, excitement whispered through me. Her eyes closed, and she hummed under her breath. A low, resonant sound that made my ears tingle in response. It wasn’t unpleasant, but neither was it agreeable. It was the kind of noise that set your nerves on edge, but without the cringe factor of nails down a chalkboard. Almost like white noise, but nicer.

      As the hum grew louder, a blur of light began to buzz around the palms of her hands. Hers wasn’t bright pink like Riel’s though. Her ‘glow’ was a mixture of green and blue. The color should have been a sharp cyan or turquoise, but it wasn’t. Unlike Riel’s, who merged two powerful colors together, Jyll’s remained separate. It was then I realized that each color represented something, and Sol, I didn’t know shit about witch power. Well, aside from the basics, and most witches? They didn’t glow, so there were never any outward signs of what their magic might be.

      Though I felt like a dumbass for only now putting two and two together, I had to wonder what it meant that Riel had merged two colors while Jyll’s were separate.

      Still, my curiosity could wait. The glow grew brighter, royal blue chasing a sage green as they danced around her palms. Overhead, the suddenly sunny day became reminiscent of what had gone down at Eight Wings, transforming a bright cobalt sky into one stained with gray clouds.

      Thunder boomed, and because it was unexpected, I jumped in place. The windows behind us rattled in the panes of the terrace doors, and I heard a few surprised squeaks from the women within the library as they, too, were taken aback by the roaring power overhead.

      With Riel, the squall seemed to have appeared from out of nowhere. It felt like it had materialized in the time it took my heart to beat. She’d been captured by the storm in the blink of an eye, and though the raging flurry itself felt like it had lasted a lifetime, less than five minutes had passed as she’d been dragged away from me and hurled down to the ground.

      From start to finish, I hadn’t been able to catch my breath. Whatever Jyll was doing took longer, but it soothed the panic that had been a part of me since Riel had disappeared. Whether it was the hum or the pressure in the air from the storm front, I couldn’t say. What I did know, was that my head felt clearer than it had since this entire thing with Riel had begun.

      It was only with that shift of pressure or, maybe just by being in the presence of another witch’s magic, that I recognized how overpowering the Virgo bond truly was. How atavistic it made me, how it hurled me into the deepest, darkest, most primal parts of my soul.

      Did it scare me?

      The contrast was such that, yeah, I had to admit it did. I didn’t think that made me weird. I was sure most people would be scared by how an ethereal connection could overtake you to the point where you forgot your very sense of self. Because no longer were you simply a single entity. Responsible for yourself. Suddenly, you were part of a unit. And this unit? Went deeper than a troupe bond. Sol, the link between a troupe was nothing in the face of the connection that bound Virgo together. And even though our Virgo bond wasn’t fully realized, it would be soon.

      The second Riel was back with us, it would be set in stone forever. Sure, the clarity this brief respite provided was welcome, but it also cemented some things in place. The bond was overwhelming, but I missed it. Even as I was content to finally be able to think freely, without the beast Riel had brought out in me panicking at the loss of her, I missed my woman more than I missed being a free man.

      Deep inside me, that clarity morphed. Became unwelcome. No longer did it provide relief, instead, it was like a door had been locked in my soul, and I didn’t have the key to get back into the room that had been shut off.

      Just as terror began to form—because what if I could never open that metaphorical door again?—Jyll clenched her hands, balling them into fists, and like that was the prompt, rain began to cascade from the sky. Soft droplets fell at first, which swiftly morphed into a rough shower. When she tipped her head back to let it fall on her face, it wasn’t the weirdest shit I’d seen in my time, but when she opened her mouth to sample the rain? It certainly made me look twice. Of course, I’d seen that done before—kids, mostly. But a full-grown witch?

      One who looked like she wouldn’t say boo to a goose?

      Nah, I hadn’t expected her to pull that move, that was for sure.

      With a sigh, I shook out my wings and held them wider so that the rain could massage them. They’d be a bitch to dry, but I figured I’d be flying to wherever Riel was being kept, and they could dry out then—there was no way I was leaving this bewildering harem of witches that Seph’s father had collected for himself without some kind of fucking answer.

      I wanted Riel back.

      Now.

      It didn’t matter if my mind was foggy or clear, if anything, what Jyll had done showed me exactly what I wanted.

      Gabriella.

      Every infuriating inch of her belonged to me.

      Even as my heart pounded with the desperate urge to have her close, I watched every minute movement Jyll made. After she was drenched through—Sol, after we all were—she unballed her fists and the rain settled just like that.

      I was used to many forms of magic, to the point that I was desensitized to it. It was everywhere, after all. Especially at the Academy. But that? That was a feat that was beyond impressive.

      I cast Matt and Seph a look, saw they were equally as awestruck at the power inherent in that simple gesture. The opening of her palms, a quick glow, and a hum, and she’d started a rainstorm?

      Sol, what could she do when she really put some effort into it?

      Like she heard my thoughts, she opened her eyes slowly and twisted to face us.

      “They called for her, but they did not get her.”

      My throat felt thick. “Meaning, the Fae who cast the portal isn’t aligned with the witches who sent the magic for her?”

      She nodded, but sorrow crossed her features. “I’m sorry, Daniel.”

      I sucked down a breath. “Not your fault.”

      “The witches who seek her are unusual,” she whispered, her voice taking on a faraway note that had us all tensing.

      “In what sense?”

      “They club together somehow. They’re not powerful enough to manifest, I’d have sensed that. But somehow, they form a power funnel of their own. It works. As a unit, they’re incredibly strong, but individually, they’re weak.” She blinked. “I’d remember that if I were you.”

      “We will,” Seph rasped. “Did you discern anything else? A location? Somewhere we could start looking for clues?”

      “There are many of them, and they’re headed by a woman. There’s a distinctly feminine touch to the magic,” she whispered. “I could feel it.”

      “How?” Matthew blurted out. “How did you feel it?”

      Seph’s father clipped him above the ear, but Jyll shot him a small smile. “The rain told me.”

      Because the rain could talk?

      She tutted, and there was no mistaking the fact that she’d aimed that at me as her gaze drifted onto me and captured my own. “You know there are many strange things in this world. Why not this?”

      I gnawed on the inside of my cheek. “True.” As I stared at the bland amusement on her face, like she found us humorous but not worthy enough to build up the energy to outright laugh, I reworded Seph’s earlier question which she’d failed to answer, “The rain… did it tell you where the magic came from?”

      “Of course. But it was the swells who told me that.” She sucked down a breath of air, and I suddenly realized I was surrounded with the scent of ozone. “They come from South America. I can’t tell you more. Not with hurricane season approaching. It blurs the air, taints it with those unique powers.”

      South America… It had to be Cuba. Right? Too much of a coincidence otherwise, surely? Riel’s heritage was there, after all.

      “Thank you for your help, Jyll,” I told her gravely, and Matt and Seph quickly followed me with their thanks.

      The witch waved a hand. “It was nothing. A mere frippery considering what Noa does for us.”

      Unease tripped down my spine at her words. “Is there…” I licked my bottom lip. “Is there anything we can do?” I waved a hand back at the room we’d just left. If these women were feeling what I was feeling now, then there was no way I couldn’t offer some assistance. “For you or—”

      “No, my needs are well tended to, thank you.” Like a waif, she drifted toward us. There was a fluidity to the movement that told me she called on the wind to shuffle her along the path. With less than a few inches between us, she reached up and patted me on the arm, murmuring, “The Virgo bond consumes you. It leaves nothing behind, nothing whatsoever. Without your one, or ones, you become an empty shell. There is nothing that can ease that pain, but again, I thank you for the offer.”

      “Was it worth it?” I rasped, suddenly desperate to know. I was a muddle of urges and instincts, feelings and desires, and she understood because she’d been where I was standing now.

      A smile lit up her eyes, transforming her somber features into a vestige of true beauty. It was also the first time she showed any spark of true energy, and I responded to it, everything inside me knowing what her answer was without her having to utter a word.

      “Oh yes,” she breathed on a soft sigh. “I’d endure this misery for an eternity to know what it means to have them. Even for as little time as I could call them mine.”

      Her words highlighted the fact that Noa had insisted we’d become nothing more than animals, primally driven to our own detriment if we allowed ourselves to be claimed. Yet here she was, stating we’d be an empty shell if we lost our Virgo witch forever, but it was worth it…

      In the face of such pain, I felt like her words were far more powerful than Noa’s take on the situation. Especially as he hadn’t even gone through with the claiming.

      With that declaration, she patted my cheek and drifted off. As I twisted around to watch her go, entranced by the way she moved like a waif and a ghost combined, as though her body was just waiting to be taken by Sol to the next realm, one of the others’ cellphones buzzed.

      “Yeah?” Seph’s phone.

      I twisted around to look at him, curious as to why he’d taken the call when nothing was more important than finding our woman.

      Then, when I saw the sheer relief on his face, I knew, point blank, that it was Gabriella.

      She was on the other line, and his words confirmed it, “Where the fuck are you?”

      

      
        
        ❖

        Riel

      

      

      Clusterfuck. That was one way to describe my current situation, and yet, if there was one thing today had done, it was ram home just how much of a life the Virgo bond had taken on.

      It was no longer a theory. Not just sex, nor something that we were playing with.

      It was real.

      Tangible.

      Like a chain that linked me to my Virgo mates, one that had been torn apart by the magic that had brought me to my grandfather… it existed.

      And I needed them. More than I needed to sleep, and Sol, I needed a bed so badly that I wanted to cry with how tired I was.

      Even before the storm, I’d been exhausted. Seph had discovered I was in possession of a ‘scruff,’ and when he’d pinched it, I’d fallen asleep. Ever since, the fatigue had been there, and now it was like a heavy weight. I felt like staying awake would require toothpicks in my eyes like Tom from Tom & Jerry—ouch. And a coffee mug the size of Everest wasn’t going to reenergize me any.

      With a sigh, I reached up and rubbed my face.

      “Are you well, Granddaughter?”

      The word jarred me, but I just sighed. “I need my Virgo.”

      He hummed. “Of course. Call them.”

      Out of nowhere, a small weight plopped into my lap. I moved my hand away, saw there was a cellphone there, and blinked as I reached for it.

      “I-I can call them?”

      His eyes were amused but I could see there was a softness about his features as he looked at me. It was the kind of look a parent or grandparent gave a child they cared about, a notion that had my throat feeling remarkably thick.

      All this time, he’d been watching out for me. All this time, he’d been there, in the background, keeping me safe. But, all this time, he’d been a stranger. Willingly leaving me out in the cold, even though he knew I was lost in this big, wide world.

      How many times had we met?

      How many times had he left me alone when I’d needed him?

      “I haven’t abducted you child. Call who you wish.”

      I stared at him as he clambered to his feet, again, and this time, he moved toward the drink’s tray where he’d grabbed a bottle of water for me. With my eyes on him, I reached for the phone then frowned when realization struck.

      “I don’t know their number.” Fuck. My eyes watered with distress. “We weren’t that close. Before. Just enough to—” Sleep with them.

      Well, there hadn’t been a lot of sleeping. Hence this morning’s tiredness.

      Again, his eyes were amused, but he cleared his throat. “I can imagine, yes. Just cast a spell. Call on the information.”

      “Call on it?”

      “Yes.” My grandfather tipped his head to the side. “You know how to, surely?”

      “No. I-I wasn’t taught all that much.” Apparently, my mom had forgotten to teach me a lot of things, but how could I blame her when I was apparently the equivalent of a magnet around a compass?

      He grunted. “Let me see what I can do.”

      The cell flew through the air and into his open hand. When he closed his eyes, I focused on his house bands which began to gleam and sparkle in the light. Out of nowhere, gold dust coalesced, more than I’d ever seen before. Normally, it was only visible at night, but more and more gathered, glittering around him until he was hard to see through the curtain of metal. A sigh escaped him, and with that exhalation, the gold disappeared as though it had never been. The cell returned to my lap.

      “Try now,” he murmured, sounding satisfied and I knew that the magic he’d called upon had been difficult to cast, and he was feeling smug at having managed to achieve his goal.

      Not about to argue when I appreciated his help, I connected the call.

      “Yeah?”

      Seph.

      He barked out the word, but I didn’t care. Sol, his voice. This time, my eyes didn’t just water, they were drenched with tears. Gratitude and joy overwhelmed me, making me feel like we’d been parted a lifetime, as I whispered, “Seph?”

      A relieved groan sounded down the line, but just as quickly as he showed his elation, he ground out, “Where the fuck are you?”

      Seph’s hoarse demand might have offended another woman, but not me. How could I be offended when I knew what he had to be going through? Sol, what they’d all gone through. If I felt the agony of being separated from them, how did they feel? I’d disappeared as though I was made of nothing but dust, and they must have been panicking ever since, wondering how to find me when my enemies were unknown, worse, unseen.

      Sol, I was certain they’d have panicked whether or not I was linked to them through this unusual bond. The sight of me being tossed into the air like a feather in the wind before crashing into the ground and out of existence? Even a troupe bond merited concern for someone who’d gone through that. It wasn’t exactly something you saw every day of the week, was it? Except, I wasn’t just a part of their troupe, was I?

      I was so much more than that to them.

      Sucking in a breath, I cut through the BS and gave him the bare bones. “I-I’m with my grandfather,” I explained shakily.

      “You’re with one of my father’s troupe brothers?” Seph clarified, his voice as close to a squeak as his tenor could soar.

      “Yeah. It was a portal… he explained it all to me. This group wants me, they’re the ones behind, well, everything,” I said on a rush, “but he got to me first.”

      I cut the man I knew as Linford a look, saw he was circling his finger around and around a glass tumbler he’d filled with aquifer—a Fae beverage that was like sherry, an aperitif, that had a distinctly golden color to it. And when I said golden, I didn’t mean it was amber-like, it was bright, frickin’ gold. I’d tasted the vile stuff a few times at faculty dinners—the Fae were like that. The students mingled with the instructors as though their gravitas would rub off on us eventually—and had never managed to find much appreciation for the bitter liquor.

      “We can talk more about that later. Where are you specifically? How do we bring you home?” he demanded, voice deepening.

      His words made my throat feel thick, overfull with emotions that had me wishing I could tumble into his arms.

      Home.

      Sweet Gaia, home.

      He meant that, and it resonated with me so deeply, so fully that, for a second, I was speechless.

      How had I gone from being alone? Shunned from my family, stuck in a school I didn’t want to be in, and forced into the company of three guys I didn’t want to fight with… to suddenly having a family of my own?

      It didn’t seem logical, but then, nothing about what Linford had shared was exactly logical, either.

      “I can send you my live location,” I confirmed, my words a rasp but it was better to rasp them out than to start sobbing. Tears would only make him think I was under threat, and while Linford might be blowing my mind with the information he’d imparted today, no other part of me save for my brain was in any danger.

      “Tell them not to fly,” Linford instructed smoothly, his gaze on the aquifer. “Use Noa’s clout to get them on a plane over here. They’ll wear themselves out before they get to the island otherwise.”

      I blinked at him. “Why? Where are we?”

      Eight Wings Academy was in Georgia. I couldn’t be that far away, could I? Although, that ocean in the distance looked and scented like no East Coast beach I’d ever come across, and those plants? Which were growing without a greenhouse? Unless we were in some kind of botanical garden, which I doubted, we had to be somewhere, well, tropical.

      “I’m in Hawaii. The warmth is good for my bones.”

      Gaping at him, I whispered, “I’m in Hawaii?” My brain and geography had never been friends, but even I registered that had to mean I was a couple of thousand miles away from my Virgo.

      And shit, worse still, we were separated by an ocean! A frickin’ big one.

      Linford shrugged. “That’s how the cards fall.”

      I wanted to glare at him, but he had just saved my ass. I’d be with this AFata group now if it weren’t for him, and only Gaia knew what they wanted with me.

      He’d said they wished to induct me into their group as a spy, but Sol, they’d evidently never checked in with me because I was the least adept person you’d ever meet when it came to being devious.

      One of the major reasons I’d studied fashion design was because I loved how flamboyant you could be. How you could make a simple outfit pop with a bright burst of color… how, by changing styles, you could transform yourself into a whole other person. Sure, that might sound like a nifty trait for someone who wanted to snoop, but blending in wasn’t something I’d ever wanted.

      If it was the AFata who wanted me—and I figured it was because, by the sounds of it, my grandmother had been running from the group for a long-ass time—then the nicest potential outcome was that these AFata people did want me as a spy and weren’t actually trying to kill me.

      And that was going to be a great conversation to have with my Virgo, wasn’t it?

      The fun times really are hitting us hard and fast and wet, I thought glumly.

      “We’ll be there by tomorrow, Riel,” Seph gritted out.

      The way he said my nickname sent shivers down my spine. No one had ever called me that before them, and I’d been surprised because even the preppy people I’d worked with in my last job before being inducted into the Academy had called me Gabi.

      A name that, according to them, to my men, didn’t suit me.

      “Stay safe, Riel. I don’t know what I’d do if—"

      Again, my throat felt thick. He cared. He fucking cared. A rational person might ask when this had happened, when the Virgo bond had morphed from an inconvenience into this, but I knew. I already had my answer.

      When they thought I was going to die.

      When I’d thought I was going to die.

      When I was torn from them and they had no knowledge of my location.

      When I might have been in danger, and they weren’t able to protect me. To save me.

      That was when inconvenience had blossomed into something else entirely. Something that we weren’t comfortable enough talking about… not yet, but soon, I promised myself.

      “You too, Seph,” I whispered, biting my lip as I cut the call. I just stared at the screen for a second, before I blew out a breath and figured out how to send them my live location, then I tossed the cell at the sofa to my right. It bounced twice before it settled, but putting distance between it and me was imperative. I wanted to speak with all of them, like one giant pussy, so the only way to avoid looking like a lovesick fool in front of my grandfather, was to remove temptation.

      I stared over at the small piece of hardware for a second as I murmured, “They’ll be safe here, won’t they?” That, I recognized, was all that mattered to me.

      Sure, my entire universe was turning out to be one big bag of BS, but they weren’t stained with that.

      Not yet, at any rate.

      “Safety is relative. You can’t return to the Academy. It isn’t safe for you there.”

      His words were exactly the wrong thing to say. I felt the force of my magic burst into being. It slalomed through me at the idea of my Virgo being at risk. All around me, the glow appeared, surging to life, and out of nowhere, the aquifer in Linford’s hand erupted into flame.

      Both of us jerked in response, me because I hadn’t planned on that happening, and him because he obviously believed my magic was more contained than it was. From nowhere, a breeze whistled into the room, fanning the flames, and as the wind talked to me, I heard the glass in his hand creaking, the molecules that made up the container beginning to protest such intense heat.

      Seconds away from exploding, his eyes flashed with the flames he was holding calmly in his hand, then, glowering at the drink, he blew out a breath. House bands glinting, the air he exhaled glimmered gold. When his magic cut off the fire that had been contained to the small tumbler, he growled, “Was that truly necessary?” Carefully, he placed the still-hot beaker on the small table at his side.

      I eyed it, then him, and gulping, bit off, “My Virgo are in danger.” I began struggling to sit up, to get out of the bean bag that, if I wasn’t careful, would be turning into my bed for the night after I passed out from sheer exhaustion. I had to reach the cell I’d tossed so stupidly on the sofa next to me, a sofa that felt like it was a few miles away from me now. Speaking with them, telling them to stay put was imperative.

      Linford scowled. “No. You’re in danger. Not them.”

      Crazy though it was, that did make me feel better, until… “And they’re in danger through me,” I rasped, the realization hitting home like never before.

      “They’re warriors,” he barked. “Born for the task, unlike you. I’d fear for yourself before I feared for them.” Then, he winced, the firm line of his mouth softening. “Your grandmother told me how volatile your magic was, I just didn’t realize… But, of course, the bond and the distance between you makes it worse—”

      His waning words didn’t ease me any, nor did they make my magic cease churning, but the out-of-control feeling did abate. The pink that tinged everything around me began to fade as I asked, “The Academy, Grandfather, we can’t avoid it forever. The guys want to train for the trials. How will they form a real troupe if—”

      “The trials of life.” He snorted and stunned the hell out of me by blowing on the aquifer before taking a sip of the now-hot brew. “Small price to pay unless you want to be like your grandmother. Constantly running and never able to settle.” Emotion flashed across his face, and it took me a second to recognize it on my grandfather’s patrician features—grief. Hurt. She’d hurt him. My grandmother had hurt him.

      Before I could say anything, Sol, if there was anything even to say, he grumbled, “And it’s not like the son of Noa vil der Luir’s troupe is going to be penalized too hard. There has to be some advantage to all the ass licking that man has done.”

      His snideness had me frowning. “You don’t like him?”

      “I don’t like what he turned into,” Linford corrected with a sniff.

      “And what’s he turned into?”

      “A prig.”

      Well, that was fighting talk. If anything could have made me smile, it was that. My lips even twitched a little.

      Brow cocked, I queried, “I thought the troupe bond—”

      “The troupe bond is nothing in comparison to the real Virgo bond, and let’s face it, we’ve only felt facsimiles of that because neither of us have completed the claiming.” He cocked a brow at me. “Correct me if I’m wrong.”

      “You’re not,” I whispered, my cheeks flushing. I already knew that it took more than sex to claim my Virgo. It also took more than procreation, because if either of those were enough, then my grandmother would have claimed her men when she’d conceived my mother… Assuming they’d only done it the once.

      Yeah. Right.

      Once.

      That thought had me almost snorting out loud.

      If the need Virgos inspired in their witches was universal, then there was no way in Sol anyone in the bond would stop at only one time.

      “My loyalty to your grandmother supersedes that of my loyalty to Noa which, you’re right, is still there. Just because I had to retire doesn’t mean the troupe bond disbanded with my absence.”

      “How does that work?” I questioned, my brow puckering.

      At the Academy, everyone in the warrior caste just talked about how the troupe bond existed. Nobody ever said why or how.

      “Don’t they teach you anything at Eight Wings anymore?” he grumbled, and my lips twitched.

      “If they do, I spent half my time ignoring what they were instructing.” I shrugged. “I didn’t want to be there. I wanted to go home.”

      “Well, whether you like it or not, you’ve found a home. In fact, you’ve found two. Yours is definitely an unusual one. Witch born Fae aren’t rare, but they rarely, if ever, become warriors.”

      My mouth dropped open—Sol, I really could catch flies with it today. “Really?”

      “Yes. Really,” he said dryly. “Trust me, I’ve made it my best interest to study most of the graduating classes ever since you were born.” He waved a hand at the tomes on the wall. “This is my research on some of them.”

      “But how did you know which students were witch born Fae and which weren’t? I mean, I assume they didn’t advertise it.”

      “No, they didn’t, and I didn’t know, either. I had to study each individual student. Trust me, when you’re retired, you have nothing but time on your hands.” He huffed. “I differentiated fourteen witch born Fae that attended, just as you did, secretly, but they had the Conclave’s permission to be there.”

      “So the Conclave knows about—”

      “Of course they do,” he snapped. “Grow up, child. Everyone knows, but it’s still pertinent information that not everyone needs to know.” He grunted. “Fourteen witch born Fae, you among their ranks, and only you are a warrior. The others were instructors.”

      “All of them?” I whispered, stunned by the notion.

      He nodded and, bravely in my opinion, reached for his liquor once more. After blowing on it, he took a hesitant sip before muttering, “Your traits must make you more suitable for the training of others unlike the protective habits of the warriors or the proselytizing the admin do.” For the first time, scorn laced his words as he spoke of the admin caste.

      That meant he and Daniel were going to get on like a house on fire.

      Yay.

      Not.

      I blinked at him. “Why am I different? I mean, I didn’t even try to pass the test. I doodled on it.”

      Linford’s mouth dropped open— ha, it was nice to see him stumped for once. “You doodled on the Skill’s exam?” he demanded, speaking of the exam that determined our fate—whether we were to be warrior, instructor, or admin caste.

      The one I’d drawn all over and somehow managed to earn myself a 93% pass.

      “Yup. I was hoping I’d fail and they’d just send me home.” My brow puckered. “It didn’t work.”

      He flinched, the aquifer in his glass jolting with the motion. “In all my years, I’ve never—”

      “Never, what?” I challenged, aware that his disapproval of my actions stung. “I was alone, with no Conclave backing, with no familial support, either. I had no means of knowing how long I could sustain the lie of simply being witch born—”

      “What do you mean? Sustain the lie?” he queried, sitting forward.

      “My magic had begun to grow restless. Not much. Not as much as it’s started to now, but little flickers. I could feel it. Licking about my fingers, starting to burn my eyes—trust me, it made pink eye feel good.” I shrugged. “It makes sense now, of course. At the start of the school year, it was all over the place because I’d met them, and my emotions were all over the place, but it only truly began to manifest when I became a member of our troupe.”

      “Once you were in closer contact with your Virgo?” At my nod, his eyes narrowed and he murmured, “Interesting.”

      “Why?”

      “Because your grandmother manifested before we were even on the scene.”

      “Well, she was just more powerful than me, wasn’t she?” I snapped, irritated even more when he chuckled.

      “Calm yourself, Granddaughter. I was merely remarking on Gabriella’s timeline and not your own.”

      Though I contained my huff, barely, I folded my arms across my chest at the same time as I crossed my legs—these bean bags were epic. They were like huge pods that threatened to swallow me whole. At the moment, I’d have liked nothing more than to fall within its cocooning embrace and sleep away the hours that separated my mates from me, but I had questions I needed answering first.

      “What’s going to happen to me?” I whispered, and my serious tone had his face softening as he looked at me.

      “We keep you safe.”

      “How?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. But we will develop a plan. There’s no need to fear.”

      Of course, there was a need.

      Not just because this lofty rebel alliance—as a Star Wars’ fan, I couldn’t deny the kick I got out of calling the AFata that—wanted me for some reason, but also because there were no guarantees in this world. And in this instance, the guarantee I wanted most was that my Virgo would accept my claim.

      Daniel would. I knew that. But as I was coming to see from my interactions with Linford, the Virgo bond was more than just a collective link like the troupe bond. Each individual connection blossomed in its own right. That’s why Linford had helped my abuela when Noa had cast her out, barely even checking on her in the years they were separated.

      “Can one Virgo be claimed?”

      Maybe he knew where my thoughts were taking me, because his eyes were sad as he shook his head. “No. All or nothing.”

      “Do you regret not…?”

      “Every day, and yet, our situation was different than yours. You’re not a product of your environment. Not yet. You weren’t tied into the Conclave and its wishes, aren’t in the AFata as she was. In truth, you’re free in a way that few witches are.”

      Huh. Why didn’t I feel so free if that was what I was?

      “Grandmother said you rejected her.” My brow puckered. “Did she lie about that too?”

      His lips pursed. “It’s a partial lie. Noa rejected her. Darvich, his twin, rejected her as well for they both knew their duty to their line was more important to them than she could ever be. I didn’t. Gerard didn’t. But she had a mind of her own. She wanted to escape the Cuban Conclave and the Cuban AFata. Wanted to make a new life for herself and her daughter in the US.”

      “What about that daughter? Have you ever visited my mom?”

      “Of course,” he said simply, eyes sad as he traced them over me.

      “Just like we’ve met?”

      He sighed. “Indeed.”

      I bit my bottom lip as I contemplated his words, and then whispered, “One last question before I pass out.” It had been a very, very long day, and the prospect of being without my Virgo for however a long a flight from Georgia to Hawaii was, made me want to crumple into a ball.

      Sol, pathetic, I knew, but it was the truth nonetheless.

      I didn’t particularly want to talk to them. Didn’t want to discuss what I’d learned today or screw them silly, mostly, I just wanted them there. Their presence. It felt solid. In a world where everything was faint and shaky, where nothing seemed real, and lies and half-truths were at the base of everything I’d ever known, they weren’t like that.

      They were grounding, real, and I needed that more than I needed anything else right now. In a universe of lies, they were the only truth, and they gleamed and glittered in my orbit like the stars twinkling in the night sky.

      “Of course, child. You must be exhausted. It’s been a trying day for both of us.” He glanced at the sky. “It’s twilight anyway. Night is falling.” His gaze drifted from me to the window where the ocean roared in the near distance, the colors shifting as dusk approached. “What’s your question?”

      I sucked in a breath. Here goes nothing… “How do I claim my Virgo?”
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      The plane journey was a nightmare.

      I felt like my skin was crawling every second I was locked up inside the metal tube. I’d flown before, so this wasn’t my first time, and yet, my previous experiences had been nothing like this.

      Before, I’d been quite comfortable. My father had owned a private jet at one time before he’d taken semi-retirement from whatever it was he’d begun doing once his troupe had to retire from action—I only knew it was something to do with the Assembly—and that had been just as comfortable as the First Class flight we were currently enjoying on the journey from Atlanta to Honolulu.

      The service was excellent, the quality of the food bar none, and I’d even go so far as to say that I was comfortable inside my little pod.

      But I was also miserable.

      Bone deep miserable.

      That weird, tight sensation in my skin made me feel like I wanted to explode. Or implode. I couldn’t decide which yet, and the plane was only exacerbating the sensation.

      Even though most human facilities were constructed with Fae comfort in mind as well, on a plane? There was no room for luxuries with space. That meant my wings were contained, but again, it wasn’t the first time I’d had to fly with my wings unexposed…

      So why I felt like I wanted to burst from my skin, I didn’t know. Was I relieved that the others were just as fidgety? Sol, yes. Daniel was particularly antsy, which was unsurprising considering how hard the bond was hitting him, and even Matthew, cold and logical though he was, was shifting around in his pod as though someone had dosed his pants with itching powder.

      As I stared at the tiny dot on the screen that showed me how far away I was from Riel, the knot inside me unfurled when I saw only two hours separated us. From the live location she’d sent our way, I knew we had a forty-minute flight from the airport to her grandfather’s place, but that would be bearable—at least I’d feel like we were getting somewhere. Doing something proactive to reach her.

      Sitting here, doing nothing but eating the canapes we were being force-fed, didn’t make me feel better. I’d have starved if it would have done me any good, but with our metabolisms how they were, I’d have just fallen out of the sky on my journey to her—that was the last thing I wanted. Not after that long flight to Landgow. We needed the sustenance, even if the expensive food was making my stomach churn even harder with nausea.

      Tipping my head back against the headrest, I stared at the bobbing dot once more, wishing it would go faster. But wishes didn’t work, and magic wouldn’t make the plane move faster.

      Lifting my arm, I stared at the house band that adorned my wrist. The gold was dull, ungleaming as I hadn’t used my magic in a while. Lifting it, I saw the etchings that represented so much to my people, ones that, until recently, had meant so much to me too.

      All my life had been geared toward my reaching the Academy, taking on the prowess of the vil der Luir heritage, and making it proud. Riel came along like a bowling ball, endangering each and every pin that represented a value which had meant the world to me. In a ‘Strike!’ that no one could have foreseen, she tore through them all, ripped them asunder, and gave birth to a new world order for me.

      Accepting that, even as early as yesterday, would have been hard to swallow. Now? After the last frantic fifteen hours? It was easier than downing a bottle of beer.

      Sighing, I rubbed my fingers along the markings. The Luir was old Fae for platinum, and on the other, there was the symbol for a gem-worker, for that had been our family’s gift from Gaia, the creator, back in the earliest days of our culture. One square was bisected with another square, and in the center, was an octagon with a smaller one inside, each angular point connecting the two together to form a ruggedly cut, heavily faceted diamond.

      We’d long since ceased working with precious metals and gems, but that was how we’d come up with the money for Landgow, one of the few family estates that was tangible and not forged from illusion.

      Of course, Landgow was beautiful, and it was my ancestral home, even if it was not my haven. It was bittersweet that my father, to protect the property, had foregone everything that I was choosing to align myself with.

      I’d always felt as though we’d been on opposing sides, and now? I had my confirmation of that.

      He’d rejected Riel’s grandmother to protect Landgow, whereas I… well, by coming here? By being on this flight? I knew I was tossing duty to the wind, and from the way my father had shook his head, his mouth firming with disapproval as we’d parted, I knew he registered that too.

      The Virgo bond was my haven of choice, not the cold and drafty walls of Landgow.

      I knew who’d gotten the better deal here, and it wasn’t my father. Pride and obligation were cold bedfellows, and my bed would never be cold ever again.

      Rubbing my fingers over the ‘gem,’ I stared at the screen once more, grunting with irritation as I noticed the bobbing dot hadn’t moved all that much. The longer I stared, though, the more relaxed I grew, surprising considering how on edge I felt. But the bobbing must have had a somnolent effect as I drifted off and awoke only when Matthew shoved me in the side.

      “We’re here.”

      Excitement rushed through me as I blinked up at him. “Fantastic,” I replied, my tone like gravel from the short bit of rest I’d managed to grab.

      “Surprised you could sleep,” Daniel muttered, like my catching some Zs reflected awfully on me as a person.

      “Shut up, Dan,” Matt grumbled around a yawn. “I wish I’d been able to sleep.”

      “I didn’t mean to,” I admitted, starting to feel bad. “Just happened. Next time Riel accidentally travels through a portal and we have to trek five thousand miles to get to her just watch the flight path screen. It pretty much mesmerized me to sleep.”

      “Sol, let’s not encourage portal travel, yeah?” Matt muttered, scrubbing a hand over his face as we began the wait to disembark.

      “I don’t think we have to encourage shit,” Daniel mumbled. “I figure Riel has a habit of getting into trouble.”

      “Which means we’re going to have to get into the habit of making sure she’s safe,” I pointed out dryly.

      Peering over his shoulder at me, he shrugged. “That’s what you do for your woman, isn’t it?”

      Thoughts from before my nap combined with the intent in Dan’s words. He was right, but that didn’t stop my mouth from turning into the Sahara Desert. My woman. My heart began to pound again, each drum-like beat pulsing with the truth of a title I couldn’t deny—my body simply wouldn’t let me. Every single hour, every single mile that had separated us, I’d felt so keenly in my being that it had been agony to be away from her.

      It was crazy, mad, insane, but she was, without a shadow of a doubt, mine.

      There was no fighting it. Not when I’d almost lost her today. There was no avoiding what she was. Not when I might still have been looking for her. And there was no evading the call of the bond. Not when she could, if not for a twist of fate, have been in danger at this very moment.

      I’d have battled an army to bring her back to our side, and accepting it brought a swell of inner peace settling deep inside me.

      Though my tongue felt thick in my mouth, and my head was pounding from thinking too much when I was jet-lagged, I whispered, “Yeah. That’s what you do for your woman, Dan.”

      My words had him nodding stoutly, his eyes glancing over me as he recognized that I was just as lost to Riel as he was.

      When I glanced at Matthew whose stoic features gave nothing away, I didn’t know what to think where he was concerned, but before I could worry much over it, the short line to the front of the airplane began to move as the doors opened.

      I ignored the fluttering lashes of the stewardesses. It always surprised me how the humans felt about Fae. We were accustomed to hatred from the witches, and though a lot of humans disliked us too, most didn’t.

      And the women?

      Oy.

      They loved our wings.

      The blonde stewardess had even stroked mine before she’d asked me to confine them for the duration of the flight. Once upon a time, I’d have taken her up on the offer inherent in that touch. Now? I just wanted to wash the scent of her palm sweat off of my feathers.

      Call me crazy, but even though my wings were still contained, I could scent her on me.

      And what that said about how the Virgo bond was changing me had me grunting as I dipped my chin at her and ignored the smiles from the other crew members.

      As we made it out the door, I released a sigh of relief. Because we weren’t connected to the terminal, a bus was waiting to transport us over to the airport proper, which meant the second we were on the tarmac, we could fly.

      Which was exactly what we did.

      Wings finally free, we took off on the final phase of our journey.

      I heard the humans gasp as the three of us soared in a sharp ascent, but my concentration was fixed on following the path we’d mapped out during the first hour of the plane journey, and using our magic, we stuck true to the path we’d set.

      Humans weren’t all that used to the Fae. We rubbed shoulders, but not as much as we did with the witches and Conclave. Of course, that was because of how we did business. Riel would have scoffed at my use of that word for she still seemed to think the Fae stole magic from the witches, even though we’d told her that wasn’t how it worked, that it was a transaction like anything else.

      They gave us magic, we gave the Conclave more power and safety than it would have if it functioned alone. The humans out-populated the witches two to one, the Fae were the only dominant species with four of us for every human. With our might, we kept things in check, especially since the humans seemed to cause the most trouble with their wars—both of the bloody variety and the trade.

      Shrugging off those thoughts, I focused on the journey ahead of us. Because of our current location, we remained below five hundred feet. With aircraft coming in and out of the airport, we’d have been stupid not to abide by the low flying rules, but the second we were free and clear, we used the air flurries to speed up and to reduce the strain on our wings. Though we were capable of flying long distances, it was only through gliding and using the wind currents. To outright fly for hours on end would decimate our reserves.

      As it stood, we needed twice the amount of food the other species did just to maintain our stamina, and even though the crew had fed us well, I was already feeling the effects of not having eaten enough for just under two days.

      Matthew, in the front as was his due as our leader, swooped down so his cell could ping one of the towers and he could track our journey. It was a testament to our exhaustion that we were relying on human tech and not our magic, but our fatigue was growing in time with our impatience to reach Riel.

      “It’s over by the east point,” he called out, when he ascended to our height once more.

      I scanned ahead, and spying a kind of peninsula that jutted out into the ocean, I nodded. “He lives on there?”

      Daniel whistled. “Sol, he retired well, didn’t he?”

      He wasn’t kidding. The peninsula was a long, thin track of land from this height, but up close? It would be a solid belt, and from here, it was evident there was only the one sprawling house. Sure, there were other smaller roofs, but it didn’t take a genius to figure out they weren’t residences, but outhouses and garages.

      Palm trees covered most of the space, as well as other trees that gave the place a kind of unkempt, tropical jungle feel. Whether that was an attempt to hide out or because my father’s troupe brother had a green thumb, I wouldn’t know until I met him.

      As we descended, we crossed the path of another troupe who was heading in the other direction. At least, that was what I figured.

      “Are you the vil der Luir runt?” one of them hollered, making me grimace.

      Sol, I hated it when they called us runts.

      This troupe was a set of six—an unusual number, but sometimes, troupes were brought together to manage a bigger terrain. It was odd, but not odd enough to make me forget his insult.

      “Yeah, I am,” I called out, braking to a halt even though I didn’t want to.

      It was common courtesy when crossing paths with another troupe to check in and ascertain if extra aid was needed—even if, officially, we weren’t a troupe yet. But in this instance, it was clear that these guys served the local Assembly and wanted to make sure we weren’t barging in on their territory. That, I determined, from the way they were posturing like goddamn peacocks—Sol, if they stuck their chests out anymore, it would make their wings cave in.

      “There a reason you’ve come to our territory?” the leader inquired, hands fisted at his sides with an aggression that didn’t befit the situation. We definitely posed no threat, but you’d never have figured that from the way this dick was reacting.

      It was unusual for me to speak when Matthew was our leader, but as they’d called for me by name, it wasn’t like I had much of a choice.

      Even if it did break protocol.

      “Yes,” was all I said, not giving shit away.

      He scowled. “What reason might that be?”

      “My father will have explained—”

      “He explained jack. Just put in a polite request that his son’s troupe be allowed into our terrain without conflict. And everyone fucking knows that if Noa vil der Luir tells you to suck someone’s cock, you do it. Doesn’t matter if you’re straight, gay, or in between.”

      My jaw flexed at that. Even though I’d used my father’s power to our gain tonight, I didn’t like being reminded of it. Especially not when it was in the middle of a dick-measuring contest when I hadn’t whacked mine out yet.

      “He told you everything you needed to know,” Matthew stated firmly, taking control, and I was glad for it.

      If he handled this, then I wouldn’t blow my top, and even though a few short weeks ago, I’d been renowned for my cool, that had been before Riel.

      Post-Riel Joseph was a whole different kind of beast, one that even I didn’t fully understand.

      “He told us shit,” the other leader scoffed, his wings lazily fluttering as he kept himself at our height.

      “It’s on a need to know basis.”

      “And we need to fucking know because this is our territory,” the male snarled, his temper apparently stung.

      I didn’t flinch from it, not even when he surged forward in an aggressive move. He didn’t withdraw his sword, however, so I just held my place as he came toward me, not stopping until there was only a foot of air between us.

      At my side, I felt the air shift and heard feathers rustle. Knowing that Daniel was only being held back by Matthew added to my confidence. In response, a male with red-tinged blond hair surged forward before coming to an abrupt halt as Daniel fucking snarled at him. Sol, I even heard him snap his goddamn teeth like a dog!

      These men were hardened troupe brothers, but they weren’t Virgo who desperately sought their mate. That made us mad, bad, and dangerous to know, and they were getting in our fucking way—seemed like they knew it too. Probably thought Daniel had rabies or something.

      “You need to know shit,” I spat at him, that restless feeling overtaking me again as I was being kept from my original intent.

      That Riel was so close and yet so fucking far away had my body in a state. This fucker was getting in the way of me and my woman, Sol, us and our woman. Daniel was even likelier to beat the shit out of him than I was, and I was on edge like you wouldn’t believe.

      The male hissed, “You come into my territory and—"

      I shoved my hands against his shoulders and snarled, “It’s my father’s personal business.” Not a lie, but a half truth. My business was my father’s business, as it affected the line. “And if you want more answers, talk to the Assembly liaison who passed the message down to you,” I retorted, letting him know that, in the grand scheme of things, whether our troupe was official or not, I was still higher up the hierarchy than this idiot.

      He gritted his teeth, his white blond hair flowing about his shoulders as he snapped, “See to it that you leave as quickly as your business allows. We’ve no need for your aid.”

      “We’re not here for you,” Matthew snarled, his own temper riled. “Let us be on our way and we can get the fuck out of Honolulu.”

      The leader sneered at him, but he let his wings stop moving so he could drop away from us and use the momentum to find flurries beneath him.

      With the rest of the troupe doing the same, we were suddenly facing open air once more and, of course, Linford’s property was thankfully in sight again.

      “What the Sol was that about?” Matthew rasped, twisting around to stare at the retreating troupe. “And why so many of them? It’s not like Honolulu is a hot bed for—”

      “I don’t give a shit why they’re here. Let’s get Riel,” I interrupted, bursting forward before he could posit a theory.

      It didn’t matter why the Assembly thought the region required a troupe that size, and neither did it matter why that troupe thought we were a threat, all that mattered was Riel.

      My control had finally burst a gasket, and the next fucker who got in my way?

      He wouldn’t be flying away without blood having been spilled.
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      I liked to think I was a logical person. Having been raised in my household, it came as par for the course. My grandfather, with his effortless wisdom and life experience, had played a large part in my teachings and as a result, I had an older head on my shoulders than most Fae my age.

      With my uncle’s shame and the way we’d all been shunned, my mother had grown bitter, my father hadn’t truly been affected as head of the line,  but he was still busy, and for myself and my brothers, we’d been shunted along to my father’s father… something I’d always be thankful for, even if it had come at the cost of my family name.

      Still, even my limits were breached by the other troupe’s defiant ways and bad attitude. Seph’s control had finally ruptured, and Daniel—Sol, I was surprised he hadn’t launched himself at them more than once throughout that interaction. He’d allowed me to hold him off, even if I’d strained to achieve that feat.

      Though even my rationale was under strain thanks to the time and distance apart from Riel—I was still feeling, keenly, each hour of the eleven-hour flight and each mile of the five thousand that had parted us—I knew what had just happened was important.

      There was a reason why we’d been approached, a reason why Honolulu had a troupe so large. The details would have to wait until later though. We were nobody, not even a real troupe in the eyes of the Assembly, so it wasn’t like it even affected us but… as logical as I was, I knew to listen to my gut. Said gut was bleating like a lost lamb in the middle of a hurricane.

      And what it was telling me?

      To get Riel off this island.

      Blowing out a breath as we surged into the currents, we soared high before swooping low as we finally, finally approached the house.

      It was early morning, still dark enough to make visibility for humans hard, but there was a low-lit path in the garden of the property that reminded me of a runway.

      “I think that’s a hint on where to land,” Seph hollered, sounding amused.

      Daniel didn’t even grunt, if anything, he increased his speed to the point that I knew he’d be aching tomorrow and would be eating for three as soon as he processed Riel was with us once more.

      As we glided into a descent, we were greeted by the tropical garden we’d been promised from above. It was a personal jungle, that much was clear. As our feet connected with soft grass, we swerved around to take it all in. Everything from heavy palms to huge ferns that swayed in a gentle breeze, which had a set of windchimes playing a song for us too, spoke of a tropical paradise. There were hundreds of flowers, more green than I’d seen in Kew Gardens, and a lush ripeness to the air that came from the dew on the foliage.

      “She’ll be glad you’re here.” The voice came out of the darkness, and I swerved to find the source.

      The male, dressed in a loose kaftan, was leaning against a tree that soared ten feet above his six feet. The branches were spread wide and apart, and the leaves weren’t busy, didn’t cling to the branches like a regular tree, but lay flat as though they were a tray and the branch was an arm that was holding it out. At his feet, there were these weird little flowers that were a dull gold. At least, I figured they were flowers. They looked like dangling mushrooms, well, if that was even possible.

      “Are you Linford of troupe Glas?” I asked by way of greeting—everyone knew Noa vil der Luir’s troupe name, even if it was long forgotten that other warriors had served in it who weren’t from that family line.

      The male, his hair a bright silver and his face a stony mask, dipped his chin. “You’re the vil der Luir fledgling troupe.”

      Respectfully, I dipped my chin too. “I’m the leader. I’m vil der Soe.”

      Interest flared in the other male’s eyes, an interest that I knew was spawned from my uncle’s perfidy. It had been a long while since a Fae had been punished as badly as my kin had. “Truly?”

      “Why would I lie?” I inquired, spreading my arms wide. “It’s not like I’d admit to it, is it?”

      “You’re not wrong.” He moved, all so he could wag his finger at me. “That’s integrity for you. Never be ashamed of your family name, even if the Assembly wants you to be.”

      “Uncle committed—”

      Linford waved a hand. “We’re soldiers. Death is our language. Unfortunately. Politics decides which death is just and which is wrong. Your uncle was a fool in siding against the Assembly. As for the rest… it’s a lesson to always go where the wind of politics takes you.”

      “Until that wind changes and turns more liberal,” Seph said dryly, before tacking on, “or more conservative.”

      “True, but the Assembly takes a century to change. If you can’t discern that in time and make amends in other ways, you’re a fool and deserve the punishment.”

      “Look, where’s Riel?” Dan snapped, making my lips twitch as his shoulders bunched and he stormed forward toward the other, older male.

      I had to admit, for someone seething with impatience, he’d been surprisingly tolerant thus far.

      “She’s sleeping still. Portals knock it out of you,” Linford informed us.

      Having never been through one, I couldn’t say if he was lying or not, but he didn’t give off a bad vibe. Not like the troupe we’d just clashed with had.

      “Come with me and I’ll take you to her.”

      He turned his back on us and began to walk through the wilds of his garden. Because my instincts weren’t on red alert, I decided to follow him. At first, I thought he was taking us along a path of his own making, but upon closer inspection, I saw we were walking down a marked plot. The long, thin corridor of tiny, white pebbles was only as wide as two feet, and obviously designed so as to not encroach upon the garden.

      Daniel was at the head of the line as we followed Linford through a garden that was even lusher than I’d imagined. Everything from trees with spiky bark to overflowing bushes of what looked like succulents. They had huge, bulbous flowers on them, so large and red that they looked like grapes.

      When a house appeared in the near distance, it caught my attention. Low slung, it was larger than the bird’s eye view indicated, but because it was one story, not as expansive.

      The white stucco walls belonged on a beach somewhere, and the decking was set with several kinds of swinging chairs. Anything from a hammock that drifted languidly in the breeze under a large palm umbrella to clusters of sun loungers that were aerial.

      The sight wasn’t that unusual. We preferred to be airborne as a rule, and that kind of seat was something an aging Fae would prefer. I could already tell from his bowed back and his drooping wings that hung low to the ground that Linford was not as young as he appeared.

      The truth hit me that I didn’t know Gabriella all that well. We’d been strangers until recently, and I didn’t know if she’d like the hammock or the swinging sun lounger. Maybe she’d have preferred the shell-like bed that would have seated all four of us beneath its arching canopy, or the gathering of bean bags that were slung haphazardly around the infinity pool that peered off into the garden with the ocean breeze sputtering in, bringing a floral scent from the garden. And it stung. The lack of knowledge? It made me ache.

      We’d known each other such a short time, and yet, my whole world was suddenly shifting, morphing into one that had her at its epicenter. But I didn’t know her. How could she mean so much and still be a stranger to me?

      I felt the lack like a hole in the heart, and knew that, even if this bond confused the Sol out of me, what mattered most was coming to know her. Something I intended to get started on the second she was awake and functioning.

      When we’d finally crossed the garden and were on the decking, Linford led us around the side of the house. When I saw a small building, it didn’t come as a surprise considering I’d seen there were several roofs as we’d descended, but it was cute nonetheless. Thatched with straw, the walls weren’t straight, if anything, they were skewed. There was a set of French doors that were open and some white linen curtains swung in and out, drifting on the wind.

      He waved an arm and murmured, “These are her… your quarters during your stay here.”

      “Thank you,” Daniel rasped, taking me and the older man aback by grabbing Linford’s hand and pumping it. “Thank you for keeping her safe for us.”

      The somber lines on the man’s face eased up at that. “It’s my duty. You don’t have to thank me for it.”

      “Duty needn’t always be thankless,” Daniel countered, and before Linford could argue, he twisted around and stalked between the doors.

      I dipped my chin in farewell, as did Seph, and we parted ways in silence.

      Seph moved inside first and I hesitated outside the doors for just a handful of seconds. It was strange, knowing your life was going to change, and knowing exactly when and how.

      We weren’t supposed to be aware of our fates, only Sol and Gaia knew of our life paths, and until I’d met Riel, I hadn’t known much of mine. True, I’d been working toward becoming a warrior, but that hadn’t been the goal. To bring honor back to the family name, to dedicate myself to that cause had been my sole intent.

      Instead, I was a Virgo.

      I had a witch born Fae for a mate, and I knew the direction my life was going to take was whichever path she was on.

      Maybe it shouldn’t have been an either/or situation, but… and from what Dan had said back on the plane, I got the feeling he and I thought the same way—Riel was not made to be normal. She wasn’t born to be a warrior, wasn’t made to help out governments in crisis. What she was born to be, I’d yet to figure out, but average definitely wasn’t it.

      That was what I’d wanted.

      Way back when I’d known she was witch born, I’d thought only of how this ‘new’ hybrid would bring us to fame, how she would right my uncle’s wrongs and bring my family back from exile. Now? I knew otherwise, but that knowledge didn’t clue me in on all the changes that were heading our way. Those were still in Sol and Gaia’s hands, as they should be.

      The scent of her filled my senses the second I crossed the threshold, and my heart thundered in my chest as I heard her squeak, “Daniel?”

      Stepping deeper into the quarters, I saw Daniel sitting on the side of the bed, half-twisted so he could hug her. His wings ruffled every now and then as his agitation began to lessen thanks to her presence, and I could even see from how they shifted, that he was taking deeper breaths, as though he’d been unable to breathe freely without her.

      The sight, so unexpected to behold, floored me, but what floored me more? That I understood. That I got it. I’d been restless on the plane, unable to focus on anything other than her and what had happened. I was usually good at compartmentalizing, but on that flight? That had been impossible.

      My own throat felt thick as Seph clambered on the bed and grumbled, “My turn.”

      Daniel grunted but released her with a scowl he shot Seph’s way. As she tunneled into his embrace, I marveled at how he was so obviously unhappy at sharing her, but also how he gave in without a fight.

      With sharing lovers viewed as perverted in our culture, that we weren’t ripping into each other, came as a huge surprise. We’d spent the last few days tearing one another apart if we happened to hurt Riel during training, but today? We’d forged into a unit, into a working troupe whose focus had been her.

      For the first time, we’d been streamlined, and it was because of her.

      When she squeezed Seph then released him, I saw her look for me. Her eyes softened as she caught me and her arms beckoned me home.

      I swallowed as the emotions she stirred in me rushed forward with the force of a tidal wave intent on decimating anything that was in its path. I wasn’t used to feeling this much. Wasn’t used to feeling anything other than a stalwart resolve as I went about my days.

      But here?

      Now?

      Nothing mattered but Riel and the bond flaring to life between us.
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      The bed was huge. Back when Cribs had made watching people’s mansions exciting, I remembered seeing Shaq O’Neal’s custom bed and thinking it was epic. For a dude that large? It made sense to have a bed the size of an ocean.

      But if that was the Atlantic, this bed was the Pacific.

      It was quite telling that Linford had lived as a Virgo at some point in his life, that was for damn sure.

      All night long, I’d slept fitfully. Not really getting any rest, just tossing and turning in the huge expanse of space. But processing everything Linford had told me hadn’t made things any easier, and just being away from the guys had made it a thousand times harder.

      How had things turned out this way this fast?

      How was it that I needed them at my side after only a handful of days?

      And, the most important question of all, how had my grandmother survived without them?

      How had she carried on?

      That she’d been in great pain was evident to me now, and that I hadn’t known of her suffering? That our family hadn’t either? It made me respect her and feel for her all the more.

      Sure, she’d lied to us, and I was pissed at that, but fuck, she was dead. What use was there in wasting my energy on being angry at a dead woman I’d loved, who’d loved me, and who’d spent her life trying to rectify the mistakes of her past? Those mistakes were many and varied to be sure, but they’d brought me to this point. A point where three strange male Fae who should have been my enemies were the only things I needed from this life.

      I hadn’t stirred when Daniel had come into the room, having managed to doze a little, but when he’d whispered my name?

      It was like stepping into a room on your birthday and everyone you gave a shit about hollering, “Surprise!”

      I wanted to cry at how good it felt having them with me now, but as big a pussy as they were turning me into, I wasn’t that bad.

      Not yet, at any rate.

      I had a feeling that soon things might change, but for the moment, I was still me. Still a snarky, sassy cubana who had hips that wouldn’t quit, an attitude that made a man sit up and beg, and a capacity for love that couldn’t be equaled.

      First Daniel hugged me, then Seph, and finally Matthew. Then, they shifted around, moving and taking it in turns to hold me. Eventually, they settled, an inner peace forming now that we were back together again, and I clung to Daniel and Matthew’s hands while Seph inveigled himself behind me so I was leaning into him. It felt good to be surrounded by them, and I knew this feeling would only grow with time. Would only expand and deepen.

      It should have been a terrifying prospect, but it just felt so fucking right that I didn’t have it in me to give a damn.

      “Everyone else feel like they can breathe again?” Daniel queried as he squeezed my fingers.

      “Yeah,” I admitted, unsurprised when Matthew and Seph murmured their agreement.

      “This bond is weird,” he muttered. “I’m not complaining, but it’s—”

      I tugged at his fingers. “You don’t have to qualify that for fear of hurting my feelings. This is just as nuts for you as it is for me.” My cheeks puffed as I gusted out some air. “You have to bear in mind, guys, that I wasn’t exactly a… Well, let’s just say I was a love ‘em and leave ‘em kinda girl. I didn’t want a relationship because I thought it would fuck with my career. I’ve never been one for hearth and home, and Sol, I never wanted a life like my mother.

      “Eight boys in an attempt to have another girl?” I shook my head. “My idea of hell. If we never have kids, I won’t care. I wiped enough babies’ asses and tossed enough diapers in the trash to make even a nanny whimper.

      “I never, ever wanted to feel this way for a man. Never mind men. Yet here I am… craving the three of you like—” I broke off, because I couldn’t even begin to describe how the craving for them was consuming me.

      If someone had told me about this insta-lust bullshit before, I’d have told them to fuck off.

      This stuff just didn’t happen.

      Until it happened.

      Then, it became worse. Insta-lust morphed into something I just couldn’t begin to define yet. There were two ‘L’ words that mattered in a relationship, after all.

      Seph cupped my shoulder. “It’s okay.”

      “Is it?” I whispered, my gaze on my knees. “It might be right now, but what about—”

      “What about what?” Daniel growled. “If we’re like your grandparents? Fuck that. I’m my own man. And I know, like I know my Gaia-given name, that these feelings aren’t going anywhere, and I don’t want them to.”

      Seph’s breath whistled from him as he whispered, “He’s right, Riel. It’s crazy. We don’t know each other, but I’m not willing to throw this connection away.

      “I’m not a romantic man. I’ve never thought about love or shit like that, never even wanted it. I always knew I was made to be a warrior—that’s about it. But this? It’s blindsided me, and I’m—” Seph blew out a harsh breath. “—okay with that.

      “Some things are just meant to be, and if denying this bond turns me into my father? Well, Sol, let’s just say I’ve had a glimpse into a future where a Virgo denies his witch the claim and it isn’t pretty.”

      I twisted to look at Matthew, needing him to reassure me too. I’d always hated insecure women, had always thought they were pretty pathetic, but Sol, that was nothing compared to how I was feeling right this second.

      Pathetic was my middle name.

      Matthew’s eyes clung to mine. “We tried to find you. We contacted Noa and he helped us. We traveled to Seph’s home, and we saw his cirque du freak. Riel, those witches were… they were living half-lives. They’d lost their Virgo, so if ignoring the claim brings me even a fraction of their misery, if, potentially, that’s what the rest of my life is going to be like because I don’t have you in it? Then I don’t want it.

      “I’m like Seph. We weren’t raised with love in mind. We’re from noble stock, warrior lines. We were born to fight,” he stated, his tone passionate and free from the clinicalness that usually lingered in his voice. He twisted to face me, clinging to my hand and squeezing it so I could feel his passion—an emotion that was aimed at me. “We weren’t born for love, and yet, I know I can feel that for you. I know that this bond is something truly worth fighting for.”

      I gnawed on my bottom lip as I processed their words, their earnest responses couldn’t be denied. They meant it. Even though we were so close to the beginning of our journey that we’d barely stumbled out of the starting gates, they meant what they were saying… and so did I.

      It seemed like none of us had ever expected to find someone to love, and instead, we’d found one another.

      “What if you piss me off by leaving dirty towels on the floor?” I rasped, my feet shuffling together as I processed my nervous thoughts. “My dad does that all the time, and my mom hates it. And don’t get me started on the stubble he left in the sink. Plus, what if you hate the fact that I barely ever cook, just magic up food that doesn’t taste as good because I can’t be assed—”

      Matthew shushed me by reaching over, cupping my chin, and then drawing my face to his. As his lips ghosted over mine, he dropped a tiny kiss on my mouth. “I’m sure there’s a crap ton of stuff we do that will piss you off, and I’m sure that there will be things you do that irritate the Sol out of us, but we’ll talk about it, right?”

      My eyes flared wide. “You mean, you want to communicate? You are guys, right?”

      Daniel laughed. “You saw the evidence the other night.”

      “True,” I mumbled, still agog. “But men don’t want to talk about shit like that.”

      “That’s where you’ve been dealing with the wrong kind of men then,” Seph said gruffly. “We’re not humans. We’re not fools like them. We’re Fae.”

      Well, Sol, I didn’t have a comeback for that, so instead, I gave it one last, final shot and warned, “The connection is changing us.”

      “You think I don’t know that?” Daniel groused. “I used to be chill as fuck and now look at me. Gaia help me, I make the Hulk look like he’s on Valium.”

      My lips twitched at that. “Just don’t turn green on me.”

      “You’d love me when I’m angry,” he teased, and I laughed.

      The laughter amazed me. That I could feel such buoyant amusement at this moment? After hours of misery, after hours of heart-wrenching worry? It made me feel like this, like we had a chance…

      Wishful thinking? Maybe. But I’d take a wish with intent any day of the week.

      “I’m hoping that the claiming will stop us from devolving further. It’s disconcerting, that’s for sure,” Seph said dryly. “I’m used to being in control of my emotions, not them being in control of me.”

      “Aren’t we all?” Matthew retorted with a smirk. “But I think whatever we were, we’re no longer going to be. We need to embrace what’s going to happen to us, and just take it one step at a time.”

      Daniel cleared his throat. “Stupid question but… I know screw all about Virgos. How does the claiming work?”

      “I asked Linford,” I mumbled, my cheeks burning hotly at what his answer had been.

      “You did?” Daniel snorted out a laugh and shook his head. “Only you’d ask a grandfather you only just met about that.”

      “Never let it be said you don’t have big balls, Riel,” Seph agreed, making me laugh too. “What did he say?”

      “Did he tell you?” Matthew asked insistently.

      That all three spoke at once had me laughing again. But I quirked a brow as I asked, “How do you feel about anal?”
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      “Anal?” I quirked my brow right back at her. “On you or me?”

      She sputtered out a chuckle. “You don’t have to claim each other!”

      “Well, how the Sol do I know?” I grumbled, but it made me feel good to see her laughing, especially after the time apart—though short in the grand scheme of things—was evident in the fatigue that was written into the lines of her face.

      There was something so right about this madness, something that felt so good now we were all together again.

      It had barely been any time at all since we’d last been in a unit, and yet, in those hours where we’d lost her, it had felt like a lifetime.

      “It’s like something from a porn movie,” she stated, a warning in her tone. “I know how you Fae are about shit like this.”

      “And the stuff we did the other night wasn’t like a porn flick?” Matthew queried, and I could tell the bastard was intrigued. He was leaning into her, practically licking his fucking lips at the prospect.

      She grunted. “Well, yeah, but… think the three of you on me at the same time.”

      I cut Seph and Matt a look as we winced all at once.

      Blowing out a breath, I asked, “And that’s how it works?”

      “That’s the first phase,” she mumbled. “You have to come inside me.”

      “And?” Seph prompted when she hesitated.

      “A few days later it will trigger something Linford called the Rut.”

      “Sol, you actually talked about this stuff, in detail, with a straight face with your grandfather?” I shook my head at her, detangled our fingers, and raised my fist to her. When she frowned at my hand, I snorted. “Fist bump. That merits a definite fist bump.”

      “Oh.” She bumped fists with me before bridging our hands once more.

      “The Rut, well, that sounds pretty self-explanatory.”

      She gulped, her chocolate brown eyes huge in her face. “Yeah.”

      “Is that it?” Matt inquired warily.

      “No. You’ll each have to take me, but I have to claim you.”

      “Huh,” I blurted out. “Figures, I guess, but I thought we’d be doing that.”

      “Chauvinist,” she mumbled, and when I pouted, she snickered at me. “Linford said that what happens next depends on each person.”

      My brow puckered. “In what way?”

      She rolled her eyes. “It depends. All he said is the Rut is the trigger for the claiming.”

      “Anyone else turned on by that word? Or is it just me?” Matthew commented with a laugh, and I gave him a surprised look. Not only was the dude the most straitlaced of us all, but that he’d made a joke about sex pretty much blew my mind.

      When he saw the rest of us were gaping at him, he shrugged.

      “What? If your brain hasn’t switched into carnal mode, then I’m not the one who’s weird here.” He winced. “I’m also, and Gaia, I can’t believe I’m about to say this but…”

      “But what?” Riel whispered.

      “So tired I can’t see straight.”

      A surprised laugh escaped her. “You didn’t sleep on the plane?”

      I snorted. “No. We didn’t… well, Seph did.”

      “Gaia grant me strength, for the last two hours I dozed. Since when was that a crime?” he grumbled.

      “Not a crime, but I’m surprised you could rest. I felt like I was too big for my skin,” Matt admitted.

      “Sol, me too,” Seph rasped, and his shoulders flexed. “It was weird. Must have been the bond, though, because I feel better now.”

      She tilted her head back and pressed her face into his throat. “I didn’t sleep all that well, either. We can get some rest and then there’s some stuff I think we need to talk about.”

      “Like what?” I asked warily.

      “Things like the truth about everything?” was her dry retort. “But seriously, it can wait.”

      “Yeah, it can’t.”

      “There’s a lot to cover, and the stuff about the Rut is barely any of it.” She blew out a breath. “Let’s get some sleep and we’ll deal with the aftermath later on, okay?”

      “Think if we tickle her, we’d get it out of her?” I questioned the others, my tone deadly serious.

      “If you try, I can glow,” she warned. “And that glow isn’t always going to just be pretty.”

      Seph chuckled at that, but he fell back onto the bed and drew her down. “All right, I cede defeat on behalf of us all. I’m exhausted too.”

      Matthew plopped back onto the mattress, and, with a sigh, I fell beside Seph, uncaring that I wasn’t touching Riel, and that she was sandwiched between Matt and Seph now. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except for the fact that she was with us and safe.

      As sleep overtook me, I allowed it to embrace me. Allowed it because I needed it. My body, since her disappearance, had been humming on a knife’s edge of tension. The release of which was enough to make me crash.

      We slept hard and we slept deep, and when I awoke, I saw that I was beside Riel, and Seph was at my other side. For a second, I was disconcerted, wondering how that happened. Then I figured Seph had had to use the bathroom at some point, and that I’d taken advantage of the situation to get closer to Riel.

      She was like a magnet to me. Her body, her fucking soul calling out to mine with a song that was made to please me.

      This went to a whole other level.

      It transcended personality, was so profound that I knew my very being resonated with hers. I knew character would eventually get in the way. Hadn’t it with Noa and Gabriella Sr.? But I refused to be as foolish as they’d been.

      This Virgo bond was a gift, and anyone who refused to see that were fools.

      Time… that was all we needed to make the Virgo bond more than an instinct that demanded we be together, more than an urge to be at one with her. I was coming to see how the connection was a gateway. It revealed who the perfect person was for you, one who filled all the holes in your soul while you did the same for her, but, equally, it didn’t make the path into the future any less full of obstacles. If you didn’t become a unit, a tight-knit group that was forged on more than just those instincts? You were as lost and as alone as anyone in a regular relationship.

      It was down to us to take advantage of this connection, to make it into so much more, so that, no matter what the future threw at us, we could handle.

      Together.

      With the knowledge making my soul feel full, I pressed my lips to her shoulder and inhaled her scent. Even that seemed Gaia sent to please me. There was the faint essence of lily, but there was more than that. Tangs of cinnamon and cardamom, a hint of clove. Sol, she was like my very own personal masala chai.

      My lips curved at the thought, and I wasn’t sure why, but it disturbed her. Enough for her to mumble, “What are you grinning at?”

      That she was as aware of me as I was of her shouldn’t have come as a surprise, but it did. Especially when I’d just been thinking of how linked we were.

      “Your scent.”

      She tensed. “My scent is funny?”

      I snorted. “It smells too good to be true. You’re like my own personal drink from Starbucks.”

      A snicker escaped her. “Thanks. I think.”

      “It’s a huge compliment. I’m addicted to cold brew and chai lattes.”

      “I’ve never seen you drink it,” she pointed out.

      “How many Starbucks do you see around the Academy?” I drawled, pleased when she giggled.

      Then, something changed. Her soft giggle settled down and she became more serious. “True.” She released a breath. “There’s so much I don’t know about you. I hate that. I want to know everything there is to know about you all.”

      I pressed my lips to her shoulder once more. “We’ll learn everything. With time.” And together.

      Tilting her head to the side so she could look at me, her eyes were dark as she whispered, “I can’t wait.”

      “I’m glad you’re excited,” I whispered back.

      “I-I am. I didn’t like being without you, Daniel. It was a cold place.” She gulped. “It was horrible. I felt so alone, even though I knew you were out there, coming for me.”

      “I know,” I agreed, without any hesitance. It was an odd way to phrase it, but she was right. Totally right.

      It had been a cold place without her.

      Surroundings and location had nothing to do with it. Being without her proximity had made the world seem very lonely. Sol, it was like how I’d felt without the troupe bond. Now? I had the troupe bond and this Virgo connection. My life had never been fuller, and I’d never been more grateful for that than I was now.

      I licked my lips as I asked, “Are you scared?”

      She released a breath. “No. No, I’m not. I think I was before the storm. You guys were fighting so much, and it made me feel like I was going mad. Every time something went wrong, you were at each other’s throats and it was too much.” She bit her bottom lip. “Truth is, if my grandmother’s Virgos were like that, it was no wonder she wasn’t too sad about them denying the claim.”

      “That bad?” I asked with a wince.

      “That bad. You were only like that for a few days too, not months like I think they spent together. You guys need to control the Alpha instincts around each other. I get that sometimes you’re going to need to beat the shit out of one another, I figure that’s normal in most guys in a group—”

      “Is it?” What the Sol? What kind of guys had she been hanging around?

      “Well, my brothers were always scrapping, and their friends were usually involved too,” she acknowledged.

      I had no idea what to say to that, and Matthew, when he broke in, apparently didn’t either, “You know Fae aren’t like humans,” he inserted carefully, his voice still thick with sleep. “We’re…”

      She huffed. “Don’t you dare say more ‘refined.’”

      He snorted. “I wouldn’t dare.” Matt rolled onto his side, and that I was looking at him over Riel’s fabric-clad tits was like a life changing moment.

      I didn’t want to claw his eyes out over this intimate setting, but she was right—this past week, every little thing had set me off. Made me want to tear into both of my troupe brothers.

      What had changed?

      Fear of loss?

      Had it asserted what we had and what we might never have regained if her grandfather hadn’t been the one to, somehow—and we totally needed to talk about that in more detail—save her?

      Perhaps.

      I just knew that, somewhere deep inside, I was calmer.

      After hours of agitation, that part of me that had responded negatively to the other Virgos’ presence was at peace.

      Maybe it wouldn’t be for long. Perhaps it would be for months. Who knew? But I’d fight to make sure that Riel never regretted what we were to one another.

      I pressed my mouth to her arm once more and whispered, “We’ll do our best to make sure we don’t drive you crazy.”

      A laugh escaped her. “You’ll be working very hard for the rest of your lives then,” she teased. “Men always drive women crazy. My papa makes my mama wild. I’ve never seen her as mad as she gets when he’s pissed her off. And she has nine kids, Daniel. Nine. Yet somehow, he irritates her more than any of them.”

      Unsure of what to say to that since my parents were very calm, very rational people, I cleared my throat. “Is that good or bad?” I ended up asking.

      “She’s latina. I am too. It’s how we are.” She shrugged. “I’m sure there are times I’ll feel like stabbing you with my sword—”

      “Like you did to Leopold?” I peppered with a laugh.

      “Oh no, somewhere far softer and squelchier than your feet,” she replied, her tone gruesomely zealous. “But in the end, I like those parts working… it’s all about give and take.”

      Seph snickered, telling us he was awake at last. “We give and you don’t take our balls from us?”

      She chuckled. “Exactly. Vuestros cojones son mios,” she told him. Your balls are mine.

      I snorted. “That’s one way of putting it.”

      “And there are many more ways,” Riel joked, but in her eyes, there was a light I hadn’t seen before. “But I belong to you just as much as you belong to me.” She licked her lips. “I-I’ll never let you down. Any of you. You have my word.”
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      ‘You have my word.’

      Funny how that meant more to me than anything else she could have said.

      In the grand scheme of things, we weren’t worth much else other than the value of our word, and I had a feeling that Riel’s was stauncher than most.

      She came from a background clouded by secrets, had somehow managed to get through her life as a human when she should have been raised in witch society, and that she made the promise to us?

      It alleviated a gnawing ache in my soul that I hadn’t known existed.

      I’d been ‘nurtured’ in a cold-blooded, sterile environment but I knew that whatever the future held, it was the exact opposite of the parentage I’d been raised with. So I’d take everything this fiery Latina could throw at me, and then some. Sol, I’d welcome it. Let her burn me to the ground only for me to be reborn amid the ashes.

      Desire flickered inside me. After a long rest, after a long scare, it felt wonderful to feel anything other than exhausted and panicked.

      We’d been separated for less than a day, and it had felt like a lifetime. I wasn’t certain how my father had coped without his Gabriella, but now that I knew how it felt to be without mine? I totally comprehended why he was a mean, old grouch who made power plays because he’d lost his real purpose in life—to serve as a Virgo to this incredible woman’s grandmother.

      I knew I wasn’t the only one to feel the sparks of fire at her words. Daniel had reached over and was pressing a kiss to her mouth. I regretted having to use the bathroom earlier, because if I hadn’t, I’d have been there, the one kissing her.

      Sharing wasn’t natural to us, and it would definitely take some getting used to, but I’d take it any damn day of the week if it meant I never had to endure the past twenty-four hours again.

      With a grunt, Daniel’s hand began to slide up under the shirt Riel was wearing. As it moved, it revealed her ripe curves. She wasn’t rail thin like most female Fae. She had a little pooch that was soft under his palm, and just as she arched her back, her clothes—all of them, and ours too—disappeared.

      Daniel snickered and pulled back. “Spoilsport.”

      She giggled, and the sound set me alight. I’d never heard her this playful, had never known her to be this soft and unprickly, but the way she was at that moment was like kindling to my desires. “If you wanted to waste time undressing, then I can always clothe us again.”

      “No!” the three of us declared in unison, making her giggle even more.

      “Thought not,” she said breathily, dipping down to press a kiss to Matthew’s mouth now that Daniel had lowered his head and was tonguing her nipple. The sight of that taut flesh in the palm of his hand as he sucked on the nub had my cock going from half-mast to total erection. I shuddered when she did, feeling her arousal deep in my own being.

      Was this another development?

      I had to wonder what else awaited us. The Rut wasn’t something that would be wise of us to trigger for a while, and yet, the desire to be claimed by her, for the bond to be cemented, was just as imperative as the need I felt to get inside her.

      Gnawing on my bottom lip as Matthew tongue-fucked her mouth and Daniel sucked on her breasts like an overgrown baby, I didn’t exactly feel left out, but I knew I was on the edge.

      I’d been that way all my life. Always on the outside looking in, and I refused, point blank, to be like that in this relationship.

      Only fools rushed in, but only a fool wouldn’t rush into this situation. Before I could second guess myself, I slipped down the bed. When I was at the foot of the mattress, I grabbed one of her legs, raised it slightly and pressed my mouth to just above her ankle. At the touch of my tongue against her skin, she jolted, but when Matt wouldn’t let her up for air, she moaned into his mouth and rolled her hips, silently telling me that she liked the caress.

      Taking that as a positive, I began to move my mouth down over the arch of her firm calf, to that tender space behind her knee. I tongued her there, let the moisture dry before tickling the sensitive patch of flesh again and again until her leg was quivering. That I’d found an unexpected erogenous zone was a boon, and one I intended to claim as my own.

      With one leg relatively high, I had a clear view of my prize—her pussy. It was wet. Glistening slightly from my touch and the others’, and the sight of it made me hungry. I wanted a taste, wanted her cum in and around my mouth.

      Grunting as my own mind worked against me, I moved away from the surprisingly sensitive area of skin on her body, and began to drift farther up. When I made a place for myself, she spread her legs wider for me, tilting her butt into the mattress and opening herself for my touch.

      I hovered above her ripe flesh, loving how juicy she was, how fucking wet she’d become for us. I blew a breath over her sex, letting the cold torrent sting, then I called on some magic. The second the gold dust floated through the air and drifted over her, something changed.

      Her moans became deeper, more rounded. They escaped her in long, deep grunts, and there was something about her that seemed to be more aroused than before.

      Knowing that she was more sensitive now thanks to my casting, I went to work, and fuck if the gold particles didn’t taste like her.

      When she started sobbing as I sucked on her clit, I felt pride stir inside me. Tonight, I wanted in this juicy cunt. I’d felt her mouth on me, had experienced that bliss, but sweet Gaia, I needed inside her more than I needed my next breath.

      As I slipped my tongue into her pussy, I felt her clench down around me. She wanted more. I knew that. Sol, I did too. But I needed to make sure she was ready.

      She was mine.

      Ours, sure, but to each of us, we came first. I wanted to make sure she felt the imprint of the pleasure that was unique to me and her before I came inside her. Wanted her to know my personal brand.

      I let my tongue slip down to her ass. From the little she’d said, and the ease with which she accepted us, I had a feeling we weren’t the first guys she’d had group sex with. Did that make me jealous? It sure as fucking Sol did. I wanted to kill any fucker who’d touched her, but those feelings were ridiculous and unnecessary. She was ours now, and no one would ever touch her again.

      I’d kill anyone who did.

      The beast inside me, the one that the Virgo bond had stirred to life, responded with an internal snarl. One that demanded we make sure this woman was ours. One that commanded me to act.

      Fighting that beast, the one that wanted to rut more than it wanted her pleasure, I let my tongue drift down along to the pucker of her ass. She moaned long and low, and I smirked as I flickered the tensile muscle there.

      When I looked up, I saw that all three of them were watching me. Daniel was no longer sucking on her tits, and Matthew had let her start breathing on her own. That they were watching me ratcheted up the beast’s tension and this time, when it snarled, I realized it escaped my lips. And the weirdest thing of all?

      Matthew and Daniel snarled too.

      It wasn’t a challenge.

      If anything, it was an acceptance.

      A trio of pissed off beasts that were having to shove aside their possessive tendencies to make this incredible witch theirs.

      For her, they’d sacrifice their need to own, but for her, they’d make sure she bore their brand. Their claim just as much as they wore hers.

      And suddenly, it made sense. Our acceptance with one another fit because I realized what she was doing. At first, my ears had been overloaded with Dan and Matt’s matching snarls, but then it hit me.

      She purred.

      She fucking purred.

      Again.

      The gentle rumble hovered in the air, echoing through space. The strange vibrations that escaped her worked their wiles on us, calming us down like the feral beasts we were, ones that were in need of pacifying, in desperate need of her loving touch.

      With another woman, the notion would have stung my pride. I’d always been gratified by my sense of control, but with Riel? Control was a thing of the past, and its loss was something I could embrace.

      With her still purring like a pussycat, I grunted, closed my eyes, and went back to tormenting her. I returned my lips to her clit and sucked down on the nub as I slipped two fingers in the pink and one in the stink. Spearing her on them, I felt her clutch at me, and that was the moment my cock sprang a leak.

      The scent of my pre-cum burst into the air, merging with the subtle flavors of her arousal, and that was it. My control burst. I needed more. Needed to feel her all around me, my cock drenched in her juices so that we were merged forever.

      As I pulled away, I grabbed my cock and began to crawl up the bed. The second I rubbed my dick against her slick flesh, she arched up, not stopping until her arms came around me. When I thrust into her, her head fell back, and all of a sudden, Daniel was there, supporting her. He eyed me warily, almost like he expected me to challenge him, but there was no need to worry.

      This was how we were supposed to be.

      Working her as team.

      Sating her as a unit.

      The gods had deemed that this one, small woman needed the three of us to satisfy her, and satisfy her we would.

      As I grabbed her legs, arranging them to suit me, I began to thrust slowly but surely inside her, making certain she felt every inch of me, making sure that no part of my shaft wasn’t caressed by her cunt. The pressure of her was like nothing else, no one else. All other women were erased from my mind as she burned me with her uniqueness.

      The beast roared in my head, a beast that hadn’t even existed until she’d walked into my life with her pink glow, and almost as though that was a trigger, the glow began.

      I jerked to a halt as I saw it begin to seep out of her. This hadn’t happened the last time, but maybe because I was inside her that was the catalyst? Did her body recognize us as her Virgo and that was why her magic was leaking out of her?

      Though my ignorance would ordinarily have irritated me, at that moment, I couldn’t find it in me to care. I grabbed her thighs and hefted them up so I could get a better angle. Matthew’s hand appeared out of nowhere and he began to caress her clit. As she squeezed around my shaft, I began to pant and sweat like I’d been working out for hours. She grabbed at me, clutching firmly now, and after she released a sharp cry, she surged upward, not stopping until her teeth were in my throat.

      The pressure of those tiny bones against my flesh had me exploding like a firework. I came, and I came, and I came. And all the time my orgasm was setting fire to my very soul, she cascaded around me too. Her scream penetrated me soul deep, and I felt the backlash of her manifested magic like a caress to my cock.

      When the pink finally bled away, I managed to get my breath back and took advantage of her stillness to pull out. I couldn’t stop myself from dipping down and pressing a kiss to her clit, a kiss that had her purring, deep rumbles that made the mattress throb, before I flung myself to the bottom quarter of the bed to recuperate.

      If that was what Virgo sex was all about, it was beyond me why any male would reject their witch.
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      As Seph hurled himself to the bottom of the bed, she began sobbing, the purrs intertwined with those ache-inspiring cries. Even as he leaned up to study her in concern, I raised a hand, tilted her cheek to the side, and began to kiss her. Slowly, Dan moved out of the way and I supported her, letting him drift down to the bed as I kissed her breath away.

      She moaned into my mouth, telling me without words that Daniel had slipped inside her. When her body began to jolt with his thrusts, I just focused on her, urged every ounce of my attention onto her.

      I gave her my all, every single damn bit of me was hers for the taking, and she knew it. She grasped onto it with both hands as we took each other’s breaths. But though my kiss had been a strategic attempt to divert her thoughts, it was also a union. One that gave more than it took. One that breathed my need for her deep into her being.

      I felt Daniel move, shifting around as he fucked her. His mouth returned to her tits, and if I’d needed more of a clue that he was a breast man, I had it. As he drowned himself in her very ample cleavage, I allowed myself to suffocate in her kiss.

      When he came a lifetime later, I felt him pull away and twisted us around so that I lay on my back and she was on top of me. I could feel their seed slipping from her cunt, and though it should have repulsed me, it didn’t.

      This was our woman.

      We had to share.

      Something inside me, something I couldn’t name that had snarled in response to Seph’s, growled again, and when the others echoed it, it felt right.

      Sharing her wasn’t something I was used to, and yet it was right and natural. She needed the three of us to exhaust her, to protect her, to keep her safe because, I knew, this woman was special.

      She didn’t know it yet, but that was okay. That was fine. She was still young, and she had decades before she might reach her true potential, but the gods knew even if she didn’t, and we were the first clue.

      We would defend her with our lives.

      Keep her safe.

      Ensure her protection, but also, this oddly bestial relationship between us made sure that she—

      I hated to say it, but I had a feeling it would keep her grounded.

      From the little she’d said of what Linford had told her, and on top of what her mother had informed us, I had a feeling, a nasty one, that witches with a certain level of power could grow unstable and the Virgo bond, somehow, neutralized that threat.

      If we could overpower her with our dominance, then we could contain the threat. It was never good when someone powerful grew too big for their boots, and we could stop that from happening.

      I knew it, somehow, and had no idea how I knew it, but instinctively, it felt right.

      Sucking down a breath as she slipped her thighs around my hips, her knees pinning me in place, she tugged her mouth from mine. As her hands came to my chest, she propped herself up so she could stare down at me.

      She was tired—I could see that. Not like she’d been when we’d awoken her with our arrival, less so, but still fatigued. After what we’d gone through, a long sleep was nowhere near enough, we needed some rest, but this reclaiming was definitely required. Still, as she stared down at me, I could also sense that she needed this.

      Most women would have been worn out by now, but she wasn’t.

      It was there, at the back of her eyes, a sparkle that said she was ready for me.

      Pumped, I reached for her arms and stroked along them, up and down, then, again acting on instinct, scratched my nails down the limbs, leaning up so I could reach around to score her back and shoulders with my nails. The hoarse cry that escaped her would be something I never forgot. On the day of my death, I’d recall that throbbing sound of need, and I’d also recall how her head fell back as she submitted, utterly, to my will.

      She was on top, we weren’t as one, not yet, but somehow, I dominated her from below.

      And that?

      Was exactly how it should be.

      I dug my nails in deeper, not stopping until she slipped higher, her hips rocking so that her cunt caressed my dick, and once again, I was reminded that if I had the power to bring her to her knees, she had that same power over me too. I whistled between my teeth as the sensations overwhelmed me.

      “That feel good, cariño?” she whispered, her tone as sultry as the hot Hawaiian night air.

      “Feels like heaven and Sol combined,” I admitted gruffly.

      A laugh escaped her. “That’s what I love to hear,” she teased, and when she grabbed a hold of my dick and pressed it to her entrance, I hissed in shock.

      “You need my cock, baby?” I ground out as her eyes fluttered shut when my dick tunneled into her.

      “I-I do,” she whimpered, sighing as her pubis and mine finally touched.

      “Sol, that feels good,” I bit off, my eyes closing as she grabbed my hands, twisted our fingers together, and used the bridge as leverage to start riding me.

      She moved slow and steady at first, letting me see every single curve of hers in action. She rippled atop me, writhing like a wave that was surging into being. I’d never seen any woman more beautiful than her. Not just her face and her body, but the way she moved.

      This wasn’t anonymous fucking.

      This was more, deeper, everything.

      She claimed me as much as I claimed her, making sure that every inch of me was bound to her as she bent down, shimmying her chest against mine before sucking on my nipples.

      The gentle kiss, the caress, had me hissing. I’d never considered my nipples as particularly sensitive, but the way she nipped them?

      Sol, it felt good.

      As she sucked down on one hard, then bit it sharply, she reared up as I grunted, and used her grip on my fingers to start riding me faster. Watching her tits jiggle, her curves jostle with every move, was enough to mesmerize me, but her face? Her beautiful features tightened as she found her pleasure and made it hers.

      She rocked against me, harder and deeper until she was crying out my name. “Matthew!”

      I grunted, feeling my cum boiling in my balls as her pussy clamped down around me, clutching at me, drawing on me, milking me of every drop.

      Her pace became frantic, rapid, and another scream escaped her, followed by a few more flutters of her cunt that had me groaning long and low in my throat.

      When she collapsed atop me, her body folding over mine like a very curvy, very sexy blanket, she mumbled, “That’s better.”

      I blinked. “Why?”

      She shrugged. “I need you all.” A yawn escaped her. “Now I’ve got all three of you inside me.” Her sigh was replete. “Can we sleep?”

      When she instantly dropped off, not shifting from her spot atop me, I figured she wasn’t waiting on an answer. When she began to purr, her replete and satiated state evident for us all to hear and feel, the three of us chuckled. But, I realized, I was just as sleepy now, and figured they were too. I cuddled into her, and the others settled in around me, binding her with our bodies in the safe haven of the bed.

      As I tumbled back into sleep, I recognized that I felt a thousand times better now we’d reestablished the link between us, and what that meant?

      Well, shit, I didn’t have a clue.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Daniel

      

      

      

      “Y-You’re joking?” Matthew stuttered.

      Ten hours—thank you, jet lag—and a quick supper of open-faced sandwiches and chips later, we were less in the dark and somehow, more in it than ever before.

      “I’m not,” she admitted. “Linford says the AFata have been after me since I was a child, and after yesterday, we know they still want me.” She reached up to shove her hair out of her face, displaying fingers that were covered in Band-Aids as she’d refused to let us heal the tiny cuts with our blood.

      She hadn’t been kidding when she’d said cooking wasn’t her forte. Apparently, she knew how to cook, knew all her family recipes by heart, but it was the doing part of the cooking that stumped her. Though she’d tried to make ham and cheese sandwiches without the aid of magic, which made things taste bland, or so she said, she’d cut herself several times in the process. Apparently, the wind would help her in a duel with long ass knives, but throw in one that was made for cutting bread?

      N.O.P.E

      If I’d seen her in the kitchen, I’d have known, from the very start, why she was crap with weapons.

      I figured it was our first duty to save the kitchen from her, so I’d made the simple sandwiches while she’d nursed the three scrapes she’d managed to get on her palm and fingers. She’d earned less during bouts, so those few drops of blood definitely weren’t shed honorably.

      And speaking of honorable, she’d just dropped a whole lot of WTF on us, but what concerned me the most was the AFata stuff and how they’d been after her since she was a child.

      I’d heard about them.

      What I’d heard was bad.

      In fact, it was a ‘shunned’ kind of bad.

      Reaching up to rub my temples, I murmured, “I know about the AFata.”

      Her brow puckered. “You do?”

      “My dad’s a… I guess you’d think he was a diplomat. I heard him talking about them once to my mom. He only shared the news with her because he was freaked.”

      “Why?” she whispered, her eyes huge in her face. There were still shadows under them but there was a rosy flush I also took as a good sign.

      Waking up in a tangle of arms and legs had been weird at first, but it was like the opposite of falling out of bed on the wrong side—there was only the right way when she was close by. Sappy, sure, but I’d take that over her being plunged into a portal and yanked away from us.

      Priorities.

      “They’d kidnapped an ambassador’s son,” I informed them all, my tone grave.

      “Human?” Seph queried, his eyes wide.

      “Yes. To the Ukraine.”

      Riel’s brow puckered. “But why?”

      “Why do terrorists do anything?”

      “That’s an extremely shortsighted argument.” That Linford was butting into the conversation didn’t exactly come as a surprise.

      We were in the main house in the kitchen while he sat on the other side of the open door in the lounge. He’d refused my offer of a sandwich, had pretty much ignored us while Riel had shared everything she’d learned from him, and now decided this was the right time to get involved.

      Typical.

      “It might be, but the Assembly isn’t always longsighted, is it? Didn’t you tell us that last night?” I countered.

      “Exactly. You just contradicted yourself.”

      Damn. I had.

      “Look, I’m just telling you what my dad said.”

      “Pass the buck, why don’t you?”

      Irritation swirled inside me, but this male was not only my elder, he was Riel’s grandfather.

      That meant I had to be nice.

      Even if it fucking killed me.

      Dipping my chin, I murmured, “You’re right.” If it came out sounding tight, then shucks. That was because it was. As a thought occurred to me, one that revolved around her grandmother who’d been hiding them out for the entirety of Riel’s life, I murmured, “Riel?”

      “Yeah?” she asked, twiddling with the handle of her coffee mug.

      “What’s your surname?”

      She blinked, easily replied, “Riviera del Sol.”

      Linford stilled. “What? That isn’t your surname.”

      A huffed laugh escaped her. “Of course it is.” She frowned when she saw how deadly serious he was. “What do you mean? I think I know my own surname.”

      “It’s de Santos del Sol. That’s your surname,” he informed her.

      “And that’s what I said,” she muttered, shooting him a concerned look. Like he was the one losing his mind and not her.

      I cut the others a look, but told her gently, “No. You said Riviera del Sol.”

      “I didn’t,” she argued, shoulders dropping in astonishment as she gaped at me.

      “You did,” Matthew retorted, reaching over to grab her fingers and hold them in his. “What made you ask that, Daniel?”

      “Because Gabriella Sr. went to all that trouble to hide them, but didn’t change their name?” I shook my head. “That makes no sense. I figured she’d…”

      “My surname is Riviera del Sol!” Riel snapped.

      Biting my bottom lip as I accepted that she wasn’t going to believe us unless she heard it with her own ears, I reached for my cell phone and switched on the recorder app, then asked, “Repeat that, Riel.”

      When she did, I played it back and as she heard it, tension invaded her limbs.

      “What did she do?” She glared at Linford. “Did you know about this?”

      He shook his head. “No. She never told me where you were exactly, and I never looked for an address for fear I’d bring enemies to your door. She gave me two tasks. I had to ensure you received your letter of invitation to Eight Wings. And when you were there—which would be the first time you ever used your surname—if AFata tried to snatch you, I needed to ensure a portal would open up and bring you here.”

      In witch lines that crossed with humans, the witch surname was the one that held sway. It wasn’t like the human tradition of a woman taking a man’s surname once they were wed. The witch’s held more power, and that was a tradition her grandmother evidently hadn’t wanted to break, so she’d found a way around it.

      Rubbing my chin, I mumbled, “I guess it doesn’t matter. I was only curious.”

      “Not matter?” she growled. “I’m saying a different surname!” She waved a hand and, suddenly, she was armed with a pen. She grabbed a serviette, then wrote her name. “See? That’s my surname, dammit.” But even as we watched, the letters began to shift.

      Morphing.

      Transforming into…

      Riviera del Sol.

      A snarl escaped her as she eyed the words, peering at them as though the serviette held the answers to all her questions. “How did I never realize this was happening? I feel like such a fucking idiot!”

      “It must be happening with all your family,” I pointed out. “Everyone is in hiding, aren’t they?”

      Her jaw tensed. "Yes.”

      “Maybe she cast another spell. One that makes things blur when you mention or write your surname?” Seph chimed in.

      “Is that even possible?” Matthew queried, his face drawn into a scowl.

      A growl escaped her. “No. It fucking isn’t. But none of this should be possible. How are her spells still functioning after she’s passed on to the next realm?” Riel reached up and scrubbed at her temple with a force that made me wince. “This doesn’t make any sense. Everyone knows that a spell dies the second the witch does.”

      Linford cleared his throat. “Your grandmother was very powerful.”

      “Not powerful enough to rewrite witch lore. Even I know that,” she snapped, evidently agitated by what she’d just discovered. A spell that was a lifetime in the making, one that outlasted the caster’s own life on this plane.

      Witches’ power concentrated with time. It was a strange phenomenon. It didn’t matter how many humans were bred into the line, the witch’s power seemed to condense through the years. If Gabriella was capable of making her spells outlive her, then what the Sol would Riel be able to achieve when she was fully in control of herself?

      The notion stirred something else that made me curious. “You told us earlier that the magic behind the raven and the storm responded oddly to you. Why doesn’t our magic do that? Why did Linford’s portal call you home, and why, when we use it around you, doesn’t it misbehave?”

      “Because the Fae in her is even more powerful than the witch. It is the nature of our species. We are dominant and all else is recessive,” Linford clarified. “Until she claims you, she’ll never be able to use her witch powers as well as she can her Fae.”

      “What Fae powers?” Riel sputtered. “I can’t do anything—”

      “You’ve never been taught how to use them,” Linford corrected softly. “I told you yesterday that we have a magic all of our own. In you, that magic is more powerful than most.”

      “Wait a minute,” Matthew burst in. “Are you trying to tell me that she can use Fae magic now, but won’t be able to use the witch magic properly until we’re claimed?” At Linford’s nod, he scowled. “Why? What kind of sense does that make?”

      Riel’s grandfather shrugged. “Who said this had to make sense?”

      I sputtered, “That’s hardly helpful.”

      “And who said I had to be helpful?” he retorted. “I may have a lot of answers to the questions you ask, but I don’t know it all.”

      Riel gnawed on her bottom lip. “Sorry.”

      He shrugged. “Don’t be.” When he hesitated for a moment, I watched him, and when he shook it off, the sight caught my attention—for a second, he’d looked guilty, his eyes shifty, unable to hold ours, before he moved away and began to bustle around the kitchen.

      She blew out a breath, but her gaze was still on the serviette where proof of her grandmother’s power still lay. “What do we do next? Linford says I can’t go back to the Academy yet. He says I’m still under threat.”

      “While the AFata are after you, you definitely are,” I rasped, uneasy with the very idea of her returning to Eight Wings.

      She cleared her throat. “B-But what about the trials?”

      Matthew snorted and reached over to grab her hand. “You think they matter when your safety is at risk?”

      I believe she stunned us all when tears formed in her eyes. “You don’t hate me?” she whispered, the words quivering from her lips.

      “Never,” I murmured, voice throbbing with the truth of that statement. “I could never hate you, and I know, without having to ask, that Seph and Matthew feel the exact same way.”

      “But our troupe—”

      Matt shrugged. “What of it? It’s not like they’ll disband us, is it? If shit comes to shit, we’ll have to attend next year’s trial. They can’t make our troupe separate. If we can’t attend the two trials, it just means we can’t go out into the world as a functioning unit.”

      I eyed him. That was a whole heap of BS he’d just offloaded onto her, BS she accepted because she didn’t fully understand our ways. Her eyes were big with hope, and I wasn’t going to be the one who wrecked that.

      The Academy would either expel us for failing to comply with its rules, or if things got really bad, and we were talking the AFata here so shit couldn’t get much worse, we might even be shunned.

      Something to look forward to… but Sol if I cared.

      If I hadn’t accepted her power over me yesterday, I did then. In the face of our uncertain future with my people, all that mattered was that we were a unit. That she wasn’t allowed to be taken from us.

      “But,” he admitted on a sigh, dragging me from my thoughts, “that might not be our path anyway.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He’s using his brain, that’s what,” Linford grumbled.

      I cut him a narrow-eyed look—was it wrong that I really didn’t like this irascible old bastard?

      The dark glint in his gaze as he stared back at me said the dislike was mutual.

      “Sometimes, we’re sent to places for a reason,” Matt began slowly, the words coming out fully enunciated, rounded in a way that said he was considering them even as he uttered them.

      “Explain,” Riel demanded as she raised one leg, pressed her foot to the base of her seat, and hooked her arm around it so she was hugging her thigh.

      “That we’ve been taken off the path we’ve worked toward indicates we have another path that is intended for us.”

      I snorted. “Since when do you believe in kismet?”

      “All warrior Fae believe in kismet,” Linford retorted. He squinted at me. “What caste were your parents?”

      The way he asked me told me he knew already they weren’t warrior. Before my cheeks could grow red with a mixture of embarrassment and annoyance, Riel snapped, “Are you trying to make my Virgo ashamed of his family, Grandfather?”

      Linford shot her a look. “Trying to ascertain the boy’s roots.”

      “By shaming his parents? Everyone has a place in our societies. You know that as well as I do. Without the admin, who’d know where to send the troupes off to? Without the instructors, who’d teach the warriors?” she challenged angrily.

      He huffed, but turned his back on us as he strode over to the kettle and, after filling it with water from a jug, set it on.

      To Matt, she murmured, “Carry on with what you were saying.”

      “When we were flying to you,” he said slowly, “we came across a troupe of six.”

      “Unheard of,” Linford butted in.

      Sol, this male really irritated me.

      “Well, unheard of it may be but it’s true nonetheless. There were six of them,” Seph confirmed. “One leader, but I got the feeling they were two merged troupes with one leader.”

      I nodded. “I got that feeling too. Though the one who spoke was evidently in charge, there was another who was just as agitated.”

      Matt looked at me. “The redhead?”

      “Yeah. Him.”

      Seph snorted. “The one you snapped your teeth at?”

      Unashamed, I just grinned. “Yup. That one.”

      It was a testament to the situation that Riel didn’t even pick up on that, just questioned uneasily, “Troupes are never bigger than four, right?”

      “Sometimes five, but I’ve heard of six,” Seph confirmed, “only in war-torn areas where more warriors are required to handle delicate situations.”

      She snorted. “This is Honolulu. It’s hardly a hotbed like Syria.”

      “Exactly,” Matthew stated grimly. “That’s exactly the point, Riel. Why would there be six warriors here in the city when it’s as peaceful as they come?”

      Seph stared at Linford pointedly. “You’re the one who lives here. Do you have any idea why a troupe of six would be required?”

      The frown on his face was genuine—he was just as perplexed as we were. “I have no idea why. Last year, there was an incident between two rival politicians who were trying to be mayor, but that’s it. Hardly anything worthy of such a strong troupe.”

      “I wonder if the other cities on the islands are manned with larger than usual numbers of warriors,” I mused, curiosity biting every word.

      “Would your father tell us?” Matt asked Seph, who instantly shook his head.

      “No. He’s retired, and would probably be able to find out, but he wouldn’t tell us. Assemblymen, you know they take their vows to their urns.”

      I blinked. “Shame.”

      “Maybe, maybe not,” was all Matthew said. “We don’t really need to know if the other cities are similarly manned. We know that this one is, and there’s a reason for that. Especially while we’re in it.”

      Riel shook her head. “You’re taking this out of proportion. I’m only here because my grandfather is.”

      “And kismet has a habit of taking us where we’re needed,” Matt pointed out.

      “He isn’t wrong,” Seph said softly.

      She stared at me, but I shrugged. “Kismet isn’t in my family’s creed like it is with the warriors’,” I admitted. “They work in life or death scenarios every day, it makes them develop fatalistic attitudes.”

      Linford snorted, but before he could say anything, Riel shot him a quelling look. It amazed me how, in the day that they’d known one another, she’d begun to treat him as though she’d known him a lifetime.

      “What you’re saying is they’re overreacting?” Riel ruminated.

      “No, I’m saying that you and I react differently to stimuli.”

      “That’s one way of phrasing it,” Linford muttered.

      Before I could demand if he was calling me a coward, or worse, Riel rested her hand on mine. Heat poured through the link, and I sighed, feeling my anger dispel.

      “Grandfather, do you mind if we stay for a while?”

      “This is your safe haven, child. You can stay as long as you wish. Whether the danger has gone or not.”

      That had her whispering, “Thank you.”

      And, though I loathed the need when I disliked the man as much as he evidently did me, I got up from my seat, crossed the kitchen, and held out my hand to him.

      When he stared at it, his brow cocked in question, I gritted out, “You have my gratitude.”

      The man seemed a big enough prick to reject my overture, but he stared at me, his eyes assessing me, before he slapped his hand into mine and shook it.

      “It’s unnecessary, but I appreciate it.”

      

      
        
        ❖

        Riel

      

      

      

      When Linford retreated to the garden with a cup of tea and a bottle of water, I watched him pick up a belt that was on a sideboard in the salon and drape it over his shoulder.

      There were gardening tools within it, and I figured if he was heading out there to tend to his yard, that meant we’d have some privacy to talk.

      We’d already discussed a lot since the guys had arrived, but there was more to talk about—like our next move.

      All I knew was that the AFata were after me, but I had no intention of doing as my grandmother had done— I wasn’t going to run. I refused to.

      They wanted me? Well, I didn’t want them.

      If they couldn’t take no for an answer? It was shit luck for them, wasn’t it?

      “Why do you think my grandmother ran rather than fight the AFata?” I asked softly, as Linford closed the door behind him, a shimmer of gold dust traced through the air as he used magic to shut it.

      “Because of your mother?” Daniel inserted gently. “Nothing brings out our defensive and protective instincts more than a child.”

      “Even a fighter like she was?” I shook my head. “I can’t see it.”

      “She evidently had a reason to escape. Maybe they wanted something from her,” Seph murmured. “Something she wasn’t willing to give them.”

      “Sol,” Matthew rasped, “if they knew about her Virgo, then they’d know any child she spawned might end up with a human and together, they’d create a witch born Fae. That would be enough of a motive. After all, who better to spy on the Fae than one of their own.”

      “But I’m not one of their own,” I pointed out, uneasy even with the notion.

      “To them, you are. Witches before bitches, and by bitches, I mean the Fae,” Daniel mocked, and I huffed out a laugh even as I shoved his arm.

      “Ouch,” he moaned, but he was snickering as he cradled his arm.

      I flipped him the bird as I crinkled my nose at him. “Baby.”

      He winked, then grabbed the bottle of Coke he’d been nursing for a while and took a deep sip. “I have a feeling that when you claim us, it’s going to trigger something none of us are ready for. The fact that your grandfather can’t clue us in on it makes me uneasy as Sol. Thus far, he’s been able to help us, but where that’s concerned, it’s unmarked territory.”

      I winced. “True. He did say I’d gain more control with my magic.”

      “How out of control is it?” Matthew queried softly.

      “Where it takes a young witch a day to learn a simple spell, it took me weeks. My mother despaired of me. She knew we were powerful, and I think she even sensed that I was too, but the spells never worked like normal with me. It made her upset—to the point where she stopped teaching me.

      “Most of the things I can do are stuff I picked up from books I bought online when I was old enough and had more patience. I had to work them in my own way though,” I explained.

      “Like how?” Seph questioned, as he picked at the remnants of his sandwich. One of his elbows was on the table as he slouched over, and his wings fluttered with every movement he made as though he were fidgeting there and there alone.

      Though he was definitely pretty to look at, I knew I was using his beauty as a distraction.

      Did anyone like talking about how hard they sucked at something?

      Just me?

      Well, arrogant or not, I didn’t like chatting about something that should have been as easy as breathing for me but instead made running a two-hour marathon look like a piece of piss.

      Huffing, I tried to think of a better way to explain it, but contrary to what Linford had said about witch born Fae making good instructors, I had little doubt that I’d make a shit teacher.

      With a wince, I murmured, “Look, normally, we call on an element and we manipulate it to do our bidding, right?”

      They hummed their understanding at me.

      “So, a witch calls on fire to make a candle burn. But she’d use the wind to flip a switch. It’s all about quantity. I need a tight, pressurized stream of wind to have enough force to press a switch, but if I do the same with the fire, I’ll end up incinerating the candle. You get me?”

      “I get you.”

      “Understandable.”

      “Sure, makes sense.”

      At their agreement, I blew out a breath. It made me feel better that, even if I couldn’t use the magic the regular way, I could at least explain how it should be used.

      “So, with me, I have to do everything ass backward. A normal witch will calculate the pressure and cast the element. Me? I have to call on the element to calculate the pressure.”

      When they gaped at me, I winced.

      “How do you do that?” Seph asked eventually, his tone steady.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “It was a habit I had to learn at first, and after I did it one time, every other time became easier.”

      “So, there’s a disconnect between you and the element?” Matthew inquired.

      “No, it sounds like there’s a deeper bond between her and the element,” Seph mused, his tone curious. “That sounds distinctly like her Fae side is using the witch side to its own gain. Think about how we cast witch magic, guys.”

      When they shared a look, I demanded, “Explain.” Ever since I’d learned where their magic came from, I’d never understood how it worked.

      And now that I knew the Fae had a natural magic of their own, one that was dying out from lack of use, I was even more in the dark.

      “Every family is tithed a set amount of magic,” Seph explained. “The more power they have, the more they get.”

      I already knew that from Leopold’s shitty classes back at the Academy. “It’s like currency to you, right?”

      Seph nodded. “It is. The warrior caste gets the most, then the instructors, then the admin. It’s why the other castes have to work. They earn their magic. Warriors do too, in a sense, with their efforts, but it’s different. Everyone knows they need the most because of their position on the front line.”

      “Okay, so how do you call on it?” I knew it was attracted to their house bands, but the ins and outs escaped me.

      “Elementally,” Matthew rasped.

      “How?” I pressed. “I mean, I know it’s bound to gold, so, what? You have big piles of gold dust in the family cellar?”

      They looked at each other again.

      “You really don’t know?” Daniel replied.

      “No. I really don’t know,” I muttered. “Why would I ask?”

      “True,” he conceded. “We eat it. We breathe it. Every time we use it, the dust settles, and we absorb it.”

      As bizarre as that sounded, it kind of made sense. “So, you regurgitate it?”

      They wrinkled their noses, which, considering all three pretty boys did it simultaneously, was pretty fucking cute.

      “No. We don’t. Not like in a gross way.”

      Sol forbid, I thought wryly.

      “What then?”

      “Our meals are specially prepared and contain high amounts of the tainted gold. How much depends on our line. So, for example, at the Academy, our meals are prepared for us, are they not?”

      I thought about the cafeteria, and how everything worked there. It seemed like a regular school dining hall. Lines of people waiting on their food, except, the one difference was that when they reached the end of their line and hit their turn, we put in a personal request with the dinner ladies.

      I guessed that was where the magical exchange took place.

      “So, I, for example, because of who my dad is, get a lot of the stuff in my food.” Seph pointed to Daniel. “He’ll get less, and you’ll get even less than that.”

      I scowled at him. “That’s so unfair.”

      “Story of the universe,” Daniel muttered.

      “But at the Academy, it’s a little different anyway,” Matthew reasoned. “There’s so much magic in the air, propping the place up, we can call on it from our environment. Sometimes that’s easier said than done. In Fae areas, it’s simple, but if we head into human territory where less magic is used to construct a district, it’s harder.”

      That made sense, especially with how magic was a part and parcel of every aspect of the Academy. I distinctly remembered the ivy that decorated Eight Wings’ walls. The veins were golden, making the regular plant look like an exotic hybrid. When you took into account the sheer quantity of ivy adorning the edifice—something that was only ornamental and not essential to the school’s running—the place became worthy of a Sultan’s palace.

      “So, why did your father need to marry if he gets so much power?” I demanded.

      “Because whatever Landgow needed to be restored, required more than we were tithed. You can’t ask the Assembly for more. Nobody knows how the amount of magic each family earns is calculated. You get what you’re given.

      “The only way to earn more is to consolidate your position by linking up with another powerful family.”

      “Why not just use Fae magic?”

      “Fae magic is different,” Daniel rasped. “We’re not taught how to use it all that much anymore, because the witches’ magic is so plentiful, but I know the admin caste uses it more than most.”

      This time, Matthew and Seph looked bewildered. “Is that true?”

      Dan snorted. “You can’t seriously think we’re not going to redress the balance?”

      Matt’s eyes widened. “That’s why you weren’t surprised by how Noa opened the door to his… whatever the Sol you call that personal coven he has.”

      “To his whaa—?” I questioned, bewildered myself now.

      “My father,” Seph said with a grunt, “has an entranceway to access the witches in his care. We visited with them in an attempt to locate you. He secures the door with Fae magic.”

      “Runes,” Matthew murmured helpfully.

      “Runes?” I repeated.

      “Yep,” Dan admitted with a shrug. “They’re a part and parcel of Fae life.”

      “Admin Fae life,” Seph corrected. “Show us something,” he demanded a second later, but he didn’t make the order like it was a challenge. It was genuine curiosity that prompted the request, and I understood because I was curious as Sol too.

      “This is why you know to heal the other species with your blood, isn’t it?”

      “We all know that,” Seph dismissed with a wave of his hand.

      Daniel nodded. “We do, and while that is magic of a variation, it’s different to the kind we use with runes. Either way, the more you use the blood magic, the more powerful it is.”

      “So, Seph and Matt, because they never call on theirs, have weak Fae magic?” I queried, plucking at my bottom lip in contemplation.

      “Yep. So, I can heal you with a drop, for example. They’d need a lot more.”

      He reached for the short sword he had tucked into his belt. That they’d come to me armed was amusing, considering they’d flown commercial—I bet the airlines loved that. It wasn’t like they were wearing different outfits than yesterday, either. Their magicked clothes were the same as always—jeans, tee, and boots, with sword and knife sheaths tucked onto their belts.

      When he sliced his forearm open, I gulped, hating the sight of his blue blood pouring out of the wound. Instinctively, I wanted to lean over and put pressure on it, but he didn’t appear pained. If anything, it was the opposite. When he dipped his finger into the mess, I winced, cringing as I saw the raw wound. Sure, it was clean thanks to the sharpness of his blade, but damn, it was deep.

      He didn’t even really wince at the pain, which told me how often he pulled this move.

      Apparently, my thoughts weren’t the only ones heading down this track, because Seph mumbled, “Don’t you have any pain receptors in that arm?”

      Daniel snorted. “You get used to it.” Then, with his fingers glistening blue, he wrote something on the table. “Your magic is different than this, Riel. It isn’t forged in blood.”

      “So how am I calling on my Fae magic if I don’t bleed?”

      “You’re witch born. Things are always bound to be different,” he said with a shrug as, with flourishing curlicues, he finished his ‘spell.’

      The characters he’d drawn weren’t like any other runes I’d ever seen before. In magical texts for witches, they were sharp, delineated lines. These were curvy and curly.

      When he’d finished, there was a moment’s pause and then, all of the trash on the table disappeared.

      “How the fuck did you do that?” I whispered dumbly, even though I knew the answer already.

      His lips twitched. “By magic, of course.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Seph

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The simple example was nonetheless a powerful display of magic. Daniel was packing more power than either he realized, or more than he wanted us to know. Considering we were now a troupe that was bonded via our woman, I had a feeling it was the former rather than the latter.

      Before the Virgo bond, it would undoubtedly have been something he’d have downplayed on purpose, but now? He was simply in instructor mode.

      “That’s incredible,” I admitted.

      Riel nodded, but she looked at the wound uneasily. “When will that close?”

      He etched more figures on his arm where the wound was, and even though it looked like he was writing his signature, I frowned, awed when the wound swiftly cauterized. The clean slice in his flesh knitting together before our very eyes.

      “We heal very quickly unless the wound is deep,” Dan explained, smiling a little at the awe in her eyes, “so when that happens, we can close it ourselves.”

      “Wouldn’t it make sense for us to be taught that basic skill for the battlefield?” I drawled.

      “Undoubtedly,” Dan agreed. “But you and I both know how many holes there are in the castes’ education.”

      Evidently sensing a brewing argument, Riel changed the subject by mumbling, “You didn’t do that last time, Seph.”

      “You’ve done this before in front of her?” Dan asked sharply, his surprise evident.

      I shrugged. “To heal her.”

      “When?”

      She wiggled in her seat. “Yesterday morning, after we… you know…”

      My lips twitched. “Can’t say the word?” I taunted.

      Her nose crinkled. “I can. But you’re the prudes.”

      “Apparently not,” I stated around a laugh, then, helpful as always, breathed the next words, “Yesterday morning. The night after we fucked?”

      When her tongue peeped out and ran around the perimeter of her mouth, I groaned as she smirked at me. “Yeah, then.” To the others, she explained, “Seph coated his fingers in his blood and healed me from the inside out.”

      The graphic image had the other’s eyes widening. “You used blood on her pussy?” Matthew, ever the prig, half-squeaked.

      Though my cheeks burned at his shock, I mumbled, “I know it’s done.”

      “How?” he demanded of me. “How do you even know that?”

      I heaved a sigh. “I read it in a book. Those things with information in them? I know for a fact it was often done back when virginity was demanded of the female before she married.” I didn’t know much about Fae magic for it was considered obsolete, but I knew that.

      The Fae were ruthless when it came to knowledge. Why learn a dying language if there was no benefit to it? Didn’t matter that another speaker would stop the language from dying, if there was no purpose to it, then our kind weren’t interested.

      And for a male destined to be a warrior, information was kept to a narrow path, an insultingly limited path at that. I’d rebelled, of course. Political history was for the admin caste, my tutor had informed me… well, not for this warrior.

      “Wait,” Riel blurted, breaking into my thoughts, “you mean it was common among Fae males to use blood the morning after their wedding night on their females?”

      “Of course,” Daniel replied easily. “How else would they have sex the next night? It was their honeymoon, after all.”

      “The guys were all heart,” Riel mocked, then, she shrugged and said, “It worked. I felt better soon after, and then, of course, I wasn’t exactly thinking about down there.”

      Our mood turned from inquisitive to somber at that. Yesterday morning, so short a time ago and yet, it felt like a dozen days had passed, she’d been torn from our circle and brought here.

      “We need to focus on our next steps,” Matthew rasped. “I’m certain we’re needed here.”

      “On the premise that there’s a six-manned troupe?” Riel scoffed. “That isn’t enough to determine—"

      “No. On the premise of how they were pissed that we were here. Something’s going on—”

      “And they don’t need us hanging around, messing shit up. They’re here for a reason. They’re more trained than us, and have a right to be on the island, whereas we are here only on Noa vil der Luir’s word. We can’t stay indefinitely,” Daniel warned, and his lucidity in comparison to yesterday was evident in his reasoning.

      That he’d discerned so much in his half-crazed state was a testament to the man’s insight. There was a reason he’d somehow risen out of the admin rank and powered into the warrior’s caste, and we’d just seen an example of it.

      “I don’t want to hide from the AFata,” Riel added. “In fact, I refuse to. They might want me, but I don’t want them. If they’re going to keep on targeting me, I say we pull an offensive attack.”

      “How do we do that when we don’t know where they are?” Matt asked with a frown.

      “They’re everywhere,” she informed us. “According to Linford, anyway. My grandmother was tied to the Cuban group, but they’re probably even here. Sol, maybe there’s a heavy presence on the island and that’s why there’s a large troupe manning the city,” she remarked, her tone reasonable even if her point was unfounded.

      “Stop trying to convince Matt with illogical logic,” I teased, squeezing her arm, amused when she winked at me.

      “I’m not a weakling,” she murmured, rather than continue my joke. “I’m not afraid to fight.”

      “You’re not afraid?” Matt rasped. “How can’t you be afraid? You can’t fight. These past few days have proven that you can just defend yourself. How can we go on the offensive when you’re not properly trained?”

      “I have a cure for that.”

      “What is it?”

      “While we’re here, we initiate the Rut, then, after, I claim you, and if I come into my magic, then I’ll be able to fight with that.

      “What Linford said makes sense. I was using the wind to help me fight, but I was using it my way. If my witch half can call on it the regular way, I should be able to move faster.”

      “But still defensively,” Dan pointed out. “And as much as I’m game for decimating anything that’s dangerous to you, I don’t think a novice troupe is going to be able to take down a rebel group all by itself. Not one that’s been around for at least sixty years. Even if we have the granddaughter of Gabriella de Santos del Sol on our side, we’re not miracle workers.”

      She blinked at him, then her shoulders crumpled. “You want us to hide out.” A statement. Not a question.

      “I want you safe, until you come into your powers, can use them to attack and not just to defend, I think we’d be courting trouble unnecessarily.”

      “That might never happen,” she pointed out. “So, what do we do? Hide out for the rest of our lives? You’ll hate that.

      “All of you said it yourselves—this troupe was an opportunity for you to prove something to the Fae, to make names for yourselves, and instead, you’ve been lumbered with a woman who’s making it impossible for you to achieve any of your goals.” She pressed her face into her knee. “You’ll start to hate me then, and you’ll regret the Virgo bond. Sol, you’ll more than regret it. You’ll resent it and me, too.”

      “You say that as though it will happen with an ease of night following day,” I rasped, reaching over and pulling the hair away from her nape so I could cup her there.

      The simple touch made something inside me settle. It was a blessing to be able to connect with her so freely now, a blessing we’d be churlish to ignore. But I understood her reticence, even if, equally, I thought she was crazy.

      At the start, we’d acted like selfish asses. We’d hauled her into our troupe, made her a part of a warrior group that she had no desire to be in. We’d forced her hand at every turn, until, the Virgo bond had forced our hands.

      If she thought we’d traveled all this way to her as warriors first, then that was on us. Because we’d made her that insecure. If she couldn’t see we were three males who’d been radically changed by her presence in our lives, by the bond’s union with her, then she truly was crazy, and it was a crazy that could be healed.

      With time, love, and patience.

      Three watchwords that I’d never thought would cross my mind but which, for her, did.

      Freely.

      “We’re not the same males we were,” Matthew insisted.

      “You’ve changed so quickly, have you?” she scoffed, then directed at me, “Stopped needing to impress your family?” At Matthew, “Stopped needing to restore your line’s name?” At Daniel, “Stopped trying to prove that an admin caste born can rise through the ranks to be a damn good warrior?” Then she shook her head. “Those goals aren’t exactly ‘targets,’ are they? It’s not like ‘I want to earn a hundred grand a year before I’m thirty.’” She rolled her forehead on her still-raised knee. “I hate this.”

      “We all have a legacy to bear, Riel,” I rasped, squeezing her fingers gently. “You know that as well as I do. This path is yours, just as the ones you mentioned are ours.”

      “But yours don’t encroach—”

      I raised a hand to stall her. “Legacies are burdens that we accepted out of duty. We hauled you into our unit because we thought you were unique and would help us become a powerful troupe—for duty. You were encroached upon from the start. The Virgo bond has changed us. You have changed us, and with it, proven that good fortune is on our side. You are not a duty, you are not a burden. You’re proof that kismet is real.”

      She bit her bottom lip, but her eyes were wide in the face of my surety. “There’s that word again.”

      “And it will keep coming up,” Matthew reasoned. “After all, we’re on this path for a reason. Maybe we don’t know what that is yet, and that’s okay. Maybe we don’t know what the next step is, and that’s also okay, but we need to be patient. We need to look for the next sign, and when it reveals itself, we’ll be ready to act.”

      “You say that so easily,” she retorted.

      “Because I’m accustomed to the notion of everything happening for a reason.”

      “And I thought you were so logical,” she scorned.

      “I am. My logic tells me that our uncertainty as to what to do next is something that requires time. There’s no point rushing into something we can’t—”

      She raised her hand. “I was being facetious. And rhetorical. You didn’t need to answer.”

      His smirk was smug. “I know, but I thought I’d answer anyway.”

      When she flipped him the bird, he just grinned, then turning to Daniel, stated, “Can you show us those runes?”

      Daniel blinked. “Sure. Some are easier to learn than others.”

      “Is there a book on them we can study from?”

      He hesitated. “There is, but—”

      “But what?” I queried, surprised at his pause.

      “It’s more of a notebook. Each family has one in their possession.”

      Matt whistled under his breath. “I can’t believe the admin caste has been holding out on us.”

      He snorted. “We haven’t. I’m sure even warrior families have their own grimoires, they’re probably just lost in your huge ass houses.” To me, he retorted, “Yours is probably in your dad’s office.”

      I grimaced. “Probably.”

      Daniel murmured, “You guys grew dependent on something that was readily available to you. When it wasn’t for us, we just stuck with what we’d always had.” He shrugged. “Nothing has changed for us, except for the fact that instead of learning the runes in school, we learn it at home.”

      “Who taught you?” Riel inquired.

      He turned to Riel. “My mother. But normally, it’s a grandparent. My father’s parents pretty much wrote him off when he married my mother.”

      A gasp escaped her. “Why?”

      “Because she’s an orphan.”

      When Matt and I grimaced, Dan grunted. But Riel scowled. “What does that have to do with anything? Isn’t that all the more reason to envelop her into the fold? To bring her into the family?”

      “Juvenile orphans are considered bad luck, Riel,” Matt pointed out softly, his tone the verbal equivalent of a human stepping on a minefield and trying not to stand on a trigger.

      “Why?” she demanded. “It’s not like they’re likely to have anything to do with their parents’ deaths, is it?”

      Daniel shrugged. “Nope, but it’s a cultural thing.”

      “A cultural thing?” She gaped at him. “You have got to be kidding me?”

      “No.” He pursed his lips. “I think in India, there’s something similar. If a wife outlives her husband, she’s considered bad luck.”

      “I didn’t know that,” she uttered, her expression pained at the notion.

      “Well, now you do, and it was the same with my mother. She was considered bad luck, and when my father’s family found out he was going to wed her regardless, they didn’t give a damn if he loved her or not, they just didn’t want to invite the misfortune to their line.”

      “That sucks.”

      His lips twitched. “It does, but she’s okay. She has me and Dad, and she’s—”

      “No, she has us all now, doesn’t she?” Riel pointed out. “Not just you, but Matt, Seph, and me too. Doesn’t she?” There was a warning note to her voice, one that told me it was aimed at Matt and me.

      “Yeah, she’s stuck with us all,” I mocked, but my lips twisted when Daniel wriggled uncomfortably in his seat.

      “Riel, it’s okay—”

      “No, it isn’t,” she said firmly. “In fact, I need to meet her.”

      He blinked. “O-Okay.”

      “Good.” She huffed, then gave Matt a look. “Maybe that’s the next step, Matthew, rectifying a stupid wrong against my future mother-in-law.”

      Matthew cleared his throat and, like a wise man, agreed, “Maybe you’re right.”

      The nod she gave him was the epitome of satisfied.
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      Hanging out with my Virgo was beyond fun. In fact, it was like hanging out with family. There was a deep connection there, one that had blossomed so swiftly, and had somehow managed to outbloom everything else.

      I could feel my link with my kin, and knew it was as strong as ever, something even their distance in the recent past couldn’t counteract. But this link? It somehow went deeper, cleaved to different parts of my nature, and with it, the pain from how my parents and brothers had been ignoring me abated, and I settled into the knowledge that I was cherished.

      We spent the rest of the evening just shooting the shit in Linford’s kitchen. As my grandfather worked out in the yard for hours, even deep into the night, we stayed in the kitchen, munching on snacks, and just chilling out.

      Getting to know a ‘boyfriend,’ or in this case ‘boyfriends,’ had never been so much fun.

      “You can’t be serious,” I rasped at Matthew. “Your grandfather told your mother that she had a spike shoved up her ass?”

      “She was being particularly snooty one day,” he admitted with a laugh.

      “I can’t imagine my grandfather, my dad’s dad, saying that to my mom.”

      “Ril vil der Soe isn’t like most grandfathers,” Matt replied dryly. “My mother makes yours look warm and cozy, Seph.”

      Seph grimaced. “Yeah, because she’s a regular Mrs. Brady.”

      “You know her?” I asked Matt.

      “Barely. Met her, in the loosest sense of the word, at the tourneys Seph and I both competed in when we were kids, and then, caught another glimpse of her when we visited yesterday.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked with a frown. “How can you loosely meet someone?”

      “She was standing on the landing when we walked in,” Daniel explained, after swallowing a huge mouthful of a soft pretzel I’d pinged into being—even though I’d told him magical food didn’t taste as good, he’d said it was better than nothing.

      Until he’d sampled it, of course.

      His wrinkled nose had said it all, but he’d eaten every last crumb so that had to count for something, right?

      Made up for me almost slicing off a finger when I was trying to cut through the bread for our sandwiches earlier.

      “She didn’t even greet Seph,” Matt said softly.

      I frowned at that. “She didn’t?”

      Seph sighed. “We’re not very close.” He made a shape in the crumbs of the snack he’d requested—nachos—and when I saw it was one of the five runes Daniel had shown us how to form, I had to marvel at it.

      I could barely remember any of them, at least, how to form them, but seeing the shape in the crumbs triggered the memory in myself.

      As Seph explained how cold his mother was, I bit my lip and began to repeat the action. I wasn’t sure when the pink glow appeared, or why it did when it hadn’t earlier, just knew it did as I finished forming the rune.

      Out of nowhere, the air around the table was turbocharged, and my Virgo fell silent.

      “What was that?” Seph demanded, his eyes wide.

      “Riel, what’s going on?” Daniel queried, his tone softer than Seph’s as he asked me.

      “I-I don’t know,” I stuttered. “I was just drawing the rune and somehow…”

      “What stirred the glow?” Matt muttered. “It didn’t appear before.”

      “It shouldn’t have appeared at all—not with a single rune. Did you do something differently?” Daniel insisted, his tone loaded with urgency.

      “What could I have done differently? I don’t understand any of this enough to change the process.”

      He heaved a sigh. “True. But, think. That was weird. Even for me. And I’m used to the runes and what they can do.”

      I licked my lips, trying to think about what was different now than only an hour before. After the first five runes, we’d swiftly started chatting about nonsensical stuff that friends would share, and I appreciated that. Last night, learning Daniel was addicted to coffee and that I hadn’t known it, had really put me out.

      But why would that have manifested the glow?

      Those were the things people learned in time. There was certainly no reason to get mad, and thus far, I’d seen that the glow easily manifested during moments of high emotion.

      If anything, I was currently feeling relaxed.

      Calm.

      The exact opposite of high.

      Unless…

      I bit my bottom lip harder. “I’m happy.”

      They blinked at me in unison. “Well, I’m glad you are, sweetheart,” Seph started to say.

      “Me too,” Daniel replied.

      Matthew’s contribution was, “That’s great, honey, but—”

      I raised a hand. “I think that’s the only difference. I’m happy. We’re relaxed, we’re not stressed, we’re being normal people, doing normal things…” Releasing a sharp breath, I said, “That’s the only difference.”

      Seph, glancing at Daniel, murmured, “What was that rune supposed to do?”

      “On their own, they don’t do anything. It’s when you tie them with others that stuff starts to happen,” he explained.

      “That figures,” I reasoned. “They make up a language, don’t they?”

      “They do,” Daniel agreed. “A single word in our tongue might be an order, but in runes, it doesn’t work like that. Each rune has an intent behind it, and that intent is narrowed down with the addition of more runes.

      “We shouldn’t have felt anything just then, but we did.” He shook his head. “I don’t get it.”

      He wasn’t the only one.

      “If she has two types of magic to call on,” Matthew began slowly, “then will the rune react differently to each one?”

      Daniel shrugged. “You know as much as me on this score. Fae magic is tied to blood. The only way we’ll know how her Fae side reacts is to cut her.” He winced. “That’s really not how I wanted to end the night.”

      “Well, try it with the witch side first,” Seph inserted wryly. “No blood that way. She evidently did something without spilling blood so let’s try to repeat that.”

      Dan blinked. “True. I should have suggested it first,” he muttered, angry at himself.

      Unable to help it, I snorted, then after sliding the small sword he had tucked back at his waist out of the sheath, I sucked in a breath. “Well, I’m okay with it so don’t worry, babe.”

      His lips twitched. “Witch magic first, then you can slice your arm up.”

      “Don’t you know how to show a girl a good time?” I teased, wiggling in my seat as he laughed.

      Leaning over, he hauled the little pile of tortilla chip crumbs over to him and repeated his creation of the runes he’d shown us earlier. Seeing them again helped me recognize them, and I watched as he drew little shapes into the crumbs.

      “Draw them,” he urged with a gentle smile.

      But, without even knowing it, I knew things were different. Different enough where what had worked earlier, wouldn’t work now. Before, everything in me had responded. I’d felt the glow of my magic start to warm me, bringing that intent Daniel had mentioned earlier into focus. For him, I recognized, the intent worked via the rune, but for me, it was channeled through the magic.

      Now, that wasn’t there.

      I tried to will the intent into the drawing as I replicated the little shapes he’d created as best I could, but wasn’t surprised when nothing happened. That sudden atmosphere that had pinged out of nowhere didn’t make a reappearance.

      Dan frowned at the runes. “I don’t get it.”

      “I do,” Seph murmured, his eyes glued to mine with an intensity that had me gulping. “Fae magic might be bound by blood, witch magic might be elemental or, I know a lot of witches prefer to believe it’s Gaia driven, but witch born Fae magic is evidently forged from emotion.”

      My gut agreed with him. “He’s right. I was happy before. Content. Now? I’m a little confused, a lot wary.”

      Matt blew out a breath. “Figures that this would be new ground for us all.” He reached up and rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m not sure if that makes your using the runes with your other magic more or less powerful.”

      “More powerful in its own way, but inherently weakened.” Seph grimaced. “Means we can never piss her off if we need her to use her runes.”

      I snorted. “What every woman wants to hear,” I mocked, grinning when his grimace morphed into a dry smile. “If it’s founded in emotion, I wonder what the runes would do differently when channeled from that source.”

      Dan sighed. “Won’t know until we can practice again, I guess.”

      No, we wouldn’t, but I had a feeling what I’d unintentionally unleashed would cause a stir.

      A big one.

      A huge one.

      Enough for an organization of rebels to seek me out since I was a child ‘kinda’ stir.

      Linford seemed to believe they wanted me for a spy, but what if they knew this? What if this unusual magic was what they were after all along?

      A shiver whispered down my spine, one that made me feel like kismet was at work once more. For a second, I hesitated over the notion of sharing this with them. I’d been a closed book for so long, had held everything to my chest from all my loved ones and my friends. Sol, it made me wonder if I’d ever been open to anyone.

      “Riel? What is it?”

      Seph’s soft voice had me shooting him a look. It was on the tip of my tongue to say, ‘Nothing. Why, nothing at all.’ But… these men weren’t my friends. They weren’t kin. Soon, when I could claim them, they’d be my all.

      How could I keep something like this from them, even if it was only a theory? A theory that could be totally wrong—

      They’d never know how hard it was for me to whisper, “That magic felt powerful to you, didn’t it?”

      Seph, his eyes glued to mine once more, nodded. “It did.”

      I gulped. “What if that’s why the AFata have been hunting me down? They don’t just want a spy, they want access to my magic?”

      Daniel stiffened, but he didn’t argue. If anything, his shoulders folded in on themselves, hunching as he muttered, “Fuck.”

      “Fuck isn’t the word,” I concurred warily, eying them and wondering if I’d been stupid to place my faith in them. Would they let me down? Would they suddenly be reminded of the duty that had brought them to Eight Wings in the first place, a duty that was more important than me?

      As fear shivered through me, proving to me just how much these men had come to mean to me, I almost sobbed when Seph grated out, “The bastards will never get close to you ever again.”

      My throat closed up for a second, until I choked, “You can’t promise that.”

      “Just you watch us,” Daniel agreed with a grim smile as he reached for my hand and squeezed my fingers.

      The connection, that purely magical bond that existed between us, seemed to flare to life, making me shudder with its potency.

      “We’ll keep you safe, Riel,” Matthew promised.

      “Or die trying,” Seph stated.

      My brow puckered. “No! That isn’t something we can reverse. You want to condemn me to what those witches are going through at your father’s place, Seph? Want me to turn into Noa? A miserable old bastard?”

      His jaw clenched. “No.”

      One word. So simple, and yet, so powerful. Enough for it to feel like a command, one that he refused to allow be countermanded.

      I felt my entire world begin to shake and throb, rattling at the very seams as though the atoms which made me me reacted to my Virgo’s intent. And it wasn’t just him. Dan and Matthew looked just as resolved, just as determined.

      I wanted to whisper, ‘Don’t leave me. Not when I’ve only just found you,’ but I couldn’t. Wouldn’t put that on them.

      Instead, because I couldn’t say what I needed to, I whispered, “Looks like practicing with Fae magic is all we’re going to be able to do tonight.”

      Dan shook his head. “No. I don’t think that’s wise.”

      “No? Well, I do. I’m not going for the nasty bastard of a cut that you went for though. Sol, that went too deep. I’m starting small,” I told him, forcing cheer into the words, even though I felt the exact opposite of cheerful.

      Before they could argue, with a wince, I pressed the tip of the blade to the fleshy part of my forearm. I sucked in a breath as I processed how weird it was, actively wanting to hurt myself, then I sucked down another gulp of air and pressed down harder. The blade was sharp and it slipped through my skin like warm marzipan—the stuff my mama made during the holidays and shaped into little fishies. The stuff I gorged on and made a pig out of myself over. Way too often.

      Though I’d anticipated the, ya know, blood, when it finally began oozing out of the wound, I stared at it, utterly aghast.

      “What the fuck?” I squeaked.

      Daniel squeezed my shoulder. “It’s normal.”

      “Is it?” My eyes widened at their lack of surprise. “It doesn’t look it.”

      “Mix red and blue together and you get purple.” Matthew shrugged.

      “You say that like you expected it. How could you expect it?”

      Seph laughed. “Of all the things that happened today, that’s what freaks you out the most? A bit of blood?”

      I scowled at him, then grunted at his amusement. Jackass. “A bit of blood? More like my body’s entire volume of blood. It’s purple. Frickin’ purple, guys. I mean I’ve had plenty of cuts before and it’s never been this color, dammit.”

      “You cut yourself earlier. They were that color then,” Matthew replied calmly.

      “They weren’t!” I stared at the Band-Aids on my palms and fingers aghast.

      He frowned. “The blood was dark, Riel.”

      I blinked. “Dark, but not purple.” I gulped. “I refuse to consider that purple.”

      “You can refuse all you like but that doesn’t change things,” he replied, his logical answer making me scowl at him.

      “Why?” I whispered, staring at that beyond bizarre color and wondering what in Gaia’s name was happening. I plucked at the Band-Aid on my palm, rolled it away from my skin, and winced when the little pads did indeed show blotted purple specks.

      Daniel’s hand came to my shoulder to squeeze me there gently, but it was Matthew who replied again, “Must be because of the glow. Or us. You’re coming into your powers.”

      I huffed at yet another of Matthew’s prosaic answers—it made me determined to do something one day that actually surprised him. Enough for him to actually, ya know, react. “More likely to be your fault,” I grumbled.

      Seph snorted. “Blame us if it makes you feel better.”

      “I will,” I said gloomily, but I had to admit, his sudden foray into humor did reassure me.

      Thus far, in the short space of time I’d known them all, I’d come to realize that Daniel was the most light-hearted of them all. He could smile without it looking as though his face wanted to crack from the pressure. He was also the most relaxed, which made me see how the Virgo bond was affecting him. It made me grateful for how chilled he was, because only Sol knew what would happen if he’d had possessive traits in the first place. Sheesh. The dude had been my stalker back at Eight Wings in the run up to us actually doing the deed, so I had to thank Gaia for making him relatively happy-go-lucky. Or as happy-go-lucky as the Fae actually got.

      Seph was the bridge between Matthew’s straightforward self and Daniel’s blithe nature. Which surprised me considering his past. It made sense that Matthew’s grandfather, Ril, had claimed his daughter-in-law had a stick shoved up her ass because, to be fair, Matthew had one lodged up there some part of the time. Seph wasn’t in possession of an overstuffed asshole but, and it was a huge but, he wasn’t exactly the life and soul of the party. Still, he was capable of a glibness that had begun to appear since I’d been snatched away, and his humor, though a little acerbic, came as a relief. Even if it had been at my expense. He was capable of uttering the most intense statements, then washing it away with dark whispers of cutting humor that reminded me, oddly enough, of my elder brother Enrique. His humor was black too, and when I was on the other end of it, I usually smacked him upside the head. Maybe I’d do the same with Seph at some point… In time, who knew?

      Matthew was a bit like an iceberg—so deep that not even the Titanic could knock him off course. Until… My lips curved as I realized how utterly the Virgo bond had derailed him. He was logical and calm with it, so even-tempered that my fiery latina nature rebelled against him on principle, and yet, he was like a life raft. One that I knew I could cling to no matter what. He was the cold to my heat, and when the two storm fronts clashed like they had in my bed earlier?

      Well, one word.

      Yum.

      That was one tornado I didn’t mind being swept up in.

      There was a lot left to learn about my Virgo mates, and I had a feeling I’d barely scratched the surface with any of them. But, damn, I looked forward to the journey. Even if that was potentially fraught with a rebel group who wanted access to either my magic or just me…

      “I don’t trust that smile,” Dan said wryly.

      “I wouldn’t either, if I were you,” I confirmed, then, with another wince, stared at the sight of the wound that oozed purple. Yet another thing I had to get used to.

      It felt like my life had been moving in hyper slow-mo until now, when everything was being sped up to ridiculous chipmunk-squeak levels. It was a wonder my three mates weren’t talking like Alvin, Simon, and Theodore. Maybe if they were, I’d understand them better.

      The thought had me hiding a laugh, because if you couldn’t laugh when your arm was weeping blood and you were potentially your people’s idea of Luke Skywalker then you really were fucked. So, I dipped my finger into the pool of liquid that had gathered beneath my arm as I’d whined about having blood the color of Barney.

      With the runes still delineated by crumbs, I traced the same shapes as Seph had made on the table. I could feel us all sucking in a sharp breath, waiting on the edge of our seats for something to happen…

      When nothing did, when zero changed, I shrugged. “Maybe I need to claim you or something first?”

      “Or, maybe we need to start with something a little simpler,” Daniel stated softly. “You said yourself that what takes young witches a day to learn, it took you a week. To be honest, that was why I was so surprised when your witch magic made it respond. But it is older than your Fae magic. Makes sense that things would be a little rusty on this front.” Warmed by his attempt to cheer me up, I watched as he got to his feet, headed over to the fridge, and grabbed, of all things, a bottle of ketchup.

      Opening the cap, he spurted some onto the tabletop and dipped his finger into the splotch of sauce.

      As he took a seat, he began to draw some runes. “Okay, this one is for motion.” He drew an ‘M’ shape, except the tips of the stalks that made up the letter had flourishes on them that transformed it into a character all its own.

      Next came a lightning bolt, except this one had about five jagged points to it. Unlike the other runes he’d shown us, this one did have sharp edges. “This means energy,” he explained.

      After that, there was a ‘Z,’ but it was shaped like a backward ’S’, and he sliced right through its center with a backward ’r.’ “Those two combined mean altered strength.”

      “That supposed to mean something, bud?” I teased, amused at his expectant look.

      “Yeah. You’ll see.” He winked at me. “If it works.”

      I sucked down a breath and went to gather some blood. Amazed to see how the wound had begun closing up, I gaped at the drying remnants of purple that looked like I’d been in a paint fight.

      “We heal fast,” Seph reminded me, evidently sensing my surprise.

      Grimacing as I used the knife on myself again, I mumbled, “It’s a wonder you get anything done. I mean, you must be losing blood all the damn time.”

      Daniel snorted. “We work fast, and we don’t waste it. The runes are limited. It’s not like witch magic. You can do anything with witch magic so long as you know how to cast a spell. With Fae magic, it’s not the same.”

      “It is.”

      I shot my grandfather a look over my shoulder. “When did you sneak in?”

      “Wasn’t aware I could sneak into my own kitchen?”

      I wrinkled my nose at him. “Sneak.”

      His lips twitched. “I must say, I do appreciate your lack of fear of me.”

      Well, that took me aback. “Am I supposed to be scared of you?”

      “Not many Fae can do what I do,” he said simply. “It’s earned me a reputation in those that I want to remember it.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Seph rasped, his eyes wide at the implied threat in my grandfather’s words.

      “It means that if people remember me, it’s for a reason. If they don’t, it’s because I chose to make them forget me.”

      My throat grew thick as I recalled what Noa, Seph’s father, had said, as well as the myriad ways my grandfather had reminded me that we’d met several times—each occasion, of course, came up blank. He’d already said he wouldn’t, but things were different now. Things were— “Are you going to erase yourself from our memories?” I blurted out, because the thought hurt me more than I could say.

      It wasn’t like I didn’t already have a lot of family. Sol, it could be said that I had them growing out of the woodwork. Eight brothers? Each of them cute? They were gonna get married and make babies soon enough. I’d had my abuela on my mom’s side, a set of grandparents on my dad’s, and until last year, I’d had an aunt and uncle too, but my dad’s brother and his wife had died in a car crash.

      Family wasn’t something I had in short supply, and yet, this was a link to another part of my life. One that made me feel grounded. Since I was eighteen, I’d felt alone. So intrinsically alone because those damn wings had popped up out of nowhere, cutting me out of my family as they singled me out as weird, and I’d been left with no alternative other than to hide them from everyone for fear they’d…

      Shit, I didn’t know what they’d do. I wasn’t even sure why I’d hidden them from my mom.

      We’d always been hiding from the Conclave, but maybe she’d have tossed me to them if she’d known what a freak I was? At least, I realized now that had always been my fear.

      Linford, on the other hand, didn’t think I was weird.

      Or, if he did, he found me interesting. I could deal with that. Any day of the damn week, especially if it meant he wasn’t scared of me.

      My heart pounded in my chest as I waited on his answer, the organ pounding like a drum as each second passed.

      “No.”

      I swallowed. “No, what?”

      “No, I won’t erase your memory. I have no need to. I’ll not be long for this realm.”

      “Shut up,” I rasped. “Don’t say things like that.” The thought of losing him when I’d only just found him, and not through some inconvenient amnesia, scorched me from the inside out.

      His laugh was a little ragged, but he tipped his chin at me. “I forgot how sentimental witches could be.” He surprised me by striding over to the table and resting a hand on my shoulder. Squeezing, he murmured, “Runes are rudimentary to be sure, but if you gather enough of them together, then they can be exquisitely complex.”

      “Complex enough to erase memories and craft portals?” I queried.

      When he hesitated, Daniel blurted out, “I wasn’t taught anything like that.”

      “Just how to cheat at chores?” Linford interjected, amused.

      “Huh?”

      Linford shot me a look. “The marks he made on my table, in ketchup of all damn things—the runes are a spell to cleanse the surface.”

      My mouth rounded, and with a grumble, I saw the damn cut I’d made had closed up again.

      “This is getting annoying,” I mumbled.

      “Trust me, it comes in handy out on the field,” Linford teased, and I glared at him.

      Apparently, working in the garden with his flowers had cheered him up, because in all the time I’d been with him—a whopping forty hours—I’d never seen him so chirpy.

      Dipping my finger into the purple blood, I mimicked the designs Daniel had made with the sauce.

      When a gust of wind appeared from nowhere, I gasped and watched as it morphed into a vortex of light. There was no gold, like I was used to seeing with the Fae who used magic, and I didn’t call on the wind like I did when I normally cast a spell. This came from… nowhere.

      Within seconds, the table was clean.

      Empty too.

      “Where did the dishes go?” I wondered, my tone astonished.

      “In the cupboards, of course,” Linford replied easily. “Those four runes crafted that spell. But to create more in-depth magic? It takes thousands of characters.”

      I shot him a startled look. “That’s a lot of blood.”

      He shrugged. “Small sacrifice to pay.”
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      “Is it?”

      A few hours later, I squinted up at the ceiling as I processed Riel’s question. But when I drew a blank, I had to mumble, “Huh?”

      “Is it really?”

      “Is what really, Riel?” I queried around a yawn this time.

      “Is it worth the sacrifice?”

      When I thought back to how Linford had ended our conversation by shuffling us out of the kitchen, declaring that we’d invaded it for long enough, I yawned again.

      “Blood is easy to come by,” I said dryly. “I mean, let’s face it, I don’t know as much as Daniel, but blood is definitely easier to get than ink.”

      “Doesn’t mean that it should be sacrificed. Especially if it can do… dark things.”

      “And witch magic can’t?” I replied. “Witch magic can stop invasions,” I pointed out. Sol, just look at what her grandmother had achieved in her lifetime with all the weird spells that none of us had even realized witches could cast.

      “True.” She curled onto her side and murmured, “I feel weird.”

      My brow puckered. “Good weird or bad weird?”

      She hummed. “Bad weird, but not in pain or anything like that, you know? Just on edge.”

      “You want to go sit outside for a while?” I questioned, my voice low. The others hadn’t stirred from their sleep, so I saw no point in waking them.

      “Yeah. I think I do,” she rasped, and I heard the tension in her voice more than ever now.

      As we rolled out of bed and headed out onto the terrace, I curved my arm around her. It felt odd to do that. Odd because I’d never done it with a woman before. I could never have been called demonstrative in the past. Focused? Sure. Determined? Yep. Even in relationships. I knew what I wanted and didn’t, and wouldn’t budge. But demonstrative or affectionate? Nope.

      She pressed her hand to my bare belly, and the simple touch had the skin where every single one of her fingertips rested feeling like it was tingling.

      When I peered down, I saw the glow, and my lips twitched—at least the tingle made sense now.

      When she saw where I was looking, a gasp escaped her, and her hand shot back. Quickly, I grabbed her wrist and put her fingers back where they’d been.

      “You didn’t hear me complaining, did you?” I questioned lightly, inherently pleased that she was happy again. That glow could only mean that, right?

      “N-No,” she replied, but her voice was shaken.

      “Happy again?” I asked, needing confirmation. Sol, needing affirmation. I wanted her to be happy with me. So basically content that her magic could manifest for no real reason or out of a potentially dire consequence.

      Her silence was contemplative. “I’m happy to be with you, confused about other stuff.”

      “Figures.” I shrugged. “Lot going on.”

      “Understatement of the century,” she grumbled, as I steered her toward a swinging sofa that overlooked the paradise that was Linford’s backyard.

      Seriously, the old guy had a major green thumb. I’d never appreciated flowers and shit in the past, but seeing just how expansive this tropical paradise was? I’d have to be a freakin’ robot not to be impressed.

      Of course, I’d been accused of being a robot in the past by exes, so…

      When she slumped down on the seat, I maintained my hold on her, realizing I needed the connection as much as she might.

      There was something strange going on with her, and where she was concerned, it wasn’t like strange with other women. She wasn’t thinking about how I wasn’t great at second guessing her needs, or wondering if I was only into her for sex.

      This was a whole other ball of wax.

      This wasn’t a relationship where the woman was insecure in my feelings for her. Riel knew, point blank, what we were to one another, knew we were going to allow her to claim us, so her thoughts were in a different stratosphere to most women’s. She wasn’t focused on us, but on what was happening with her, and that was a major concern.

      Because, in that too, Riel was different.

      Not necessarily bad, even if the clusterfuck hovering over us had ramifications I couldn’t predict, just… different.

      “What are you thinking?” I rasped, brushing my lips against her temple, even as I wondered why I wanted to do such a thing.

      The Matthew of just a few weeks ago and this Matthew were so alien to one another, but then, from what she’d told me, the Virgo bond itself was alien. I figured that it would stir things in me that had never been requisite before, too.

      The urge to be with her, constantly, the need to touch her, at all times, to protect her, always, was like an ache in arthritic bones.

      “I feel different.”

      The short statement had my brow puckering, even as the word she used to describe herself and the word I’d used were exactly the same. “Different how?”

      “Different as in the magic did something to me.”

      “You only cleaned the kitchen table, honey, it wasn’t like you opened a portal or anything,” I half-chided, trying to stop my amusement from bleeding into my voice.

      She pinched what little there was on my belly to pinch, but when you’d been sliced and diced by a sword since you were a kid, pain tolerance became a natural part of anyone’s self-defense. She’d squirmed and squeaked when she’d cut into her forearm earlier. Daniel hadn’t even flinched. I wasn’t saying that pain was something we sought, but it was something we accepted, and our bodies adjusted to it over time. She was softer than us, and like she’d vowed from the very start, not a warrior.

      Before all this had happened, I’d thought her weak for that. Now? I didn’t want her to be a warrior. I just wanted her to be herself.

      “I know that,” she grumbled. “But the magic felt different, and it called on me in a different way.”

      “Only natural.”

      She gulped. “Maybe.”

      “I definitely want to work on using Fae magic more. It seems to have other capabilities than the witch magic offers us,” I mused.

      “You’re only saying that because Daniel can do it and you can’t.”

      From her snort, I knew she was teasing, but my words were deadly serious as I told her, “If it’s another means of protecting you, I want to learn it.”

      “You want two types of magic and combat skills to protect me, hmm?” she asked softly, her voice a low hum as she stared out into the beautiful garden. It wasn’t well lit, but there were lights that illuminated certain parts, casting long glows and deep shadows on certain areas. The palm trees were all sprinkled with string lights, and there were a few spotlights here and there that beamed upward through clusters of plants, the names of which I didn’t know.

      “I think you need it,” I replied.

      She sighed. “Considering I’d make a useless spy, it’s strange the AFata want me on their side. Especially as they probably know more about my skills with magic than I do.”

      “Well, they don’t know that,” I said reasonably.

      A laugh escaped her. “Maybe we should send them a text?”

      Snickering, I said, “That’s definitely one option.”

      “What’s another?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t think anything will convince them that you don’t fit into their plans. Let’s face it, this is generational. They’ve been waiting for you for a long time, and they expect you can do one thing, and because they expect it—”

      “That makes them more dangerous to me if I can’t deliver. And, let’s face it, I won’t be able to, will I?”

      Grimacing, I admitted, “I doubt it. Not the way you are now. I mean, if I hadn’t seen you cast that day, I’d never have added you to the troupe.”

      She sighed. “I mean, I got through the exam somehow. I doodled. Doodled. There’s no way in Sol I should have passed that exam, and yet, here I am. In a troupe because of that test.”

      Hesitating, I asked, “Do you think someone on the faculty is in league with the AFata?”

      “Until recently, nope. But my grandfather told me that most witch born Fae he’s managed to squirrel out are all instructors. None ever became warriors, and none were admin.”

      “Sol,” I breathed. “So, there could be several spies at the Academy?”

      “Maybe. They might not be spies for the AFata but—”

      “The Conclave. If they do have spies at the Academy, they, along the way, might have had suspicions of their own if they saw a hint of magic about you. Let’s face it, you have started glowing bright pink all of a sudden.”

      “Yeah.” She grimaced. “Not easy to keep incognito when you look like a bright flamingo in stressful situations. Plus, it would make sense for there to be spies at Eight Wings. Good way to keep an eye on the Fae, right?”

      “It’s certainly one way. The Assembly doesn’t exactly reveal hidden secrets to the student body though.”

      “No, but they don’t need to, do they? All the instructors have a nice gleam of respectability about them. They’re the teachers of the future generations of warriors. They’re respected, even if they’re not well liked. It gives them a certain gravitas in society, which makes them perfectly placed to spy and get closer to people who count,” Riel reasoned.

      A sudden surge of feeling appeared in her voice, and it amused me because I knew exactly where it was aimed. “You’re hoping Leopold is one too, aren’t you?”

      She snickered. “Maybe. The douche. Although, with the way he treated me, it makes him more of a dick than a douche.” As her laughter died, she twisted so she could press her face into my side, then she whispered, “I never needed things like this before.”

      “Like what?”

      “To sit with someone in a quiet garden at night, to talk about things that matter, to be held and to hold.” She blew out a breath. “It comes as a surprise, that’s for sure.”

      “You won’t hear me arguing,” I admitted softly, tilting my head back to stare up at the sky.

      “You didn’t need it either?”

      I snorted. “No. Of course not.”

      When she smacked me in the stomach, I didn’t bother faking an ‘oof’ sound. Her fingers spread out to cover the area she’d hit, and I felt them pressing down against the muscle, testing the strength there even as she murmured, “Why not?”

      “Because I had no intention of getting wrapped up with a woman,” I told her simply. “That wasn’t my goal.”

      “No, your goal was to bring the vil der Soes into a new period in the line’s history, am I right?”

      Her moody tone had my lips twitching. “Yeah, you’re right. Not so much anymore, of course, but that was my original purpose.”

      “I’ve even wrecked that, haven’t I?”

      I reached for her hand and raised her fingers to my lips. As I pressed a kiss to the tip of her pointer finger, I informed her, “Yes.”

      She snorted. “Way to make me feel better, Matt.”

      Laughing, I nipped the same tip I’d just kissed. “Goals change, Riel. You wrecked that, but you made a different goal for me. That’s okay.”

      “Not for your family,” she pointed out.

      “You know I believe in kismet,” I rasped. “It’s obviously not the line’s time to be forgiven. That’s okay. My uncle should never have done what he did, and I shouldn’t have to be the one who makes up for his sins.”

      Pressing her face into my arm, she whispered, “Family makes things really complicated, doesn’t it?”

      “It does. It also makes things simple.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “I mean, where would we be without the people who will die to protect us?”

      She gulped. “I wish I understood why my grandmother had lied to me. Not just when she was alive, but when she came to me in that vision.”

      “Because she was doing what she thought was best. She probably thought she was protecting you.” I sighed and reached up so I could cup her chin, then slid my hand through her hair so the black silk cascaded down my arm.

      When her face was tilted to mine, the creamy gold of her skin glinted in the moonlight. It might have been a cold kiss in contrast to the sun’s rays, but Sol, she gleamed like mother-of-pearl in front of me. Her beauty was off the charts to me. I’d never seen a woman like her, and knew there’d never be another for me.

      She was right.

      She had wrecked my goals.

      All my life, I’d been steadfast in my determination to right my uncle’s wrongs, and after less than a week with her, those desires were all gone.

      It might have made me seem flighty, but I wasn’t. The things she inspired in me were older than time itself, our connection had no clock, no time limit. It was not gauged the way a regular relationship was.

      This was as old as the Earth itself, and as real and as pure too.

      As she took in the expression on my face, her breath caught in her throat, and I reveled in the surprise. She was thoughtful tonight, pensive. Maybe this wasn’t the right moment to make a move, but it wasn’t like it had been in the past. This wasn’t about sex. This was about the union. And if I had to thank the bastards who’d thought to steal her from us for lighting a fire under my ass, for making me see her, then I’d begrudgingly be grateful. Wouldn’t stop me from killing them if they tried to take her from me again, though.

      She surged upward, seeming to have sensed my hesitance to make the next step, and took the choice away from me. The second our lips joined, we both groaned, and I slipped my tongue into her mouth as soon as I could, loving the thrust of hers against mine, the eager way she fell into the caress, her generosity as she let me take what I needed.

      When she clambered up onto the bench so she was kneeling on it, it came as no surprise. I let her do as she wished, and when she straddled my lap, I took full advantage. She wore a simple vest and baggy sleep shorts that gave me total access to whatever I wanted. One hand caressed her waist before sliding up to cup one of her breasts, and the other tunneled between her legs, taking advantage of how open she was.

      I kept things clean at first. Touching her over the fabric, just feeling her, rubbing and caressing here and there as we toyed with each other’s mouths. Then, when I felt the dampness through the fabric of her shorts, I grunted and pulled away from her lips. “You want more?” I growled, my tone husky and hoarse with the need she pulled from me.

      “O-Of course,” she whispered, her lips kiss-sore, her chest heaving with panting breaths as she looked at me through chocolate eyes that made me feel like I’d set the moon in place.

      I willed her clothes and my briefs away so that we were sitting outside in the garden buck naked. I could feel the gold dust whispering along our limbs as my spell was cast, and she whimpered as it drifted along her skin, causing gooseflesh to surge wherever it touched.

      “You’re sensitive to it, aren’t you?” I marveled, eying her tight nipples and her bumpy skin.

      “Y-Yeah,” she whispered, as she reached for my hands and pressed them to her tits. I grunted as I cupped them, squeezing and loving how round and full they were in my palms.

      I could feel the second this went from a lazy, slow, and gentle exploration to desperate. It was like whatever was inside me that she brought to life, the thing I could only liken to a beast she triggered, roared forth and took control of me.

      Suddenly, I couldn’t just kiss her. I had to devour her. I needed everything she had to give, and anything less wasn’t good enough.

      I wanted her breath, her air. I wanted it all, and I’d take it from her if she denied me it.

      I could sense the change in her too. She responded to the way I’d clicked from Matt into this instinct-driven creature that was beyond atavistic. I felt like a throwback when I was like this, felt like some kind of primitive savage, and even as a part of me felt shame, I couldn’t feel it for too long because she loved it.

      She melted into me, sinking into me as though she was boneless. The way she responded before was like throwing gas on the fire, but now? Fuck, the inferno was blazing, and it was tearing through cities, never mind forests.

      Her hands gripped my arms, her fingers pulsing as she squeezed me while she let me taste her throat, suck on her pulse point, and bite down hard there. I needed to feel her vibrancy, needed it so damn bad because only last night, I’d been terrified that I’d never feel this again.

      Never feel her again.

      The beast inside me roared with that. But it wasn’t a triumphant sound, it was sad, fearful. She whimpered, like she sensed it, and with her head flung back, she whispered, “I’m here, I’m yours. Always yours.”

      I grunted as I nipped her skin, then dropped down and sucked and tugged on her flesh until I found her nipple. Pulling it into my mouth, I slurped on the nub as my fingers explored her pussy.

      She’d been wet before, but that was nothing compared to now. She was beyond slick, so fucking juicy with her arousal for me that she leaked onto me. My thighs were coated with it, and because she was rocking against my dick too, it was covered in her slick as well.

      Groaning at the slippery sensation that enabled her to rock back and forth against my ready shaft, I bit down on her nipple, reveling in her squeak. I wasn’t sure why I did it, but with my free hand, I reached up, grabbed her hair, and tossed it over one shoulder. Then, I rubbed between her shoulder blades, along her nape and pinched down on the point where the nodules of her spine connected with her nape, the one that Seph had detailed when he’d carried her into his quarters yesterday.

      Her scruff.

      The second I did?

      She cascaded into me, her already boneless body turning limp, like water, as she poured over me. She stared up at me with big, round eyes that looked at me as though I’d put the moon in place, and seeing her submit to me, lie so peacefully in my arms as she waited on my next move, had satisfaction swirling inside me, something that was only magnified when I heard the footsteps approaching from behind us.

      My instincts were on red alert, but I’d know their gait anywhere. I had no idea what had awoken them, just knew that they were responding to her call as well.

      I wasn’t jealous, didn’t know why, just knew this was right, natural.

      That creature inside me that responded on a base level was awake and aware of them, and it was time we set things right. That we put things back on schedule.

      A schedule that was as old as the circadian rhythms of life on this planet.

      Using my wings to push us off the bench, I grabbed a tight hold of her as I fluttered carefully to the ground. She had no idea how much strength and control that took, but fuck, what else had I been training for if it wasn’t to pull shit like that without ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs.’

      The second we were on the soft grass her grandfather had planted in this miracle garden, I retracted my wings until just the stubs were there once more, at the same moment as I felt Seph and Dan gather around me.

      I slipped a hand down between us, and rubbing her pussy, I thrust a finger into her. She was beyond ready, but her ass? It was too. As I slipped a finger inside her there with my other hand, I noticed something—she was lubricated there as well.

      It wasn’t the same kind of ‘wet,’ but it was definitely something. Before I could be potentially grossed out by whatever the fuck was going on, Dan and Seph dropped to their knees and began to worship Riel as she deserved.

      Knowing things were moving fast, I grabbed a hold of my cock, shifted my hold on her hip, and urged her down onto me. She released a sharp moan as I filled her, but the feeling of pressure as she tightened around me was both a gift from Gaia and torment sent from Sol. I clenched my eyes shut for a second as I tried not to cum like a fucking schoolboy, then I forced them open because there was no way I was going to miss this.

      When I looked, I saw Seph was kissing the back of her neck. Whatever he was doing, he was using that weakness against her as she kept slumping down into Dan’s supportive hold, twitching as he touched her most sensitive parts.

      Dan kissed her as his hands groped at her giving flesh, his fingers tweaking here and there as he explored her from the front. When Seph’s hands moved to her ass, pulling the cheeks apart, I felt the draft slide down to my cock as a gentle breeze swirled in the garden. His fingers tested her ass too, and when he discovered what I had, he grunted, but it had him forcing her down slightly and straddling my legs so he could get into position.

      Whatever it was that this Virgo bond inspired in us, it had us forgetting every single one of our teachings. I didn’t care that Seph was straddling me, and he didn’t care that that move was necessary to take her. All that mattered was Riel. All that counted was her.

      When his cock was there, at the pucker of her ass, I groaned long and low as he began to thrust into her. The slick that was there eased his path, and I marveled at it even as I wondered how the fuck it was possible. When he’d forged his way inside her, a thick and pulsing presence in her ass, I groaned at the tightness of her cunt.

      Dan moved, shifting to the side, as Seph pinched the nape of Riel’s neck again. When he did, she slithered down between us, letting him get a rhythm as he began to fuck her in the ass. Slowly. This wasn’t about reinforcing our connection like it had been earlier. This was different.

      This was instinctive.

      When she shivered between us, her body responding to the dual stimulation, Dan’s knees nudged me in the arm as he approached us. His cock was in his hand, and when I felt a splash of his pre-cum drop on my torso, I didn’t shriek in disgust, just watched Riel’s nostrils flare, saw her dazed response to it…

      Gaia, if I’d been hot before, it was nothing compared to what I was at the sight of her scenting her Virgo.

      She was like a bloodhound for the fragrance of his cum, and she stiffened, fighting against the hold Seph had on her shoulders that was keeping her in place so he could fuck her, so she could drift forward, just enough to get a taste of Dan.

      The thing with the scruff suddenly made sense. It kept her docile, gentle, stopped her struggling between us, kept us from harming her by accident as we took her, made her ours.

      The beast in me was rough and crude. It could hurt her. Gaia had known this, had given us a means of protecting our woman from the start.

      Thanking Gaia for that ability, as well as the sight of Riel’s lips parting around Dan’s shaft, which had to be the hottest thing I’d ever seen, I swore I could feel her mouth on my own cock. A groan escaped us all in unison as we felt the tremors of the union rock between us, a union that grounded me at that moment, but one I knew worked the same magic on my brothers too. Whatever they felt, I realized I felt as well. That was how I could find satisfaction in her sucking Dan off, how I could enjoy the way Seph fucked her.

      It was like I was lying in front of a mirror, except instead of seeing a reflection, I was feeling them. Everything rebounded back onto me, ricocheting inside me until I thought I’d go mad with need.

      All around us, a pink glow sputtered into being. Encompassing us in a bright rose haven that I was gradually getting used to seeing. I didn’t freak out. Didn’t have the wherewithal to realize that this was her magic manifesting for a very specific reason. My focus was elsewhere, exactly where it should be, on my woman and her pleasure.

      I began to surge up, thrusting my dick into her channel, even as Seph rocked into her tight ass, forcing her down Dan’s dick. Against my chest, she was like silk, her curvy body writhing against me, rippling over me so I could feel the hard points of her tits, and the jiggle of them against my flesh.

      When the orgasm flared into life, it seemed pretty right that, overhead, in the night sky, it flashed too. I didn’t really notice it, why would I? It was there, in the periphery, but my attention was, most definitely, on other more important things. It was astonishing how we all cried out at the same time though. Each spasm of release both decimated me to my very being and rebuilt me block by block, piece by piece.

      When her cunt fluttered around my dick, I knew the others felt it, just like I felt the way she swallowed Dan’s cum, and the way her ass was squeezing Seph’s shaft like she had a vendetta against it.

      The explosive sensations blinded me for a few seconds as the ceaseless waves of pleasure crashed into me, frazzling my nerve endings until I knew they didn’t only belong to me now—they belonged to my troupe as well.

      When Seph slumped down, I took his weight, and as Dan staggered back, tumbling beside me, I just enjoyed the continued connection. My eyes were blind as I stared overhead at the starlit sky. It took me a while to focus, took me a while to realize the pink glow was still there, surrounding us in a protective bubble. When I did sense it, I also noticed that the pink had nothing to do with the sharp, bright flashes of light that crashed through the sky.

      It wasn’t lightning.

      It was too focused for that.

      There wasn’t the rumble of thunder either, and the light was more concentrated. Not a bolt that speared through the night sky, but one that flashed and burned quickly, sputtering into life before flaring out. When the light repeated that motion—sputtering, then flaring, I was prepared for it. What I wasn’t prepared for was the crashing sound and the white-hot light that made the black sky overhead white-gray for endless seconds.

      The burst had all of us tumbling upward into activity, and when Riel gasped as she peered upward, I frowned at her stillness. This went beyond wonder at a natural phenomenon. She was frozen with… what? Fear?

      “What is it?” I demanded, grabbing her shoulders and forcing her to look at me as my need for answers made me rougher than I ought to have been with her.

      She blinked up at the sky, then down at me. “I-I—” Her mouth worked, and then, her wings were out, and before she answered, she was running from us on shaky legs, her wings staggering into movement and, inexpertly as ever, she surged into the sky without a backward glance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Riel

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I could feel their temper, could sense their disapproval as though the feelings were my own, but the instinct inside me was as deep and as pure as the instinct that had allowed me to let them take me just then. The one that had me flowing into them like liquid as they fucked me as a unit, one that had me soaring between them as I climaxed, uniting us in a way that no four people could be more closely integrated.

      What we’d just done, according to my grandfather, had triggered the first phases of the claim. Next would come the Rut, but that wouldn’t happen for a while, and at that moment, with my heart pounding in my ears, louder even than the crash and bang in the atmosphere overhead, my thoughts were anywhere but on sex.

      I didn’t know how I knew what was happening, but I did. The knowledge was written inside me, and I knew I had to act fast. Kismet, I realized, was nowhere near done with me. That bolt of light? That flash? I knew what it was, even though I had no real idea how.

      The surge of their wings had a roaring sound echoing around me. That they were all beating their wings to reach me didn’t come as a surprise, and when they were around me in a loose circle, I allowed my magic to leak out just as I had when we were joined.

      The glow was getting stronger. I’d noticed it before. Every time it came to life, it was brighter, bolder, could spread farther too. Now, after what had just happened? I wasn’t surprised at how easily it leaked from me.

      The realization that I was surging into the sky buck naked hit me then. That my Virgo were too was another factor indicating I’d probably lost my frickin’ mind, but I didn’t have time to focus on clothes, didn’t even have time to magic some into being. Instead, I was focused on making sure that every part of us was surrounded by that damn glow, all the while the part of me that was linked to my Virgos, the part of me that was purely theirs, the part of me that made my blood fucking purple, connected with the body of rock that was hurtling our way.

      My grandfather had said that an asteroid was behind the sudden power surge in witches, it was why Virgo existed, and was the reason human born Fae had come to be. That celestial body of rock had impacted the Earth, bringing with it change and an evolution of sorts. And while I was a witch born Fae, forged from the daughter of a Fae and witch union, borne of a human father and a witch mother, with three Virgo of my own, it made sense why I was connected with the asteroid that was tunneling its way through the atmosphere.

      It was like the mothership calling me home.

      Or, I guessed, the other way around.

      I called it home.

      We were connected. Maybe every Virgo union, every human born Fae, and every witch on the planet was linked to this piece of space rock. Maybe we were all a magnet that was drawing it toward the Earth’s surface. I didn’t know why, just knew that we were, and something else I knew? It was big. I sensed that. Very big. If it crashed into a city the size of Honolulu? Sol, I couldn’t even begin to think about the kind of damage it would cause.

      Earlier, though exhausted, I’d been trying to decompress so I could sleep to make the wait for my Virgo less torturous. With the cell phone I’d purloined from my grandfather, I’d read about the asteroid he’d told me about, one that had decimated a province in China. Then, curious, I’d carried on reading about similar large meteor impacts, and had learned of the Tunguska event which, had it occurred anywhere other than Siberia in 1908, might have killed Sol knew how many people. I’d also learned about the Chelyabinsk event back in 2013, where a meteor had exploded over the city, shattering windows for dozens of miles, injuring over sixteen hundred people thanks to the shock wave that had rammed through the earth as it hurtled its way to the ground.

      What had been research triggered from curiosity felt, once more, like kismet knocking on my door.

      This was why the troupe protecting Honolulu was six-strong. This was my purpose for being here—kismet had brought my grandfather here years earlier, lying in wait for my tumble at this exact time, to this exact place, at this exact point in my life.

      The first warning was the flash of light. With my men around me, the glow protecting them, the shockwave that came next had our wings stuttering in space as we were tossed around the net the glow was acting as, jostling into one another as beneath us, windows shattered and alarms began to screech.

      When another hot flash of light came, I could feel the heat through the magical glow, but the sound burst that came next? Sweet Sol, not even my powers could stop that from hurting us. My ears whistled as the echoing sound ricocheted around my head. My Virgo cried out, too, their hearing and sight more sensitive than mine, as another flash of light came and went, this one as bright as the sun, except we were in the dark of night.

      I could feel the pressure of the meteor in my very being. It was like a solid weight that was crushing me from the inside out.

      “What the fuck is it?” Dan screamed, loud enough to be heard over the roaring sound that was piercing the night sky.

      “Meteor,” I yelled back. “It’s—”

      It’s what?

      What could I say?

      That it was calling me?

      Or that I was calling it?

      I didn’t know, couldn’t say, had no answers to give, but I knew we needed to be here. Knew it like I knew my name was Riel de Santos del Sol—even if I couldn’t say my full name, apparently.

      With the pressure buckling my insides, I ignored the alarms, the screams of sound as people awoke to the chaos of what had to be an earthquake triggered by the shockwave of the initial blast, and shouted, “We need to move out. As far as the magic will extend.”

      “Why?” Matt shrieked at me, and I shot him a look, amused to note that one way to make him lose his cool was to hurtle myself into the air, naked, with a meteor heading our way. I’d vowed to make him react at some point, and react he definitely was.

      Job done.

      Shame that had never been on today’s to-do list.

      Faced with their bewilderment, I sucked down a breath. “We need to catch it.” The words were simple, the action less so.

      They gaped at me, but thankfully, they weren’t laughing. If anything, they were taking me deadly serious. Emphasis on the deadly, I figured.

      “Are you nuts?” Dan screeched, mouth agape.

      “It’s big,” I warned, my throat thick as I stared at the plume of smoke that was trailing behind the rock that had, just moments before, been in space. “Too big. It’s going to—” I shook my head, unable to say it. “Danger. For everyone. Maybe…”

      I couldn’t voice what might happen if the meteor collided here. What if it was larger than the one that had brought Virgo to us? What other kind of crazy would it bring? More magic?

      Sweet Sol.

      “Please!” I screamed, my heart in my chest as the pressure inside me felt like it was going to make my ears explode. “It’s coming.”

      “You say that like you know exactly where it’s going to land. It could hit the ocean!” Seph burst out, his eyes wild as he stared up at the sky. All that was visible was a plume of smoke, and from this angle, I knew what he was seeing—it looked like it was thousands of miles away from here.

      But it wasn’t.

      “I don’t know,” I hollered at him, wishing the alarms would stop, wishing the city would just go back to sleep so I could concentrate. “Please, just trust me.”

      My plea had them gaping at me, and I knew why—they wanted to keep me safe, and keeping me safe didn’t involve me potentially getting whacked in the head by a meteor the size of which only Gaia knew.

      Sol, this wasn’t Armageddon. Aerosmith wasn’t playing in the background, and Bruce Willis sure as shit wasn’t my daddy, but Sol, I knew that I was meant to be here for this reason.

      When they carried on gawping at me, I screamed the word I prayed they’d have faith in. “Kismet!”

      As a unit, they flinched, but it was the catalyst. They stopped wasting time and did as I asked, spreading out. One of them winked clothes onto us so we were covered, but I didn’t really notice. I was focused on the manifestation of my magic. How was I letting it spread this far? How was it even doing this?

      It was crazy, stupid, but I wasn’t like the others, I didn’t carry a knife so I raised my arm and bit into the fleshy forearm I’d torn into last night. At the sight, my Virgo gaped at me once more, and a knife flashed into being in my other hand. I blinked at it, yelled, “Thanks!” and slashed into my flesh. Instinct, pure instinct, had me making the move, letting the blood drop, except it didn’t slip through the glow as gravity made it fall. The magic was viscous, and it captured my blood.

      At the sight, they all pinged knives into being and within seconds, the pink glow of my magic was tinged purple and blue from our sacrifice.

      The two magics worked together, uniting and combining just as I was with my warriors, making the glow seem less transparent now and more opaque, almost as though it were a tangible force instead of just a sheer net.

      That they were responding to my movements, mirroring them without me having to utter a word, thrilled me. These powerful men who, in time, would be strong warrior Fae, were letting me lead them—even if I didn’t really have a clue what I was doing, and was working solely on instinct.

      I surged upward, my wings beating as fast as they could. We needed to get higher, much higher. My body, built for altitudes now that I had wings and my magic was protecting me, didn’t quiver under the intense pressure from the distance below us but I wasn’t as fast as my Virgo, wasn’t as strong. Still, my glow was definitely helping because I didn’t feel the frigid cold and wasn’t battered by the winds that would tear a regular human to shreds. I knew when we hit a different stratosphere, knew that we were probably on the same par as commercial liners flew, which meant they were a threat to us at that moment—not that I had time to worry about that.

      With the glow in place, fortified by our blood, I waited. My wings beat tirelessly and, even though I was exhausted, something was keeping me up here, something was giving me strength. My men? Or what we’d just done? I knew they’d triggered the Rut with their lovemaking, and I knew that might have been feeding me.

      Kismet.

      Again.

      That this was my destiny just seemed to spill into place.

      “Where is it?” Daniel roared at me, not angry, just trying to be heard. He was a distance away, like the length of a tennis court away from me.

      “It’s coming,” I screamed back, and this time, it was.

      My lungs slowed down and my heart rate increased as I felt the huge lump of space rock hurtle toward us. The glow acted as a beacon, and though the rock was inanimate, I felt the magnet ping into place between us. I closed my eyes, praying to Gaia that I wasn’t signing an early death warrant for me and my men, hoping Sol would aid me in saving the people in the city on the island below us from a nasty death.

      When the meteor was there, maybe five hundred feet away, I wanted to puke. It was hurtling toward us, and I felt like I was in a video game where the character was about to get squished before the level restarted and the gamer could choose a different option that didn’t involve flying toward a meteor.

      And the size of it?

      Sweet fuck.

      It was huge.

      Bigger than a Buick on the side that was screaming toward us, the sight had all my instincts running away from me like rats on a sinking ship because, at my base, I wasn’t Superwoman. I was fallible, dammit. Acknowledging what we were about to do, even though I’d been so sure of myself mere moments before, made me tremble, every part of me quivering, praying that the glow I had no idea how I was controlling, would somehow hold up, would capture the rock.

      My heart stopped the second it was there, hurtling between us. I’d swear a thousand times that I was dead, that this was it. My life was over, and Seph’s, Dan’s, and Matt’s were too.

      But, when I opened my eyes, the space between my Virgo and I was filled with that mahoosive chunk of space rock. It was contained within the net of my magic, filling every inch to capacity, meaning I couldn’t see them, but I knew they were alive. Could feel them in my heart as mine beat in time to theirs.

      The heat the meteor was giving off made me feel like my skin was frying, and I had no idea what the radiation was going to do to us. Sol, the notion of surviving this only to get cancer down the line was just too sickening to bear.

      But we weren’t dead yet, and the Fae didn’t get cancer like humans did. Sure, they had their own nasty diseases too, but… My bottom lip quivered. I didn’t want to die because of this. Just because I’d acted on instinct—

      Fuck!

      Now wasn’t the time to mope. Tomorrow was the time for regrets. The present was for action.

      “Is everyone okay?” Seph roared, his fear evident even though I knew he had to be just as aware as I was that all our hearts were beating. “Riel?!”

      “I-I’m fine,” I screamed, but it wasn’t loud enough for them, and I had to holler it twice more before they heard me. Not even using the wind to carry the words worked.

      “We need to take it down carefully,” Matt cried back.

      “Where?” yelled Dan. “We can’t just place it in Linford’s garden. There’ll be a fuck ton of radiation! It’ll destroy everything in its vicinity.”

      As he spoke, I felt the surging energy beaming off the meteor and knew it was rebounding into us. I could see it. With senses that weren’t Fae, witch, or human, but a mixture of all three, I could discern the energy ricocheting into us.

      Well, there went the ‘no cancer’ theory.

      Blowing out a breath, I hollered, “I think it will be burned off by the time we get it down. My magic is absorbing it.”

      Silence followed that statement, and who could blame them?

      They knew what I was saying, even if I hadn’t spelled it out, and they knew what that potentially could mean for us health wise.

      In other words, we were fucked.

      And it was all my fault.
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      As we floated down with the huge, motherfucking chunk of space shit in the net of Riel’s magic, I glowered at it.

      Was this piece of fuck going to kill us?

      Sol, we were too young to die, and we’d only just found her, she’d only just found us. But, and it was a huge but, if this was kismet, then that just sucked even harder.

      We’d been fated to die young.

      Fated to meet Riel, for her to be sent to this fucking island, and fated for her to catch this Sol-damned piece of space shit like a baseman in baseball whose goal was to catch a ball that had been knocked out of the park.

      Rage bellowed in my blood as we fluttered down to the ground, but as we did, and as it soared inside me, I had to admit, we’d had no other alternative.

      This meteor was huge. I couldn’t see my troupe around it, and it was as wide as it was long. It was a bright black, but deep in its ore, there were a thousand different colors that were reflected in the scant lights still working after the explosions from the city beneath us. Even with meager illumination, it was like looking at the source of a rainbow.

      Huh, maybe that was where leprechauns lived?

      On top of Sol-damned meteors.

      When the land beneath us could be measured in the hundreds rather than thousands of feet away, her voice, when it came, was more audible. “I don’t think we have a choice,” Riel screamed, but I could hear her exhaustion. “I can’t make it to the ocean to dump it there.”

      “Linford’s yard is big,” Matt screamed back. “We should be able to find a place to land it.”

      Like we were landing an aircraft.

      Sheesh.

      By the time we made it twenty feet to the ground, the tangible force of Riel’s magic net had stopped acting like a trampoline under the meteor’s weight. It wasn’t bowing under the pressure of holding such a substantial mass, but it had enveloped it somehow.

      Sealing it in?

      I couldn’t say, because I didn’t know.

      What I did know was that I was exhausted too. I’d surged through the sky to chase after my woman, donated a lot of blood, and we’d just carried this bastard down from the troposphere—the part of the atmosphere where planes flew.

      A shriek sounded as we approached, and that was no masculine cry.

      “¿Qué has hecho? ¿Qué tontería es eso?” What have you done? What stupidity is this?

      The splurge of Spanish was about as much as I could understand as we made it down to the ground. With Riel’s net around it, and our fatigue taking over, we were fluttering, trying to find a part of Linford’s garden that we wouldn’t destroy too badly when we made the drop.

      Riel’s voice was slurred as she called out, “Abuela?”

      I blinked. Gabriella, her grandmother, was dead.

      Right?

      Concern for Riel had me wondering what the fuck the radiation from the meteor had done to her if she was seeing dead people—this was no time to pull a Sixth Sense—but when another boatload of Spanish slammed our way, too fast for me to translate, especially in my current state of fatigue, I had to figure that someone was definitely here that was related to Riel, and that someone was definitely pissed.

      Her mom, maybe?

      Funny how that seemed like a better option than a grandmother who’d somehow come back from the dead to scream at her granddaughter.

      “I need to put this down,” Riel slurred into the mix of hurled Spanish. “I-I can’t keep it steady—”

      Before she could say another word, a glow appeared beneath us.

      “Not another fucking glow,” Seph rasped loud enough for me to hear. I peered down at my feet and saw a red glow merging with ours, which was close to purple from the blood we’d shed to fortify the makeshift net.

      How that was even possible, I didn’t know, and I was pretty fucking certain that Riel wouldn’t have a clue, either. She seemed to be well-versed in the doing, but when it came to understanding why? She was pretty useless.

      Still, I could empathize. I was a doer, too, and what she’d done tonight, though insane, had saved a fuck ton of people’s lives.

      The red glow pulsed like a beacon and the Spanish reverted to English as the woman called out, “I have it.”

      I felt the mass retract from me like a load lifted from my shoulders. The old tales of Atlas pinged into my memory, and I could only imagine how heavy the world must have been if this piece of space junk was this overwhelmingly weighty.

      We fluttered away, our wings caving in on themselves as we made it to the ground. The woman came into view, old and small, her face crinkled but her body strong and straight beneath the might of the meteor. As my feet connected with the ground, I felt a charge slip through me. One that I’d never felt before.

      I cast a look at the others, wondering if they’d sensed it too, and I knew they had.

      It was like…

      No.

      Surely not.

      The Earth didn’t have a pulse, but that was what it felt like. A rumble beneath our feet, a constant beat that had my ears rushing with blood.

      Blinking, I stumbled back, unsurprised when the others staggered too, tumbling onto the ground so that we were staring up at the meteor that a small, old Latina was managing when it had taken the four of us to hold it in place.

      To be fair, we’d been dealing with momentum and terminal velocity, so that had to count for something, right?

      Shrugging off my bruised pride, I stated, “Who are you?”

      The old woman turned to glower at me. “I’m concentrating.”

      I blew out a breath and stared straight up. From this angle, the meteorite looked even bigger, especially as she maneuvered it into Linford’s yard.

      When a set of sandaled feet appeared in my peripheral vision, I sat up and stared at Linford’s back as he chided, “Granddaughter, did you have to bring it to my garden?”

      I hadn’t realized Riel was next to me, but now that I did, I had to get closer to her. Even if it meant scrambling on hands and knees to get nearer. Linford ignored me as I moved around him, and as I scurried, I saw that I wasn’t the only one desperate to get close to Riel.

      When the four of us were within touching distance, I knew I could take my first deep breath. Just the momentum of sucking down that huge gulp of air had me rocking backward, and toppling onto my ass.

      Whatever the fuck we’d just done was messing with us. Bad.

      “Had no choice,” Riel slurred again, and I knew she sounded worse than me. Figured, since she was half my size, had no stamina for fighting, and had done something with her magic I knew for a fact she’d never done before.

      Oh, and we’d just triggered the Rut.

      Great time to be catching meteors, right?

      “No, I can see that.” With a grunt, Linford dropped to his knees. His wings fluttered out to control his descent so he gently tapped the ground as he pressed a hand to Riel’s forehead. He wasn’t speaking to us, but to the woman, as he said, “She’s burning up.”

      “They all will be,” the woman snarled, and I felt the exact second when she brought the meteor to the ground. “It’s inevitable after what they’ve just done.”

      Her words faded into nothing as I felt the pulse in the Earth stagger beneath the mass, and the shockwave settled into my bones, throbbing through me.

      “They’ve just absorbed what the whole island and most of the North Pacific Ocean were due. Gaia only knows what it’s about to do to them,” came the curt response, and I could feel her anger, but more than that, I sensed her distress. Her concern.

      I squinted at them. “Absorbed?”

      Linford grunted. “Think not of that.” Yay, now I could think of nothing else. “Riel, I need you to cast a spell for me.”

      “Can’t,” she mumbled. “Too tired.”

      I twisted up so I could lean onto my elbow, frowning at him before I peered down at my woman. She was a boneless heap of arms and legs that was surrounded by three more piles of boneless heaps. I splatted down, unable to take the weight on my arm any longer as I muttered, “Why? Why do you need her to cast a spell?”

      Linford’s face was grim. “Just help her focus,” he commanded, shooting me and the others looks.

      “I don’t know how,” I admitted.

      “Send her strength,” the woman snarled, but her gaze was skyward. “Sol, the troupes could be on their way as we speak, Linford.”

      “I know, Gabriella,” Linford snapped, his tone curt. “But there’s no point in panicking them. We have to focus. We must make her cast a spell.”

      I shook my head. “Why?”

      I was, once more, ignored.

      Growling with impatience, I watched as Gabriella barked, “Just open a portal. Take us from here.”

      “You know that won’t work. They’ll take her from us again.”

      Again?

      Matt, Seph, and I all tensed at that—well, as much as we could when we felt like overcooked spaghetti.

      But… Riel had been taken once before?

      Who the Sol by?

      More AFata?

      Why did I feel like I didn’t have all the story?

      “She wasn’t supposed to do this,” the older woman cried, watching as Linford’s hands swept up and down over her calves like he was chafing warmth into them. “She wasn’t supposed to take it all.”

      I scraped a hand over my face and forced myself to sit upright. “She didn’t take it all. We took some of it too.”

      “She’s witch born,” Linford discounted, “forged from the three of our kinds. She took the blast of it through her magic. Look at her and look at yourselves.” His glower was dark. “You’re aware, exhausted, but aware, while she’s half unconscious.”

      Unease began to coalesce in my gut. “What’s happening here?”

      And I wasn’t talking about the fact Riel’s dead grandmother was alive, or the fact that Linford now had an extraterrestrial rock decorating his garden either.

      Gabriella shot me a look. “My grandmother had a vision. She foresaw this day.”

      How the Sol could anyone have foreseen this?

      I shook my head, trying to clear it, but when that didn’t work, I just gawped at her. She grunted at my bewilderment, but before she could chide me on it, we all heard it.

      Wings, en masse, made a shushing noise. It shouldn’t have been as loud as it was, considering, but there was no avoiding or evading what was heading our way. Everyone knew that sound. Everyone knew to shift ass and bolt the Sol out of wherever you were because not just one, not even just a single troupe, was on its way.

      Panic slipped inside me. Gabriella had been concerned about troupes coming, plural, and now, they were on their way. There were more than just a set of six wings soaring toward us, as well. This wasn’t the troupe from yesterday, or if they were there, they were joined by dozens more warriors.

      What the Sol was going on here?

      The sound had Linford grabbing Riel’s shoulders and dragging her upright, shaking her so quickly her head rattled, whipping from side to side in a way that was going to hurt later, and I winced at the sight. I wanted to stop him, but the fear coming from her grandparents was as tangible as the net about the meteorite. Whatever we were in the dark about, she and Linford weren’t.

      “Riel, you’re the only one who can conceal the meteor. You must hide it. You must!”

      The appeal hit me hard, hard enough to make me join forces with them even though I didn’t understand what the Sol was going on.

      Forcing myself onto hands and knees once more, instinct driving me forward, I dragged myself over to her, knelt down, and settled her head on my lap. Tipping her chin forward, I reached down so I could pinch that point of her neck where she had a weak spot.

      As I pinched it hard, she squeaked, her limbs flopping around all the more, making overcooked spaghetti look like it had some spine to it, but her eyes flared open. The sight of those chocolate brown orbs had relief swirling inside me, but as her eyelids began to close, I pinched again, harder this time.

      “Cloak the meteor,” I demanded.

      “No energy,” she mumbled, her head flopping sideways, out of my grasp, and off my knee. “Can’t,” she slurred. “No power.”

      I swallowed, sensing just how real her exhaustion was. The shushing sound of the wings seemed to tremor along the Earth’s surface, and even as the thought crossed my mind, I realized that was exactly what was happening.

      The pulse of the Earth that I’d been sensing ever since we’d reconnected with it was being disturbed by the wings.

      An early warning system?

      I wasn’t sure and would have to investigate it later. Now? I had to focus on my woman.

      As thoughts flickered through my mind, I came up with a solution that I knew would disturb the people around us, but it was exactly that—a solution.

      I grabbed the knife I’d pinged into being earlier, which I’d stored in the scabbard on my belt, and sliced into my forearm. “She has to—”

      Linford’s hand grabbed my wrist. “No! She’s not a vampire, for Sol’s sake.”

      “The blood will heal her,” I rasped. “You and I both know it. It’s the only way to wake her up. Just a few drops,” I added, and when Linford didn’t stop me, I knew he must have realized I was right.

      I’d never done this before, but I’d heard tales of it. It was where the stories of the vampires had come from, of course, so I knew it had happened before.

      The results were what I wasn’t sure of.

      As a few drops of blood dripped onto her mouth, I shot my brothers a look. “You two as well.”

      Though their faces were scrunched with disgust, they didn’t argue. Within seconds, blood from all three of us was dripping into her mouth.

      When she moaned, I released a sigh of relief. That had to mean she was awakening, surely?

      When her eyelids fluttered open, I gasped at the sight of her eyes. They gleamed gold before they whispered back to chocolate brown.

      “What’s happening?” she rasped, her voice still slow but less slurred.

      “You have to cloak the meteor.”

      The words, coming from Gabriella, had Riel gasping, “Abuela!”

      “No time, mija,” Gabriella ground out. “Cloak the damn meteor.”

      I wasn’t even sure if Riel knew how to do that, but with a blink, she focused on the large rock. I could sense her confusion, almost as though she didn’t know how it had gotten there, almost as though she’d forgotten the last twenty minutes. But she stared at it, her eyes narrowing, and as the wind picked up around us, I felt the ground beneath us tremble as, whatever she was doing, stirred into life.

      The next time I looked back at where the rock was—a few seconds later—it wasn’t there. I had no idea where it had gone, had no idea if it was cloaked as Gabriella had insisted or if she’d destroyed it somehow, but there was no time to question how or why. My nostrils flared in surprise, but the Earth’s early warning system was no longer necessary. The shushing of the wings was closer than ever. As I peered up, I saw more Fae converging on us than a battalion.

      Hundreds of them.

      All in battle raiment.

      It seemed like a war had come to our door, but for the first time in my life, I wasn’t sure which side I was fighting on because whoever was against Riel, was against me.

      I didn’t give a fuck about caste, race or religion. All that mattered was her.
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      The sight of a couple of my siblings amid the troupes hit me hard. I knew they were top-ranked warriors, and knew they were only sent to the most delicate of situations in war-torn nations.

      What exactly was war-torn and politically ‘delicate’ about Hawaii?

      As far as I was aware, there were no airstrikes or bomb blasts downtown. All that shit was in the Middle East, exactly where I’d thought my kin was stationed.

      Of course, they saw me, and of course, they ignored me. Fraternal loyalty didn’t exactly exist among us, and for whatever reason, more warriors were amassing around us overhead than I’d ever seen before outside of a parade so it wasn’t in their best interest to acknowledge me. Not when their troupe came first.

      Speaking of which, there had to be over thirty troupes here, and that was unheard of for a state in the US, never mind Honolulu.

      When a male flowed forward, his descent sharp, I took note of his white wings which were tipped with gold and clambered to my feet. I didn’t have to know him to recognize what that meant—a general was in our presence. Only generals had their feathers gilded, which meant the big boys were here. Curioser and curioser.

      When Matthew and Daniel responded as I did, scrambling upward despite our fatigue, Linford too, the four of us saluted while Riel and her grandmother stayed exactly where they were.

      Most of the troupes remained in the sky, shadowing the moon, as the general approached us. He had ascetic features, all sharp lines and jagged cheekbones. His nose had been broken once upon a time, and his dark blue eyes were narrowed beneath thick brows that were a red gold, which matched the leonine hair on his head. With a bronze breastplate that covered his chest from clavicle to hip, that was the only formal item of clothing on him. Beneath that, he wore a white tee and a pair of jeans and a set of boots.

      His clothes alone told me that he was in battle-mode, here for a war of might and not of words. His outfit was in no way ceremonial, and that? Well, Sol, it didn’t exactly bode well for us. They were here to fight, not to spread peace.

      The second he landed, he strode toward us.

      “Where is it?” His demand had me tilting my head to the side as I considered him. There was no doubt in his mind that we had ‘it,’ there was no prevarication or diplomacy, just a surety that we’d answer or regret holding our tongue which, in itself, was telling.

      They wanted the meteorite.

      But why? That was the real question.

      The troupes, this massive number of warriors, were here for the meteorite as though it were a priceless jewel, like the Cullinan Diamond had come whirling toward us and not a chunk of rock.

      “Where’s what, sir?” I rasped, unafraid to take the heat. I didn’t know this general, but whoever he was, he’d know I was Noa vil der Luir’s son. Even though my brothers were up in the sky, uncaring of our link, in our society, my family couldn’t be ignored.

      “The asteroid. Where. Is. It?” he snarled, his gaze sweeping the yard, like we could have hidden the rock that was the size of a tennis court from him.

      Well, we had, but for whatever reason, only Riel had been able to do so. At least, according to Gabriella, because if she’d been able to do it alone, without stirring her granddaughter from the stupor into which she’d fallen after we’d landed, I figured she would have.

      “The asteroid? Is that what lit up the sky?” Daniel queried, tacking on the word, “Sir?” at the last second.

      “Yes,” the general hissed, then he cast a look at Linford. “Linford, if you’re involved—”

      “With what? Hiding an asteroid?” the old man scoffed. “What kind of magic do you think I have at my fingertips?”

      “Everyone knows you’re pretty much a sorcerer.” The general swept his gaze over Riel, and I was hard-pressed not to take my knife to his throat as I saw his eyes darken at the sight of her on the ground, while he processed what she might mean for his investigation.

      Our blood might have powered her enough to hide the damn meteorite—Sol, where was Wikipedia when you needed to know the difference between an asteroid and a meteor?—but our catching the rock had knocked her out. She was slumped on the ground, limp and barely awake. Her vulnerability and the threat to her had the beast inside me howling at being confined to this form.

      Though, cerebrally, I knew why, my body—and the beast within—was in charge. Both were fully aware that she was going into Rut as well as dealing with the aftermath of absorbing whatever it was the meteorite had slung at her.

      Around a battalion of fucking soldiers who wanted said meteorite for themselves.

      It wasn’t like we were out here because it was mid-evening and had been partaking in a dinner party. It was the early hours of the morning. Two elder citizens, one of whom was known to the general as a ‘sorcerer,’ a troupe of warriors with a downed female were clustered in the back yard at the witching hour like we were Pooh Bear and friends settling down with a pot of hunny for brunch.

      The need to slay these dangerous warriors for seeing her like this was a temptation I could barely fight, as they beheld her in all her vulnerability, a vulnerability I needed to shield her from.

      After the general processed everything that was odd about Riel’s state, seeing something he had no right to see, he eventually snarled, “What’s wrong with her?”

      Because I had no real justification for why we were all out here at this time of the night, I choked out, “She’s in Rut.”

      It seemed like the only answer that would get them to back off, but admitting it about killed me. The beast in my bones roared at me in outrage, but I contained the sound even as the general gaped at me.

      “You’re Virgo?” he replied, his shock evident.

      Matt growled. “Yes.”

      A peculiar light flared in the general’s eyes, one I didn’t trust, one that the Earth didn’t, either. Beneath my feet, and the others’ too, it began to throb. Thick and fast, a heavy warning that I couldn’t ignore.

      “I don’t believe you,” the general rasped, but his tone was thicker now, and the way he looked at Riel was enough to make that urge I’d had earlier, the one where I’d wanted to slice his throat, deepen into the desire to lop off his damn head.

      He cast us all a look with an eagerness in the back of his eyes that told me he saw how on edge we were at his proximity to her. When he bent over, I stared at him, nonplussed, then when he began to gather my woman in his arms, a white noise slammed into my head.

      Take her?

      Take. Mine?

      The white noise, the beast, had a voice, and I couldn’t answer it. Was left watching as the bastard, shielded by a battalion of soldiers, thought he could take my woman, thought he could—

      Uncaring of what it might mean for me, I reached out with my knife, just as Matt and Dan did. But it did none of us any good. From out of nowhere, Gabriella’s foot appeared, and it connected with the general’s butt. As he was shoved forward, I felt the soldiers hovering above flock down toward us like angry, pecking birds.

      “Linford! Now!”

      My mate’s grandfather grumbled, “Bossy female,” but the scent of his blood sparkled through the air, slicing into the atmosphere.

      Within seconds, the soldiers disappeared, the general was no more, and me, my woman, her other Virgo, and her grandparents, were hurtled through time and space to a destination known only to Riel’s abuelos.

      Just another day at the office?

      Hardly.

      

      
        
        TO BE CONTINUED IN

        FINALLY FAELING

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Serena Akeroyd

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d love to see you in my Diva reader’s group where you can find out all the gossip on new releases as and when they happen. You can join here: www.facebook.com/groups/SerenaAkeroydsDivas. Or, you can always PM or email me. I love to hear from you guys: serenaakeroyd@gmail.com.

      Until I see you there or you write me an email or PM, here are more of my books for you to read…

      

      Eight Wings Academy

      Faeling for Them

      Faeling Hard

      Finally Faeling (Coming November 2019)

      

      HawkRidge High

      Dare You To Love Me

      Dare You To Keep Me

      

      Hell’s Rebels MC

      Their Sinner

      Their Saint

      

      The Sex Tape (Co-written with Helen Scott)

      

      The Professor

      

      The Caelum Academy

      Seven Wishes

      Eight Souls

      Nine Lives

      

      Naughty Nookie

      Sinfully Theirs

      Sinfully Mastered

      

      The Gods Are Back In Town

      Hotter than Hades

      The Sun Revolves Around Apollo

      

      Five Points, Hell’s Kitchen

      A Screwed Duet

      Screw You

      Screw Me

      Filthy Feckers

      Filthy Hot (COMING SOON)

      

      FourWinds

      Queen of the Vamps

      

      Kingdom of Veronia

      Perry & Her Princes

      Her Highness, Princess Perry

      Long Live Queen Perry

      

      QUINTESSENCE

      Charmed by Them

      Healed by Them

      Worshipped by Them

      Protected by Them

      Loved by Them

      

      QUINTESSENCE: The Sequels

      Sawyer

      Andrei

      Kurt

      Sean

      

      Anchor Pride Series

      Claimed by Caden

      McKinnon’s Mate

      

      The Corsakis

      Three’s Never A Crowd

      Old Enough to Know Better

      

      The Federation

      A Menage Made on Madison

      

      La Belle sans La Bete Series

      Menage Material

      A Thoroughly Modern Menage

      

      Forever Theirs

      

      Secrets & Lies

      

      The TriAlpha Chronicles

      Origin

      Trinity

      Triskele

      Triad

      Triumph

      Trierna

      TriAlpha

      

      Los Lobos

      The Raw Touch

      

      The Salsang Chronicles (written with Helen Scott)

      Stained Egos

      Stained Hearts

      Stained Minds

      Stained Bonds

      Stained Souls

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  

OEBPS/Images/image00138.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00137.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00136.jpeg
Oerene | Meneyd

PREPARE TO LOVE THE WEIRD






OEBPS/Images/cover00139.jpeg
AN EIGHT WINGS ACADEMY NOVEL

SERENA AKERQOYD





