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      To my Assembly folk:

      

      Thank you for the laughter, the memes, the support, the tears — you have no idea how much you have all helped me, in little ways and big, on this journey. This one’s for you.
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      “Promise me.” My mother’s words were a whisper, barely audible from a throat scratchy from vomiting and painful screams.

      “I promise, Mom.” I tried to keep my tone soothing as I used a cloth to dry the sweat on her forehead. What else could I say to a dying woman? Not only one who was dying, but who was clearly crazy. The doctors were sympathetic, but they all agreed: Mom had days, if not only hours, left on this earth.

      “I wrote it all down for you.” The raspy words were followed by a hollow gasp and an echoing cough. “Exactly as it should be said. You mustn't forget, Tourmaline.” I wanted to swear at her, reprimand her for not seeking medical attention before I found her collapsed on her bedroom floor. I didn’t want to spend the last time we had together fighting, though.

      “I haven’t forgotten the Rite of Passing, Mom.” The words were shaky as they fell from my lips. She had taught me the rites for as long as I could remember. She had warned me never to perform them in their entirety, swearing it would cause bad luck and potential harm to whomever you thought about when it was performed. Yet another foolish fantasy in a broken mind. I had known for as long as I could remember that something inside of my mother was broken. It didn’t affect how much I loved her, however.

      “My sweet girl.” Her speech nearly slurred, her shaky hand stroking against my cheek in a tender caress. “You’re going to do such great things. I’m sorry I won’t be here to see them.” I fought against the tears that were burning my eyes and tightening my throat.

      “You still could be, Mom. You’ve got to fight.” I wanted to shake her, to force her to listen to me. She had been a driving force all my life, never letting her visions, her fears, or her beliefs hold her or me back. If anything, they seemed to give her strength before, yet now she seemed drained.

      “They’ve done too much this time. Not sure…” A ragged gasp cut her off, her lungs fighting to drag in a breath of air. “Not sure how they found me. Cast the last rites, Tourmaline.” Her nearly manic gaze met mine, and she squeezed my hand in a tight grip. “Send me to my rest and ask for the spirits’ protection.”

      My shoulders shook as I fought to control the sobs racking my body. I brushed kisses against her sallow, sunken cheeks, heedless of the tears that pooled there.

      “I don’t know how to do this alone.” The plea fell from my lips as I willed my mother to stay with me.

      Caught up in a coughing fit, she took a moment to reply. My eyes focused on the blood staining her lips, and I tried to help prop her up to ease the pressure in her lungs.

      “Sweetheart.” The liquid filling her lungs and my own harsh, sobbing breaths garbled her words as she forced them out. “You’ll never be alone. I’m with you always. Trust the spirits. I love you, my Tourmaline.”

      I laid my head on her shoulder and wept, rocking her slowly, her body growing cool against me. I was truly alone.

      “Miss?” The nurse’s soft hesitant voice broke through my sobs. “She’s gone, sweetie. We can handle things now.” Sympathy laced her tone, but there was a hint of steel behind it. There was only so long they’d let the newly orphaned girl sob over her mother’s cold corpse.

      I sat up, brushing my fingers across Mom’s cheeks. “Spirits guide you, Mother. I hope you find peace.” I wiped at my swollen cheeks, but I didn’t even attempt a smile toward the waiting nurse. “If you just give me a moment?”

      The nurse nodded and stepped from the curtained off room. I swept my purse from the chair, digging through it until I found the little sewing kit Mother had always insisted that I carry. It had come in handy numerous times, so I had never fallen out of the habit even as I grew older. I slid the tiny pair of scissors free from their grip, before leaning over and snipping off a piece of my mother’s long, dark locks, twirling them into a circle and slipping them into the sewing kit with the scissors.

      I’d need the lock of hair for the ritual. It was her last wish, and I hoped it would give both of us some peace. I nodded in acknowledgment to the nurse waiting for me when I left the room. “I’ll arrange for a funeral home to pick her up.”

      Mom had wanted a green burial, but in the city the way we were, it just wasn’t feasible. She had decided on cremation instead, though I assumed it was because it was the cheapest option; it’s not like we had much to work with. My chest ached at the thought, as though an iron band was wrapping around it without leave.

      “I’ll let the coroner know. I’m sorry for your loss.” The nurse murmured the common condolence, and I nodded stiffly, before turning and heading for the door. I’d perform Mom’s last rites, ensure she was cremated, and then I would try and rebuild my life and pretend there wasn’t a hole where my mother was supposed to be.
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      It had taken time to purify the kitchen with salt water and sweetgrass. It felt a little odd to perform a rites ritual in the middle of a city apartment kitchen, with its glaring overhead lights and cracked tile. I knew that Mom preferred working in her kitchen though, and I decided it was another way to honor her.

      I built my altar with the gemstones she loved, laying out her collection of tourmaline, labradorite, fluorite, and obsidian. I had etched the white candle with her name, Alexa Regina Kemp, nearly laughing at the sight. It had always amazed me that her name was so common, yet she had named me something so unusual.

      Pressing the small seashells she had collected into the base of the candle, I then wrapped the strand of hair I’d clipped around the candle and pushed it into the soft wax. I set the bowls of salt, water, and herbs in front of her pictures, and picked up the small athame she had preferred to work with.

      “As promised, Mom,” I murmured, glancing again at the ritual card she had laid out on the table for me, my heart aching with the thought that she had known this hospital trip would be her last and wanted to ensure I was prepared. I didn’t know how she had expected me to forget.

      I knew the words and actions would be engraved in my mind for the rest of my life. I had always held the childish expectation that I would never need to actually say them, that my mother would always be there, her wacky ways a constant annoyance as I tried to build up my life.

      Breathing out the negative thoughts, I focused my attention on the altar. Clear mind, clear heart, clear intentions, that’s what she had always said. I opened the blessing, calling on the spirits, the elements, the four directions for blessing and protection, to guide my mother’s spirit to its resting place. I lit the candle and picked it up to cradle it near my chest, the ache building there as I fought back tears here in this kitchen that smelled of her.

      “Spirits guide, spirits protect, now you are called. Light the way, find the path, carry her to her home.” Tears coursed down my cheeks as I spoke the words I’d learned so many times, my gaze locked on hers in her small portrait. “Protect, teach, embrace, endure. The wanderer is found, the broken pieces mend. Guardians, you are called.”

      I set the candle before her picture, the small dish of shell balancing it and catching the wax. I formed the symbols with the athame as she had taught me, carving the runes into the air above the flame that flickered and danced in the drafty air. I thanked each element and their directions, relieving them of their duties before I laid the athame back on the altar, the ritual almost complete. As the hair wrapped around the candle caught the flame, burning into nothing, I let the tears fall heedlessly.

      “Merry meet, merry part, merry meet again.” I leaned over, blew out the candle, and stepped back from the altar. “I love you, Mom.”

      A boom of thunder nearly sent me skidding in shock. What the hell? Had the apartment itself been hit by something? The room shook with the sound, the air crackling with electricity and pressure. Of all my luck, I just happened to be in an apartment hit by lightning. I whirled, intending to grab Mom’s picture and escape from the small apartment that would more than likely be on fire any minute, but skidded to a halt, my mouth falling open in shock. Standing in front of the altar were three men, none of whom had been there moments before.

      “What the hell?” I couldn’t stop the words from escaping, though I figured calling attention to myself was the last thing I should do at the moment. One of the three arched a brow as black as ink at me, and I stumbled backward, attempting to snatch my purse — and the cellphone inside of it — before locking myself in my mom’s room and calling the police.

      “Wait.” The voice was soft but full of command. I had no intentions of obeying it; however, my body froze without my consent.

      “Huh?” I gasped. It was all I could get through lips that were suddenly frozen. I had no idea what herbs Mom had put into her incense, but I was not happy with this side effect. No wonder she’d always been a bit looney, she was burning hallucinogens! At least as far as hallucinations went, this was a pretty good one. All three of the men now surrounding me were hot, extremely hot.

      The first was dressed all in black, a silky sheened material the same color as his hair, and his grey eyes were hard. “You did call for us. You’d think a witch would know better than to cast a summoning if she didn’t actively mean it.” My lips still refused to move, so all I could do was stare.

      “Onyx, enough,” the largest of the three rumbled. He shook his head as he glared at the man in black. “I am Terran.” He inclined his head, his dark hair flowing down to nearly his shoulders. A thick beard covered his face, adding to his imposing look. At nearly six and a half feet tall and with muscles the size of doorstops, he didn’t need any help in the intimidation department.

      Warmth flowed through me and, though I couldn’t run, I somehow knew I could speak again. “What is going on?” Oh great, Tori. Stereotypical girl gets killed in a horror movie response.

      “You performed the summoning.” The third cocked his head to study me, apparently confused or intrigued. He was slenderer than his companions, his hair a dark red. His eyes were captivating, wide and green, and he studied me unabashedly, those dark lashes never concealing me from his gaze.

      “I performed the Rite of Passage.” I didn’t know why I felt like I needed to tell him this. I figured I’d just blame it on whatever herbs my mother had put in the incense. This was definitely going to be my last spell. I never thought she’d try to get me high as a final joke.

      Onyx scoffed, scorn evident in his tone as he glanced back at the altar and spoke. “She can’t be the one. She can’t even understand the difference between a passage rite and a summoning rite.”

      “Silence.” Terran’s low voice brooked no argument. “There is no mistaking it. You performed the rite, you called the Guardians, otherwise we would not be here.”

      I glanced around frantically, my eyes zeroing in on the card that held my mother’s instructions. He followed my gaze and scooped up the card from where it had landed. His eyes widened, his eyebrows shooting up as he read through the spell.

      “Interesting,” Terran murmured.

      “Will you just leave, please? I don’t have any money; there’s nothing for you to take.” I wasn’t sure why I would try to argue with hallucinations, but it seemed more effective than ignoring them.

      “We aren’t hallucinations.” The redhead’s voice was cool, his head still cocked as though I was an interesting puzzle.

      “Yeah, well, only a hallucination would know I thought he was a hallucination.” I closed my eyes praying for patience. Talk about a useless argument.

      “Enough of this,” Onyx snapped, the scowl etched on his face as though frozen there. “We have no time for foolish games, Terran.”

      “Onyx, stop.” Terran’s eyes turning back to mine. “You performed the spell?” He considered the altar for a moment, assessing it. “The picture is not you. Who is it?”

      “My mother,” I ground out. I wish my hands were free so that I could take a swing at him.

      Terran’s gaze softened as he watched me. “If Reed releases you, will you refrain from running? It is extremely inconvenient, and he would simply be forced to freeze you again.”

      Ok, now I really wanted to hit him.

      Reed chuckled. “She really wants to hit you, but she has no plans to run. I believe I can release her without detriment.” Reed raised a hand, his lips moving slightly before the tightness surrounding me dropped away. I clenched my hands into fists, fighting the urge to hit one of them rather than run. My survival instincts were apparently broken.

      “You’ve got to be joking.” Onyx spoke up, looking in shock between his two companions. “It can’t be her. There must be a mistake. The magic is wrong.” The final words were flat and emphasized with a decisive slash of his hand.

      “The magic is never wrong, as you well know.” Terran etched a bow, far more gracefully than I would have expected in someone of his size. “I am sorry if Reed, Onyx, and I startled you. It is nice to meet you, despite the confusing circumstances.”

      “I’m Tori.” Introducing myself was automatic, and my name came out before I could stop myself. I resisted the urge to hold out my hand for a handshake. Apparently, my manners still worked, even when I was scared witless. Of all the things for my mother to have made second nature, I figured this could have been one of the worst.

      “Tori,” Onyx scoffed again, and I wanted to stick out my tongue. “She doesn’t even bare a native name.” I wondered how he’d react if he knew what my name actually was.

      “Tourmaline.” Reed’s head cocked to the side again as if he listened. “Her true name is Tourmaline.”

      “Will you stop that?” I swatted at the air around my head. I had no idea how he knew some of what he knew, but I definitely didn’t like it.

      I winced at the use of my true name. I had hated it my entire life, but that’s what you got when your mother was a slightly insane hippie who thought it was a great idea to name a helpless child Tourmaline Clove Kemp, uncaring about what her daughter would have to deal with as she got older and filled out forms or job applications.

      “Reed. Walls,” Terran snapped. Reed appeared to sulk for a moment, but he nodded. “My apologies. Reed doesn’t always know when to take a step back.”

      “She’s unshielded,” Reed pointed out defensively. “It’s as though she’s shouting at me.”

      “It makes no sense.” Onyx threw up his hands as he glared at me. “If she’s completely unshielded this way, someone would have found her before this. It’s impossible that it’s her.”

      “When did your mother pass?” Terran asked me, his voice quiet.

      Tears pricked at the back of my eyes and I bit the inside of my cheek. I didn’t want to cry in front of them. They didn’t deserve to see my sorrow. “Four hours ago.”

      Onyx hissed, shoving his hands into his hair. “She’s completely unguarded. For shell’s sake.”

      “You need to come with us.” Terran’s voice was urgent. “It won’t be safe here much longer. I’m surprised they haven’t found you yet.”

      “I still have no idea how any of you got in here, and I’m still mostly convinced you are all hallucinations. I have no plans to go anywhere except to bed, where I will hopefully expel whatever the hell my mother laced her incense with, and I can be up and to work in a few hours’ time.” Not that I wanted to go to work; hell, all I wanted to do was curl up in my mother’s bed surrounded by her things and cry for a month. But bills didn’t wait, and I had to find a way to pay for the cremation as well as have enough to cover my rent and food.

      “You believe you are hallucinating?” Reed appeared to be as confused as I was. “You performed the rites. You called your Guardians.”

      “I didn’t call any guardians!” I yelled.

      I was pissed now. My mother had just died and had attempted to drug me. I didn’t need any of this. Maybe the neighbors would hear me shouting and call the cops and I could get some kind of help.

      “I prepared and said my mother’s last rites, as I’d been taught. I did a favor for the insane woman who birthed me so that hopefully she could have some peace in whatever version of the afterlife she believed in. None of this is real! Magic doesn’t exist.”

      Reed’s face went from confused, to calculating, to sympathetic. “You have honored your mother despite not believing in what she did. I am sorry for your loss, Tourmaline. It is always hard to lose one we cherish.”

      “Give platitudes later,” Onyx snarled. He continued to glance hurriedly around the apartment. “We need to move, soon.”

      “You know none of the lore? You don’t know what the call for the Guardians is?” Terran’s voice was hesitant and he appeared as on edge as Onyx.

      I closed my eyes for a moment, counting to ten in my head as I strove for patience. “I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about. My mother was a bit crazy, and I performed her death rites, the same as you would in any other religion. Now, if you are actually real and not hallucinations, I want you out of this apartment, immediately, before I shout loud enough to bring the cops down on you.”

      “We can’t leave you.” Reed piped up, nearly chipper. “We’re your soulmates.”

      Well, fuck. He had managed to shock me into utter silence. I opened my mouth, unsure what I was about to say, when the window shattered, blowing glass toward me.
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      “Guard!” Terran threw his hands into the air and strands of green light moved like veils toward the thing that had smashed in the window.

      Surprisingly I wasn’t covered in a layer of glass, despite the shattering window. I sought the reason, my brain refusing to acknowledge what was happening in front of me. Reed’s eyes glowed a brilliant green, his right hand raised toward what remained of the window — and the wall — I realized with a wince. I really hoped this was all in my head or I’d never get that security deposit back.

      Reed’s lips moved rapidly and he flicked his wrist, sending shards of glass flying at the dark creature now crouched under Terran’s streamers of light. The creature growled as they sank in, its back and shoulders twitching.

      “W-wolf,” I stuttered in shock as I watched it pace and growl, contained by whatever the hell Terran was doing.

      Onyx snorted and, in a rapid movement, he drew a sword I hadn’t even noticed was strapped across his back. The fabric that had appeared silky before was a thick, metallic armor the same color as the dark, deadly blade he now twirled idly in his hand.

      “You are more human than anything.” His lip was curled as he shook his head, his eyes cold as he glared at me. “Yes, as you have so cleverly deduced, it looks like a wolf. It is, indeed, a werewolf.” I froze, more afraid of the whistling, twirling blade than his words.

      “Do not worry, Tourmaline. We have killed many before. We will kill anything that tries to hurt you.” Reed’s tone was sweet and soft, but I could only stare at him in horror.

      “Are you seriously trying to comfort me by telling me that you have killed on many occasions and that you plan to do it again?” My voice crept up to a shriek.

      “Believe us or not, fool. It makes no difference to me.” Onyx snapped the words and ignored the glare Reed shot him. “We do our duty, nothing more. Terran, stop playing with it and kill it, or I will,” Onyx snarled.

      Terran didn’t look back at him and merely muttered as a reply. The gossamer strands of green wrapped tightly around the wolf, sliding and squeezing as the wolf’s growls changed to whimpers before it suddenly disappeared.

      Onyx scoffed, sheathing his sword back behind his shoulder, his armor dissolving into silk before my eyes. A small part of me wanted to touch it, intrigued by the chance and wondering at the texture. The other part of me wanted to kick him in the balls. I wasn’t feeling very kind at the moment.

      “You killed it?” I was unsure whether I should be relieved, offended, or horrified.

      “No, Tori.” Terran smiled at me, his big hands held wide and empty now of the strands of light. “I sent him away.”

      “So, he’ll come back? Why the hell was he breaking down the wall and attacking us in the first place?” Maybe I could get behind this killing thing if it meant a hungry wolf wasn’t going to hunt me down and try and eat me in retaliation for having glass thrown at him and then being poofed away.

      “He is bound. I must try and learn more before I consider destroying him. I will explain the rest in time.”

      “We must go,” Reed encouraged me. He stepped forward, urgency lacing his tone. “If one has found you, more will not be far behind. We need to get you to the Fae Realm where we can protect you.”

      “I don’t understand any of this.” My body shook, too overwhelmed by the culmination of today’s events to make heads or tails of them. “This is all a hallucination incited by the stress of my mother dying.”

      “If you’re so sure we’re a hallucination, what harm could come to you by following us?” Onyx’s voice was snarky and sarcastic.

      “Well, let’s see.” I couldn’t help but snap back at him. “If I’m severely hallucinating, I could possibly walk into traffic or another situation that could potentially harm me. I could go with people who have terrible intentions because I think they’re witches.” I glared pointedly at his clothing and then back at him.

      “I’m not a witch.” Onyx drawled the words, his eyes as hard as the armor that had covered him.

      “Finally!” I threw my hands into the air. “Apparently some of this is wearing off. You’re actually speaking sense.”

      “They’re witches.” He jerked a thumb at Reed and Terran. “I’m a faerie.”

      “A faerie.” I nodded, as if that made sense, choking my hysterical laughter down. “Of course. Why not. Now I’m hallucinating faeries.”

      “Oh, for the love of the gods,” Onyx growled. He reached out to grab me, and he pulled me flush against him. “Do I feel like a bloody hallucination?”

      “Silky.” The stupid word was the only thing I could gasp out as the sensation of the fabric he wore pressed against my skin.

      “Bah!” He dropped me to my feet and paced away.

      “Enough,” Terran nearly roared as he glared at Onyx and squeezed his hand into a fist. Apparently, Terran wanted to punch the guy as badly as I did.

      “If you believe you are hallucinating, there is not much that we can say. You will simply explain away all of our reasoning.” Reed pointed the conflict out to me, continuing to study me. “Do you have a history of hallucinations?”

      “No.” I could only blink in surprise at the question.

      “A history of using drugs? Or your mother using drugs?”

      “Of course my mother didn’t use drugs!” Irritation and anger bubbled close to the surface.

      “You can’t have it both ways, Princess.” Onyx wore a smug smirk. “Either your mother used drugs and accidentally gave you some, or you’re not hallucinating.”

      “If I’m not hallucinating then it means magic is real,” I pointed out. “If magic is real, that means my mother was right. If my mother was right, that means she could have saved herself and she didn’t. It means that there really is something to be afraid of that she was moving us away from.”

      We had moved constantly as I was growing up, driving me absolutely crazy as we jumped from city to city. Sometimes we would stay for only a few days, other times up to a year, though that was rare.

      “I don’t know how your mother died.” Terran’s voice held sympathy. “I am sorry all of this is hitting you at once. It was not how we intended to find you. All we ask is that you come with us while you figure things out.”

      “I would suggest gathering a few valuables. Anything you cannot bear to part with.” Reed interjected before I could object. “I am not sure if or when we will be able to return here now that we have drawn so much attention.”

      “What if I say no?” I hesitated. I had grown up hearing that magic was real. While I hadn’t believed it since I was young, I liked to think I was fairly open-minded. Plus, it would mean my mother, and I by genetic association, wasn’t actually insane. “What if I say I want to chance it how things are?”

      “Then we take you how you are,” Onyx supplied with a shrug.

      Terran grimaced. “Tori, it’s not safe here. It isn’t warded and we can’t protect it. Not to mention, you now have a giant hole in the side of your building and people are already gathering. The wards I cast preventing their entrance are only temporary. We need to be well away from here before they fade.”

      “You didn’t deny it,” I mused. “That you’ll take me one way or another.”

      The three exchanged glances, but all remained silent. I had hit the nail on the head. They were insistent I was going to leave with them, one way or the other.

      “Fine. If I’m being kidnapped by faeries, I’m at least packing first,” I grumbled. Heading into my mother’s small bedroom, I tugged the luggage set from the closet.

      “We’re not all faeries, either,” Reed piped up conversationally, continuing to watch me.

      “Luggage. Really.” I wondered if Onyx had any other setting besides irritatingly condescending.

      “I don’t have any of my things in this apartment, so we’re making a stop at mine. I’m not leaving all my mom’s stuff behind though.” I glared at Onyx and waited for him to object. He swore and stomped back out into the kitchen.

      “As long as you move quickly.” Terran glanced at Reed, who nodded his understanding and moved to help me open the luggage.

      “Leave that one empty,” I called, pausing a minute as I studied the room. What of my mother's would I want? Most of her things I had planned to donate, but there were a few mementos I couldn't leave without.

      I dragged her small safe out from under the bed, hoping it contained all her important documents still. I had bought it with my first paycheck as a teen, wanting to ensure we always had our identification and other necessities on hand when she would decide we needed to run again. The box was heavy, but small enough to only take up a portion of the bag.

      I pulled down the scrapbook she had made of us, stuffed it into the bag, and placed her jewelry box and gemstone collection on top. Neither were monetarily valuable, but my mother had enjoyed being surrounded by shiny things. Brushing past Reed and Terran, I headed to dismantle the altar I had set up. It felt wrong to leave without those pieces of her, like leaving her exposed.

      “Here.” Reed offered up the small satchel Mom had used for her knitting that had been sitting by the table. I smiled at him, surprised by his thoughtfulness. I tugged out the yarn and placed the altar pieces inside. Tucking that in the bag, I glanced around.

      “Do you guys have a car?” I still had no idea how they'd arrived. “I can give you my home address.” Hopefully, the cops were there investigating one of my neighbors for drugs like they normally were. That would be one way to ensure if I was hallucinating or being abducted — whether the cops arrested me or them.

      “Cars aren't exactly our speed.” Terrans lips quirked as though he’d made a joke. “You have everything you wish to bring?” I wasn’t sure how to explain that all I wished to bring was my mother and my sanity, so I gave a sharp nod instead. “Onyx.”

      “Hold tightly to a man of your choosing.” Onyx arched a brow at me and I considered punching him, then debated throwing myself onto him to show him I wasn’t afraid.

      I decided to wrap my arms around Reed’s neck instead, though I was uncertain as to why I followed the direction. I figured that with Reed I at least had a chance to escape. He was the least physically imposing and seemed the most innocent, unlikely to expect a shot to the balls or the throat.

      Terran scooped up the empty bag Reed had set on the floor and the one I had filled, before nodding at Onyx to continue with whatever he was doing. Onyx laid one hand on Reed’s shoulder and the other on Terran’s.

      “Know where we’re going?” Onyx asked me, bored and indifferent. I blinked for a moment, opening my mouth to recite the address, when I suddenly felt as if I'd been kicked into a refrigerator.

      Dark and cold wrapped around me, digging into my skin with icy fingers. I could feel Reed against my side, but everything else was wiped away by the cold that bit and nipped at every inch of available skin. As quickly as it had started, it was over. Light and warmth returned, and I was left breathless, gasping for air as I stared into Reed’s eyes.

      “Teleportation is a little difficult at first.” Reed attempted to soothe me with the explanation, but all I could do was stare at him.

      “Ya think?” I wheezed out. I nearly tumbled from Reed’s grasp when I realized where we were. “How in the world…” I trailed off, glancing around my small studio apartment.

      Reed seemed intrigued, twitching his fingers and legs as if fighting the urge to poke around. Terran had his hands out in front of him, murmuring low and fast, not seeming to consider the actual details of the apartment. Onyx looked around in pure disgust, his nose wrinkled and lines of distaste digging in deeply by his mouth and eyes.

      “You live here?” Utter contempt was clear. “Our servants live better than this.”

      “Of course a stuck up prick like you would have servants,” I muttered, stalking over to the curtain surrounding my bed and tugging it aside.

      “Knights almost always have servants,” Reed offered absently, his concentration on the shelf holding my books, his head cocked to the side to try and read the titles.

      “Oh. Right, of course.” I was nearly seething at this point as I tugged my own fireproof safe out. “You’re not only a faerie, but you’re also a faerie knight. Why not?”

      “I think we’ve proven you’re not hallucinating at this point. Unless you can rationalize how you were transported across town in a moment, that is,” Onyx snapped. He continued to stare about the small apartment.

      “Oh, you’d be surprised what I can rationalize.” Honestly, at this point I wondered if I’d continue suggesting it was a hallucination just to keep pissing him off.

      Looking around my apartment, I tried to see it through his eyes. The twin loft bed had been curtained off, giving myself a little extra privacy. I had appreciated that the bathroom was completely walled in and that they had provided a small mini-fridge with the cost of the apartment.

      There was only enough room for a loveseat and a small end table to eat my meals on, both of which I’d gotten from the local thrift store. My books were all neatly organized, each item carefully in its place so I could find it in an instant. Okay, so it was a little shabby, but every inch of it was mine, and I wasn’t going to let some hot snotty Tinkerbell make me feel ashamed.

      “If anyone in this scenario should be upset or rejecting the issue, it should be us,” Onyx bit out. He paced toward me, menace radiating from him.

      “Onyx, enough.” Terran scowled at his friend, stretching and shaking his hands as if they ached. “You have made your feelings clear. Leave the girl alone.” He turned his attention to me, his tone softening. “Gather what you need but do so quickly. We must be on our way again soon. My wards here are not as strong as I would like.”

      “Bossy, the both of you.” I glanced at Reed and he willingly offered up the spare bag. “You, I may like.” He beamed, color tinting his cheeks. “Though no more of this soulmate business.”

      I headed toward my bed and the storage systems underneath it. Leggings, t-shirts, and sweaters were yanked from the containers and stacked in the bag. I didn’t know what lay in store for me, but damn it I was going to be comfortable during it. I shoved the empty drawers around, digging until I found a few pairs of shorts that I had stashed and tossed those in the bags too. Hesitating for a moment, I glanced around, but none of the men appeared to be watching me directly.

      Reed seemed fascinated by a book he had found on my bed, Onyx was staring mutely out the window, and Terran leaned against the wall, observing the doorway. I wasn’t sure why I was mildly embarrassed, but knowing their backs were turned made it easier to slide open my underwear drawer and scoop bras, panties, and all of my socks into the bag before I tossed a t-shirt over the pile.

      “Are we done with this nonsense yet?” Onyx drawled, rubbing at his temple as though it ached. Did faeries get headaches? There was a question I had never imagined myself asking.

      “So where are your wings, Tinkerbell?” I tossed at him as I passed on my way to the bathroom to gather my toiletry bag. Unsure where we were going, I wasn’t willing to risk not having toothpaste or tampons, for that matter. Onyx only snarled in reply to my question.

      “Most fae don’t have wings,” Reed called absently as he continued to flick pages of the book. I doubted he was reading at that speed; although if he was, I was definitely impressed.

      I considered for a moment, debating if there was anything else I wanted to try and shove into the suitcases. I tucked my small safe into my bag, but there really wasn’t much else. I had gotten used to living lightly over the years, not collecting more than what a few suitcases could hold in case I’d need to end up saying goodbye to it. While I enjoyed the small pieces of knick-knacks or the stack of books that littered my apartment, none of them were items I felt like hauling around the Fae Realm.

      “I think that’s everything.” My reply was low, but Terran’s ears were sharp.

      “Nothing else?” I could almost feel the sympathy pouring off him, and I scowled.

      “I live light,” I snapped, unwilling to accept any pity.

      “Smart.” Surprisingly it was Onyx who spoke, and I could only gape at him. “You may be mostly human, but that is one trait I can appreciate. A true warrior takes what they need, everything else may be discarded at need.”

      “I’m no warrior.” I balked at the idea.

      “Of course you’re not.” The words were scornful, and I scowled at him again.

      “Look, if you’re still insisting on taking me somewhere can we just go? Then maybe we can figure out why a werewolf broke through my window and who’s going to pay the damages for it, because I can assure you it won’t be me.”

      “I also want this mistake cleared away.” Distaste hung heavily in the air as Onyx studied me. “The human is right. We must get to safety and figure out answers.”

      I hesitated before walking forward with my backs. “I take it we’re getting kicked back into the cold.”

      “It is far more efficient than a car.” At Reed’s cheerful words I wanted to shake my head. The guy was going to give me whiplash going from stoic to cheerful constantly.

      “More efficient, but far less comfortable.”

      “That may be, but it is by far the safest means we have.” Terran gathered us all close together and nodded at Onyx who reached out his hands. I grasped tightly to Reed, allowing him and Terran to grab my belongings. “You ready, Tori?”

      “Never.” I tried on a cocky smile to bely the truth of that word. I definitely wasn’t ready to teleport again, but I wanted answers. If this was how I was going to get them, I’d do what I needed to.
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      I nearly gagged as I was thrown back out of the cold. Reed held me steady as I got my feet underneath me again. I didn’t understand how anyone could ever get used to that. I breathed deeply, trying to dispel the shakiness and nausea that surged through me.

      “Welcome to the Fae Realm, Tourmaline.” Terran sketched another bow before stepping away to set my bags to the side as I studied the room.

      From the abundant size and plush furnishings, I assumed we were in the palace that Onyx had spoken of. Light emanated from orbs near the ceiling, and I highly doubted there was electricity involved. I briefly wondered how that worked, before pushing the errant thought aside.

      Other than the lights, I was surprised at the normalcy of the living quarters. Although far more elegant than anything I had ever experienced, I doubted it would be out of place in a mansion in the human realm.

      The colors were all soothing and nature-oriented. Shades of brown, green, and blue created a calming atmosphere so the room didn’t appear stuffy despite the opulence. I wished there were windows to see if the exterior was as normal as the interior, or if it was the magical, Alice in Wonderland style place that I had always expected of a hidden realm.

      I tried to keep my expression neutral, knowing that I couldn’t feign the disdain they had shown at my own accommodations. I was as impressed by luxury as they next person, I simply didn’t want them seeing it. Or in Onyx’s case, gloating in it.

      “You think we’ll be safe here?” I resisted the urge to poke around and explore these new surroundings, see where the other doors I had noted led to, choosing to perch on the arm of a nearby chair instead so I could study the three.

      Terran smiled and I blinked at the unexpected reaction. I had yet to see him smile and the relaxed gesture was a surprise. “Yes, Tourmaline, you’re safe here. This place is warded by centuries of fae and witch alike. The boundaries will not be easily breached, and we would have plenty of warning.”

      Centuries. Okay, then. “Fine. Does someone want to explain what all is going on, then?”

      “So, you’ve decided it’s not a hallucination after all?” Onyx’s dry voice grated at me, and I ground my teeth together. I didn’t understand how his friends could go this long without punching him.

      “My mother raised me to be open-minded.” My chest ached at the reminder of her departure from my life, and I fought back the tears that wanted to prick at the backs of my eyes. I would not cry in front of these three. I would grieve my mother in peace and solitude. “I have never seen real magic, but I can’t deny being teleported to multiple places. I may be stubborn, but I’m not a fool.” I looked pointedly at Onyx as I finished my statement. I hadn’t forgotten his chosen insult.

      “There’s a lot of information, Tourmaline.” Terran rubbed at the back of his head, surprising me when he took a seat cross-legged on the floor, rather than sitting on the overabundance of available furniture. “It’s not all easy to tell, nor is it easy to know where to begin. I am unaware as to what your current knowledge even is.”

      “Stop calling me Tourmaline. It’s Tori. I still have no idea why mother named me that.” I grimaced, shaking my head in distaste.

      “It’s a beautiful name,” Terran offered. “A protective one.”

      “You should be more upset at a nickname like Tori.” Onyx rolled his eyes. “No power in that at all.”

      “You said your mother taught you the rite, but you didn't believe in magic?” Reed arched a curious brow and flopped down on the couch beside me, leaving me enough space to not feel claustrophobic in his presence.

      I sighed, shifting myself slightly as I tried to order my thoughts. “It’s complicated. My mother believed herself to be a witch. She worked spells, taught me crystals and herbs. She’d leave gifts for the faeries and didn’t celebrate the common holidays. There was never any actual magic though. No fire, puffs of smoke, shining lights.” I looked pointedly at Terran as I added the last words, and he inclined his head in understanding. “She was always afraid, always running.”

      I swallowed hard, locking the emotions away inside of me as I tried to explain. “She was convinced something was after us. I just assumed she was crazy. I let her teach me because it made her happy. I let her use her stones and magic words on me and my apartment because it helped to keep her calm.”

      “You’ve never physically seen magic before today?” Reed asked, considering something. “Tell me what you see now.” He held up his hands, murmuring low. A glow began to form around his hands, a pale blue-grey color that swirled and weaved.

      “Grey swirls.” I studied his hands, trying to figure out where the light was coming from.

      “So she can see your magic,” Onyx growled. “She may have partial witch or fae blood. It doesn’t mean she’s deserving of Guardians. We have real work to do.”

      “Did your father have magic?” Terran studiously ignored Onyx’s grumbling, continuing to focus on me.

      I shrugged. “My mom refused to talk about him, teared up every time I asked. I eventually just stopped.”

      “Have you ever tried to cast?” Reed continued to study me as though I was a puzzle he couldn’t quite work out.

      “I cast when I brought you here,” I pointed out. “Or at least when you say I brought you here. I pretty much stopped doing magic with her when I entered my teens. I stopped altogether when I was about sixteen. It was nothing more than a way to focus her meditation and soothe her anxieties.”

      “Magic is far from foolish.” Terran’s soft voice was nearly tart now, his posture stiff. “It is centering, true, but it is more than that. For those of us with magic in our blood, we need to cast, to expel it from our system before it leaks out on its own without direction or builds uncontrollably inside of us.”

      “Then why have I never seen anything?” I threw my hands up in exasperation. “Why did it only work today? I learned spells before I learned to read, yet nothing ever happened. Why today of all days?”

      “You brought the altar pieces with you, correct?” Reed stood, heading to the smaller bag that I had packed at my mother’s apartment. “There were instructions, and all of the pieces. Maybe we can figure this out.”

      “Quit wasting time.” Onyx’s words were a roar that nearly had me falling from my precarious position. “Test her blood and be done with this. I do not understand why the magic made a mistake, but we cannot continue wasting our time with this girl when our future is at stake.”

      “Anybody tries to touch my blood and they’re going to be in for a major world of hurt.” I tried to sound threatening rather than terrified. I had no idea why they would want my blood, what it could possibly show them or how they planned to take it; all I knew was that I objected to any process they would have in mind.

      “If there was an error in the magic, it must lay in how we were called.” Terran’s voice was infused with calm and patience. I couldn’t help but wonder if that was his natural temperament or if he was simply practiced at dealing with Onyx all the time. “Reed is right. If we can understand the spell she used, we will be in a better position to deal with all of this. If nothing else, there must be a reason she needs protection and we were called to her.”

      Reed was occupied pulling items from the small knitting bag. The only thing that I hadn’t brought was the bowl full of water and herbs which I had dumped, not wanting to soak the rest of the materials. “You followed this incantation?” He read quickly through the card before considering all of the pieces of the spell before him.

      “My mother taught me that spell before I could even walk.” Her repeating the words over and over to me, humming them like a lullaby, was my earliest memory. “She warned me never to put the whole thing together until it was necessary. She quizzed me on it every day for years, even after I began to reject her teachings.”

      Terran pulled himself from the floor with grace, going to join Reed as he investigated. “Crystals. Herbs. You cleansed the area before beginning?” Terran glanced my way, directing the question toward me.

      “Of course.” I stood as well, unable to remain sitting when everything inside of me was churning with energy. “Look, do you have any answers or not? I feel like I’m the one doing all of the explaining here.”

      Reed was inspecting the photograph of my mother intently, weighing it and the candle. Most of the candle had burnt down, obscuring her name and incinerating the hair that had been tied there. Only the shells remained, marked now by the melted streaks of wax that surrounded them.

      “Shells for protection, possibly for prosperity or finding, gemstones also for protection,” Reed murmured.

      “Is there anything on the altar that you didn’t bring? Anything that is gone now?” Terran asked quietly.

      I blinked a bit, considering. “I dumped the herbs from the bowl. The hair’s gone now too.” The three froze at my words.

      “Hair?” Terran asked quietly. “What hair?”

      “On the candle.” I indicated the stump that Reed held. “I engraved her name, wrapped the hair around it.”

      “You used salt?” Reed’s voice was eager now as he smelled the candle for traces of the herbs I had used.

      “Salt for cleansing. What is going on?”

      “You broke the binding.” Terran’s words were slow, his eyes wide now as he studied me. “Your mother must have bound you, maybe even herself to an extent. To limit your power and visibility. You said that she was afraid of being found.” I nodded my agreement. “Her death would have been the first step of breaking the binding. Depending on how she tied you though, it wouldn’t fully break on its own. We had assumed you simply did not have much control, that your mother was providing your walls and that’s why you were unguarded.”

      “None of this makes sense.” I was shaking now. Confused, even fearful in all they were throwing at me.

      “It’s a simple test.” Onyx spoke in a slow, measuring tone less threatening than usual. “You are in the Fae Realm now. Your magic, if you have any, is stronger here. We can offer enough protection you won’t be harmed.”

      “You want me to cast a spell?” I was skeptical, but I knew he was right. If magic was visible here, we could know once and for all if I actually had it.

      “You said your mother taught you.” Reed offered me a sweet smile, leaning toward me slightly as he spoke. “Do you remember any of the spells?”

      I hesitated for a moment, then reached out to grab a small piece of amethyst from the bag that had contained the altar pieces. I rubbed it between my fingers, trying to let my mind empty. “I remember a little.” I focused on the amethyst, feeling the cool stone against my fingertips, letting its calm soak into me.

      “Calm,” I murmured, focusing solely on that. I needed calm at the moment, and this had always been a favorite way of finding it when I was young. “Calm,” I repeated, letting the stone warm under my fingertips; it absorbed the panic racing so desperately inside me.

      “What?” The word fell from my lips in shock and near horror as I watched the slight glow emanate from the stone in my hand. Not the stone, I realized after a moment, not truly. The yellow glow rose from my palm, the buttery streaks of light edged in purple, the shades melding like the colors on the petal of a flower.

      “Impossible,” Onyx whispered in horror.

      “I have actual magic? It wasn’t all a fantasy?” The glow faded as my concentration broke, the calm I had been so desperate for falling away in my panic.

      “Did you recite a spell in your head?” Terran’s dark eyes were wide as he stared intently at my hand.

      “I just wanted to calm down.” I shrugged, helplessly confused. “I couldn’t think of an actual spell.”

      “Only fae can do magic without spells.” Reed grabbed my hand, peering at it as though he could still see the colors that had leaked from my palm.

      “I’m not a fae,” I objected rapidly.

      “Damn straight,” Onyx interjected with a decisive nod.

      “You do have some fae features.” Reed approached me, circling me as he considered. “You’re slender, fine-boned.”

      I shrugged, waving the words away. “Lucky gene pool. There’s plenty of slender, fine-boned women in the world. Just check Instagram.”

      “May I?” he asked, reaching out a hand as if to touch my hair.

      “Um, sure?” I wasn’t quite sure what he was doing, but he didn’t appear to want to harm me. His fingers were warm and gentle as he tucked the strands of my hair behind my ear.

      “Your hair is thick, and the brown richer than you see in most humans. Not completely unique but a little different. Your ears have a slight point to them as well.”

      I covered my ears protectively, brushing his hands away. “It happens. There’s a lot of celebrities and stuff who have a point to their ears. Look it up.”

      “It can be a genetic mutation,” Reed agreed with a nod. “However, the fact is you have several features that lean toward fae heritage. The ears are just the most prominent.” He gestured at Onyx with a raised eyebrow. Onyx huffed but obliged with his friend’s silent request, sliding his hair back enough to show the extended points of his ear tips. My fingers itched to touch them, and I clenched my hands behind my back to fight the urge.

      “So what, you think I’m part fae?” I asked sarcastically, snorting in humor at the question. Surprising me, Reed and Terran both nodded slowly. “You actually think I’m part fae?” I couldn’t even begin to wrap my mind around that. “I’ve got freckles! I have no super powers! I can be touched by iron without harm.” My words were desperate as they tumbled out.

      “If you’re part fae you may have very few of the fae traits. Your magic is dual-colored, Tour — Tori.” Terran corrected himself mid-word. “That in and of itself is almost unheard of.”

      “What, you don’t reproduce outside of your own kind?”

      “It’s not that we cannot.” Onyx’s voice was low, his eyes trained on the wall behind me. “Matings between fae and witch are rare, children between them even rarer. Most mothers and infants do not survive. Fae magic and mortal magic are not always compatible. Each group is also fairly secular. It is not that couples are forbidden.” He appeared to choose his words carefully. “No one would be punished, by witches or by fae. However, the inclusiveness is not there. It is more convenient and realistic for couples to join within their own group.”

      “Well, then it’s not like I’m unheard of,” I pointed out. “It’s simply not common.”

      “Tori, there have been only four known individuals in our combined history that have multi-hued magics,” Terran explained as he sat down across from me, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees so he could continue to gesture with his hands.

      “Well, you said babies like me are rare. It’s not odd there’s only been like four of us.” I couldn’t understand his awe.

      “You’re thinking in human terms.” Onyx’s voice was stiff as he re-covered his ears, to my relief. I was having a very hard time resisting touching them to see if they were real. “Our history isn’t like yours. You’re not talking hundreds of years. We’re talking about hundreds of centuries. Four in dozens of millennia, Tourmaline. This is nothing to treat lightly.”

      “Four in that long?” I asked in a weak whisper.

      “You’re basically an impossibility,” Reed offered up with a shrug.

      “Ok, so I’m rare. That’s cool and all, I guess, but why does it have you all so stressed out? Why would it really matter other than looking interesting?” The lights had been pretty, but I couldn’t see how the effect was long term.

      “When a fae and a witch baby survives, there’s enormous celebration. The child normally takes after one parent and is mostly raised by that faction.”

      “So, you’re basically saying you don’t know where I should be put?” None of this was making sense and I had a pounding headache. “You’re fae and witches and obviously don’t have a problem mingling.” Hysterical laughter was building in my throat, the way all of this was spilling from my lips as though it was normal.

      “No fae/witch child has been reported in years. There is the occasional child, whose magic is multi-hued, who can handle both fae and witch magic.” Terran reached out a hand as though he was attempting to comfort me, but I simply waved him away. “Your birth, your childhood, all of those should have been followed and cherished. You should have had Guardians.”

      “Look, I don’t want any of this.” I thrust my hands into my hair, tugging at the strands as I tried to center myself. “I need to go home. I need to finish planning my mother’s funeral, have her cremated. I need to go to work. This has all been fascinating, but this isn’t my life.”

      “You’re not listening, Tori,” Reed scolded. “You are rare amongst our people. There is a reason you were taught to call Guardians to you.” He glanced at Terran, who nodded. “There’s only one reason we would have been called to you, one reason the magic would have bound us.”

      “You’re our missing link, Tourmaline.” Terran’s voice was soft. “Your destiny is great and noble, and the magic has determined that you need Guardians.”

      “Great and noble?” I snorted. “I just want to make enough money to make sure my rent is paid on time and not have to eat ramen every day.”

      “Oh for —” Onyx cut off, tossing his hands in the air. “Stop beating around the issue. She’s as dense as a brick.” He turned to face me, his dark eyes alight with fury. “There’s only one child who fits your description, a child from prophecy. You’re the lost heir to the fae throne, and you need to save your people. The magic is wrong though. You have no ability to do this. We need a hero, not some whining, useless human.”
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      It felt as though I had had all the air knocked out of me, and I struggled to breathe, refusing to give in to the darkness that tickled at the edge of my vision. “You all think that I’m some kind of hero? Some prophesied princess?”

      Reed nodded, a smile on his lips. “Guardians have been training for centuries, hidden away in their groups, hoping to be called. We’re all told the story when we’re called to this life, told of the one who can reunite the land and free us from her rule. How the chosen one’s Guardians will be called to her, and when she claims them as her mates, they will unleash a power unlike anything either of our worlds have ever seen.”

      “Enough with this soulmate stuff.” I squeezed my eyes shut trying to block that section of his words from my brain. I glanced from a seething Onyx to a resigned Terran. “You can’t believe this, can you? I’m a no one. I’m not a warrior. There’s no such thing as soulmates.” The three of them winced.

      “It does fit.” Terran almost seemed pleading, his hands held out open in front of him.

      “Look, forget the prophecy,” I snapped at them. “Is there any other reason my spell would have called Guardians?”

      Reed seemed to consider my question for a moment. “You are untrained. You pushed pure magic out into your call, magic no doubt touched with fear, anger, and sorrow over the loss of your mother.” I was grateful that he at least was giving some thought into what I was saying.

      “So Guardians, that’s what you are.” I was trying to wrap my head around everything, to sort out any answer that didn’t include me being royalty. I knew enough from movies to know that being a hidden princess was a good way to end up on someone’s kill list.

      “We protect those in need.” Onyx’s voice was steely. “It is what we are called to do. It is an honor to be chosen by the magic as a Guardian. Many Guardians are called simply to teach the next generation, most will never have a charge in their lifetime.”

      “If the magic heard my need, isn’t it possible that it called you for that? Not because I have some great destiny?”

      The three were silent, considering what I’d asked. “The magic isn’t logical, not the way we are as beings.” Reed seemed to be debating with himself. “However, it doesn’t err either, not truly. Guardians are called to those in need, yes, there’s no question. Only those souls that match can answer the call. Its why charges are so rare.”

      "This is a seriously messed up system," I grumbled, rubbing at the ache the was pounding in my forehead. "I don't understand it. Why are Guardians only chosen to protect their soulmates?"

      "Guardians can only be specifically called by their soulmates," Terran explained, exasperation beginning to edge his voice. "As I said, this is going to be mountains of information for you. I'm more interested in knowing how you exist at all, and why your mother would have chosen to hide you away from your people."

      I hesitated, considering. "She was always afraid. So very afraid." My hands clenched into fists. "I assumed she was insane." I kept my chin up, refusing to back down from my own self-loathing at having been so cruel and closed-minded to the woman who raised me. "There was never any proof, only fear and sickness and stories."

      "This is getting us nowhere." Onyx's tone was clipped. "We must research, see if there's a way to remove our bond to her."

      "Bond to me?" The horrified words were a squeak.

      "It's how he could transport you. Close your eyes, Tori," Reed softly encouraged. "You'll be able to feel it inside you. The place where you feel your magic? The warmth, the sense of self that's there? It's tied now, to us."

      Panic scratched up my spine, and I fought the urge to run. I didn't want to be tied to anyone, for any reason. I had spent my entire life tied to another person. I just wanted a chance to find out who I was, to live a normal life. I couldn't resist the need to see if he was right though. I blew out a breath, sucked in another as I focused hard, letting myself feel. Dread pooled in my stomach when I realized he was right.

      "Undo this. Please." I wasn't one to beg, but I couldn't stand this. Everything at this point was simply too much.

      "We will figure this out. We'll speak to the Ancients." Terran's attempt to soothe me made me want to roll my eyes. It was as though he spoke an entirely different language than I did, and he had absolutely no idea how confused I really was.

      "I just need to go home." The words were soft, but they felt as though they were tugged from deep inside of me, the desperation clear.

      "I'm sorry, Tourmaline. You cannot return to the human world yet." Terran pushed to his feet and paced to where Onyx stood, and Reed joined them. "This room is warded. Rest. Read." Terran indicated the bookshelves on the far wall that nearly groaned under the weight of book after book stacked precariously on their surfaces.

      "There's a bath and a bedroom through there." Terran motioned toward doorways placed throughout the side of the room. "We will be back soon. If you have need of us in the meantime, you only need to say our names. One of us will be here." His eyes were soft, a direct contrast to his giant size and heavily muscled frame. "No harm will come to you here." Terran turned, motioning for Onyx and Reed to follow as he left the room.

      Reed paused, sending me a small smile. "We'll figure this out. I'll make sure of it. Think of this as a vacation, a way to get to know your ancestry." He nodded again to the bookcases, that soft smile playing over his full lips.

      I was too worn out after today to do more than stare vacantly as the latch clicked shut behind him. Though it had merely been hours since I had found my mother after my evening shift, gotten her to the hospital and handled her death, and then been kidnapped by faeries, it seemed to have lasted a year. My body -- and my mind -- were calling for a break. I was hesitant to sleep in an environment I wasn’t comfortable in, but they had assured me I was safe here. At the moment, I had to take their word for it.

      A basket near the chair caught my eye where a soft, purple blanket spilled out of it pooling slightly on the floor. Exhaustion tugged at me, and I couldn’t resist the lure of the blanket, snagging it from the basket and curling into a ball on the couch. I would just rest my eyes for a few minutes, and then I’d figure out what I was going to do with my life now.
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      My mom’s face filled my dreams, her laughter still seeming to echo in the room as I pulled myself awake. I swiped at the tears streaming down my cheeks, the wall I had tried to put around my emotions breaking down in my dreams. I pushed from the couch, grabbing and folding the blanket to put back in the basket, before approaching the little table that still held the pieces of the ritual. I picked up my mother’s picture, tears still pricking at my eyes as I stroked a finger down her cheek, wishing I had something else of hers to hold onto.

      “Why didn’t you try harder to show me it was real, Mom?” I sniffled, wiping again at my overflowing eyes. “You let me think the worst of you. We could have had so much more together.” My voice cracked on the last word, and I shoved her picture away from me, unable to bear to look at it at the moment. I scooped the other pieces of the altar into the bag, setting it aside to deal with at another time. I wasn’t sure if one of the men would need it to help them figure things out, so I was hesitant to just dispose of the pieces.

      I squared my shoulders, breathing out deeply before turning back to face the room. Grief could be dealt with later. I needed to understand what I was dealing with here in the present. I’d have a lifetime to handle this regret and mourn my mother. I couldn’t find answers or make a plan if I was crying and distracted. If I was able to work without sleep or food during bad days, I would deal with this as well.  I wasn’t sure how long I had slept but I was  a little more clear headed than I had been before I laid down.

      I stepped around the lushly appointed tables and chairs, nearly rolling my eyes at the waste that lay in front of me. I was sure that the shiny, incandescent pieces that edged the table and the graceful wooden arms of the chairs were actually jewels. I couldn't resist splaying my fingers over them, and shock nearly had me stumbling backward as they warmed to my touch. Definitely gemstones.

      My world had blown in up and I was left reeling, unable to find a grasp on anything. Part of me wanted to search for them, to continue demanding answers, but I got the feeling that they truly didn't have any. If that was the case, then I would need to try to find out on my own. One way or another, I was going home. I was finally going to live my life the way I had planned.

      I cast a quick glance toward the door, unsure if I wanted the three to see me exploring or testing my limits here. While they had been kind — well, except for Onyx — they had still taken me from my home and exposed me to a werewolf attack. Not exactly the best way to make a first impression on a girl. They were hot, though. The errant thought niggled at the back of my brain, and I swore. It didn't matter that they were hot. Hell, they weren't even human!

      My stomach tightened, mimicking the band of pain in my forehead, as I realized that there was a possibility that I wasn't truly human either. I stroked my fingers across the stones again, enjoying the warmth they cast, the way they helped to ease the tug of dread, fear, and doubt that was knotted deeply inside me.

      I flopped onto the chair, humming lightly to myself as I tried to name each of the stones that was embedded. Apparently not all of my mother's lessons had slid like water off of me, as I was able to recall one name after the next. Only a few had me stumped, and I was relieved to find that the exercise had left me calmer.

      They had said that I was welcome to explore and research, and that was exactly what I was going to do. I didn't need Guardians. I had taken care of myself for more years than I wanted to count, and I could continue taking care of myself without the interference of three pretty-boy magical beings. I perused the shelves, frustrated when I realized that the majority of the books were in languages I didn't know.

      I found one on crystals and happily tugged it out and hugged it to my chest. Working with my mother's crystals and stones had really been the one part of her “magic” I had connected with. I’d enjoyed the textures and colors, the sensation of the cool stone underneath my fingertips and the way they helped me to focus, my thoughts solely on their colors and my enjoyment of them.

      I pulled books aside, careful not to knock over the precarious stacks and towers that had been built. Someone either read quite a bit and felt no need to replace their works, or these shelves simply hadn't been utilized for much more than making sure the massive quantity of books didn't litter the floor.

      "Oh!" The click of a door and the single squeaked word was my only warning, and I whirled to face whomever was intruding on my prison. A slender young woman gaped at me from the wide frame, her hand pressed to her chest in what appeared to be shock, or even fear. Ash blonde hair fell in a messy tumble to nearly her waist, and her amethyst eyes were wide in her pale face. The tips of her ears poked through the cascade of blonde, indicating that she, too, must be a faerie.

      "Who are you?" I held the book in my hand tightly, my arm tensed should I need to use it to defend myself. The woman didn't look like a threat, but I had already realized I couldn't take anything here at face value.

      "River." She spoke so low it was nearly a whisper and I blinked, not quite sure if I had heard her correctly.

      "Uh, what are you doing here?" My bravado was rapidly failing me, uncertainty leaking in as I continued to inspect the fragile looking creature in front of me.

      "I work here. I am sorry, madam, Onyx has never brought guests to his chamber before. With he and his fellow Guardians still barricaded in the Ancient's study, I assumed I could clean." Her words bubbled over and around each other, and a niggling thought had me wondering if her way of speaking was part of the reason she had received her name.

      "Huh." Curiosity warred with indecision, and I kept my grip tight on my makeshift weapon. "So, you're a servant?"

      I softened slightly, taking a step away from her and hoping I didn't appear quite as frightening, though why a faerie would be intimidated by me I had no idea. I had cleaned enough office buildings and homes where people had tried to lord their power over me; glaring, watching my every move, using unsubtle looks or noises to ensure I knew that I wasn't of the same worth as them.

      "Well, if the room needs cleaning, I can attend to it. I'm not sure that Onyx..." I resisted the urge to sneer as I said his name. "...wanted anyone else in here."

      Air swirled around me, whipping my hair across my eyes, before Reed stepped from thin air, a blade of water held between his outstretched hands. I squeaked in shock and no little amount of fear, stumbling backward away from the weapon. Reed didn't spare me a glance, however, his only focus on the girl at the door.

      "River?" Confusion spread across his face, his sharp, green eyes assessing the situation before turning to me. "Why did you call?"

      I stared at him blankly. "Call?"

      "You called Onyx's name." Reed continued to brandish his water blade, his gaze jumping from one part of the room to the next as though searching for a foe. "We thought something had happened."

      "Oh, for the love of..." I trailed off, dropping my book onto the coffee table that looked as though it was made of a solid piece of oak. If the resounding thunk that sounded was any indication, I wasn't too far off. "I simply said his name when I was talking to her." I indicated the woman now shaking like a leaf, her face so pale it was nearly translucent. "I didn't call anyone."

      Considering Reed didn't seem to consider her a threat, I pushed around him, taking her hand and leading her to a seat before she could pass out. "Are you all right?" I rubbed at the girl's back, patting gently in the hopes of offering some semblance of calm. "Put that thing away, why don't you?" I snapped the words towards Reed, looking pointedly at the blade he still held. "You obviously don't plan on using it on her, and all you're succeeding in doing is frightening her and irritating me."

      All right, he was sort of frightening me too. I figured it was justified in this instance though. Not many people would be completely calm if they were suddenly face to face with a sword, let alone one made of water.

      "I am sorry, Reed." Her bubbling voice broke the silence, a quaver still running through it. "I was not aware I could not perform my chores today."

      "Why can't you do your chores?" The blade had disappeared, no trace of it or any stray droplets of water remaining. The girl glanced at me, and I clicked my tongue.

      "No one told her I would be in here. I startled her and told her she probably shouldn't clean without permission."

      "Do you not want company?" Reed still appeared confused, and I began to wonder exactly how much contact he had with anyone other than Onyx and Terran. He appeared to be perpetually confused by basic interactions.

      "You said I was protected here. I was shocked to see anyone enter the room, since none of you made it seem like there was anyone else here. I didn't mean to call for you, or anyone else." I stood straight, staring Reed down. I felt a little bad for it, he appeared more confused than anything, his brow wrinkled, strands of his soft red hair falling into his eyes, and my fingers itched to push them back behind his ears. "I think River and I can sort this out amongst ourselves." I sent her a soft smile as she sucked in a breath, and I squeezed her shoulder reassuringly.

      "You aren't a prisoner here, Tourmaline," Reed murmured as he brushed past me, heading to the exit. "The room here is comfortable, and until we are able to show you around it seemed wisest to have you in one place where you were easy to find and ward." He glanced at River, then back at me. "River can get you anything else you may need. Please try to be a little more careful with your words. I now have to go calm down Terran and Onyx, before they come charging in here themselves to ensure I was able to dispatch any threat." Reed strode from the room, letting the door slam shut behind him.

      "Men, huh?" I offered to River with a wry smile. "How would you feel about helping me continue my research?"
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      "I'd be happy to help, madam, with anything you need." River's color was coming back to her cheeks, which was a distinctive relief. I wasn't sure if I was able to perform CPR on a fae, and I wasn't quite sure I wanted to try, either.

      "First, let's drop the madam," I suggested, giving her a smile. If I had to guess, I would put her around my own age, in her early twenties. I had no idea how the fae aged; however, I was willing to hazard a guess that she was much older than she appeared. "You can call me Tori."

      "Tori." River surprised me with a sharp nod. I was relieved she at least wasn't going to give me hell about my name. "Are you a new Guardian?" She rose from the chair, heading to where I had tossed the large tome on crystals. "I hadn't heard that we had a new recruit in the building, but of course the maids aren't exactly informed of such things."

      "Don't I know it," I muttered, joining her. "I'm not exactly a Guardian. I'm just..." I trailed off, unsure of exactly how to phrase it. "Visiting."

      "An emissary!" She seemed to be quite excited, clapping her hands together, her laughter soft as bells pealing around us. I could only gape. No wonder humans told stories of the fae. Just her laughter was magical. I wondered why I had missed those qualities, if I was partially fae. It really didn't seem quite fair. "We haven't had a witch emissary in ages, not since before Terran and Reed were called to join Onyx. Oh, this is so exciting!"

      "Um, yeah, sure," I hedged. I was uncertain as to what I was supposed to reveal in regard to the men's claims that they were my Guardians. "Ter —” I cut myself off before his name fell from my lips, shaking my head in irritation. It was difficult trying to remember to speak about anyone without using their names.

      "I was told I could study these books, try and get a better understanding of fae history, culture, spellwork." Okay, I hadn't really been told that, but I thought it sounded pretty good. It was apparent that River took me for a witch, rather than for a fae, so I figured it was the easiest excuse. "Unfortunately, they don't really seem to be in order. Or in English."

      "Most fae books won't be, of course," River murmured, glancing at the shelves. "They always keep the books in such a jumble, with Reed constantly digging through one after the other. I'd be happy to help you search."

      "Um, why won't there be many books in English?" I figured the question was a gamble, but I couldn't help asking it. She was speaking English, in fact I hadn't heard any of them speak a separate language. I assumed that was why I had been so surprised to not find books in English.

      She blinked at me. "Well, because it isn't the fae tongue." I resisted the urge to grind my teeth together at the non-answer, keeping my silence in the hope that she'd fill in the blanks for me. "Fae's language abilities allow us to speak or read any language we are presented with, so long as our magic is strong enough." She wrinkled her nose in distaste. "Unfortunately, that's about all of the magical strength I have. It's why I'm in service rather than in training." Thank goodness for gossip, it was much easier getting information this way than trying to drag it out of one of the men.

      "Of course." I nodded, trying to act as though the whole thing made sense. "Well, if you don't mind, will you please help me search for ones that I can use? My own magic isn't that specialized, so unfortunately I'm limited to English at the moment."

      She bustled to the shelf, pulling book after book aside, muttering to herself about the state they were in. For someone who looked so fragile, she was remarkably strong, lifting and carrying the books without any issue. I gasped when she climbed onto the shelf itself, scaling them with a practiced ease.

      She chuckled, sending a sparkling smile at me over her shoulder. "It's easiest to reach the upper shelves, rather than trying to find a stool. Reed is..." She hesitated, and I realized she was probably apprehensive of her behaviors and speech around me in regard to the men.

      "A beanpole who can reach with ease?" I offered up dryly, trying to put her at ease.

      Another smile was my reward. "I was going to say typical. He uses his magic to call down whatever book he needs, then just tosses them back to the shelf rather than refiling them. I used to organize the books daily, but it got tedious after a while. Now I simply let chaos reign and pray nothing falls on my head. Ah, here we are!" She crowed triumphantly, scrambling down the shelves with reckless abandon. She held out a dusty volume, thick and musty, wrapped in peeling leather. "I knew there was at least one history up here."

      "Thanks," I murmured with awe, knowing it would have taken me ages to find that book, if I had ever managed to find it at all.

      "Of course!" She hesitated, looking unsure of herself. "Can I help in some other way? I don't want to interfere with your studies."

      I considered her, weighing my words carefully. "I'm unsure of how the rankings work here, or how your history is taught." I tried to speak generally, hoping not to be caught in a lie and give myself away. "I'm trying to find information on anyone who is both witch and fae, see what legends exist about them, what powers they had, how they relate to the Guardians."

      She tilted her head, analyzing my words as she thought. "I think my grandmother once told me stories of a fae and witch hybrid. They're so rare, and the legends are mixed. Especially with the Queen's interference, of course." She whispered the last words, her eyes wide and almost frightened, as though she was taking a great chance in speaking them.

      "How would you feel about teaming up for some answers, then?" My fingers itched to dive into the books, to try and figure out any of the secrets they contained. "I can't read the fae books, but you can. I'm not sure how I can pay you for your help though." I admitted the last part with a shrug.

      "As long as you tell the Guardians I was helping you, it doesn't matter what you need help with." River’s focus strayed to the books as though she couldn't wait to read them. "Most guests or Guardians need my help for housekeeping or care tasks, drawing baths, tidying up, and the like. I'd be happy to help you with any of your research, if you're willing."

      The awe in her voice was palpable, as though she couldn't quite believe this opportunity was being presented to her. I couldn't blame her. I was in as much of a state of shock as she was.

      "Well, then team members it is. If there's anything on hybrids, or multi-hued magic, anything like that, flag it for me." I glanced around, striding to a desk that held stacks of paper and writing utensils. Notes were scrawled on many of the pages and I shoved them aside, digging out fresh sheets and grabbing pencils for us both.

      "Here we go. Make a note of what you find, where you found it, roughly translate it for me if you can?" I wasn't quite sure how her magic would work, but it seemed logical that she'd be able to translate to paper as well. She nodded, clapping her hands as she considered the shelves. "Let's see what we can find."

      Hours seemed to pass, and yet I found little of the information I sought. The crystal book was informative, and I was happy to realize I had retained quite a bit of the knowledge my mother had passed on to me. Crystal properties and qualities played through my mind with ease, like familiar song lyrics or half-forgotten games. I had swept a few of the little crystals that were displayed on the bookcase and the coffee table into my pocket, rolling them between my fingertips as I tried to identify each one by touch alone, the way my mother had taught me.

      The history was harder to dig through, dry and boring with vague descriptions and limited details. I growled, resisting the urge to slam the book shut. The only references I had found to hybrids included their rarity and that they were tied to a prophecy. It seemed that the author of the book just assumed the reader would have knowledge of what this meant and had forgone the need to include anything else in its place, even so far as a footnote. I shoved to my feet, stretching out muscles that were tense and sore after sitting for so long.

      "Are you hungry?" River spoke up from her own curled position on the arm chair, where she had been raptly buried in her own research.

      I paused for a moment, not sure if I wanted to take a break. I had expected one of the men to be back by now with answers, or at least the option for me to return home in time for work. It's not that I enjoyed cleaning houses, really, though I appreciated a job well done and knowing I was helping someone and earning a living. I simply didn't want to have to deal with finding another job when my savings was already barely existent. I didn't have my cell phone on me and had never taken up the habit of wearing a watch, so I had no idea if it was close to a meal time.

      My stomach growled, giving me away before I could deny it. "I could eat," I admitted, wanting to kick myself. I hadn't eaten since before I had found Mom, and I had no idea how long ago that was at this point. My chest ached, and I resisted the urge to burst into tears at the thought of her lying unclaimed in a hospital morgue. I hadn't been sure how I was going to pay for the cremation, despite it being the cheapest option we had.

      "I'll be just a minute." She popped up from her seat, apparently not at all stiff herself, despite sitting for so long. I definitely had my doubts now about being part fae, I didn't seem to have any of the benefits they did.

      "Can I come?" I asked, hesitant. I doubted that was what any of the men had in mind when they'd asked me to stay here, but I couldn't stand staying cooped up. I needed to walk around, explore, try and process some of the information that was now crowding my brain.

      She blinked at me, apparently shocked by the question. "You want to come to the kitchens?" I assumed that wasn't a request she normally got.

      "If it's not a bother." I tried a nonchalant shrug, but from her blank expression it either didn't work or it was a human gesture she was unfamiliar with.

      "You're welcome to join me if you wish, of course." She studied me intently now, confused and possibly concerned.

      "I need to stretch my legs. Try and clear my mind." I hoped admitting it would make me seem less of a threat to her.

      At this she nodded, as though it was clearer and more acceptable. "Good. Calm mind, calm heart, clear intentions. Center yourself. Try again." I stumbled, gaping at her a little as my mother's often repeated words fell from her lips.

      "What?" I could only manage the one word, so shocked to have heard her mantra when I wasn't expecting it. My mother had said the same thing to me so many times when I was a child the words were nearly a lullaby.

      River blinked at me. "The witch mantra?" She pressed a finger to her lips, muttering the words under her breath as if reviewing them. "Did I get it wrong?"

      "No. No, it just took me by surprise hearing someone else say it." I cleared my throat, forcing back tears with an act of will. Now wasn't the time to cry, especially not in front of anyone. I had cried for my mother for years, for the false reality she lived in. I was done with tears, it was time for action. I let the anger and hurt fill me, let it burn away the tears that wanted to fall. "Ready?"

      River pulled open the door, heading down a hallway paneled in wood and carved with inlays. Nature scenes abounded, each one more detailed than the last. Birds looked as though they could fly directly out of the wood and land on my palm, while trees seemed to sway in an unseen breeze.

      "So beautiful." I murmured the words low, unable to tear my eyes away from the sight.

      River glanced at the walls, seemingly unphased by them. "Yes, they did a good job when they created these."

      I could only stare after her as she strode briskly forward. I couldn't imagine having magic become so commonplace that something as beautifully intricate as those walls would be nothing more than something to brush aside.

      Doors of carved wood and stone wound through corridor after corridor. I was surprised not to hear or see anyone, though I wasn't exactly sure what I was expecting. Hordes of fae children running wild after school? Hulking, menacing warriors glaring at me from the corners?

      I stumbled over my feet when a window caught my attention. My heart leapt into my throat, my hands clenching tight as I approached. Would there be purple skies and red grass? Multiple suns? I bit the inside of my cheek, trying to focus my mind for whatever would come.

      "It's... normal." I was in awe, the view out of the window finally visible. We were clearly isolated, large oak trees and flowering plants dotted the landscape. Large, wooden buildings stood sentry in the distance, only barely visible amongst the forest.

      "Of course it's normal." River's confused, cautious voice rang out ahead of me. She watched me with serious eyes, wringing her hands slightly, and I wondered for a moment if maybe I had scared her a little. "Are you all right, Tori? You seem a little, um, confused?"

      "I'm fine." Surprisingly, I was disappointed that the Fae Realm looked exactly like ours. Everything was such a large shift for me I expected the physical world around me would have shifted as well.

      "You'll feel better once you eat." River held out a hand to guide me. "Witches must be very different indeed." She murmured the last words to herself with a shake of her head. I couldn't help but feel amused that she was judging witches by my human behavior. The poor girl was going to end up confused later in her life if she ever ran into another witch.
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      River pulled me into a warm, airy room, the ceilings high and the windows open to let in the cool, fresh breeze. I had forgotten what it was like to be anywhere that I could have the windows open without the buzz of traffic and the stink of exhaust filling the room. I brushed at my shirt and leggings, conscious now of the wrinkled, musty state that they were in after being hauled through dimensions and curling up to sleep.

      "It's so rare for us to have guests." River's bubbly voice was enough to make me smile as she tugged at my arm to encourage me to follow. "Guardians tend to stick to themselves, always so solemn." She shook her head, and I could see a small pout forming on her lips. "Let's get some food in you, we can sit and chat while we eat." She led me to a table laid out with fresh fruits and vegetables, stacks of sandwiches, and pastries that were so delicate they qualified more as art than food to me.

      "This is for us to eat?" I couldn't keep the awe out of my voice. Even on my best day, having a spread like this in front of me was something that I could only have dreamt of. Days where I had gone to bed with a gnawing ache in my stomach rather than food had happened more frequently than I preferred to think of. Easy access to all of this was almost as magical as the way the crystals lit up when I held them.

      "Most of the Guardians keep odd hours," River explained as she began to fill her own plate. "Set meal times do not make sense here. We have found it is easiest to always have food on hand for those who are hungry and allow helpers to arrange special food for anyone so inclined."

      I was too distracted piling my plate to do more than nod in response to her words. After seeing the food in front of me, my stomach had moved from growling to a downright ache. I bit into a sandwich of thick bread, sharp cheese, and some kind of salad and groaned in satisfaction at the flavor. I wasn't sure who cooked here, but I would be thanking them over and over again.

      This was far better than the stale ramen I had planned for myself for dinner last night. I followed her to a table near the window, focusing solely on the sandwich in my hand. It was a bit of a personal flaw, but when food came into play I was very easily distracted.

      "I'm sorry we haven't found what you're looking for yet. How many days are you staying? Have they decided what rooms they're putting you in yet?" I didn't feel quite so guilty digging with gusto into the food when I realized that River was enjoying hers nearly as much as I. Well, that was one thing we had in common — witch, fae, or human. I groaned when I bit into one of the little cakes, the burst of sugar across my tongue a balm to my senses after the stress of all of these events.

      "I'm not quite sure how long I'm staying," I admitted. "I'm waiting on them to decide, really." A whirl of air behind me was followed by the sharp, rapid click of boots on the stone floor. Rough hands gripped my upper arm, tugged me hard and made me drop the little cake I had been enjoying.

      "Hey!" I was more indignant about the loss of the cake than someone holding my arm in a death grip, which I assumed said something fairly twisted about my personality.

      "What are you doing here?" The man gripping me growled the words, his hand squeezing tight enough to grind the bone as he yanked me out of my seat.

      I assumed he would be attractive if he wasn't glaring at me, his mouth twisted in a grimace, lines of irritation and anger digging deep into the tan skin of his face. His bright blue eyes were hard and flat as flint, his white blonde hair falling artfully across his forehead as though he had taken the time to arrange it before grabbing me.

      "Birch, you can't grab an emissary that way!" River's voice was horrified but quiet. Her hands were quaking as she raised them in entreaty towards the man who held me.

      "Quiet," he snapped at her. "You forget your place, River. How dare you address a Guardian informally?" River bowed her head, pressing her folded hands into her abdomen and falling silent. Rage bubbled up inside of me, pushing away any fear and the edge of pain from where he held me.

      "Her place is not any of your concern." I hated anyone who tried to make people feel smaller than them, just because they believe themselves to be of a better or separate class. "She was eating lunch with me."

      Birch sneered, shaking my arm. "Silence. What are you doing here?"

      I arched a brow, deliberately smirking at him. "How can I be silent and still explain what I'm doing here?"

      "Upstart," he growled, shaking me again. "You are in the Guardian's Hold. You will treat me with the proper respect."

      "I thought you Guardians were supposed to be protectors?" I knew my arm would be bruised from his grip, but I truly couldn't stand a bully. River had done absolutely nothing wrong, yet she was shaking like a leaf, her skin translucent and beaded with a fearful sweat; she looked as terrified as if she'd been told she was about to get beaten. From the way this asshole was handling me, I wouldn't be shocked if he did take a swing at her.

      "Enough games." He raised his free hand, orange, sparkling light wreathing it in a bright glow. River hissed, flinching away from the light. Well then, I could assume that whatever he planned to do with that would hurt.

      "You can't hurt an emissary." River tried again, her musical voice a broken quiver. My heart squeezed tight in my chest at her attempt to protect me despite her fear. Birch flung his hand toward River, the orange light lashing out to strike her. It didn't make a sound but the welt that formed was bright against her tender skin.

      "Asshole." The word dropped from my lips and, as hard and as fast as I could, I brought my knee up, nailing him directly in the balls. He crumpled, gasping as the orange glow faded from the hands he now used to protectively cup himself. I strode toward River, placing myself in front of her as a wall. "You owe her an apology or that won't be the last time I kick you in the balls," I warned him, stroking a soothing hand down River's arm. The silent tears streaming down her face were enough to make me want to stab the fool on his knees in front of me.

      "You dare to hit a Guardian?" Birch choked out, glaring up at me as he continued to cradle himself. Idly I wondered what kind of training Guardians underwent. I would have expected a prominent warrior to be able to handle a ball shot better.

      "Not my Guardian, not my problem," I offered with a shrug. "I wasn't joking about the apology." I swung my foot casually, watching as his eyes connected with it and his hand cupped himself firmer. Big baby.

      "I will not apologize to a servant." He spat the last word out, glaring at River with a look that promised later retribution.

      "I never understood people who talked down to their servants." I tried to keep the tone of my voice conversational when I really just wanted to punch this asshole in the face. "They're the ones who can spit in your food, short sheet your beds, hide your favorite possessions, ruin your best shirt..." He looked at me in horror and disgust, and I shrugged. "Just pointing it out."

      "You will pay for this."

      "Ugh, please. Why can't jerks ever get a new line?" I grumbled. "About that apology?"

      Birch staggered to his feet, standing well back of a swinging foot or flying hand. "The Ancients will remove you. If there's anything left of you that is." The last was offered with a sneer as waves of orange light flowing around him. River squeaked, tensing behind me as she watched the streams of light.

      "Oh, this looks like fun." The hair on my arm rose, my body tensing as I tried to judge what he was doing with the streamers. Obviously, he could use them to cause injury, River's face was evidence of that. I debated a moment, wondering if I could dodge them quickly enough to kick him in the balls again, though I also relished the idea of punching him straight in the nose. If I was going to bleed, you could believe he was as well.

      I clenched my hands against my thighs, angling myself to cover more of River's body with my own. The jerk was most definitely not going to injure her again, not if I had anything to say about it. Warmth against my hand distracted me for a moment, and I glanced at my leg. The gemstones! I slid my hand into my pocket, trying to remember what I had slipped in there. An edge nipped at my fingertip and I breathed out. I was in the Fae Realm, about to have a wave of magic thrown into my face. I figured it couldn't hurt to give it a try.

      "Wall," I commanded, pushing my energy behind my voice as I held tight to the rugged piece of black tourmaline between my fingers. Heat flared in a surge and light rocketed up in a flare of colors as Birch's magic crashed into mine. I winced as the sensation of being punched in the stomach rocketed through me, leaving me nearly breathless. I clung tightly to the bit of stone in my pocket, refusing to let my concentration waver.

      "Impossible." Birch stood in awe in front of me, his eyes riveted to the wall of air that had stopped his attack. "I won't be beaten by a witch." The word sounded like a curse on his lips and he threw his arm out, another strike of the orange light flaring against the protective wall I had created.

      I rolled the tourmaline, refusing to let it slip from my hand as I searched through the other stones. Tourmaline I knew by heart, it was my namesake after all. Simply keeping him at a distance wasn't a long-term option though. I could feel the tug inside of me, the subtle burn of a muscle being used. I had no idea how long this wall would last, and I wasn't about to test my new endurance against his.

      A stone's slender crevice caught against my fingernail, snagging my attention. I'd had a piece of amethyst like that, hadn't I? My time spent with my mother had been about learning spells for protection, healing, calming. While I had learned the negative aspects of several crystals, it was to use in fighting against them, not fighting with them.

      River's hands clenched around my arm, drawing my focus to her face. The red mark there was brilliant and blistered, a blight on such fair skin. Screw him, this guy needed to learn a lesson, and I was going to be the one to try and teach it to him. I squeezed the amethyst tightly in my hand, focusing on its color and the sensation of it against my skin.

      The orange light Birch was producing brightened, hissing and spitting with electricity now as it lashed and twitched, looking for a way in.

      "Stop him," I commanded, the only words to come to my head. The amethyst heated, growing so warm I nearly dropped it. I pushed the heat from my hand out towards him, unsure of what would happen. Strands of yellow and purple light collided with his orange, brightening and enlarging the orange glow.

      "Imbecile," he crowed, amused. "You're simply feeding me your energy — weakening yourself while you strengthen my attack. You witches know nothing. Your magic should be stripped from you." River whimpered behind me, and I pushed harder, throwing drop after drop of energy into the stone.

      Birch began to sweat, the drops clear even against his fae skin. "What?" he murmured, as he tugged at his hands, apparently attempting to break the orange strands and pull them back into himself. The strands wouldn't disappear, however, as they continued to feed off of my energy. They grew bloated, overfull, and he twitched madly, trying to break my control. I was breathing hard, the stress of pouring my energy into him feeling as though I was running a marathon. River's cool hands kept me centered as I focused, pushing as hard as I could, ignoring my own labored breathing.

      "No!" Birch cried the word in dismay as his banners of light exploded around him, blowing back into his face and across his arms. He screamed as burns appeared. Larger and darker than the one he had inflicted on River's face, they streaked across any exposed skin. His shirt smoked lightly, though it remained intact as he crumpled to the floor.

      I staggered slightly, River's hold the only thing keeping me upright. "You should have just apologized," I gasped out. "Way easier on the both of us."

      "What did you do to me?" Birch whispered from the floor. "You're no Guardian, how do you have this power?"

      I attempted a shrug, wincing when every muscle in my body protested. "Probably better make sure you're stronger than people before picking on them. Otherwise you're just going to end up with your butt kicked again. Now, apologize to River. Or I'll do it again." Not that I could. I was nearly on the floor myself, though at least I didn't have the spectacular amount of burns covering me.

      "I apologize," he gritted out.

      "Um, no. How about we try that again." I strode forward, tugging River with me. "Try actually looking at her, for once." I shook my head in mock pity, pretending the room didn't spin prettily when I did that. "You Guardians are taught nothing here, apparently."

      He looked up, his blue eyes dark against the deep red of the burns that marred him. "I'm sorry, River." The words didn't sound the most sincere, but I wasn't exactly surprised. From my personal experience, once an entitled asshole, always an entitled asshole.

      "Good. River, I assume you've got a healer here?" She could only nod, shaking like a willow leaf in my hand. "Have him fix your face, then send him here for our friend. Unless you think you can walk?" I didn't really want to heal him of those burns, but I hadn't intended to injure him that severely either. A broken nose and some bruises were one thing, melted skin was another.

      "I can walk." Birch pushed heavily to his feet, his limbs trembling.

      "Fine. Then walk. If I hear about you hurting River, or any of the servants for that matter, again, you'll wish I'd just left the burns on you." I left the threat hanging in the air as I returned to my plate, shoving another cake into my mouth as I listened to him stumble out behind me. Once I heard the door close, I slumped forward, laying my head on the table. "Well, fuck me."

      "How did you..." River trailed off. I cracked open an eye to see her staring at me with open awe.

      "I was serious about you seeing the healer, you know," I murmured, my voice thicker now as the exhaustion weighed on me. "You know, this table's not so bad." The hard, carved oak was surprisingly comfortable for my aching head.

      "Why didn't you call Terran?" River asked, fluttering over to the sideboard to pour me a glass of water. I hadn't realized I was parched until she set it in front of me.

      "Terran?" I asked in confusion, gulping down the water in great heaves, letting it cool the fire the still burned inside of me. That had been the workout from hell. I didn't even like running. The room exploded in colored light, and I swore as I dropped the goblet, sweeping River behind me again. Apparently, it was time for round two.
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      "What is going on?" Terran's booming voice echoed across the high ceilings, and I slumped back onto the chair with a yawn and a wave of my hand.

      "Blah, blah, blah. Stop with the roaring. My head hurts." I grabbed another cake, tossed it into my mouth and let the sweetness ease some of the pounding in my head.

      "Why do you have a headache?" Reed piped up, coming forward to study me intently. "I told you not to call us again unless you were in danger. The Ancients don't appreciate interruptions, though thankfully we were done for the moment." Reed's tone held a reprimand as he reached out to try and snag a cake off of my plate. I slapped his hands away, glaring and pulling the plate against me.

      "I earned these, bucko. Get your own." I kept my arm wrapped protectively around the plate to prevent his thievery.

      "I'll get you more." River dashed to the counter and sighed, standing with my plate and walking towards her.

      "River, you don't need to wait on me. We've been through that. You should go be checked out though. I've got these obnoxious ones hanging around." I jerked my thumb over my shoulder to indicate the men. "I doubt there will be any more trouble."

      "What trouble?" Terran ground out through his clenched teeth, apparently furious by my nonchalance.

      "Why is River injured?" Reed came close to grasp her chin and study the wound still marring her cheek.

      "Some dickhead got an attitude." I shrugged it off, as though I hadn't just gotten into the coolest, and scariest, fight of my life. "We handled it."

      "You handled it." The way Terran stressed the word, in slow measured tones, had my hackles rising. I took a bite of my sandwich, glaring at him as Reed continued to study River's cheek.

      "Yes, we handled it." I cocked my hip, tapping my foot in irritation, a posture my mother had commonly used when I'd driven her crazy.

      Terran tugged at his hair, looking beseechingly at River. "Riv —"

      "A moment," Reed said softly. He reached for the carafe of water off the table as Terran fell silent. A wave of his hand had the water flowing up in a ribbon, twirling in the bright light before laying across the wound on River's cheek.

      "Pretty," I murmured, watching her closely to make sure what Reed was doing didn't hurt her. The tension at the corners of her mouth lessened and she sent me a smile.

      "Reed is a good healer, don't worry." She had noticed my tense posture, apparently, and my focus on Reed's motions. Reed pulled away, the remainder of the water evaporating with a wave of his hand. Neat trick. I wondered if he could teach me. I shook my head, trying to push past the fog that was filling it. I wasn't sure I wanted to learn his trick, though knowing how to heal would be cool.

      "Now will someone explain things to me." Terran's words sounded patient, but from the irritation radiating from him, I knew that patience wouldn't hold very long.

      "Well, you see, when a mommy and daddy —" I trailed off with a chuckle as he glared at me, his eyes a little wild.

      "River?" The word was desperate as he tossed it to her.

      "Tori and I were hungry." River came up next to me, wrapping an arm around my waist in support. I resisted the urge to pat her head, she was so fragile I had an innate desire to protect her and comfort her. "She didn't want to eat in your rooms, so I brought her down here rather than bringing her food back. We were just eating and talking when Birch came in." She swallowed hard. "No one mentioned she wasn't allowed in the Hold." The last words were quiet, nearly a censure as she glanced at Terran and Reed who shuffled their feet guiltily.

      "What makes you think I'm not allowed?" I asked, going for innocent.

      She shook her head, smiling. "I may have been fooled before, but you're no witch. I don't know what you are, but I owe you." She looked back to Reed and Terran, her voice quiet again. "Do you need me to hide her? There are servant areas the other Guardians wouldn't think to look." My heart warmed and I hugged her, enjoying her small squeak of surprise before she hugged me back. This girl barely knew me and yet was offering to hide me if I needed it, rather than turn me in.

      "She doesn't need to be hidden." Terran's tone was weary as he pressed his fingers against his eyes. "She's our charge."

      "Oh. Oh!" The second word was full of awe as her large, blue eyes met mine. "A true charge?" she asked hesitantly, and I assumed she knew about the soulmate portion.

      "We're still trying to figure things out," I supplied, rather than giving her a full answer. I didn't have the energy to go into any of it at the moment.

      "You still haven't explained how you came by your wound," Reed pointed out, grabbing cakes for himself as he leaned back against the wall.

      "Birch grabbed her when she wouldn't explain herself. Started ranting about witches and her not having a right to be here." Terran and Reed growled. I gaped in surprise at seeing the slender man look ready to draw blood. Terran's large frame radiated anger, and he reached up to tie back his long, dark hair as though it was second-nature before a battle.

      I snorted. "Yeah, he was a real winner."

      "He struck me with a spell when I objected to his handling of her," River added shakily.

      "Why didn't you call us?" Terran snapped at me.

      I rolled my eyes. Why were men always so dramatic? "Let's see, I had an injured girl on my hands, a guy threatening me with bright orange strands of light, and a healthy fury for a bully. I've spent my life on my own, taking care of my mother. I handle things myself. It's how I am."

      "How did you get rid of him?" Reed turned his attention to River, his voice eager. "Have your powers quickened?"

      "I'm still mostly dormant, I'm afraid," River admitted with a disdainful shake of her head. "It was her." She inclined her head toward me, and Reed and Terran froze, gaping at me in utter shock.

      "You? You got a Guardian to back off?" If I hadn't been as shocked as they were at what I'd managed, I probably would have been offended.

      "A little finger wave, a little of my famous quick wit." I grinned at them. Reed cocked his head to study me while Terran resorted to rubbing his eyes again. I definitely gave that man a chronic migraine.

      "Did she use her powers?" he asked River, studying me intently. He raised his hands, sending a wave of air rushing over me. I nearly purred at the cool breeze over my heated skin.

      "You know, I'm standing right here. You could try directing questions at me, rather than around me," I pointed out. I liked the blue shade of his powers and I reached a hand out, trying to stroke over the strands of air, giggling when my hand slipped right through.

      "You're tapped out," Terran grumbled. "Drunk on the use of the power."

      I shrugged, not really caring. I was feeling pretty good, despite being exhausted. "Hey, I'll take being drunk over the pain."

      "You were sore afterwards?" Reed's ever-curious voice broke through the haze, and I grinned at him.

      "Like I had just run a marathon and then been rolled down a hill in a box of rocks," I admitted with a smile. "Does using magic always feel like that?"

      "It can, depending on how much you use and what kind of spells you use." Reed stepped forward, his hands raised. I assumed he was mimicking the human motion meaning he was no threat, though after seeing the weapons that could be created by a magic worker's bare hands, the motion held a lot less meaning. "I can help a little if you'd like?"

      "She may be injured, too." River piped up, her tinkling voice cheerful now that she was healed. "He had a terrible grip on her arm."

      "Show me," Terran ordered, his voice sharp and short.

      "I don't feel like stripping now, thanks though," I spat back at him. I had never taken orders well.

      "Where, River?" Terran demanded, his hard eyes never leaving mine as we stared each other down. River indicated the area of my arm that Birch had grabbed, and I resisted the urge to glare at her. It wasn't her fault for snitching, but solidarity, sister! Terran lifted a hand, making a sharp slicing motion as he muttered rapidly. The sleeve on my right arm disintegrated into nothing.

      "Huh." My ability to be shocked by much at this point had disappeared. "I'm not sure if that's really inconvenient or really convenient." My bare arms held the clear marks of a large hand and fingers, the bruises already darkening against my skin. Now that I could see them, the ache thrummed up some, singing against the bones of my arm. Reed's green eyes were electric, his mouth set into a grim line and color high in his cheeks as he approached.

      "May I?" His tone was cold, though it seemed his anger was for Birch, not for me. I nodded, deciding it was silly to allow the bruise to linger if he could heal me without much effort.

      "I'll kill him," Terran murmured, his hands opening and closing, his fingers twitching as though he was writing subconsciously in the air with the tips.

      "She already half-way did." River's voice was between horrified and gleeful as she remembered the state I had left Birch in. "That healing's going to hurt." Both men looked at me sharply, Reed continuing his work with the water.  "She burned him, blew his electric whips right back at him. He never had a chance."

      "Is that what I did?" I supposed I shouldn't be surprised that she was able to tell what I'd done, but I definitely hadn't known.

      "You don't even know what you did to him?" Terran's exasperated voice was back to a roar.

      "Easy, tiger. Thanks." I directed the last to Reed as he pulled away, the bruise on my arm now completely gone.

      "The mark was deep," he grumbled. "Let me know if you have any residual stiffness, but I think I got it all."

      "I don't know how I did what I did. It was just like before, when you tested me. I had to protect River, and myself."

      "She blocked his whips with an air wall, then supercharged it. I don't know how she did it either, since she never invoked a spell. It was as though she simply asked the magic and it responded to her request." The near reverence had me shifting from side to side, uncomfortable with the attention.

      "It was the stones." I turned their focus to the stones I pulled from my pocket. The small handful included the tourmaline and amethyst I had used during the altercation. I could only stare at them in shock as the tourmaline crumbled in my hands, breaking apart in fragile chunks. "But, how?" I had never seen stones act that way before, except for the time I had left an opal soaking in water and it had shattered when it dried. This seemed different though. The amethyst appeared almost lavender now, rather than the richly dark violet that had saturated it before.

      "You drained them." Reed inspected the stones but didn’t reach out to touch them. "Have you always preferred crystals?"

      "I guess so." I couldn't tear my eyes away from the crumbling stones. Seeing physical evidence of my magic affecting nature was an odd, not necessarily pleasant, sensation. "I always thought they were the most fun when I was a kid. They were pretty." I shrugged, embarrassed at the childish admission.

      "You shouldn't have attacked a Guardian," Terran scolded. "He could have hurt you."

      "Which is exactly why I did attack him," I pointed out. "He had already hurt River and was threatening to hurt me. Why should I have just stood around and waited for that?"

      A swirl of air washed over me, and I groaned when Onyx joined the group.  He ignored me pointedly, focusing instead on Terran and Reed as though I didn't exist. "I ran into Birch on my way to find you." His mouth quirked up in a slight smirk. "The asshole looked a little under the weather." I considered Onyx for a minute, surprised that he recognized that Birch was an asshole. Usually one conceited jerk didn't recognize another, they just played in the same circle.

      "Tori here saw to that." Reed seemed almost proud of me, a bright smile lighting his face as he glanced at me. Onyx raised a dark brow, looking at me with disdain.

      "Really?" he drawled, disgust evident in his tone.

      "Stop being so temperamental, Onyx," Terran snapped. "We've been through this with the Ancients."

      From the tone in his voice and the sneer remaining on Onyx's face, I doubted I'd enjoy whatever news he held. "Can they fix this?" I figured I already knew the answer, but I couldn't help the need to ask.

      "The Ancients have reached their decision." Onyx's words were flat, as though he was simply repeating lines that had been fed to him. "The magic cannot be wrong. You are our charge, and it is our duty to guide you, whatever your destiny may end up being. You will be trained as our fourth Guardian."
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      "You've got to be kidding me." I gaped at the three men, turning pleading eyes onto an awed River. "This was all supposed to be a mistake. I was supposed to be able to go home. Now you're saying that I'm supposed to train as a Guardian?" The last word came out as a squeak.

      "You defeated a fully trained Guardian without anything more than minimal training yourself," Reed pointed out. "That shows you the amount of power you have."

      "I don't want power!" I yelled, feeling guilty for a moment when River flinched beside me. "I want my mom back. I want a normal, human life. I want what I've spent my entire life working toward."

      "Well, you can't have it." Onyx shrugged, as though that sealed things. I seethed, fighting the urge to slap the bored look off his pretty face. He smirked, apparently able to tell the direction of my thoughts from the rage I was sure played over my face.

      "Couldn't I speak to the Ancients?" I pleaded, desperate to change their minds. "Explain things to them? I know that my life isn't what some people want, that you all think I'm crazy for wanting to be a human, for wanting to return to my apartment." Onyx's derisive snort was confirmation enough of his thought process. "It's all I want though. I won't bother anyone."

      "The Ancients were fascinated that you could use your magic without spell words. They want you to be trained. As soon as they hear that you were able to beat a Guardian with no true effort or training, their decision will be final," Terran said softly, his eyes sympathetic. "It is not terrible here. We will do our best to take care of you in any way you require."

      "There's so much to learn here." Reed's voice was enthusiastic as he shoved a hand through his disordered hair. "So much that you can do, you have no idea of what your potential is." His words were eager, tumbling over each other.

      "We can be friends." River's voice was soft beside me and my chest squeezed as I looked over at her.

      Friends. That was something I hadn't considered in years. It was always too awkward to have people around my mother, to deal with the stifled laughter and the fear in their eyes when she'd talk about how the faeries were coming to get them. Add that to moving every few months, usually disappearing in the middle of the night with no planned address or phone number I could share, and friendships were never something I had truly cultivated throughout my life, preferring casual acquaintanceship instead. I couldn't resist giving her a hug, her sweetness calling out to me, encouraging me to protect her.

      "It's not bad here, I promise. I can make you more cakes," she offered.

      I had no idea how she could have stayed this innocent in her life, but I didn't want to disappoint her. "Of course, we'll be friends." River squealed, hugging me tightly. "I may hold you to the promise of more cakes though."

      Terran nodded, a small smile on his lips. "Good. River, I'm going to ask you to be her guide here. She's going to be your charge as much as she's ours." River nodded solemnly, accepting her newly given duty.

      "So, what exactly does this Guardian training entail?" If Birch was any standard to go by, it didn't seem that training would be that difficult.

      "Each Guardian is trained differently, depending on their skills. It's a very personalized process." Reed's words were nearly tumbling out as he spoke with wildly energetic movements. "We apparently already know you have skills with crystals, but we'll see if there are any other residual talents you don't know about."

      "It's hard work." Onyx glared at Reed. "It's not just books and cakes." I raised a brow at Onyx, considering him. I still didn't like him, but I appreciated having the truth. "You're going to sweat, bleed, cry. If you can't deal with that, you're never going to make it as a Guardian."

      "We'll teach you to help people." Terran stepped forward, reaching out a hand. Caught off-guard and unthinking, I grasped his hand in mind. His eyes didn't leave mine as he knelt, and I knew my face went slack in shock. "We offer you our protection."

      Reed stepped forward, placing his hand over top of Terran's, grasping my wrist and kneeling as well. "We offer you our knowledge."

      Onyx grunted, stepping forward and mimicked his friends’ position. "We offer you our swords."

      I stared at the three of them as a wave of heat blasted up my arm, settling deep inside me. "I'll try." It was all I could think of to respond to their display, giving them honesty in return to their promises. "I'll do my best to become a Guardian." I had no one else, now that my mom was dead, nothing tied me to the human realm besides a crappy apartment and a job that paid way too little. Obviously magic was a part of me, and though I didn’t want the responsibility, I had to deal with it. If becoming a Guardian meant I would have a home here, possibly friends, I would maybe find some purpose. I figured I could at least try.

      The three stood and River tossed her arms around me in a giant hug. "Thank you, Tori. For saving me. For everything."

      "One condition though." I met Terran's eyes square on, making sure he was listening to me. "You go get my mother's body. She wanted a green burial. Let her be buried here, where I can visit her grave when I want to." My heart pounded in my chest, nerves echoing inside of me.

      Terran glanced at Reed, then Onyx. I wondered if they were communicating silently, or if their bond was simply so close they had no issue communicating simply with their eyes and facial expressions. I hoped it was the latter, that the behavior was learned and earned via trust and experience. "We should be capable of that." Terran kept his eyes on Onyx, considering the logistics of my request. "Your mother's witch blood should guarantee her a resting place in the Fae Realm, though she would be traditionally placed with the witches and not near the Hold."

      "She spent her life protecting me." I clenched my fist, unwilling to bend. "Teaching me. If that doesn't qualify her as a Guardian, then I don't know what would. It's just a small plot of land, she doesn't need to be in your cemetery. She just wanted to return to the earth, and I want to be able to visit her." I was going to give up my entire apartment, my job, the future I had planned. If the Guardians couldn't at least give me this, I would find a way to escape this place.

      "We'll do it, Tori," Reed assured me. "Don't fret. We will make sure she is laid properly to rest. We'll figure everything else out as we go, but we won't deny you your request." He shot a look at Onyx as though daring him to object.

      Onyx sighed, shaking his head. "Did they tell you where her body is?"

      "The morgue. She died at the local hospital." I fought back the tears that wanted to rise.

      He nodded, sharp and decisive. "I should be able to bring her here by myself. Stay with Reed and Terran. No more heroics." With the warning and a flare of silver light, he was gone.

      "I'm sorry about your mother, Tori," River whispered in my ear. "May the spirits bless her until you can see her again." I tried a smile at her thoughtfulness, though I was sure it was shaky.

      "We'll talk more about Birch later," Terran decreed. "For now, how about we get you settled in properly." He paused, considering for a moment. "River, do you think she could be put in the chambers next to ours?"

      "Next to yours?" River blinked. "Why not in your chambers?"

      I winced, forcing a chuckle. "I think that may be a little more familiarity than I'm ready for at this point." I offered Terran a smile. "Thank you for realizing that."

      "Our goal isn't to confine you." Terran raised a hand, possibly to stroke my hair, but pulled back. "As your Guardians your safety is our responsibility, but so is your comfort and well-being."

      "The rooms near yours are still empty, of course." River headed toward the door. Reed and I glanced at each other before beginning to pile plates with food in tacit understanding. We shared a conspiratorial grin before trooping after the other two, our plates towering and our mouths full of sweets. Reed and I would definitely get along, at least when it came to cake.

      River led us into a lush suite, far smaller than the men's location next door, though I could see multiple doorways branching off the open living area. It was done in natural woods and flooded with light. "You can change it to suit your taste," River offered, wringing her hands.

      "It's beautiful," I reassured her. "Are you sure it's alright if I stay here though? It's not your room or anything is it?" I wouldn't put it past River to offer up her own room in exchange for what she viewed as me saving her from Birch.

      "These are guest quarters and Guardian quarters. I live in another wing of the Hold, though you'll see me often."

      "Another wing?" A nagging sense of discomfort ran through me. I would have hoped that fae and witches would be more advanced than humans, though my encounter with Birch and now this were pointing toward there being as many prejudices and classicism issues as I had grown up with. I bit my tongue, not wanting to start commenting on a culture before I knew enough information about it.

      "Mm-hmm," River murmured. "I've lived here all my life. My great, great grandfather was a Guardian. Our family has remained in the hold ever since."

      "Do all of you live next door?" I asked Reed, watching him as he ate the last of the sandwiches from his plate.

      "We've found it most comfortable to live as a unit. It keeps us connected and allows for us to be available to each other at a moment's notice." Terran answered instead, rolling his eyes at Reed's voracious appetite.

      "It is a very basic suite, but we can provide you some things to help you personalize it," Reed offered around a mouthful of food. "You'll have books to study, of course. You've already shown your affinity for crystals, so we'll provide you those to practice with. There hasn't been a crystal witch or fae in..." He tilted his head, moving his mouth as if reciting something to himself. "Three hundred years?" He glanced at Terran who simply shrugged. Reed snorted. "We each have our strengths. You'll find mine is books."

      "You're a book witch?" I blinked at him, pretending innocence. He barked a laugh, surprising me with the deep, rich sound.

      "You could say that. I have the greatest strength in water magic. It's traditional for witch Guardians to be elemental."

      "So, if he's a mermaid and Onyx is a faerie, what does that make you?" I shot Terran a wicked smile.

      "The boss." He chuckled when I rolled my eyes. Sarcasm was my bit. "I'm an earth witch," he admitted. "I specialize in plants, animals, things along those lines."

      Realization tingled at the base of my spine and I considered him. "Is that why you handled the werewolf? Because you deal with animals?"

      Reed grinned. "Smart girl." Terran nodded his agreement. "Few realize that when a shifter is in their animal form, they are more susceptible to earth witches or other fae who have strengths revolving around animals. Terran was attempting to read information from him."

      "Did you get anything?" I knew the words came out sharply, but I couldn't seem to help it. I wanted to know why a hulking wolf had destroyed my mother's apartment and, if Terran's inference was correct, attempted to injure or kill me.

      "I have not had a chance to interrogate him yet." Terran appeared to be slightly apologetic for the delay. "He is contained here at the hold and is no longer a threat to you or anyone else. Our focus has been getting you settled here at the Hold and conferring with the Ancients. When Onyx returns, we will attempt to get to the bottom of the issue."

      "I still don't see what a werewolf would want with me." I shook my head in disgust.

      "Anyone who pushes out as much magic as you would always be at risk, especially if you aren't shielding at all." Shockingly, it was River who had spoken, pulling my gaze back to her as she settled onto a nearby chair. "I'm not strong, and even I can feel the pull of it. It calls to my own magic. If you had performed the type of magic you did in the hall when you didn't have the wards of the Hold, any dark fae or witch would have been on you in moments."

      "River's right." Reed sent her a smile, bouncing slightly on his toes as though he was having a hard time containing himself. "Your magic is also unique, sending out an even stronger call to those who may want to use it in another way."

      "So that's why I need Guardians? Or to learn to be a Guardian?" I wasn't really sure of the difference.

      "It's rare that anyone who needs a Guardian will have offensive magic. You're incredibly strong. It's why we're going to train you, to be aware that you are always safe in the future. True charges of Guardians are, well, like crystals." Terran stumbled to explain. "They charge magic, enhance it, direct it. Whereas Reed can heal someone, you could potentially direct his magic to heal an entire room of injured folks. You can also call on your Guardian's strength, pull energy from us at your need. It makes you a prime target."

      "You could all be injured through me?" I mused, trying to ensure I understood.

      "Yes, Tori, we could." Reed’s green eyes were dark and serious, his lips pressed into a tight line as he spoke his affirmation.

      "So even without this prophecy issue, I still would have had to come here." I could feel my shoulders slump, my life slipping away from me before eyes.

      "Prophecy?" River perked up. "Which prophecy?"

      "Which prophecy?" I asked in disbelief. "There is more than one prophecy?"

      River blinked at me, as though my question was ridiculous. "Of course there's more than one. fae and witches frequently have visions, create new prophecies for the future generations." She looked from Terran to Reed. "You really haven't told her much? How in all the realms did you find her?"

      A dark amusement crept into me that River had seemed completely unphased by the idea that I had been targeted and attacked by dark magic and werewolves, but my lack of knowledge over prophecy floored her completely.

      "I grew up human." I attempted to hide the smile that wanted to tug at my lips. "These three yahoos came and swiped me right out of my kitchen yesterday, dropping me here to sit and twiddle my thumbs while they to decide my future for me."

      River scowled, jumping up and placing her hands on her hips. "This poor girl lost her mother, was targeted, then you just yank her from the only world she had known and drop her here without anyone even to look after her before I stumbled on her?" She glared at the two and Reed dropped his head, kicking his foot against the wooden panels of the flooring. "You didn't even tell her who she could talk to or what things she should avoid! You're supposed to be her Guardians."

      "It wasn't just their fault." I was hesitant to stand up for them, considering I partially agreed with River, but I didn't want to be dishonest either. "They wanted to ask the Ancients if there was a way that I could go home again."

      River clucked her tongue at me. "It's still their duty, Tori. They —"

      A flash of silver light and a whirl of air pushed Onyx into the room. Surprising me, his dark silks were once again armor, his hands clenched tightly into fists. "My mom?" I gasped, fear hot and slick as it rushed through me.

      "I have brought her here," Onyx assured me, though his tone didn't soften. "We will prepare the area for burial."

      "What's wrong?" Terran interrupted with a snap.

      Onyx hesitated, and for a moment I thought I saw reluctance, even pity, cross his features. "Tourmaline, do you know who killed your mother?"
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      I stumbled, my hands grasping for purchase as I tried to stay upright and remember to breathe. Terran's solid hand caught mine as he pulled me against him, letting me sink my full weight into his arms as I gasped for air, my lungs constricted in my chest.

      "Mur —" I couldn't even finish the word. It was shocking that I was able to believe in magic and faeries, but the idea that my mother could have been killed? That was too far outside of reality for me to be able to accept.

      "Explain," Terran snarled, ice edging his voice.

      "I tracked the body, per her request." Onyx shifted, apparently unwilling to meet my eyes. "We had already seen her photo on the altar, so I knew who I was looking for." He shook his head, discomfort rolling off him in waves as the muscles in his shoulders locked tight and he tapped his fingers rhythmically against the grip of his sword. "I planned to simply transport her; I didn't expect an issue." His mouth hardened, lines digging deeply into his cheeks and near his eyes as he spoke. "When I inspected the body, however, it was clear that there was magic involved."

      "Magic killed her?" I was shaking now, though I pulled from Terran's warm embrace. I couldn't face this being held. If something had indeed happened to my mother, I would handle it. "How does that make it murder? I mean, you said she had magic; it was how she was able to keep me hidden."

      "Her own magic would not have harmed her," Reed explained, light shimmering around his hands. I wondered if he was doing it on purpose, using his magic for some function or another, or if it was an instinctual reaction to his irritation and the panic Onyx had incited by appearing in battle gear. "While magic can be blown back against you, as you have found out with Birch, your own magic is as much a part of you as your blood."

      "So, someone else used magic on her?" Fury roared through me and the heat inside of my chest built, battling against the ache there.

      "You need to remain calm." Onyx snapped the order, his eyes finally flying to mine. "Unless you would like me to finish my story at a later time or you intend to injure one of us, calm your thoughts."

      I glanced down to see my own hands wreathed in light, sparks flying from my fingertips to hiss and crackle, scorching the floor in front of me. My eyes widened as I stared at the magic dancing across my hands the way I had seen it dance on theirs, both frightening and powerful.

      I growled, wanting to scream at him, demand answers. I didn't want to be calm, I could be calm later. After I took apart whomever had dared to hurt my mother. Onyx stayed still, his stormy grey eyes holding mine. He would do it, I realized. Refuse to speak another word until I regained control of myself. I breathed in, trying to find where the power was flowing from me so that I could bring it back inside.

      "Focus on relaxing your muscles," Terran instructed behind me, his voice a low rumble in my ear. "Breathe the tension out; let it sink away from you. As you relax the muscles, breathe in, and breathe your light in with it." He pressed his hands into my shoulders, rubbing the stiff muscle. I tightened more on instinct and he withdrew his hand.

      A part of me was sorry for the loss of the warmth and the massage, but I wasn't comfortable yet with the idea of these men who were still essentially strangers touching me so intimately. I breathed in again, trying to mimic his suggestions. Slowly, the sparks began to fade, and though the glow remained, the color was pale, nearly a pastel, rather than the bright, aching neon it had been prior.

      "Good job," Terran praised. I merely nodded my thanks, focusing solely on Onyx and the answers only he held.

      "There. Your demands are met. Finish it." My tone was husky, my throat tight with fear and anger. It had been one thing to consider that my mother had been taken from me by an illness, something her body simply couldn't fight. She rarely took care of herself, so while shocking in its speed, I hadn't been exactly surprised. She had frequently been sick when I was growing up and taking care of her had been just one more duty on my list. The idea that someone had purposefully taken her from me, however, was something I wasn't equipped to handle.

      "Her body resisted me when I tried to move it. She had warding carved into her, warding against both fae and witch alike." Reed and Terran hissed at Onyx's announcement, so I figured this wasn't a common method. "Someone found her, though, even with the extensive wards. Her magic was corrupted; the echo of it still existed."

      "Will you try and at least speak in English?" Onyx bore the brunt of my frustration as I roared the words at him. I understood only half of what he said, and now was not the time for him to be messing with me. I wanted actual answers, not to listen in while he described it to the rest of the waiting room.

      "Someone poisoned her with magic." Terran's voice was hot with anger, matching the heat inside of me. "It corrupted her own magic, ate into her body like a cancer." I thought back to her dizzy spells, her constant aches, her shortness of breath. Could this have been the reason for her sicknesses all along?

      "Couldn't she have done something about it if it was magic though? I don't know, shielded or something?" I cast desperate eyes around the room, hoping maybe there was some other answer, an answer that didn't involve my mother dying at someone else's whim.

      "First rule of magic, Tori." Reed spoke up. "There is always someone out there with stronger magic than you. If you rely solely on your own strength, you will most likely fail. It is why Guardians are almost always in groups. We know the sole Guardians are far more likely to die, and it encourages us to think outside of ourselves."

      "Birch learned that lesson himself today," Terran pointed out. "As a sole Guardian, hubris has always been an issue for him. He never would have believed anyone who wasn't a Guardian stood a chance against him, that he was the ultimate warrior. Even the best warriors fall though."

      "Can you tell anything from the magic that remains?" Reed asked Onyx, tapping his fingers against his thigh in irritation.

      Onyx shook his head, grimacing his disgust. "I can tell you it's a mix of magics. It's improbable, though it looks as though both fae and witch magic infected her. I'm unable to tell whether it was done at the same time, or if she was simply the recipient of so many hexes and curses that both types of magics intertwined in her system."

      "Why?" Forcing out the question was nearly the same as swallowing broken glass. My throat was raw and sore; it hurt to simply breathe. "Why her?"

      "We will find out, Tourmaline." Terran's words were edged with steel, his convictions as sharp as the sword still resting in Onyx's hand. "We will do everything in our power to get answers for you."

      "For now, let us lay her to rest." Reed stepped forward, inclining his head. "I promise we will care for her."

      Onyx's sharp eyes turned to River. "See that she rests for now. Between magic usage and everything else that has occurred over the past two days, her body will give out shortly. I believe she's running solely on anger and willpower at the moment."

      He may have been right, but I wasn’t going to admit that to him. He turned steely eyes back to me, staring at me hard. "No more excursions for the moment. Stay in these rooms. We will put extra warding on the doors when we leave." Onyx paused, pursing his lips for a moment before continuing, as though he debated whether to continue speaking. "It is not a far stretch to believe if someone, or multiple someones, would be interested in harming your mother they would be interested in harming you as well. This only increases in possibility when we consider your untrained state and the fact that you have already been attacked once. Be smart. Stay where we can care for you."

      I wanted to object on principle, but even though he called me a fool, I didn't want to actually be one. I knew I was at the end of my rope, physically and emotionally. Even if for just a few hours, I needed to let them step up and fulfill their promise to keep me safe.

      "Be gentle with her?" I asked Reed, instinctively feeling that he'd understand. The last rites were done, I knew it was just her body being placed to rest in the earth and she couldn't feel anything, but I still had to ask. This was a final thing I could do for her, send her to the rest she wanted, with true peace.

      Terran and Onyx headed for the door, and I allowed River to guide me down the hall, maneuvering me gently into a large bedroom. At the click of the lock I sagged, nearly toppling over without River's quick reflexes and strong hands.

      "It is grating when one of the males is correct," River began, letting me lean on her as we made our way to the bed that looked velvety soft and thick as a cloud. "However, in this case, it is probably best not to fight them. Rest. Heal. There is plenty of time to figure this out.” I murmured my agreement, falling face-first into the silky duvet that smelled faintly of lavender. "Sleep, Tori. We're watching over you." Her words acted as a lullaby, sending me into sleep without more than a thought.
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      The light, sweet notes of a flute woke me, and I blinked away the grit from my eyes. Surprisingly, I wasn't disoriented, instead I felt at home in this space, in a way that I had rarely experienced before. I wondered if it was a side effect of using my magic or if I was simply superficial enough to appreciate the beautiful rooms. It probably didn't matter either way. I pulled myself free of the tangle of blankets, relieved that I no longer felt shaky or sore. Energy coursed through me, making me feel nearly as bubbly as River's voice. The shadows were long now, the sun mostly set. I assumed I had slept for several hours, at least.

      I made my way into the living room, pausing to watch Reed as he played the tiny flute he held in his hands. I was completely enthralled by the sweet, fluid sounds he seemed to be creating with ease. He was lost in the music, his fingers sliding confidently over the instrument as he played the haunting tune. His red hair fell in a tumble, as though he had been raking his fingers through it, and his eyes were closed preventing me from seeing the green of his eyes. No lines marred his face at the moment, he seemed to be completely at peace, enjoying the music that he created with his own kind of magic. The final tones echoed through the room as he pulled the flute from his lips and turned to face me.

      "We'll have to work on your ability to move silently." The corner of his mouth quirked up in a smile and my mouth went dry. I bit my tongue, refusing to let myself focus on how cute he was — how cute they all were, really. I didn't need the distraction of a man, especially not one with magical powers. Human men were hard enough to deal with, I couldn't imagine one who could curse me if I pissed him off, though I assumed I'd be able to curse him in return. This was all so complicated, and I was going to end up giving myself a headache again trying to sort through the intricacies of this realm.

      "There's a lot of things we'll need to work on," I admitted, stretching slightly and balancing on my toes as I tried to work blood back into my muscles. "How long have I been out?"

      "About a day," Reed murmured as he slid the flute into a protective case before tucking it away into a pocket. I blinked, sure I had heard him incorrectly.

      "Did you say a day?" I had never slept that long, even if I had the flu. Between the amount of work always in front of me and my propensity for nightmares, sleep wasn't exactly an easy commodity for me to come by.

      "It isn't unusual for someone who used that much magic to need days to recover, especially if they're untrained." Reed sat back, sprawling an arm over the back of the couch and propping up his long legs in front of him with a sigh. "It's one of the reasons Guardians train as much as we do. We learn to utilize our powers without draining ourselves, to have a solid grasp on how much power will drain us, and to work our magic like a muscle so that it can put up with more."

      "That's a bit inconvenient and, well, dangerous though, isn't it? Having to sleep for so long? What if you're in the middle of a fight or something?"

      "Then you better have back up, or you die." Onyx's words were blunt, and I turned to where he was framed in the doorway.

      I cursed myself when my eyes strayed to the well-defined muscles of his abdomen clearly emphasized by the tight fit of his silken shirt and the way he leaned. I was sure he was doing it on purpose, especially when I caught the small smirk that graced his mouth when I purposefully dragged my eyes to his.

      "Enjoy your naptime?" The words were offered with a sneer, and I desperately wanted to flip him off.

      "Onyx." Terran appeared behind him, clamping a hand onto his shoulder, the word and gesture a clear warning. His face was pale under the tan of his skin, the lines were carved deeply into the corners of his eyes and his mouth and dark, sunken circles rimmed his brown eyes. "I'm glad to see you rested, Tori."

      "Thanks." I shifted, uncomfortable with so much attention on me at once. I had no idea where River had disappeared to, but I hoped she'd return sooner rather than later and help to present herself as a distraction to these guys.

      "If you are ready, we will begin your training." Terran phrased it as an offer, though I realized it was probably closer to a command. He seemed to always be in charge, though I hadn't quite worked out their group dynamics.

      "What's first?"

      "First, Terran's going to get some sleep," Onyx interrupted, shooting a glare at his fellow Guardian. "He has been up for days straight attempting to get answers." I winced at the idea that I had slept for so long while they had been studiously working. Terran arched a brow as though he wanted to object to Onyx's statement, but a yawn broke the silence before any words could.

      "Fine. Be careful, though," Terran muttered grudgingly. He performed a quick bow in my direction, much to my surprise, before he left for his rest.

      "So, what's on the agenda then? More crystal work?" I glanced at Reed, hoping that was where we were heading.

      "Oh, don't look at him, little one. For this, you're mine." Onyx made his reply with a grin, and I could only gulp in response.
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      My gaze shot back to Reed, unsure if Onyx was being serious. I felt guilty at the hot little thrill that ran through me at his commanding words, when I knew all I should want to do is slap him for the innuendo. Reed merely continued to laze on my couch, green eyes blinking slowly as though he was lost deep in thought.

      "Where's River?" I hedged, uncertain if I wanted to follow the imposing fae to whatever nefarious plans he had for me. From the smirk on his lips, I was fairly sure I wouldn't enjoy whatever those plans were.

      "River is not your Guardian. We are." Onyx gave an elegant shrug. "It is our job to train you. River may be useful in teaching you about the way we live here so that you can learn the differences between the magic community and humans. That is not the lessons you need to be currently concerned about. Your social life is not my concern right now. Keeping you alive is."

      Anger at his easy dismissal of both River and me rippled through my body, and I felt the magic swell inside. The heat drawing up within me warmed my hands, my magic itching for me to release it.

      "I think I showed in the dining area that I'm fairly capable of looking after myself." My stomach growled then, reminding me that it had been two days since my last meal. I was surprised I felt as together as I did after sleeping for that long. Maybe magic wasn't all bad if it meant intense power naps.

      "You handled one second-rate Guardian who severely underestimated you. While it is a role I suggest playing up, as most will not expect a female to have great power, it cannot be your only means of defense."

      "I'm sure there are plenty of kickass females here," I snapped at him.

      He merely arched a brow, unfazed by my outburst. "Females are not usually chosen to be Guardians. Some females you see will fall into the role of teacher or mentor, and many are extremely skilled in multiple branches of magic, but they are not Guardians."

      I snorted my disgust. "Great, so the Fae Realm is just as misogynist as the humans."

      "In some ways," Reed admitted from behind me. "There are fewer females born to magic-users, which of course greatly skews that data. Additionally, Guardians are chosen. We are picked by a combination of magic, skill, and simple fate."

      "You really believe that?" I wasn't sure whether to be skeptical of his statement or merely shocked at the innate faith in it. He shrugged in response, unwilling to delve deeper into the theoretical conversation at the moment.

      "Whatever your leanings," Onyx interjected, irritation beginning to creep into his voice, "they, again, are not my concern. You have proven to have incredibly strong magic. The Ancients say that you are chosen, that you will be a Guardian. I tried to sway their decision, yet they have the same belief that Reed does in fate and the control of magic."

      I cocked my head, musing over his words. Onyx seemed to be the only one who didn't believe in the magic, or fate, or whatever they were calling it. He had objected to me from the beginning, citing the magic had to be in error. He was evidence that it was possible to live in this world of magic and still object to it. I wondered if he objected to the lack of control that the belief in fate required; I knew that I would. I worked for everything in my life, and I wasn't about to let anyone else decide that they had more control over what I did with it than I did.

      "He will continue to complain," Reed said wearily, and I wondered for a moment if he had stayed here, awake, to watch over me while I slept. I warmed slightly at the idea before locking the thought away. I wasn't a girl prone to daydreams, and now definitely wasn't the time to start. "Go train. I will see you later for lessons on crystal usage and other magic types." His sharp, green eyes turned to Onyx. "Feed her first. You know well enough she needs it after the sleep." Reed’s eyes turned to me and a smile softened the harsh lines that had been digging into his mouth. "He's a grump, but he won't actually harm you. If you need me, call out, I will come."

      It seemed I wasn't going to get out of this mess, so I might as well just face it. I strode to Onyx, squaring my shoulders as I faced off with him. "Lead the way." I indicated the door with a wave. I promised them that I would try to learn from them, and I wasn't going to go back on my word.

      Onyx led me from the room, closing the door soundly behind us before we began winding our way down the twisting halls. I noticed some of the same windows and engravings that I had seen on my walk with River, and assumed he was taking me back toward the dining hall to grab food as he had promised Reed.

      I hesitated when he strode through the large, arched doorway. I was desperately hungry, but I could hear the low murmur of voices from inside and knew that I would be facing more of this world. I wasn't exactly sure what I was getting into. River had been a nice surprise and Birch a nasty one. I was withholding judgment on Terran, though Reed was slowly worming his way into the possible friendship category. I wouldn't show fear in front of Onyx, I decided, and that gave me enough strength to step through the doors rather than wait for him to come and find me himself.

      I was relieved that only a few seats were occupied, the men in them murmuring amongst each other rather than paying attention to my entrance. From the way Onyx had angled himself to study the door, I was willing to bet he had expected my hesitancy and had been happily waiting to drag me inside if I hadn't appeared shortly under my own steam. I brushed past him, heading for the spread of food that River had shown me before.

      Different sandwiches were stacked on platters and some sort of pasta filled large bowls. I scooped up more than my share, topping it all off with the cookies that were plated on the end of the table. Onyx's nose was wrinkled as he stared at my towering plate, though it seemed he was more confused than disgusted.

      "I thought only Reed could eat like that," he muttered, and I snorted.

      "Get used to not having food available for a while," I advised him. "You'll appreciate it a lot more." I wondered for a moment if Reed had experienced the same poverty I had before shrugging the idea away. If he had, it was his own business, not mine. I wasn't one to judge him for it. It he hadn't, he still had every right to enjoy his food.

      Onyx grimaced. "Enough talk. Bring your food with you."

      I risked a glance to the corner table where the other Guardians had been sitting, finding them staring at me as I had feared. I offered them a finger wave before following Onyx from the room. We moved through the corridors with practiced ease, the heavily decorated walls giving way to simple wood and stone as we twined further into the Hold. I took the opportunity to scarf down as much of the food as I could while we walked, unwilling to put it aside when we reached our destination.

      Onyx pushed open an unassuming door, leading me into a room full of mirrors and equipment. I couldn't resist the groan that fell from my lips at the sight. I had never been athletic, and apparently it was too much to hope that being pulled into the Fae Realm would negate my need for exercise. Gym class wasn't supposed to exist after high school.

      "Finish your food if you must, though I suggest not overfilling your stomach. You can eat more when you're done."

      I grimaced, setting aside the plate on a nearby table. I didn't recognize half the tools or weapons in the room, and I figured that didn't bode well for me. "So, what? Reed teaches me about magic and you beat the crap out of me?"

      Onyx arched a brow, stretching his arms. I mimicked him, only muttering a little as my muscles began to warm. "Technically Terran will oversee most of your physical training. Believe me, he isn't any easier of a task master than I am. I'll oversee weapons with you, but I will also be teaching you how to access the fae portion of your magic." I paused in the stretches I was imitating, considering him.

      "Fae magic is different than, um, mortal magic?" This was getting confusing. How did they expect me to learn and understand three entire cultures in hours or days? Even if they were correct, and my heritage was truly a combination of both fae and witch, I was still only going to be exposed to a small segment of life in this realm.

      "Don't stop stretching," Onyx warned. A prickle ran over my skin and I scowled, though I started stretching again. I assumed that had been a warning strike from him. "Yes, fae magic and witch magic differ. You pull and control them differently. You obviously draw much of your witch powers from crystals, though it is possible you will have an elemental affiliation as well — most probably fire or earth as they are closest related to crystal."

      He bent at the waist, stretching his back and giving me a perfect view of his ass in the full-length mirror. The thick silks he wore emphasized the curve and his heavily muscled thighs, and a blush stole over my cheeks as I forced my eyes away, mimicking his stretch. It was completely unfair that such an attractive male could be such a jerk.

      "So why not just focus on one? Isn't it better to have full control than to split my energies and not be able to fully control anything?" If they were correct and I was in danger, or drawing danger to myself, then I would rather be able to defend myself instead of having three options to hold someone off until someone else could come and save me.

      "You will learn all of them." Onyx's voice held steel as he flowed into the next stretch. "We all learn weapons. We will learn every possible defense at our disposal. You never know when one may not be enough and your minute knowledge of swordsmanship may mean the difference between life and death."

      "You sure paint a cheery picture of this world we're in," I muttered.

      "The Hold is a law onto itself. It is a sacred ground, one that cannot be breached by any but the most powerful; even then it is breached at a great cost. The world outside of these walls is not as peaceful as you may believe it to be, Tori." Hearing my nickname from his lips nearly caused me to stumble to the ground.

      "What do you mean?" Anxiety fluttered in my chest, even as I breathed through the next stretch.

      "The politics of this realm are complicated and not something you need to worry about at the moment. Your focus needs to be on the training we will be putting you through. There will be plenty of time to study those intricacies later on. You need to ensure that you do not leave the Hold without a Guardian by your side."

      "Do you all leave with an escort?" I snapped.

      "We rarely leave without each other. There is not usually a need, so yes, we do all have escorts." Well, that soothed my anger a little. It wasn't just him protecting me, it was done by all members. "There is much for you to learn, and little time for you to learn it in."

      Onyx stood, hesitating before continuing. "I will not apologize for telling you this, but it is only fair that you understand my point. I do not believe in the prophecy, nor that you are the one who is foretold. The magic chose me as a Guardian, and I will fulfill my duty. The Ancients claim you have been chosen as a Guardian as well, and as our fated charge. I will not have a soulmate. I will not be tied to anyone. If I choose a mate, it will not be to place her in danger. I will train you and protect you with my life, as is my duty as a Guardian. I will not accept you as my mate or a destined charge."

      His eyes were surprisingly soft, nearly the color of a velvet sky rather than the flint I was used to, in direct opposition to the harshness of his words.

      I nodded sharply and he cocked his head, considering me. "I know nothing about this prophecy, nor do I understand it. I can't claim to be the charge in the prophecy nor do I want to be her. I want to go back to my old life. If that isn't possible, I want to simply move on. I have no desire to be your mate, or anyone else's. I can agree with you that I won't be controlled or tied against my will. So how about we both simply focus on training me and deal with the rest as it comes? I promise I won't tell the others about our little talk."

      Onyx studied me for a moment, evaluating my words and the emotion behind them. "Agreed." He seemed slightly more relaxed now, though whether it was due to the stretching routine we had completed or his confession to me, I couldn't be sure. "Let's get started then." He raised a hand, closing his eyes for a moment before his clothing shifted into armor. "Fae magic needs no words, no spells. It is an act of pure will. The stronger your will, the stronger your magic."

      He opened his eyes, rotating his wrist, letting pieces of his armor melt away and then reform. "You see what you want to happen, and you will it into being. As fae, we are innately connected to the world and everything in it. Our magic is at its strongest in the Fae Realm, where humans have not twisted nature to suit their own needs, corrupting it." He grimaced at that statement.

      "If fae are so powerful, why do you team up with witches? Couldn't you just will your enemies into being unmade?"

      He nodded, acknowledging my question. "It takes energy and an understanding of yourself and the world around you. Unmaking something is not as easy as making something. Completely erasing something from being is also incredibly difficult, most will never reach that level of power."

      "So, you're not destroying your armor when you will it away?"

      "I'm not destroying it, I am moving it. The armor already exists. I simply change its appearance and feel, letting it settle back into the fabric to avoid its weight." My head was beginning to ache from the intricacies of the magic. "Many fae have no defensive or offensive powers at all. It takes an extreme level of power, will, and energy to utilize either facet. Witches’ powers replenish far more rapidly than our own and are able to enhance their abilities with the usage of objects or other spells. We do not have that luxury.”

      "So that's why you're teamed up with Terran and Reed." I extended my own hand, attempting to will my shirt to change colors.

      "Yes and no. Only a handful of fae are Guardians now; our numbers have dwindled rapidly over the centuries even as the witches have flourished. Interbreeding has diminished our numbers even more, the witch genes acting prominently and further diminishing fae magic. Fully fae teams, therefore, are nearly impossible. In our case, the Ancients have declared that it was destined for the three of us to be a team." He sighed, letting all of the armor slide away. "Enough questions for the moment. You will learn in time. For now, focus only on the magic. It is all in your will. You willed yourself calm, do the same thing now."

      I continued to stare at my arm, irritation growing as nothing happened. "Oh yeah, this is going to be lots of fun," I muttered, sweat beginning to soak me as I focused.

      "Feel your connection to the clothing, the way it lays against your skin." Onyx stepped forward, gripping my arm, his fingers wrapping gently around my wrist. "You know its texture, its smell, it's warmth. It is yours to use.” The heat of his fingers was distracting, even through my top, and I wrinkled my nose, trying to pull my attention back to the spell. "Focus, Tori. Force it to happen."

      I glared at him, realizing only as I titled my head how close he was to me. His mouth was inches from my own, his steely grey eyes almost silver in the light, the color drawing me in. I had no idea what it was about him that drew me, but I was going to need my own armor to continue to deal with him. Warmth spread through me and I gasped at the sensation as heat built on my arm.

      "Interesting." Onyx's voice was dry and I glanced down, seeing that the sleeve he gripped was now almost the same color as his eyes, the fabric carrying a metallic sheen. "Again."

      I blew out a breath, turning my focus back to my arm. I was right, this definitely wasn't fun.
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      My body was aching and my temper was fraying by the time Onyx called an end to our lesson. I managed to change the color of my shirt a few times but far from a regular basis. My muscles shook, my hands trembling, and I was about ready to deck Onyx. I knew he said that the act of changing the shirt was simply a power of will, but it didn't seem to be that way. Onyx had assured me I would learn to separate mental effort from physical effort in time, though it would always cause some level of exhaustion. I had refrained from flicking him off at that unappealing statement, though it was a very close call.

      I hobbled back to my rooms, Onyx leading the way in confident, easy strides. Even the view of his ass wasn't enough to distract me from the foul mood that now reigned. He swung the door of my suite open, ushering me inside after a quick check. "Reed can handle you from here. We'll do another session tomorrow."

      "Yippee," I grumbled, heading inside. Reed still maintained the same place on my couch, though now he was surrounded by stacks of plates and teetering towers of books. I growled, shoving past him and heading into the attached bathroom to rinse the sweat off. That felt so good I decided I'd take a quick shower, grateful that my room had one for my use, and a luxurious one at that, separate from the large soaking tub.

      The shower was walled off, allowing me to walk into the separate room and have complete peace, the walls done in copper and green tiles that were soothing. I let the hot water beat some of the pain from my muscles, enjoying the lavender and rosemary soap, the scent of the herbs mingling in the air and helping to soothe my irritation.

      I stepped from the shower, wrapping myself in the thick, soft white towels that awaited me before freezing as I realized the stack of clothes I had dropped by the door was gone. I considered for a moment, before irritation once again reared its ugly head. I cracked open the door, yelling, "Reed! What did you do with my clothes?"

      Reed appeared at the entrance to the living area, blinking slowly as though I had pulled him from intense study. "Hm?" The sound was a distracted murmur.

      "My clothes." I gritted the words out. The towel was soft and comfortable, but it wasn’t clothing. "Where are they?"

      "They were dirty," he offered up, as though it was simple.

      "So, you just came into the bathroom to take them?" My reply was nearly a screech, and I wished I had something on hand to throw at him other than the towel that I so desperately gripped.

      "You were in the shower." He shrugged. "I took them to be laundered so you did not need to bother with it."

      I squeezed my eyes shut tight, biting hard at the tip of my tongue to avoid screaming. "Then what am I supposed to wear?" At his blank stare I beat my head against the door frame. "River!"

      Reed cocked his head, studying me. "The call only works on those who are in the bond. I can try to find River if you like."

      I grimaced, yelling out, "Terran!"

      The ground quaked and Terran popped into the hallway, his eyes slightly bleary as though I had awoken him. "What?" Confusion was clear as he studied me hiding behind the bathroom door and Reed in the hallway. Terran sighed, shaking his head. "Tori, that call really is only supposed to be for emergencies." The scold was mild as he yawned.

      "Your friend over here came into the bathroom while I showered and stole my clothing, leaving me nothing but a towel," I snapped at Terran. Terran's eyes shot down to where I hid behind the door, then up to hover above my head.

      "Reed, we've been through this." Terran’s tone was more exasperated than angry. "Ask before helping, especially if it involves someone else's belongings or personal space." The words were repeated in a tired voice that made me assume this had been a frequent conversation between the two.

      "They needed to be cleaned," Reed argued. "It would be foolish for her to get redressed in dirty clothing when she's just taken the time to get clean."

      "Yes, but now she doesn't have any clothing to put on," Terran pointed out.

      Reed shrugged. "There are towels. She can simply conjure..." He paused, and I realized he was finally understanding the issue at hand. "Oh."

      "Exactly." I glared at him, then at Terran. "So, now that the little mermaid over here has gotten it through his head, what do you plan on doing about it?"

      I was far too grumpy at this point to be diplomatic. All the relief of the shower had worn off, leaving my muscles tight and my body sore, my stomach growling manically. I had brought bags with me, but I had no idea where they had been stored and my intent had been to redress in my shirt and leggings until I could address the issue myself once my temper was in check.

      "Reed, her bags are still in our rooms. They're stacked in the storage area. Bring them to her please." Terran shot Reed a look and he sighed but moved to comply without an argument. Guilt prickled at me, as Terran rubbed the sleep from his eyes.

      "I'm sorry." I really hadn't wanted to disturb Terran, but my temper could get the best of me at times. It definitely wasn't one of my more positive personality traits and one I knew I should be working on, though at the moment I was far more focused on adjusting to this new, twisted version of my life. "I lost my temper."

      Terran shrugged. "We all have tempers. Even Reed. He does this stuff fairly frequently, and it's going to be a learning curve with you in the group now as well. We'll all figure it out eventually. Besides, we should have provided you with your belongings before now. There was no reason for us to still be holding onto them when they are yours."

      Reed appeared with the bags I had packed. "Where would you like them?" His tone was slightly sheepish, and the guilt was back to biting at me.

      "I'm sorry, Reed. I shouldn't have snapped at you." Apologizing always stung a little, but I knew I needed to do it. If we were going to have any chance of working together, my temper didn't need to get in between us, no matter how irritated I was.

      "As am I." Reed offered with a small smile. "I will try and work harder on realizing the new boundaries that will exist in our environment." He offered up the bags and I pointed at the one I needed, stepping back to allow him to slide it in through the door. I dressed quickly, gathering both bags up and taking them into the bedroom I had slept in.

      I wasn't comfortable enough in the space to put my things away in the closet and drawers that were available, but it was nice to actually have them in an area I could consider my own. It wasn't as if they would even fill up part of the available space, and it made them feel more mine to have them in the bags from my old life.

      It was my turn to be nervous and sheepish as I took a deep breath, centering myself before I headed back into the living room to face the music. Luckily Onyx hadn't appeared, as I wasn't sure if I could handle him after that training session. I had been completely enthralled by him during that moment in the gym, and it had shaken my confidence in myself. I never let myself be distracted by a man, not wanting anyone to have control over my life.

      Surprisingly, neither Reed nor Terran seemed bothered or irritated. Reed was stacking up cakes on a plate, seemingly looking for a specific flavor as he was talking quietly to himself. Terran was stretched out on a nearby chair, a book in his hand. I hesitated in the doorway, unsure how to break into their little group.

      Terran glanced up and saw me waiting there and offered me a smile. My chest squeezed tightly as smile lines showed up next to the warm, chocolate brown of his eyes. His smile was sweet and open, the dimples at the corner of his mouth not hidden by the beard he sported. I swallowed despite my suddenly dry mouth, turning to see a sweetly smiling Reed offering me a plate of cakes.

      "They're chocolate and raspberry — they're my favorite." A light blush mantled his cheeks, highlighting the red tint in his hair.

      I smiled in return, grabbing one of the cakes and taking a bite, closing my eyes as I enjoyed the flavors and let the sugar run through my system. "It's really good," I offered with another smile. "Thanks. I love chocolate and raspberry." Okay, I loved all chocolate, but with the way he beamed I wasn't going to bother making that small distinction.

      "How did your lessons with Onyx go?" Terran asked, shaking his head when I offered him one of my cakes.

      I grunted, perching on my own chair and helping myself to another cake. "I don't know if I'll ever get the hang of fae magic. Using the stones felt natural. Staring into space and doing nothing..." I trailed off with an exasperated shake of my head. "It just felt awkward."

      "It takes years to learn fae magic, and even then not everyone will be proficient at it. We simply want to give you the option, so we'll exercise it like the muscle it is. If you never get the hang of it, it isn't an issue. As long as you try, that's all we're asking of you."

      "I did try. I only got my shirt to change color like four times." I tried not to pout. After seeing Onyx disappear, teleport, and pull weapons from thin air, those little changes didn't feel like anything at all.

      "That's very good." Reed's voice was warm and encouraging. "Most would take weeks or even months to accomplish that one time, and that's after basic training as they age." He sent me a proud smile and I couldn't help but smile in return, a little flame of pride flaring up inside of me.

      "Thanks." Suddenly shy I turned back to my cakes, focusing on that rather than their faces. "I just didn't expect it to be as draining as it was," I admitted.

      "It'll take time, but I'm sure you'll accomplish it," Terran offered, reaching out to pat my shoulder.

      "I know you've been sleeping." I shot Terran a smile, turning my attention to Reed as I asked, "What've you been up to today?"

      Reed perked up, pointing towards a small stack of books to the side of the couch. "I've been going through all these books, trying to find the most useful ones on crystal magic for you. I found some more about the prophecy as well." Dread drowned that spark of pride I had felt.

      "Can we maybe skip that part for now?" I didn't really care if it was cowardly to avoid the conversation, I just wasn't willing to have it yet. I hoped in time they would see that I wasn't some promised champion for their people; I was just some unlucky girl who hadn't had the chance to grow up with magic and was now on a very strict learning curve. Reed grimaced, shooting an appealing look toward Terran who merely shrugged his response.

      A soft knock on the door had me starting and Terran jumped from his seat with a fluid grace I desperately envied. "Yes?" he called, standing a few steps from the doorway.

      "It's River." Her voice was shaky, immediately putting me on edge. I strode past Terran, yanking the door open and pulling River inside. She was paler than I had seen her before, her blonde hair a mess as she wrung her hands over and over again, chewing at her lips.

      "What's wrong?" I pulled River toward the sofa, pushing her down next to Reed and kneeling next to her. She was trembling so hard I was afraid she was going to topple over, despite sitting down.

      Wide blue eyes met mine, before she glanced over at Terran and Reed. "May I suggest we bring Onyx in? He will need to hear this as well."

      "Onyx!" I called out. I didn’t know if volume would make a difference in the urgency of the call, but I wasn't willing to leave River when she was this upset, and I figured their psychic mindmeld was a far faster means of communication than sending one of the others to search for him in this giant Hold.

      "The call is not a toy." He snapped the words at me. I glared at him, indicating River with a sharp nod of my head. He froze, the irritation falling from his face as he stepped forward to mirror my kneeling posture.

      "River? Are you alright?" I nearly fell over at the gentle tone he used to speak to her, a tone I hadn't realized he was even capable of.

      "The other servants are talking." Her voice was surprisingly steady for how shaken she appeared. "Birch is furious with Tori. Those burns weren't easy to heal, and the Ancients insisted he explain how he received them. He's vowed she'll pay for it, and he's enlisting the help of anyone who will listen, exchanging favors, bribing the servants." Tears welled up in her eyes as her eyes met mine. "He wants to hurt you, badly, and soon."

      Terran swore, pacing across the living area as he tugged at his beard. Reed pushed a hand into his hair, mussing the strands before steepling his fingers and pressing them against his mouth. Onyx's face was passive as he stood, patting River gently on the thigh. "Thank you for bringing this to our attention. We'll look after her."

      "I think it's about time Birch realized who he is dealing with," Terran ground out, his hands fisted tightly at his side as though he was envisioning decking Birch. I knew that I was.

      I hesitated for a moment, studying River's still pale face. "What else, River?" The three froze, turning back to face us. River shifted, uncomfortably on the couch, not wanting to meet my eyes now. I sighed, patting her leg. "Let me guess. I'm not the only one he's threatening." Birch was a bully, and most bullies played by the same set of rules. River had seen him being taken down a peg, and he wouldn't be able to stand that, especially with him considering her to be of a lower class than he was.

      "He's threatening you too, River?" Reed asked softly, crouching down to her level.

      "Threats aren't uncommon among the servants." River attempted a smile. "We're just servants, after all."

      "None of that now." I tapped her on the thigh, drawing her attention. I turned my attention to the men. "I take it threats and war are fairly common here, if your reactions are any indication?"

      Terran grimaced. "It is a fairly competitive atmosphere," he hedged. I snorted at the apparent understatement.

      "For the most part, the Ancients and other Guardians consider it good training for us, that the competition will make us stronger," Reed explained.

      I nodded. It wasn't as if hazing, even extreme hazing, was an idea I was unfamiliar with. "What are the rules, then?"

      All four were staring at me as if I had grown another head. Apparently, they didn't realize that humans could be blood thirsty as well, even without magic involved. I wondered how much time they actually spent in the human world, or how much they knew simply from stories. "Well, generally it's witches versus fae, due to the difficulty between the two," Reed answered, studying me as if he was surprised to see me. "No one can aim to truly maim or kill."

      "Injury is acceptable, as is scarring," Terran added.

      "Considering how badly she's shaking, I assume that she isn't exempt from this."

      Onyx's nod was sharp, and if I wasn't mistaken full of disgust. "No one is exempt. Guardians are expected to look out for servants, family members, or humans in the Hold. It enforces the idea that we are meant to protect those around us and encourages us to form teams. It also encourages competition amongst us and forces us to pick sides and become involved in the battles rather than ignoring them." Well it was understandable he was disgusted, I was as well.

      "Stay with me for now," I advised River. "We'll figure out the logistics of it." I glanced at Terran. "Is there a way we can get another bed in here? She won't get in trouble for staying with me, correct?"

      Terran considered it, stroking his hand down his beard as he thought. "We'll claim her as your servant for the moment. It's not unusual for a Guardian to claim a servant they prefer to work with."

      "Good, that's settled." I paused for a moment, my eyes raking back to Onyx. "There are other humans in the Hold?" That had taken more than a few moments to process.

      "Occasionally, though there aren't any others at the moment. Usually that occurs when witch Guardians or their families become involved with a human and they receive permission from the Ancients to bring them here to live rather than moving into the human world."

      "We seriously need to sit down and go over all of this," I muttered, shaking my head. It was difficult being an outsider here, unaware of the rules and policies I was being swallowed by. "I've barely seen anyone in the Hold; it's hard to figure out who I would need to avoid when I don't see anyone."

      "At this point, I would suggest you stay away from anyone other than us until we can reach out to our own contacts."

      "It's like a chess game." I shook my head, though Reed perked up.

      "You like chess?" He looked at me almost pleadingly, and I resisted the urge to laugh at the eager look on his face.

      "Yes, I like chess. We can play sometime when all of this is done," I offered, and the bright grin he shot me left me nearly breathless. "How do we deal with Birch? Apparently, my kicking his ass once wasn't enough."

      "In this world you'll find out it's almost never enough." Terran shook his head wearily. "Feuds tend to be unending and violent. We function mainly within our Guardian units, and that is about the limit of our trust."

      "We've been literally stabbed in the back." Onyx's voice was so disdainful I could nearly hear the acid dripping from his tone.

      "That's..." I trailed off, pausing to grasp the wording I wanted to use for this situation. "Fairly dramatic," I finally supplied, unsure of a better way to phrase it. Terran snorted, amusement clear at my dry response.

      "Most of us are dramatic," Reed admitted. "It's a definite flaw when you have a system set up the way ours is."

      "Okay, but simply waiting it out doesn't seem like the best strategy either," I pointed out. "We're always going to be looking over our shoulder for what's coming next."

      "Get used to it." Onyx's grim reply had me glaring at him.

      "No." The word was flat. "I refuse to constantly be waiting for someone to hurt me or someone I care about. We either deal with the threat harshly enough that they know not to come back again, or we find a way to change the system. Ideally I'd suggest both."

      "I really like her." Reed looked to both Terran and Onyx, a smile on his face. "She thinks like us."

      "We'll approach Birch first," Terran declared, looking to Onyx who nodded in confirmation. "We'll leave Reed here with you and River while we go find him."

      "Then?"

      Terran sighed, shrugging his shoulders. "We'll see if we can get him to back down. You're still a charge, even though you are a Guardian in training. Hopefully he will realize it isn't worth it taking all of us on at one time."

      "Yeah, he doesn't really strike me as the kind of person who is smart enough — or self-sufficient enough — to realize that would be the better plan of action." I knew my tone was dry, bordering on sarcastic, but I couldn't help it. This whole scenario was surreal.

      "He's cruel." River's voice was quiet.

      I fisted my hands in fury, forcing myself to relax to ensure I didn't scare her as I sat down next to her, patting her thigh softly. "I thought this was supposed to be a place of Guardians, that they would look out for those who may not be as powerful as them."

      Onyx arched a brow, refusing to back down as he stared at me. "I'm sure those in power in the human world never take advantage of those smaller or weaker or less advantaged than them. I bet that's a purely fae or witch trait."

      I scowled at the sarcasm in his tone.  "Of course not. Magic chooses you, though. Shouldn't that mean it picks the best people for the situation?

      Reed sighed, falling into the nearby chair. "It's a complicated question, Tori. Some of us believe in the magic on pure faith. They would argue that just because we can't see why someone is picked, it doesn't negate their need to be where they are. That their purpose may be to train someone else, to solidify beliefs, to be the exception that proves the rule." I snorted at that. I had absolutely no belief in fate.

      "Some believe magic favors the strong, thus the strongest are chosen to protect it and keep it from dying out," Terran added. "Those who are most likely to survive the challenges are called and are therefore able to protect the next generation as they learn, ensuring that magic doesn't die out." I considered that train of thought for a moment, weighing it in my mind. It made a sort of sense, though I admitted science wasn't exactly my best subject when I was in school.

      "Ok, I'll go with that." It was easier than trying to justify that the magic running through me was simply flawed or that there was no hope for any highly evolved species to function without discord. "What's our plan if he decides he wants to keep being a bitch?" I snickered at the realization that Birch's name was so close to one of my favorite swear words. Talk about karmic justice, I was sure that was going to slip up fairly often in his presence.

      Onyx shrugged an elegant shoulder, his clothing shifting over to armor and the hilt of sword peeking out from over his shoulder. "We go to war." A small smirk curled his lips as he looked at me, amusement twinkling in his eyes. "Maybe we'll sic you on him again. You did plenty of damage last time. I'd like to see what you could do with a little more direction and a lot more anger."

      "Blood-thirsty Tinkerbell," I muttered.

      Onyx scowled at me. "Will you quit calling me that? You're well aware of my name."

      Amusement ran through me and I schooled my face into a calm expression rather than smiling the way I wanted to. "I think it's cute. Aren't teammates supposed to have nicknames for each other?" I kept my tone innocent as I asked.

      Onyx scowled and Reed chuckled. "If we're doing this, let's go," Onyx snapped over his shoulder at Terran. "We'll set up a game plan when we're back, depending on what occurs." He turned his attention to Reed, the scowl still marring his full lips. "Don't let anyone else in. We'll be back shortly." Reed nodded, serious again.

      "Well, that was interesting," I declared as the door shut with a quiet click. "Who wants to play a game?" I wasn't going to sit on my hands and wait, that was for sure.
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      The door slammed before Terran stomped across the room, his chocolate eyes flashing, deep lines of anger and frustration carved into his face. I had never seen him furious before, and I had to admit it was an intimidating sight. "Imbecile." He slammed a hand down onto the table with a sharp crack.

      My heart was thrumming in my chest, unwilling caution creeping through me as I watched the way his muscles bunched with fury. "I take it that things didn't go well." I pushed from the table where Reed and I were playing chess to approach him, despite my instincts screaming for me to stay away. Green light shimmered faintly around his palms, and I could tell he was struggling to control his magic.

      "He believes that he has enough allies to stand up to us." Onyx's voice was dry and cold, and a shiver rolled up my spine as I listened to him speak. His fury wasn't hot the way Terran's was, lashing out around him in waves. Onyx’s was contained, icy, and in many ways far scarier. His was the voice I would be afraid to hear behind me, the storm I never saw coming before it crashed over me.

      "I guess we'll just have to prove him wrong." I tried a nonchalant shrug, although the nerves were beginning to creep through me. I could hold my own in the mortal world--I had taken self-defense courses and had been in more than my share of scrapes. I was out of my element here, though, untrained and uninitiated into these ways of life. I was sure there were going to be elements of fighting I didn't see coming, and that was when I was likely to get a knife in the back.

      Onyx turned to me, his eyes still cold — a storm of emotion hidden under a frozen lake, deadly and wild. "You do not understand yet what you are getting into, banféinne. These are not simple grudges."

      "Stick to English, please," I reminded him, with a shake of the head. I was already behind enough here, the last thing I needed to try and do at the moment was learn a new language on top of everything else. "I'm not going to let him hurt me or River. Whatever that takes, I'm going to do." I thrust my chin out, daring Onyx to object. "I'm no one's victim."

      "Then I guess we better get planning," Terran stated on a resigned sigh. "Everyone take a seat. This will probably take a while."
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      "I take it you have planned a lot of these?" The words were dryly sarcastic, but I was actually mildly impressed with the speed at which we all piled next door, taking seats around their table to plot and plan. Reed had pulled out pads of paper and writing utensils for everyone, and Onyx was idly sharpening his sword. Even River hadn't been forgotten; she was given her own note-keeping utensils and ushered into a nearby seat.

      Terran's smile was a little sheepish now that most of the anger seemed to have drained from him. He seemed to be similar to me in that way, his temper cooling once a plan was being worked on or in place. "Yes, though I'm not sure it's something for us to be proud of. It's simply a way of life here; you'll get used to it."

      Reed grinned as well. "Who knows, maybe you'll be planning your own coup after a while."

      I shook my head, emphatic in my denial. "I'll deal with Birch since he's a direct threat. Hopefully others will see it and know it's not worth their time to mess with us again."

      "Smart," Onyx murmured, so low I barely heard him. I ignored him for the moment, not able to process his rapid mood swings.

      "We have an idea of who his probable allies are," Terran began, tapping his pencil against his mouth as he thought out loud. It was hard to resist staring at the pencil as he pressed it against his mouth, and I forced my gaze back to the blank paper in front of me. What was it about these men that heated my blood? Maybe it was some maladaptive coping mechanism after being tossed into an alternate reality...

      "I can see if the servants have any more information?" River offered, doodling lightly on her paper. I leaned over to see her sketching flowers and animals around the edges and gaped at her. She was forming them in idle, distracted strokes, as though the pencil formed them on their own. That was serious skill, and I was incredibly jealous.

      "I don't want you going off on your own," Terran warned her. "Birch has proven before he has no qualms with injuring those he believes are below him, even if he knows they aren't able to defend themselves."

      "What magic can you do?" I asked, curious. She blushed, tapping her pencil lightly on the tablet in front of her. "Is that rude to ask?" I asked Reed, turning my eyes toward him for a moment when he chuckled.

      "A little." The amusement in his voice was evident. "Nothing that would get you ostracized, but it is considered a little off to blatantly ask that unless you're training with someone."

      I shrugged slightly. "Well, blame me as being a dumb human, and we'll consider this a training session."

      "I told you before, I don't have much power," River admitted shyly. "I can't do anything like Onyx can."

      "Well, that doesn't tell me what you can do," I pointed out. "He said fae magic is about will."

      "It is about will," Onyx muttered.

      River blushed deeper, her doodling increasing as she stared at the page rather than me. "It is, as well as talent and power. Some fae have specialties, like me." She lifted her hand, hovering it over the page. I hissed in a shocked breath as I watched the flowers she had drawn blow as if a breeze had run across the page, the small creatures she had sketched in stretching and shifting as if waking up. "I'm an art fae."

      "She helped to create the woodwork you see in the hallway outside," Terran added.

      I gaped at her. "I told you how beautiful that was, and you acted as though it was nothing!"

      "Here, it is," Onyx explained. I glared at him and he held up a hand to ward off the tirade on the tip of my tongue. "Calm yourself. I didn't say I believed it, just that it is true here. Offensive and defensive magics are valued, as we discussed."

      "So, it's not that fae who can't do offensive magics have no power." The words were slow as I tried to sort through this in my head. "It is that they have powers that aren't valued."

      "Yes." Onyx indicated River with a wave. "She can create images, manipulate food and fabric, clean or grow things."

      "Housekeeping magic," River declared with a grimace. "Nothing worthwhile."

      "Are you serious?" My eyes were nearly bugging out of my head. "You made those gorgeous walls, these creatures..." I was enthralled, watching the animals she had made stalk across the paper, chasing each other or the petals that blew from the flowers. Realization dawned on me and I pointed an accusing finger at her. "The cakes. The sandwiches. Did you make those as well?" She blinked, surprised at the intensity in my voice.

      "Well, some of them. There are other fae who have the same style of magic as I, though again, the exact specifications differ between each of us."

      "First, those were incredible. Second, you all have a very twisted sense of what is important." I shook my head in exasperation, before glancing at Onyx. "Is that why you had me try to change my shirt first?" He nodded his agreement, and I huffed out a breath. "You and I are going to talk more later." I shot River a pointed look and she nodded her head, a small smile playing over her lips, the blush fading slightly from her cheeks. "I'm sure there is a way that type of magic can be useful in a dangerous situation, you just haven't thought of it yet. For now, we can stick to more conventional methods."

      Reed's grin was wide and Terran was concealing his mouth with a hand over his face, though his eyes were twinkling as he studied me. "Anything else, little General?" Reed asked, nearly choking on the words, laughter burbling up in his throat. And it was my turn to blush, the heat stinging my cheeks. I was used to taking charge, to being the one to plan things out and solve problems, as my mom had always been off in her own world, unconcerned with the logistics of daily life unless we were running somewhere.

      "What else do we need to consider?" I wasn't willing to step back and let them plan everything, even though it may have been a faster process. If they expected me to be a Guardian, I was going to do it my way, mistakes and all. I wasn't one to let myself be led, even if it may make it more difficult for me.

      "We made it clear to Birch that he would be going against not just you, but us as well," Onyx declared. "I doubt he would be foolish enough to change tactics and focus on us, though he may be intelligent enough to realize he will need us out of the way before he would be able to enact any type of revenge on you."

      "So, we need to protect you, the same as we're watching out for River."

      Onyx, Terran, and Reed all snorted at the same time, and I couldn't help but laugh at the joint reaction of disgust to my statement. These three were so in sync at times that it appeared as though there was no separation between them. It was amusing how three such different personalities could merge together to form such a harmonious trio.

      "Birch will never get the upper hand over us and he knows it." Terran threaded a hand through his hair, tugging at the strands.

      "He's been trying for years, wanting to show off that he could take down a group, despite being a single Guardian." Reed's words were accompanied by a derisive shake of his head. "He doesn't understand that we are stronger as a group, not just in the strength of our magic but how we are able to handle situations."

      "I'm surprised no one else has taken him out then. If he's this combative."

      "He may be combative, but he also knows how to make powerful allies. He comes from an impressive lineage, and he isn't afraid to bribe, threaten, or seduce his way into power in a situation," Onyx explained.

      "He also tends to stab people in the back or go after the ones they care for rather than fighting fairly," River added grimly.

      I groaned, shaking my head. Definitely a classic bully. "Public humiliation then. A definitive display saying he can't win against us, and that he's a fool to try. Make him the example for anyone else who may come after us," I murmured, considering.

      Reed bounced in his chair, laughter rumbling up from his chest. "You all thought the magic was wrong. She thinks just like us."

      I couldn't resist the grin tugging at my lips, though I shook my head in denial of his claim. "So then there are two main questions. What is the most public forum we could use to humiliate him, and what is the best way to humiliate a Fae Guardian?"

      "You make him appear weak, powerless," Onyx suggested. "Power is everything to the fae, Guardian or not."

      "Didn't I already do that though?" Confused, I glanced around. "I blew his power back at him. Guaranteed, I didn't know what I was doing, but I still did manage to overpower him."

      "You didn't do it publicly. At the moment he's claiming you are an usurper, that you bribed a group of others to injure him after he declared you were too weak to be allowed in the Hold and you entered under false pretenses." River hesitated for a moment before adding, "He is also, um, insinuating that you slept your way in and when he refused to take you as a mate you began plotting against him."

      I growled at that. "He really is a bitch." I knew denying the rumors would do no good, which would have been the main reason he had spread them. There was no way to refute what did or didn't happen behind closed doors, and people would choose to believe what they wanted, no proof required.

      Fury clouded Terran's face again and his voice was a low rumble as he spoke. "The most public place for taking him down would probably be in the Hold's training courts. The area is enchanted and should protect any bystanders from fallout, unlike if we were to approach him within the walls of the Hold."

      "Is that where you took me to train?" I asked Onyx, curious. He shook his head.

      "I took you to a training room. There are some protection spells, but it is understood that you should not enter without an invitation and an ability to protect yourself. The spells are in place more to keep the room from being destroyed or spells from spilling out into the Hold, rather than how the courts are protected."

      "The training courts are a common area," Reed explained. "It's a source of entertainment for guests, other Guardians, and servants alike. A way for Guardians to show off if they're looking for potential team members or mates, or simply to hone their skills and learn new ones."

      "I still don't understand why you don't just allow me to stab him and be done with this foolishness," Onyx muttered. I wondered if a high-five was a gesture here. As much as Onyx irritated me, I could get behind that idea.

      "You know as well as I do that it will do nothing to involve us." Reed's voice was weary. "We can protect her, we can plan, but he is well aware that we can, and will, beat him into pieces given the chance. I assume any plans he has are going to be made to be carried out even if he is grievously injured at the time."

      "Coward," I muttered darkly.

      "Now that we've…" Terran hesitated a moment, causing me to raise a brow. "…spoken to him." I fought back a chuckle. I figured that was a loose interpretation of what had occurred between them. "He will know we are aware of his plan, and he will be taking care to hide it."

      "Prepare for a dagger in the back, while we plan for a sword to the front," I murmured. My mother had said that many times, and I could finally understand why. "The goal then will be to humiliate him as deeply as possible, show any potential followers he is powerless and a liar, and do all of this before whatever plans he has for River or me can be enacted." I summed it up as briefly as possible. Reed and Terran murmured their agreement, though Onyx simply continued to sharpen his sword in mutinous silence.

      "No wonder the magic called you to be a Guardian." River's tone was awed. "No training, yet you speak and act as though you have spent your life amongst us at times."

      "I just don't like bullies."

      "This is your fight, it is you he is trying to harm." Terran spoke up. "Is there a method you prefer to deal with him?"

      I considered for a moment. Onyx's stabbing idea definitely had potential... It wouldn't harm his reputation though, and that was really what we were after. "I think we need to find a way for River or myself to face him." River froze beside me, and I patted her reassuringly. "He needs to know he can't go after servants, or those he thinks are weak. They all need to know that. He'll only realize it if he finds out those he sees as weaker can surprise him."

      Reed pursed his lips, considering my idea. "It is possible."

      "What?" River squeaked the word. "We already said I don't have that kind of magic."

      "We may be able to make it look like you do, that you have more than you actually have." Reed seemed to be thinking it through. "Especially if we put the two of you together. She's something they won't have seen before, and we can attribute some of her powers to you."

      "You don't have to do this." I turned to face her. "It is a risk, and you could possibly get hurt. I'm new to all of this, and I can't guarantee your safety."

      River hesitated, her hands pressing hard against her thighs. "You think it would really stop him and some of the others from attacking the servants?" Hope was evident in her voice, even through the fear that laced it. Reed nodded first, then Terran, and even Onyx gave a hesitant bob of his head.

      "If they believe your powers can develop, that some of you may be holding back what you are capable of, it could potentially give you more protection," Terran offered.

      "It could also paint a bigger target on your back," Onyx pointed out. "They'd want to know how you learned it."

      My plan didn't seem so brilliant when Onyx put it in that perspective. "Maybe it isn't such a great idea," I hedged. "At least until we have some more information. I don't want to make things worse for you."

      "Let's keep tossing out ideas." Terran smoothed his his hand over his beard. "We don't need to make a decision immediately, and we need to think of every possible avenue."

      I stood to stretch for a minute, not wanting my muscles to get stiff. I figured we would be at this for quite a while longer. "How about some food first, then we can continue our plan from there?"

      Onyx stood rapidly, his sword disappearing with a shimmer. "I'll retrieve it. I want to ensure it hasn't been tampered with." He disappeared in a sharp swirl of wind, and I turned my focus back to the others.

      "Any more bright ideas?"
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      Ideas were passed around, rejected, and debated over the next few hours. Onyx returned quickly with plates loaded high with meat and vegetables, and even a separate plate of cakes. We made quick work of the food, though our focus remained on how to best handle the threat before us. River was more open to the idea of engaging Birch and his cohorts knowing that Onyx, Terran, and Reed would not be far away on the sidelines, though I was still hesitant to place her in any active danger.

      "The biggest problem is going to be your lack of training and control," Reed pointed out, downing another cake. I stared at him in jealousy, my own stomach protesting slightly after the amount I had already consumed. "We need you to win, not end up injured yourself."

      "I've done it once," I stated defensively, stealing the plate of cakes from him. I might not be able to eat them now, but I could save them for later.

      "With luck, and in a situation you don't know if you can duplicate," Onyx replied, not pulling his punches at all. "As your Guardians we are duty-bound to protect you. It is only because you are training to be a Guardian yourself that we would allow you into the training area for this. It goes against our nature and everything that we have been taught."

      "So, you're saying we need to practice?" I asked, needing to clarify where he was going with this.

      "You need to practice, and we need a safety net," Terran declared. "I can't allow this if there is no way for us to step in and protect the two of you should something go wrong."

      "Then I guess we better get working." I heaved a sigh. I had the feeling that talking about kicking his ass was going to be far more enjoyable than the actual training for it.

      "I'll increase the warding on the room," Terran offered. "We don't have long to train, and you will need time to rest and regain your strength when we are done."

      Reed grabbed a book of crystal lore from the table before holding out his hand for mine. I slid my hand into his hesitantly, enjoying the warmth as he pulled me to my feet. "You aren't strong enough at fae magic yet, so we're going to focus on crystals instead. He won't make the same mistake twice, allowing you to grasp his magic like that, at least not unless he loses control. We need to have a different plan of attack, which means we need to decide which stones to use."

      He tugged me toward the pile of books he had created next to the couch, precariously placing the book in his hand on the stack before digging through for something. "Here we are!" He nearly crowed with happiness as he pulled a slender volume from the stacks, and I barely caught the rest of the books before they toppled over.

      "You're worried about Birch hurting her, but you're going to if you aren't careful," Onyx muttered. Reed either didn't hear him or was studied in ignoring his sarcasm.

      "This was written by a crystal witch; it's a personal diary. Normally I wouldn't put much faith in it, however, with crystal magic being as rare as it is, we need every resource that's available to us. Plus, it fits with what you were telling us about your prior experience." He flipped through the pages, pointing out the page headed "Amethyst" before handing it to me to peruse.

      Notations listed different uses for the gem, most of which involved protection, though a small note in the corner read simply: May be used to reverse magics thrown at you, particularly useful against bullies or enemies as it causes a reflection of their power.

      "That's what I did!" Excitement edged into my tone as I gaped at the book in front of me. Reed's nod was enthusiastic.

      "It does seem that the usage of the stones is personal, as well as logical." Irritation edged his voice at this, and I realized that it would be hard on someone who was as literal of a thinker as Reed. "It's the same with fae magic. I've never understood it."

      "Witches," Onyx scoffed, though there was no true heat in the words. "One spell for everything, nothing out of order." It seemed it was an old argument, as neither bickered further.

      "Garnet, flint, hematite, obsidian, ruby..." Reed murmured the words as he flicked through pages. "All of them can be used in war spells."

      "Do you have access to any of those?" I asked, still skeptical.

      "There should be stones in your quarters," River piped up. "If you find nothing there you connect with, I can always get you more. Many witches use them to enhance spells, and fae enjoy them for their visual uses."

      "I'll gather them before I begin the wardings. Onyx, your help would be appreciated." Terran's words may have been phrased as a request, though I got the impression it was not how they were meant. Onyx apparently agreed as he followed Terran from the room without objection. Reed continued to flip through the small, leather bound books, his lips moving rapidly as he read to himself.

      "Thank you for warning us." I turned my attention to River with a small smile. "I don't think I really got the chance to tell you I appreciated it before we jumped right into the next steps. We wouldn't have had any warning at all without you."

      River shook her head, wrapping her arms tightly around herself, as if gathering herself before she could speak. "I was in as much danger as you. It was a self-serving gesture as much as it was a warning."

      I shrugged, and she gaped at me, her arms loosening in her shock. "So? Does it really matter that you wanted to protect yourself? I'd say that's a logical and understandable thought process. You could have traded for your protection by selling us out, or simply ran. You did neither."

      River seemed torn, but the return of Onyx and Terran interrupted before I could say more. She hurried to them, sliding one of the boxes from their hands to place on the table between us. Clearly she was done with the conversation for the moment, though I wasn't going to let her go that easily. Small tumbling stones, large geodes, and intricately carved crystals were pulled from the boxes and laid across the table in front of us, before everyone turned to stare at me.

      "Now what?" I asked sheepishly. I wasn’t clear as to what I was supposed to be doing at this point. Everything was pretty, and there were several stones I was impressed by, but I didn't figure that gave us any kind of grand plan or a war strategy.

      "Do any of them speak to you?" Terran asked quietly.

      I bit the inside of my cheek, refusing to respond with the sassy, sarcastic comment that first popped into my head. This wasn't the time for it, even though I would prefer their irritated groans to the intent focus that they were all studying me with, as though the weight of the future rested on my shoulders.

      I stepped up to the table, considering everything that was in front of me and what it could be used for. I passed over the jewelry easily; it didn't feel right to use something that another person had set. If I was going to make jewelry out of any of the pieces, which may not actually be a bad idea for the future, I wanted to build it myself.

      My fingers itched and warmed as I stroked over a large piece of carnelian. Unable to resist, I picked it up, cradling it in my palm. "Is something supposed to happen?" I asked, a little lost. My battle with Birch had been nearly instinctual. Without that adrenaline in my system it was hard to figure out what to do to call my power forward.

      "River, why don't you stand across the room?" Terran suggested. "Tori, Onyx and I are going to work together to form an active shield around you and Reed. It should deflect anything you may throw." I didn't really care for his use of the word should in that sentence. "Reed can try and walk you through steps. We'll see what your powers need in the way of direction."

      "Remember it is an act of will," Onyx called out as he raised his hands. I felt the air chill as he worked whatever magic he was using to protect them from any of my potential mishaps. "You can't let the magic control you, you must control it."

      I nodded my head, though I wasn't sure I completely understood what he was saying. Terran mimicked Onyx's pose, green light flaring to wrap around Reed and me. I felt the air close in around us, a wall of air and light blocking us from the rest of the room. Onyx and Terran dropped their hands, though at this point I wasn't fool enough to assume they weren't still pouring their strength into the spell.

      "You've dealt with carnelian before?" Reed asked.

      I nodded, glancing across the table. "I've dealt with most of these at one point or another, even if just for short times in the magic stops Mom frequented.”

      A memory tickled at the edge of my mind: Mom and I at a shop as she browsed for incense and herbs while I buried my hands in the bins of tumbling stones, pretending I'd be allowed to take them home. I'd told Mom once I wanted to be a dragon, to have my own horde to protect, and she had laughed long and hard, even managing to spare a few dollars to get me cheap pieces of stone chips to take with me. Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes, the loss of her still too raw for me to handle even the good memories that wanted to flow through me.

      "Try calling your powers, push them towards the stone," Reed suggested, glancing up from his book to study me. I reached inside of myself, calling the heat at my center, pushing it through to my palms and into the stone. It took effort, but the stone began to glow, warming more in my palm as I focused on it.

      "Good. Now, try and push your energy out of the stone."

      "This isn't what I did before," I murmured, though I attempted to follow his directions. The stone glowed brighter over the waves of yellow and purple light, though nothing more seemed to happen.

      "How did you direct it?" Reed asked, flipping pages lightly, his eyes continually coming back to the glow of magic in my palm.

      "I thought about what my mom taught me," I admitted. "What the stone's properties were. Then I pulled from the stone."

      "Let's try that first then." Reed dropped the book down behind him. "You should be able to amplify your energy through the stone, rather than draw from it, but we can try more of that later. What are the properties of carnelian, Tori?"

      "Courage. Control. Fertility. Love. Fire." I rattled off some of the meanings, the way Mom had taught me.

      "Good," Reed praised. "Think about that. Pull from the stone and into yourself."

      I wasn't sure how to draw control, and I certainly didn't want to pull fertility or love, but I focused hard on the feeling of it lying against my palm. The warmth turned to heat, the heat to a burn, and I gasped as wave after wave of fire pushed from me. I lit up like a human candle, streamers of fire pulsing against the wall that Onyx and Terran had created. Reed threw up his hands, murmuring rapidly to form a wave of water, concealing himself and the books. Layers of steam spread around him as my fire streamers waged war against his waves.

      "You control it," Onyx called out. "Stop letting it run through you. You took the power, now use it." The words were snapped at me and I instinctively straightened, wanting to glare at Onyx as I fought against the heat burning through me.

      I tried to get a grip on the flames, to pull them back into me or extinguish them, but they resisted. I bit down hard on my tongue, trying to clear my head. I had to admit my mother's mantra worked a lot better when I wasn't on fire. I closed my hand tightly over the carnelian, tugging on that stream of energy until it merged with mine. The yellow and purple of my magic tinted red as the flames died down, absorbing into my power rather than fighting with it. I grunted at the effort it took but managed to hold control.

      "Good," Reed praised again from behind his wall of water, and I resisted the urge to call him a name. "Now try using your magic to call a strand of fire. No flames," he warned pointedly. "Just a single strand."

      "Sounds like a plan. How exactly do I do that?" I couldn't keep the bite out of my tone.

      "Picture it in your mind," Terran responded. "See yourself pushing out a strand of fire from your palm."

      "Picture it. Will it," Onyx added.

      I did as they said, trying to imagine a small flame pushing from my palm like a lighter. After a moment or two, the flame flickered to life, small and bright against the flare of magic. "Cool," I murmured.

      "Now release it," Reed ordered. "Push it back from your magic, into the stone. Let it drain from you and store it so you can use it later." I tried to do as he said, pushing the heat away, back through my body and down my arm. Sweat dripped from my brow, and my muscles ached with the strain. I gasped as my hand cooled, letting the carnelian fall back onto the tabletop.

      "Well, that was fun." Dizziness overwhelmed me and I staggered, but damp, cool arms caught me and I looked up into Reed's twinkling green eyes.

      "Very good." He tugged on a strand of my hair, twining it around his finger as he held me in a tight grip against him. "Now we just have to try that about fifty more times."

      "You know, maybe you aren't my favorite after all," I muttered.
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      “This is boring,” I grumbled. I had finally progressed past the point where Onyx and Terran insisted on a protective wall while I played with the flame. I had been relegated to sitting on an armchair in the room and practicing flicking my flame on and off like a human lighter.

      While it had been amusing for the first several attempts, it quickly grew to mundane. I wanted to try and expand the flame. I didn’t really think just causing my finger to light up would do more than help Birch light a cigarette to put out on me — not exactly the effect I was going for as the embarrassment would be solely in my court.

      “Learning control is necessary.” Reed’s voice was muffled, not bothering to pull his nose from the book he was reading. He’d been listening to me grumble for the past two hours. “You don’t get on the ice and attempt to jump first, you learn to push one skate in front of the other, you hold onto something.”

      “You ice skate?” I turned confused eyes to him, letting the flame on my fingertips extinguish.

      “You don’t?” he shot back, still refusing to look at me. “You stopped practicing.” How he knew that when he couldn’t even see my hand, I had absolutely no idea.

      “I’ve never ice skated,” I admitted, turning my attention back to my flame with a pout. I figured they’d kept Reed here not only to help me if I needed it but as my own personal fire extinguisher. The other three had disappeared to their own activities. At least I could be singeing Onyx for fun at this point, but it seemed he had better things to do than to hang out with me while I turned myself on and off.

      “Well we can rectify that this winter. The pond in the courtyard freezes over well, skating is popular amongst several of us.”

      “Terran and Onyx skate?” I asked, skeptical. The idea of large, imposing Terran doing something as graceful as ice skating was a hard image to process, let alone the sulky Onyx.

      “I guess you’ll have to stick around and find out.” Reed’s cryptic reply had me sticking my tongue out at him.

      “I wouldn’t suggest doing that,” Reed commented, dryly amused. “Many would take it as an offer, a pretty woman like you.”

      I blinked, surprised. He thought I was pretty? “Okay, I give, how the hell did you even see me do that?” I huffed.

      “If I told you it wouldn’t be nearly as fun, now would it?” I could clearly hear the laughter in his voice.

      “Well, if you’ve been watching then you know I’ve been flicking this switch on and off for the last hour,” I pointed out to him. “Isn’t it about time I tried something else?”

      Reed sighed, finally putting aside the book. “We can try expanding the flame. I still think you should practice more with it first.”

      “We don’t have years of study here,” I reminded him. “The goal is to approach Birch in two days. I need to be the Human Torch, not the Human Lighter.”

      Reed paused, considering me. “I have no idea what that means.”

      “Oh, read a comic book,” I grumbled. “I thought you were supposed to be training me to survive, not get my ass beat.”

      Reed’s eyes flashed for a moment, and he slowly raised a brow, the control surprising and impressive. “You think we’re training you to get your ass beat?” He approached me slowly, each move controlled. “You really think we’d allow any harm to come to you? That we like the idea of sending our mate out to be potentially injured, just to get a bully to back off due to societal restrictions that should have been removed centuries ago?”

      His tone was cool enough to form ice and I scrambled to my feet, squaring off with him. “Control may seem boring to you, but it is one of the hardest things we will be teaching you.” Reed raised a hand, and I watched as first a water droplet appeared, then froze, before shaping into tiny, intricate snowflakes and melting away again. I stood frozen in place, unable to move as he stalked to me.

      “How did you do that?” I was awed, watching the play of the elements over his fingers.

      “Some of us, with enough practice, are able to control aspects of our chosen elements with merely our thoughts and will. It takes study, practice, effort — the same as any muscle. It will respond when you call, whether or not all of the finery is in place. It took me years to be able to do this.”

      The snowflakes on his fingertips began to dance, brushing across my skin as he stepped toe to toe with me. The icy kiss of them against my skin had me shivering, though I was unable to pull my gaze from his. His eyes were brilliant, dark as evergreen. His icy hand gripped mine, his magic pushing along my own as the flakes brushed my palm. Without thought, heat raced through me, pushing into his palm and melting the small spheres where they touched my skin, steam leaking from our combined fingers.

      “What?” I gasped, staring at the strands as they rose. “How did I…” I trailed off, unable to complete the thought, turning to Reed for an answer, my eyes sliding to his mouth as a wicked grin quirked his lips up.

      “It’s a muscle, like any other.” He made more snow flurries appear, though this time my fire didn’t extinguish them. They were pretty, though their icy chill against my skin was almost a burn. “The goal is to make it so you don’t have to think, you merely react to a situation. Even if it only gets you a few more seconds, that’s enough to get away, to cast a new spell, or for one of us to kill whomever is attempting to harm you.” His blasé talk of death was mildly disconcerting, though I assumed he was merely using it as an expression.

      “I still want to learn more.” The words were low, with him nearly pressed flush against me there was no need to raise my voice. Despite the chill coming off him my body was heating, and I was happy I could blame it on the carnelian still in my grasp rather than on the sexy man standing nearly hip to hip with me.

      “You will. In time. Much of what you will need at this point though, is going to be instinctual. It’s buried memories and a will to survive that are going to get you through training, Tourmaline.” I didn’t mind the way he said my name in full, not when his lips looked so incredible forming the sounds.

      “I’m not usually very good with instincts,” I admitted. “I tend to fight them.”

      “So do I.” He squeezed my hand slightly. “That’s why this is so out of character for me.” Before I could respond he yanked me the last inch forward, plastering me to him as his mouth closed over mine. His lips were warm, despite the flakes of snow around us, and I let myself get lost in him. He tasted of sugar, from the cakes so often near him, and something innately male. Heat raced through me as I kissed him in return. Steam struck my face and I pulled back, seeing his hands encased in water to avoid the flames I was throwing off.

      “Oops.”

      He grinned, a blush mantling his cheeks. “Another aspect we will need to work on. You will need to be guided by instinct, but you will need to learn to retain control when you do not want your instincts taking over. It isn’t only going to be fear you respond to — or at least I sure hope that wasn’t fear.” His grin fell a little as he studied me intently.

      “Ha. Yeah. Not fear,” I admitted. I didn’t know what I wanted yet in regard to him, but kissing him was probably not my smartest move. I wasn’t one to deny I had enjoyed it, or to make him question himself though. “I was surprised, but you tasted damn good.” His eyes flared, and I bit hard on my tongue to resist throwing myself back into my arms and seeing if that sugar taste extended beyond his lush mouth.

      “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself.” He took a step back. “I’d extend that offer to you to enjoy it any time you’d like, but I have a feeling you would object to that.”

      “I’m not looking for…” I trailed off, searching for a word that fit here. Commitment? Sex? Normally I wouldn’t mind it; I liked sex. I had no issue with my body, and I owned both the pleasure I received and the pleasure I gave. It was a little bit different though, when it was with a witch in a Faerie Realm and he was convinced I was his soulmate. Then it felt a little bit manipulative, especially when I had no intention of continuing a relationship with him or anyone else. “Anything,” I finished lamely.

      His eyes were soft, and he made no move to invade my space as he nodded. “I’m aware. You have quite a bit on your plate right now, and my advances aren’t something you’re willing to deal with. Hopefully in the future, you’ll feel differently.”

      “Reed, I…” I hurried through the words, unable to give him a false hope. “I don’t know if that will ever happen. I’m sorry. I do want to be your friend though.”

      “As do I.” He cocked his head to the side, studying me. “It doesn’t have to be mutually exclusive, and I can still find you attractive even though you don’t want to go to bed with me.” A blush crept up my cheeks at his blunt wording. “My hopes for a potential future with you don’t skew how I see you or affect my friendship with you. It is simply one potential I hope we can explore eventually. Either way, I am at your service.” He sketched a bow, making me laugh in surprise. “Are you ready to continue working then?”

      “Yes.” I blew out a breath, resisting the urge to lick my lips for a final taste of him. “Let’s get back to work.” I tossed aside the carnelian, wanting to change my focus slightly and avoid the new connection I had with him and fire. “How about we pick something else? Try a new stone? I can’t rely on just the one, right?” I was grasping at straws, but anything was better than me giving in to my baser instincts and jumping him on the couch when I was supposed to be preparing for a battle.

      He hesitated, and I knew he was debating calling on Onyx or Terran to help shield the room. “I should be able to ward the room from the worst of harm.” He nodded, only mild reluctance showing on his face. “What would you like to try?”

      I stared helplessly at the box of gemstones, the different colors and shapes mixed together like a dragon’s hoard in a gleaming pile. I had no idea what would be the most useful in a battle, or what I would be able to pick up on quickly.

      “How about this?” Seeing my confusion, he wiggled out a spiky chunk of inky tourmaline and placed it in my palm. I considered it, weighing the feel of it in my hand. I could already feel my magic responding to it, creeping up inside of me to connect with the stone. The sharp edges pricked at my palm, just on the edge of drawing blood.

      “Tourmaline Is usually a protective stone. I assume it’s why my mother chose it as my name, hoping some of those protections would transfer,” I murmured.

      “Everything has a dual nature though,” Reed pointed out. “Even love can become smothering and obsessive.” I nodded in agreement.

      “Jagged tourmaline, like this, can be used for pain — physical or mental damage.” I remembered the time my mother had sat me down, pressing the stone into my palm and leaving scrapes. Even the most protective could be harmful. I considered the stone, pushing my magic into it, though nothing was happening.

      “Here,” Reed offered, dashing over to the couch and pulling a pillow from the stack. “Use this as a focus.” I squeezed the stone tightly in my hand, my eyes glued to the pillow as I concentrated, letting the magic rush through me, over the stone, and out. “Good, your magic is active.” I assumed he meant the glow he could see around me, though nothing was happening.

      “It’s not doing anything though,” I complained.

      “Relax your mind and focus. Will it to happen.” Will. That’s what Onyx had said. Everything I did with my magic was tied to my will. The more I wanted it, the more it would happen. I imagined the way he had gripped my arm, forcing my energy where it needed to go. I let the jagged edges dig into my hand, scraping the sensitive skin, and willed the sensation to amplify, to tear and shred. I pushed harder, letting the sweat bead on my skin as I focused. I’d prove to him that my will was as strong as his, that I could control my magic.

      A rush of cold air pulled my attention away from the pillow, and I gasped in utter horror. A furious Onyx staggered next to Reed, who struggled to hold him upright. Any exposed skin not hidden by the thick plates of his armor was scraped and cut as though he had been beaten.

      “What in the realms did you do to me?” Onyx roared, his eyes flashing with fury.
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      I gasped in horror, letting the piece of tourmaline fall from my palm to clatter on the floor.

      “Onyx!” Reed’s voice was sharp.

      “I tracked it here,” Onyx snarled. “I thought someone was attacking the two of you, but it’s coming from her.” Reed lowered him to the chair, letting him sink into it as he scrambled for our water pitcher.

      “I’m sorry.” My voice cracked as I glanced towards the pillow I had been trying to destroy.

      “What were you thinking letting her practice outside of a circle?” Onyx hissed as Reed began to heal him.

      Reed shrugged. “I assumed that whatever she did would be localized and I would be able to shield against it. I wasn’t prepared for the fact that she could send her spells outward yet.”

      “Terran!” I yelled, desperate as Onyx’s wounds showed no improvement under Reed’s hands. He appeared in a rush of warm air, his hands glowing green as he assessed the situation quickly.

      “Tori.” He turned to me as I wrung my hands, kneeling in front of me. “Release the spell.”

      “I did!” Onyx was an ass, but I hadn’t wanted to hurt him. “I dropped the stone.” I pointed at the offending gem, wanting to kick it away.

      “Releasing the stone does not release the spell,” Terran explained rapidly as I watched another slice appear on Onyx’s cheek. “You pushed your energy into the spell, told it to work. Pull it back again.”

      I was shaking as I watched blood trickle down his cheek, despite Reed’s bandage of water. “I thought I did, I’m not willing it anymore.” I fisted my hands, unable to tear my eyes from Onyx’s face. Terran’s large hand grasped my chin, brining my eyes to his.

      “Concentrate on the magic. It’s still active inside of you. Pull it away, shut it down.” His words were calm, despite the worry in his eyes. “We can heal him, Tori. We just need you to stop the spell.”

      I tried to grasp the magic inside of me, feeling it slip through my mind despite my frantic attempts to hold it and control it. “I can’t!”

      “I thought you were strong.” Onyx’s voice was taunting, and I attempted to turn my head to look at him, though Terran’s grip on my chin didn’t relax.

      “Probably not the best idea to torment the girl currently stabbing you,” Reed murmured quietly.

      “She’s got to be strong enough to stop it if she started it,” Onyx snapped. “She’s part fae. She needs to step up and control it.” Reed swore, and I assumed another cut had opened on Onyx’s skin.

      “Refocus her,” Reed called out. “She’s lost in the panic.”

      Terran’s eyes went wide as he glanced toward Reed, before turning back to me. He murmured, before scooping me up and spinning me, pressing me flat against the wall. His mouth claimed mine in a dizzying kiss, the light scrape of his beard against my skin a foreign sensation. He plastered his body against mine, his hard muscles pressing deep into me as he yanked my legs around him, cradling my hips in his hands. Shocked, I could do no more than respond to his kiss before he pulled away with a groan.

      “You’ve got it now. Pull it in,” he demanded, before claiming my mouth again. How the hell did he expect me to contain anything when he was kissing me into oblivion? His lips invaded mine, his tongue sliding and twining over my own as he devoured my mouth, and I couldn’t resist kissing him back. His power pressed against mine, and I pulled away, finally able to grasp my magic as he called it forward to battle with his.

      “Got it,” I gasped, the magic flooding me again.

      “Good girl,” Terran murmured, his beard brushing against my neck as he spoke. “Now calm it. Release it. Ending a spell is like stretching a muscle after you’ve used it, letting it relax. You’ll burn yourself out if you leave them active. You will it to work, you must will it to stop. It’s all about control.” His grip on my hips tightened at the word and a murmur of approval fell from my lips. I pushed the magic aside, willing it to rest, letting the spell drain away. I knew I had been successful when Reed sighed in relief, and I hoped that meant he was able to heal some of the wounds I had inflicted.

      “You can probably let me down now,” I suggested, wiggling slightly to remind him he still had pinned to the wall.

      “I like you where you are,” Terran offered distractedly, as he watched Reed healing Onyx. I wished I could see, but Terran’s bulk blocked any view of them I would have had.

      “Right,” I muttered weakly. Terran released me slowly, dragging me down his body in a way that left me aching. I swallowed back the groan I wanted to release as my feet hit the floor, and I hurried around him to where Reed was tending Onyx.

      “Onyx, I’m sorry.” I bit my lip, unsure what I could do to help. Most of the marks I had seen before were gone, though Reed was continuing to work. I wondered how many were hidden under his armor, and if the armor had provided any sort of protection from my attack.

      “It’s more his fault than yours,” Onyx grumbled. “He should know better than to let someone untrained try new magic without adequate protections.”

      “Like you knew she could distance cast,” Reed muttered.

      “How did you do it exactly?” Terran asked, coming up behind me so that the warmth of his body wrapped around me. I stepped forward slightly, the blush mantling my cheek at Onyx’s smirk, unwilling to be quite so close to Terran yet until we cooled things off.

      “Well, I was focusing on the pillow.” I indicated where it sat with a wave.

      Onyx snorted. “Yeah, it looks demolished. I’m more interested in how you were supposed to be hexing a pillow and ended up hexing me instead. I assure you, I’m no pillow.” The words were a snarl at the end as he glared at me.

      “I wasn’t thinking of you exactly,” I muttered. “I was remembering what you told me, how you had to will it to happen. How a fae simply has to have a strong enough will and their abilities are nearly limitless. I wanted to show you I could do it.”

      Terran’s voice was amused as he offered, “I think you did that.” Onyx turned his steely glare on him, though it didn’t appear to faze him.

      Exhaustion was hitting me now, making my limbs achy and loose. Now that the spell was closed and the adrenaline leaving my system, my body was refusing the activity of the day. “I just wanted to learn to use the tourmaline.”

      “You can learn new stones, but we still aren’t sure exactly what you’re capable of.” Terran’s voice was gentle. “Tactics that would work with other students just may not be enough for you until we have an idea of what your limits are. Someone as new as you should not be able to cast your spell out at a distance like that. We were next door with River, but it is still much farther than a normal student at your level would be able to cast, especially considering you couldn’t see him.”

      “She visualizes well.” Reed finally pulled himself from Onyx, and I flopped down on the chair, curling onto my side. If they were going to keep ranting, I was going to sit for it. My body ached, and I was having trouble keeping my eyes open. “She did well in her lessons earlier, she could flick the flame on and off at a moment’s notice and use it when she was surprised and cornered.”

      “We need to talk about that,” I muttered. “Kissing is not a training technique, though you’re both really damn good at it.”

      “Both?” I didn’t think Onyx’s eyebrows could have risen any further as he glanced first at Terran, then at Reed. “Can’t you two keep your hormones under control?” Onyx roared. “We’re supposed to be training her as a Guardian, not having sex with her!”

      “Hey, I didn’t have sex with anyone.” I perked up a little bit to glare at him. Why did he think he had any say in who I kissed, or slept with for that matter? He was my Guardian, not my husband. “Nor do I have any plans to.”

      “They know better!” he snarled.

      “It was a kiss! No commitment, no strings. Hell, Terran only did it as a distraction, it’s not like he was attracted to me, he was just trying to save your sorry ass.” I pushed from the chair, putting my hands on my hips as I faced off with Onyx.

      “That’s far from true,” Terran interjected, and I glanced at him. “A kiss may not have been the wisest course, that’s definitely true, and though I was trying to help Onyx, I did want to kiss you.”

      “If it had been anyone else you would have slapped them.” Onyx grunted. “Why would you kiss her instead?”

      “You really expected him to slap her?’ Reed asked, skeptically. Onyx growled, shoving his hands into his hair in irritation.

      “He’s just jealous he didn’t get a kiss too.” I sent him a snarky wink. Onyx was on me in a flash, his face nearly against mine. I stood my ground as he crowded in on me, a sultry smile curving his lips.

      “Banféinne, if I had wanted to kiss you, I would have. You would have enjoyed every second of it and then begged me for more.” His voice was a velvet caress, soft as fur against me as his mouth hovered over mine.

      “Onyx…” My voice quavered, and I leaned towards him, unable to tear my gaze from him. His smile turned to a predatory smirk and, quick as a lightning, I shot my knee up, nailing him directly in the balls. He groaned, his knees buckling as I darted out of his reach. “You Guardians really should train better for that. Maybe have more females here, then you’d be used to ball shots.”

      I saluted a shocked Terran and a howling Reed. “I’m heading to bed.” I glared at Onyx as I stalked to my room. “Maybe let Reed heal your balls,” I called out before snapping the door shut behind me. I heard Onyx’s furious voice, and Terran and Reed’s amused ones, as I crawled in my bed to nap. It had been a long day.

      A soft knock on the door woke me, and I dragged my butt out of bed to yank the door open. River stood there balancing a tray loaded with pastries, fruit, meat, and juices, a small smile playing on her lips as she took in my sleepy countenance. I grunted, pulling the door open for her and letting her join me in the room rather than going into the main living area with the others.

      “Thanks,” I muttered. I wasn’t usually at my best when I’d first woken up. “You didn’t have to bring this in, I could have come out there.”

      “I didn’t figure you’d want to go out there quite yet,” River offered.

      I hesitated, a pastry partway to my mouth as I tried to analyze her statement. “Why is that?” I asked innocently. I wondered what the guys had told her.

      “I walked into the very end of your little show last night.” River’s voice was clearly amused, and I couldn't keep the smug smile from spreading even as I stuffed more pastry into my mouth. She was a hell of a cook. “I could not believe you kicked him like that.” Her voice dropped to a scandalized whisper.

      I shrugged. “He may be a Guardian, but he was being a dick. I just emphasized that fact. Besides, it’s not like I kicked him that hard.” Okay, it had been a little hard. “If we’re trying to start a standard for how non-Guardians should be treated, they shouldn’t be exempt to it. He was trying to intimidate me, and I was just showing him he couldn’t.” I considered for a moment, before selecting an apple from the tray. “Are they all out there?”

      “Oh, yes. They’ve been waiting for you to wake up.” Her voice was nearly gleeful. “I thought Onyx was going to come in after you last night, he was so furious. Terran and Reed talked him down though. He definitely wasn’t happy about it.”

      She’d said last night, so hopefully that meant I hadn’t drained myself like the first time I’d used the offensive spells against Birch. I considered the tray in front of me, debating. I wanted to hide in here and pig out, but it was time to face them all. We needed to establish some ground rules for the future. I grabbed another handful of the pastries, hauling them with me as I headed for the door.

      “Well, if they’re waiting for me, I better go face them.” I shot her a smile as she followed. “I can always kick them again if I need to.” Her chuckle gave me the courage I needed to open the door and head toward the living room. This was definitely going to be interesting.
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      “Sleep well?” Reed asked with a sweet smile when I entered. I saw his eyes lock on the pastries in my hands and I grinned, tossing one into the air. He caught it with ease, biting into the fluffy crust with appreciation.

      “Out like a light.”

      “Good. You needed the rest after yesterday.” Terran smiled, standing to greet me. I shook my head at the seat he offered, preferring to stand for the confrontation I expected.

      Onyx pushed up from his chair, crossing his arms in front of him as he glared at me. I wondered briefly if I should have grabbed a stone to protect myself before this interaction, though I hoped Terran and Reed would keep Onyx from completely losing it — though I could always kick him again if I needed to. “I believe you are owed an apology.”

      “Well, that was convincing…” I offered dryly in return. “Nothing like a partial apology.”

      Onyx’s eyes flashed. “You’re the one who tried to kill me and then kicked me,” he snarled.

      “I apologized for the first and you deserved the second,” I snapped back.

      “Onyx.” Terran’s tone held a clear warning as he glared at him.

      Onyx grumbled, fisting his hands tightly. “I’m sorry for overstepping my bounds with you and for frightening you.”

      “You didn’t frighten me, but you did overstep your bounds.” I paused a moment, studying him. I could tell that apologizing was not something that came naturally or easily to him, and I figured that was about the best it was going to get. “Apology accepted.”

      “Besides you’re the one going around kissing everyone,” Onyx muttered, his voice so low I barely caught the words.

      “Excuse me?” Outraged, I went toe to toe with him. I had no idea how the fae handled such things, but sharing a few kisses wasn’t anything to be ashamed of in my mind. It may not be the relationship I had envisioned for myself, but I wasn’t going to apologize for it.

      Onyx seemed startled, pulling back slightly from my ire. “Well, you did manage to kiss both of them yesterday.”

      “That is none of your business. Whom I kiss, or do not kiss, is my own decision and not for you to criticize.” I was furious that he would feel entitled to question me. “If I want to kiss Reed every single day then that’s his call, not yours.”

      “I certainly wouldn’t complain.” Reed’s murmur was enough to distract me from my ire as I turned my focus to him. He merely shrugged his shoulders when I studied him. “I’m just saying.” I stepped away from Onyx before I gave in to the urge to kick him again, turning my attention back to Reed instead.

      “So, what are planning for today then?” I tried out a grin, although it came out more like a grimace. “I’m assuming injuring Onyx isn’t on the schedule, unfortunately.”

      Terran covered a chuckle with the clearing of his throat. “We will practice some more. We would like to give you a few more pieces for your arsenal.”

      River stepped up next to me, wringing her hands in agitation. “Are you sure this is the best way we can handle him? Maybe if we approached the Ancients…” She trailed off for a moment and shook her head. “They know that Tori’s special. They wouldn’t have asked her to be trained otherwise. The chances of her getting hurt are just too high.”

      “You know the Ancients won’t do anything.” Reed’s voice was soft, but firm. “If anything, they’ll encourage the behavior in order to rapidly increase her powers due to the stress she’ll be facing.”

      “We’ll have other ways of looking out for her,” Terran reassured her. “You cannot believe that we’d allow her to actually be injured. It’s a calculated risk, River.”

      “One I’m happy to take.” I hoped my words sounded more confident than I felt. “It’s going to be fine, truly.” I turned my attention back to Reed, grateful that he was here. “I was thinking about River.”

      “Me?” River’s voice was shocked. “What about?”

      “Well, you’re fae.” I shrugged. “There’s got to be more to your powers than just artwork, you just have to think about it differently, that’s all.”

      “Differently?”

      “There’s no differently.” Onyx snorted. “Magic is simply that. It’s willpower, nothing else.”

      “Possibly,” I allowed, ignoring Onyx’s innate dismissal of me. “It doesn’t make sense, though, that she’d be born with these powers and not have any ability to use them to defend herself.”

      “Not all creatures do,” Reed pointed out, though he seemed to be contemplating what I was suggesting. “Though I do understand what you’re suggesting; almost every creature has some defensive mechanism unless they don’t have any predators.”

      “Fae may not technically have predators, but they do fight amongst each other, so I would assume skills would develop, even if they were simply to camouflage or protect themselves.” I turned to River, giving her an encouraging smile. “Will you try something for me?”

      “Oh, this is ridiculous,” Onyx snarled, tossing his hands up into the air. “Let me stab him and get this over with. You’re listening to a girl who’s been here only a handful of days, who has no true idea how magic works. She’s simply wasting time!”

      “I may not know how your magic truly works, but I did learn about it growing up. My mother always said that part of the magic was feeling it, not just reciting it. If you simply recite spells that others have created, you’ll never truly connect to it.”

      “That may be true for witch magic, but not fae magic,” Onyx objected. “They are completely different things.”

      “Why? Because you say they are?” I pointed out. “You both have control over the elements and can do things that humans would think are impossible. You have no idea how either type of magic came into existence. All you’re doing is repeating what you’ve learned.”

      “I want to try,” River interjected. “Even if it doesn’t work, it’d be nice to try something new.”

      “Fools, all of you,” Onyx griped, but was silenced by a sharp wave of the hand as Terran studied me.

      “What exactly are you thinking?”

      “River, can you draw something for me? Anything will do, really.” I tried to be encouraging, although I wasn’t sure if this was going to have any success.

      “Um, I’m not sure why that matters, but I can if you’d like.” River accepted the tablet that Reed offered from the table beside her, staring at it blankly for a moment.

      “Anything at all. A cat, a flower, it doesn’t matter.” I tried a smile, hoping it would motivate her.

      “Hm.” Her pencil flew as she did a quick sketch, turning it to me to show a little dragon.

      “Cute.” I really did envy that ability. I could picture things in my head easily, but I had absolutely no ability to translate it to paper, or any other medium.

      River smiled shyly. “Now what?”

      “You can animate it, right? Make it move on the paper?” I asked at her blank look.

      “Of course.” Her eyebrows wrinkled as she focused on the page, pale pink glowing around her before the little dragon's wings fluttered as it stretched awake.

      “Good job!” I nodded my approval. Yeah, I was definitely jealous. “Now can you pull him off of the page?”

      “Huh?” All four voiced their confusion at the same time and I giggled.

      “You’re able to animate them on the pages. It stands to reason that there’s a possibility you can pull them off the page. Your magic is based in art, not in paper. If you could pull your images off the paper, you could potentially use them to protect yourself.”

      “That’s…” Reed trailed off, cocking his head to the side as he thought. “That’s an interesting idea.”

      “You have to be kidding,” Onyx growled. “That’s impossible, there’s no way in all of the realms that would work.”

      “Look, fae magic is all about will.” I hurried to explain. “You willed the drawing to life, you just never considered taking it further. It can’t hurt to try though.”

      “Then you’ll both train,” Terran interjected. “Here, with us, to prevent as much damage as possible. River, work with your drawings. Try out a bunch of them. Do what makes you feel the most comfortable but stay here with us. Tori, I want you to start with the fire powers you were working on. Warm up. Then we’ll move on to other stones. What you did yesterday to Onyx could serve you very well in a battle if you can figure out how to channel it.”

      I patted River’s back, offering encouragement as she sat down on the couch, wide-eyed and nervous.  “It can’t hurt to try, right?” I grabbed the carnelian from the table and flopped down onto the rug, curling my legs up under me as I focused. It was getting easier to call my magic when I wanted it, and the magic easily greeted my call, eager for use. I hadn’t realized how much I had been missing without using it, as if I had gone my entire life without using a limb or a sense.

      “Just practice for now, but only use your flame,” Terran cautioned. I nodded my understanding, flicking the light inside of me on and off again, turning myself back into that personal lighter despite how boring it was.

      “Focus on the image.” Onyx’s voice surprised me, as he sat next to River. “No one taught you to make them move, did they?”

      “No. I just, wanted them to. I thought they were pretty.” River's murmur was embarrassed and low.

      “An act of will.” Onyx’s reply was grudging. “A very impressive one. Use the same theory now. Want your drawings to remove themselves from the paper. See yourself holding them, touching them, using them.”

      “You go, River!” I called out, flicking my flame off again.

      “Focus, please.” Terran attempted to sound stern, but the smile twitching at the corner of his lips belied the irritation. “Keep your mind on your own spells; you’ll have time to help River later.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” I flicked them flame on and off again, continuing to sneak glances at River and Onyx.

      “Good job, Tori,” Reed praised with a smile. “You’ve got that well in hand. Ready to try something new?”

      “Isn’t that what got us into trouble yesterday?” I quipped dryly.

      “We’ll be a bit more careful this time,” Terran offered with a chuckle. “River, are you okay working on your own? I could use Onyx over here for this part.” River merely nodded her entire focus on the page in front of her, the soft, pink glow of her magic swirling around her.

      “We’re going to form a barrier around you again,” Terran explained as he, Reed, and Onyx formed a triangle around where I sat. “With the three of us, anything you come up with should be contained, so you don’t need to worry about injuring us or River.”

      I murmured my understanding, the hairs on the back of my neck standing up. I was fairly sure I wasn’t going to like where this was going.

      “If you face off with Birch tomorrow, he isn’t going to hold anything back. He will attempt to torment you first, of course. He likes to show off.” Terran’s voice had gone low and scornful, his dark eyes hard. “You’ve been practicing offensive magic. It’s time you practice defense. The three of us will take turns throwing spells at you, and it is your job to defend against them as best as you can.”

      I gaped at the three of them. Terran’s jaw was set tight, Reed’s eyes bright as he gripped his hands into fists, but Onyx seemed to be enjoying the idea of throwing magic at me.

      “You’re going to try and hurt me?”

      “Yes,” Onyx declared.

      “No,” Reed shot back with a glare. “We’re not trying to hurt you, we’re trying to train you.”

      “We told you it wouldn’t be easy,” Onyx snarled. “Did you think it would all be pretty stones and pats on the back?”

      “Don’t be a jerk.” I snapped the words at him. “Seriously, can you never have a sympathetic moment? Or is asshole just the default setting for most fae?” I scowled, surprised when he remained silent, merely lifting a brow at my outburst. “I knew there would be more physical aspects required of training, I’m not an idiot. It’s just hard to imagine the three of you going out of your way to injure me the day before I’m supposed to confront another asshole who is going to be doing his best to tear me into pieces. It’s a bit redundant, isn’t it?”

      “Training is never redundant.” Reed’s soft voice helped break through some of the panic I was feeling. “We have the opportunity to heal you should you sustain any serious injuries. It is far more effective to train you with the possibility of actual pain or discomfort; you will remember the lessons more effectively, and you will be encouraged to try harder.”

      I sighed, pulling myself to my feet. If I was going to face pain, I was going to do it standing, not curled on the floor at their feet. “Let’s get going, then.” I heard River draw in a harsh breath, and I sent her a reassuring smile. “If she can try her hardest, then so can I.” She nodded, the color of her magic deepening as she focused. I fisted my hands together, squaring my feet with my shoulders as I readied myself for what was to come. I would do this, hard or not, and I would succeed.
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      I staggered as the ground under my feet rocked me forward, knocking me to the ground. “Damn it!” I slammed my fist against the floor, frustration as much of an ache inside of me as the bruises that were forming on my skin. “Why do you keep getting behind my wall?” I warded over and over again, calling the magic forward as I had in my first battle with Birch. Yet no matter how many times I did it, they always found a way around it.

      “You’re still thinking of it as a single wall,” Reed pointed out. “You need to wrap the protection around yourself, lashing out with it as needed to deflect our strikes.”

      I growled, glaring at him. “Oh yeah, make it sound so easy. Let me tell you something, it’s not!”

      “Of course it’s not easy,” Onyx drawled. “It is, however, necessary.” He flicked his fingers at me, sparks dancing over my skin as I hissed at the prickle. “You’ve dropped it again,” he pointed out unnecessarily. “No matter how stressed you become, how battered you are, you cannot drop your defenses.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I grumbled, pushing myself back onto my feet with a groan. “I remember.”

      “Oh!” River’s soft gasp of surprise drew our attention, and I hissed as Reed’s icy blast of water hit my skin.

      “River?” I asked in concern, brushing aside the water from my skin. “Did we hit you?”

      River was gaping at the paper in front of her, now covered in dozens of little doodles. “It moved.”

      I blinked, confused for a moment before glee flowed through me. “It came off the paper?” I pushed past Terran, ignoring the curse as I broke through the warding they had set up. I flopped down next to her staring at the page, studying the flowers, the animals, and the little dragon.

      “Yes!” Her word was an excited burble as she continued to stare at the page. “Watch!” Sweat trickled down her cheeks, matting the blonde strands of her hair, and the rosy glow of her magic covered the paper again. The glow focused on the flower petals and, as if stirred by an unseen wind, the petals fluttered furiously. Ever so slowly, the tips of the flower petals lifted from the page. It was difficult to see, as they were the same greys, whites, and blacks as the pencil sketches. I reached out a hand, letting the silky tips of them brush against my fingers.

      Reed, Terran, and Onyx had gathered near us as well, watching in awe at the sway of the petals, stark in contrast against my skin. “It worked.” Onyx’s voice was shocked, and I couldn’t resist sticking my tongue out at him.

      “See what happens when you tell yourself there’s only one way to do things?” I threw my arms around River’s neck, hugging her tightly. “I knew you could do it. Did you try the animals yet?” I was nearly bouncing. “I can’t wait to see the dragon!”

      “If you want to see a dragon just head toward the Elvish kingdom,” Onyx grumbled. “The Queen uses them as guards.”

      My eyes widened as I stared at him. “Wait, there really are dragons?”

      “Dragons. Unicorns. You didn’t think it was just fae that the humans put into their legends?” Reed’s voice was amused. “You really think humans are that imaginative?” I gaped at him, completely shocked.

      “The animals are a lot harder,” River explained, strain in her voice. “They don’t respond as well.”

      “Here.” Reed darted to the bookcase, grabbing a large box and bringing it over. “First, relax your magic for a minute. Give yourself a break.” The glow slowly dissipated, and River sagged back against the couch. “Now, detail your animals a little more. If you’re trying to give it life, you need to feel the connection to it.” River nodded, her hands shaking a little as she grasped the box. She pulled it open, revealing a stack of pastels and other art supplies.

      “You have art supplies?” I wasn’t sure why I was surprised, but it seemed a bit too human for the Fae Realm. Reed’s eyes strayed to Onyx before pulling back to me and I shook my head, amazed. “They’re yours? Really?” I accused Onyx.

      Onyx turned his face away, refusing to answer my question as he focused on River. “That’s very impressive,” he commended her. “I didn’t think it would work.”

      “That’s what you get for not trusting me,” I quipped. Onyx continued to ignore me.

      River picked through the options, choosing several shades of white, pink, yellow, and orange as she shaded in the dragon's scales, brightening its eyes with a sharp shade of orange. Her fingers flew over the paper, detailing the image at insane speeds.

      “So pretty!” I gushed. Terran masked a chuckle, but I merely shrugged. I wasn’t going to hide the fact that I liked pretty things, I saw no shame in it.

      “When you push your will into the picture, feel it breathing, living. Imagine how it would react in your hand. What would it feel like to stroke it, feed it? Live with it in your head, then push that through your magic,” Onyx instructed, his voice eager as he watched. River nodded, enthusiastic now as she put away the pastels, brushing sweat from her cheeks and leaving streaks of color in their path.

      River placed her hand back on the paper, calling her magic again. I held as still as I could, unwilling to distract her from the amount of focus she was using. I was honestly as shocked as Onyx was that my idea had worked, though I was absolutely thrilled. If this meant River would be looked at in a better light, that she could protect herself from creeps like Birch, then I would be beyond relieved.

      “Oh!” The sound fell from my lips, despite me attempting to remain silent, as I saw the tips of wings wriggle in the air above the paper. River was panting hard, her eyes glazed over as she stared at the little, wriggling dragon. I pressed my fingers against River’s thigh, resisting the urge to stroke the fluttering wingtips.

      “What?” River gasped.

      The little dragon wiggled further off the paper, and I felt a pull inside of me, as if something was calling to me. River’s rosy glow darkened, and I was unable to pull my hand away from her leg. My magic flowed through her, the same way it had flowed through the carnelian, amplifying and projecting onto the paper. The colors brightened, glowing so brightly that my eyes ached until it released with a burst.

      River and I sagged against each other, both of us dragging air into tired lungs. Atop the notepad, a tiny pink and orange dragon, about a foot long from its nose to the tip of his tale, crouched, cocking his head back and forth as he studied us.

      “Well, hell,” I breathed out.

      The little creature turned his bright orange eyes to me, chirping questioningly. Terran staggered back, falling onto a nearby chair as he watched us. Reed’s eyes were bright with curiosity as he reached a hand out for the tiny dragon. The dragon hissed at the approaching fingers, fanning its wings in agitation, as it swiped tiny, black claws at him. Reed drew back quickly, letting the dragon pace restlessly around the pad. I held my breath as it approached, and Onyx snarled, lifting his hands as if to prevent an attack against me.

      “Stop,” I warned him, keeping my voice low and quiet so I didn’t startle it. “Let’s just see what it does.”

      “You’re insane.” Onyx’s voice was low, though he made no move to attack the little dragon. “It’s going to hurt like hell when that thing attacks you, dragons are vicious. I’ll tell Reed not to heal you.”

      “Like he’d listen to you,” I muttered, paying him no mind. Reed chuckled, though he didn’t approach us again. River remained completely still beside me, her breathing shallow, possibly from the use of the magic. “What was that anyhow?”

      “You used River herself as an amplifier,” Terran explained slowly. “You pushed your magic into hers, combining your powers. Apparently, it was very effective for you both.”

      “River provided the direction and the will. You added the extra energy to help ease her through the process,” Reed continued.

      The little dragon lifted its head, apparently scenting the air as it turned this way and that, offering up another chirp before approaching River and me. It came toward us slowly, its wings flicking as it continued scenting the air, its bright orange eyes half-lidded as it considered us. Slowly, it leaned its head forward before brushing up against my arm, chirping softly. It repeated the action on River who let out a shaky breath, laughing a little. Our eyes met and we both started to giggle, unable to believe what we were seeing. The little dragon cheeped its appreciation at the happy noise, flicking its wings as he rubbed up against us.

      “What in the realms is going on…” Onyx’s murmur was low and shocked.

      “He’s nice.” I turned my hand palm-up, murmuring to the little dragon and encouraging him to climb up onto my palm. “Are all dragons this cute?” I was completely charmed by the small dragon now twined around my arm as it chirped and cooed, alternating between showering River and me in his attention.

      “Dragons aren’t cute,” Onyx sputtered. “They’re deadly. They’re huge, hulking, guard dogs with dark, slimy scales and bad breath.”

      I glared at him. The little dragon saw the direction of my irritation and he clamped his claws around me tighter, turning his head to hiss at Onyx. “Good boy,” I murmured.

      “For realms sake!” Onyx growled. “You don’t even know if it is a boy. Or if it’s going to turn back into a drawing.” I shot a panicked look at River. Surprisingly though, she was calm. A peaceful smile played over her lips, despite the sweat that still stained her.

      “I don’t think he will.” She stroked a finger down his back and he arched into the caress, enjoying the attention. “He feels solid, and my magic doesn’t feel connected to him anymore. Does yours?”

      I considered for a moment, seeing if there was any feeling of being tugged toward him. I thought he was adorable, but I didn’t feel tied to him at all, not the way I felt tied to the Guardians or a stone when I was working a spell. “No, I don’t think so. I just think he’s cute.”

      Reed’s eyes were wide as he considered the two of us, watching us coo at and play with the dragon. I snatched a sandwich from the plate on the side table that one of men had been snacking on this morning. I tore off little pieces of meat, feeding him piece after piece.

      “I would like to keep your gift between us for now, River.” Reed’s words were slow. “This is a type of magic none of us are familiar with. The Ancients are going to want to speak with you and Tori about it, and I would assume they’ll want to do it rapidly.”

      “I don’t want to hide our little guy,” I sulked. “He’s sweet.”

      “If that’s your definition of sweet I’m very glad you aren’t mated,” Onyx grumbled. I ignored him, turning my attention to River.

      “I don’t know if it’s a boy or a girl. Did you want to name it?”

      River blinked, studying me then the dragon. “I pictured her as a girl when I drew her, though most dragons are dark like Onyx said. I don’t think there’s ever been a small dragon, let alone a small multi-colored one.”

      “It just makes her unique and pretty.” I set the sandwich aside, worried about overfeeding her. “She’s all shiny, like an opal.” The little dragon chirped, and I grinned. “You like that, huh? Opal?” I glanced at River. “Is it ok if we call her that?” River chuckled, pure joy and amusement flowing with the sound.

      “Tori, you’ve been here only days, and you’ve changed everything for me. You can call her whatever you want. As long as she’s willing, she’s yours.”

      “You’re giving her a dragon?” Onyx roared in frustration. Opal spun, her wings spreading to protect me as she hissed in anger at the large man.

      “She could always use another guard,” Terran offered. “Come on, Tori. Enough practice today for the both of you. It’s time for rest, and I want to talk to you. Bring your little guard with you.”

      I cradled Opal against me, soothing her with long strokes across the tip of her wings as she continued to hiss at Onyx. Apparently, we had a lot of talking to do.
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      I followed Terran to their suite next door, Opal still clinging to my arm like a vine. Terran ushered me in, letting me take a seat on one of the plush couches. I tried to conceal my yawn, though Terran’s chuckle showed there hadn’t been a point.

      “I won’t keep you too long,” he explained, as he gathered up a plate of food to set before me. Opal squeaked eagerly, and I began to feed her pieces in between bites for myself. “We’ll set you up to face Birch tomorrow, and I think it’s only fair that you know what you’re facing.”

      That sounded vaguely ominous. I bit into a cake so I didn’t have to answer, waiting to see what was coming. “You do know you are not required to do this?” Terran’s expression was serious as he crouched on the floor beside me. “You do not have to face him. We can continue to protect you from him, keep you sheltered to avoid him.”

      I swallowed hard. “I’ve been sheltered my whole life. If it’s taught me anything, it’s taught me that hiding may keep you safe for a little while, but it doesn’t help in the long run.” I bit my lip, fighting back the anger coursing through me as I thought of my mother. I was glad she was at peace here, though I still wasn’t strong enough to ask to see where they’d laid her to rest. “I can’t be concerned about what some bitchy pretty boy is trying to do. I have far bigger things to worry about, and finding her killer is the main one. This is all part of it. If I can’t take on Birch the Bitch, how am I going to face whoever was searching for us — for me?”

      Terran nodded slowly. “You’re very strong, especially for someone not raised in our world. I would have expected you to scream or cry, not dive head first into learning everything.”

      I shrugged. “Magic has always been a part of my life, even though I hated it and didn’t believe in it. You bring Odin down to talk to me, I’ll consider acknowledging that the old gods exist.”

      “Well actually…” Terran trailed off, and I nearly dropped Opal in shock.

      “Seriously?”

      Terran’s laughter rolled over me, warm and husky. He clutched his stomach with a hand, nearly falling over from his crouched position. “No, Tori. As far as I know, none of the gods are real. I just couldn’t resist.” I scowled at him to hide my amusement. It was nice to know that he had a playful side as well.

      He sobered up, shifting back into a comfortable position as he faced off with me. “Birch isn’t going to pull any punches. He will fight dirty, you will always need to watch your back. He will not care that you’re female, that you’re untrained. Birch will do his best to destroy you and prove that you could not have humiliated him, no matter what the damage to you may be.”

      I pushed back against the fear that was tightening my chest and creeping over my skin like an icy oil. “I figured as much,” I admitted. Although they hadn’t been this blunt with me, they hadn’t exactly hidden what I would be facing.

      “I do not know why the Ancients have decided on this method for you.” Terran’s words shocked me enough that I nearly fumbled the cake in my hand. “It is unheard of for a charge to train as a Guardian, and yet they were insistent. It goes against our every instinct, our every piece of training, to allow you to face Birch on your own.”

      “Maybe it’s because I’m not your true charge?” I suggested.

      Terran hesitated. “I understand you grew up in the human world, yet even there they have the idea of souls who were simply made for each other.” He held up a hand to stall the objections he could see were about to fall from my lips. “Nevertheless, we do understand your hesitance to tie yourself to three men you don’t know.”

      “I don’t want any man, let alone three. I just want to be normal and live my life. Since that’s not an option here, I need to focus on myself, what I can be here, on my own two feet.” My words were quiet, and Terran nodded his understanding.

      “We will not push it. Times have changed. I myself feel a connection to Onyx and Reed; I would contend that we are connected in a very deep way ourselves.”

      I froze, images of the three of them together nearly short-circuiting my brain. I had no idea if that was what he meant, but the idea of them having a physical relationship was enough to dial up the heat inside of me by quite a few degrees.

      “Maybe that is the type of relationship we are meant to have: a friendship–a partnership. I merely ask that you not declare your objections outside of our private rooms. A Guardian finding their charge is sacred; many of our people would be furious at the idea that you outright reject us as potential mates.”

      “Are you asking me to fake having a relationship with you?” I asked warily. I understood not offending a culture I was becoming a part of, but that felt like it was asking a bit too much.

      “No, of course not. Most are very reserved with their relationships in public. You would not need to act affectionate with us by any means or declare us as your intended mates. I’m just asking that you do not outright deny us or speak against the idea of soul mates.” He paused, pursing his lips as he debated with himself. I fed Opal another piece that she greedily snatched from my fingers, grateful that she acted as a distraction as I waited for what else was to come. “In a way I understand your training more than most. I was selected at a late age as a Guardian; I only joined their ranks five years ago.”

      I blinked, surprised by the admission. “You seem talented though.” I considered my words for a moment before adding, “The other two seem to look to you for direction.”

      Terran nodded, shifting himself into a more comfortable position. “It’s worked well for us. Reed is too logical; he doesn’t generally have the compassion or diplomacy needed. He’ll tell you exactly how it is, or he’ll try a new spell without knowing what may happen, or even put us in a dangerous situation because he is interested in what the outcome may be.” I smirked a little at the picture he painted. I could definitely see that being behavior Reed would engage in.

      “What about Tinkerbell though? He grew up fae, so I assume he’s been exposed to all of this for most of his life.” Plus, he was controlling as hell, so I would think he’d want a leadership position — not that I would actually say that out loud. I was really starting to enjoy my nickname for him, even more so when I knew it irritated him.

      Terran tugged at his beard, shaping it with his fingers. The movement was distracting, and I remembered the way it had felt against my skin when he had kissed me. “Onyx...” Terran trailed off with a shake of his head. “Onyx isn’t what he appears. He’s been through more than most could possibly handle without falling apart. He’ll always be an ass — there’s no avoiding it — but he isn’t innately cruel.” I snorted my disbelief and Terran shook his head. “He really isn’t. There’s a reason he’s with us. He’s loyal to a fault and will defend you with his last breath; if you mean something to him, he will give anything for you.”

      “So, you’re saying that he’s an ass because he had a sucky life growing up?” I snorted. “I had a crappy life compared to most people. I can be rough at times, and I’m not always the most social of people, but I’d like to think I’m not a total ass to everyone.”

      “There’s rough, and then there’s what he’s gone through.” Terran’s cryptic reply had me growling. “No.” Terran interrupted when I opened my mouth. “I won’t explain it. It’s his story to tell you, if he ever chooses to do so. I won’t betray his trust. Just know that tomorrow is going to be harder on him than the rest of us — seeing you in a situation that he cannot control.”

      “Why would that matter? He doesn’t like me anyhow,” I argued.

      “He doesn’t dislike you,” Terran countered. “He just doesn’t know you and doesn’t like having any of his choices made for him. He’s afraid of you.” He waved a hand dismissively. “It doesn’t have an effect on tomorrow, but he’s going to be even more surly.”

      “Oh, joy. Something else to look forward to,” I muttered. Opal screeched her agreement and Terran grinned at the little dragon.

      “I just want you to be prepared. Most of the magic you have used has been instinctive, a response to the stimuli around you. You’ll need to tap into that tomorrow. Our training with you is just a beginning, and your talent is innate and raw. Keep studying. Know that no matter what happens tomorrow, we’ll be there with you.”

      I chuckled humorlessly. “Great, so you’ll be there to mop up the blood he spills.”

      “That too,” Terran admitted. “All Guardians have their first fights. Yours is just coming quicker than most.”

      “And against a full-blooded Guardian rather than another trainee,” I pointed out.

      “Also, a consideration,” Terran acknowledged. “For now, you need to rest.” He pointed warily at the now dozing Opal nestled between my arm and my thigh, her tail wrapped around her like a blanket as she snoozed. “Take a page from her book. We’ll make River rest as well, she deserves it after today.”

      He pushed up to his feet, stretching the kinks from his back, pausing on the way to the door. “For the record, you will have many folks questioning you. There are set ways of life here, and you are testing them one after the next. It’s not a bad thing,” he hurried to add, raising his hands placatingly. “There are changes necessary, and we have stagnated for far too long. It won’t prevent anyone from fighting against those changes though. Keep thinking the way you do, Tori. We need more of that here; they will come around, you’ll see.”

      “Even Tink?” I quipped.

      Terran grinned. “Even Onyx. You’ll be safe in here, rest as long as you can. We’ll be in to check on you later.”

      He closed the door softly behind him, and I settled back into the chair. I didn’t want to try and shift Opal so that I could make it to a bed. Besides, it felt awkward to sleep in a bed that wasn’t mine — especially when I knew it would belong to one of the men next door. The idea of the three of them involved in some hot and heavy sessions was an incredible distraction for my already overworked brain. I rested my head against the back of the coach, letting the velvet rub against my skin and soothe me. Opal purred softly, a quietly contented sound that I had no idea dragons made. She acted more like a kitten than a reptile, or at least any reptile that I had known.

      I closed my eyes, breathing deeply and evenly as I let my muscles go loose, emptying my mind the way that I had been taught. With every breath I drew in, the sharply woodsy scent of the room permeated my senses. It reminded me of Terran, the scent of pine and musk, and I let my mind wander. It couldn’t hurt to daydream, right?

      I could use all the relaxation and distraction that I could get; I had the feeling that tomorrow was going to be a world of pain. Terran’s kiss had been hard and hungry, his mouth hot under mine. He had been pressed completely against me, letting me feel every inch of hard muscles as he had pinned me to the wall. I hadn’t been kissed like that before, though I had definitely enjoyed it. His hands had been large and hot on my hips, holding me tightly against him.

      I wondered what would have happened if I had encouraged him to kiss me again, asked to taste him again here when we were on our own. Would Reed have joined us too? His kiss had been no joke, proprietary and demanding, far different than I would have expected from the gentle scholar I was growing to like. My skin tingled, and I shifted, imagining the two of them joining me here away from all the confusion and the stress that this realm was offering me.

      Reed’s mouth was hungry on my throat, teasing and nipping, soothing with little licks over the sensitive, heated skin. Terran’s beard scratched lightly at the tender skin of my wrist as he laved his tongue over it in a heated tease. I whimpered, shifting slightly as Reed’s mouth moved over my skin. Terran chuckled, trailing his tongue up my arm, pressing himself against me so my body was swallowed by his heat. Reed lifted me easily, sliding me fully onto Terran’s lap, his busy mouth never leaving my throat.

      Terran was all hard, defined muscle — a veritable wall of heat as he tilted my head for his kisses. Reed’s body was slender, his muscles whipcord strong as they pressed into me. I whimpered at the dual sensations bombarding me, and Terran deepened the kiss. Terran’s mouth was darkly rich, reminding me of chocolate as his tongue stroked and twined around mine, drawing me deeper into his kisses. His mouth pulled from mine as he angled me, allowing Reed to take my lips with his, his kiss sweet as the cakes he loved with a salty undertone that reminded me of the sea.

      Reed gripped my wrists, dragging my hands up to his chest, letting me smooth my hands over all the muscle laid out in front of me. I stroked my fingers across his pecs and down his abdomen, sliding them under his shirt to greedily find hot, smooth skin.

      Terran murmured approvingly as I slid Reed’s shirt up, allowing me to feast my eyes on what my fingers were enjoying. “Good idea.” Terran’s voice was deep and husky, his hands gripping the base of my shirt and tugging it up as well. Reed growled his approval, a sound echoed by Terran as I was bared to their sight. This close I was able to make out the golden freckles that dusted Reed’s cheeks, the green of his eyes brilliant as he studied my body as if memorizing me.

      “Gorgeous.” Reed’s voice was low, deeper than normal as his eyes caressed me. Terran’s hands stroked across my abdomen, the muscles tightening underneath his questing fingers. Reed bent his head, licking over my collarbone. Sharp, stinging nips were laved away by the soft heat of his tongue. I dug my fingers into his shoulders on a moan as Terran’s hands traced over my ribcage, stroking ever higher and inflaming me with a gentle, teasing touch so at odds with Reed’s mouth. I traced the triangle on Reed’s shoulder in wonder, pressing deep into the solid muscle, enjoying the feel of him under my fingers as I stroked my hands down his back.

      “Perfection,” Terran breathed in wonder as his hands cupped my breasts, drawing a gasp from me. I laid my head fully back onto his shoulder and he took advantage of my exposed throat, his hands molding and shaping my breasts, teasing the nipples into stiff peaks with gentle strokes of his palms over my sensitive flesh.

      Reed’s tongue slid over the curve of my breast and I bucked, arching my body toward him. He chuckled, his hands moving to my hips to hold me still against Terran, pressing me back into him. I could feel the hard length of him against my back and I ached to turn and push myself fully against him, to ease the pressure building inside of me.

      “Oh no, croí beag.” Reed’s voice was husky as he pulled from my breast, his eyes heating as he watched Terran’s hands on me. “We’re going to take our time with you. We’ve got all the time in the world, and I’m going to make every second count. I want the taste of you burned into me; I want to taste you in my sleep. If this is the only time I get to have you, I’m not going to waste it.”

      I groaned at the dark promise in his voice and Terran’s agreeing murmur. Terran’s beard scraped up my neck as he nipped at my ear, his tongue curving around the edge of it. “We’re going to enjoy every inch of you, over and over again. We’re going to etch ourselves into your body, so when you think of pleasure, you’ll think of us.” I arched against him, refusing to beg for what they offered, though my body needed them desperately.

      Reed’s mouth tracked down my breast, Terran’s hand sliding aside to give him free rein. His tongue was hot and soft as he drew my nipple into his mouth, sucking hard before freeing me, flicking the peak lightly with his tongue. Terran’s mouth claimed mine again, mimicking Reed’s movement against my breast.

      I pulled Reed closer into me, needing to feel him completely. Terran spread his legs, opening his stance wide and tugging my knees over his, letting Reed press himself fully against me so that I could feel both of them, hard and hot against me. I gasped, reaching back to dig my hand into Terran’s abdomen, needing to touch both of them as the ache inside of me coiled tighter.

      “What in the realms?” Onyx’s voice dragged me from my fantasy and I glared at him, trying to calm my panting breaths. Onyx’s steely eyes were wide, his face slack in shock as he stared at me. Leave it to him to be the one to pull me from my fantasy, just when it was getting to the good part.

      “What?” I snapped, edgy and overheated, my skin sensitive and prickling even against the velvet of the couch.

      “It was my turn to check on you,” Onyx grumbled, though he continued to stare at me. “The others are napping.”

      “Well you checked, and I’m fine.” Or I had been before he’d gotten involved. Jackass. I was sure I was flushed, my breathing heavy. My skin tingled, and I ached fiercely. “Anything else?”

      Surprising me, his eyes flared for a moment — the steely grey going molten before he turned away, striding to the door. “Just get some rest.” His voice was a husky burr, an accent I hadn’t noticed before flowing richly through it. The door closed with a snap behind him and I grimaced, settling back into the couch. Hopefully this time sleep would come for me, since I wasn’t going to be able to come myself.
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      Opal’s sharp claws pricking at my skin and her screeching cry woke me. My neck was sore from the angle I had finally dozed off at, though I must have slept for at least several hours. I felt rested and revived, even as I rubbed the bleariness from my eyes. “Hungry again, girl?”

      “She wouldn’t eat for me.” Reed’s voice from empty air had me shrieking and nearly upending a hissing Opal onto the floor. Her claws dug into me, drawing droplets of blood from my skin.

      “Dammit, Reed!” I griped, swiping away the drops to wipe them against my pants. “What the hell are you doing?” I could see him now, sprawled on his stomach on the floor, his legs kicked up in the air.

      “Reading.” He answered dryly, indicating the book in front of him with a wave of his hand. I scowled at him in reply. “She’s been awake for a little bit. River sent me in a few hours ago with a breakfast tray, but we didn’t want to wake you. You need all of the energy you can get.” My stomach knotted slightly at the reminder, and I silenced the hissing dragon on my arm with a piece of sausage. “I tried to feed her when I noticed her eyeing the tray, but she refused. She hissed whenever I got too close to you.”

      I considered that for a moment before shrugging. “Maybe it’s a dragon thing.” This wasn’t going to be like raising a kitten. I wondered if you could litterbox train a dragon? “She seems to be an excellent guard though.”

      I couldn’t believe I had slept through them entering and exiting the room. I was normally a light sleeper, prone to wake at any noise. Since coming here, however, I seemed to sleep like the dead. I wondered if it had to do with the extra energy I was now expending or if it was merely something in being in this realm versus the human one.

      “Reed?” I asked quietly, shredding a piece of toast absently as I thought. The little dragon turned up her nose at the bread, preferring the meat on the platter.

      “Hm?” He seemed distracted, his attention back on his book. I was grateful he wasn’t staring at me while I ate, but I hoped he would be able to focus on my questions rather than the world he was lost in.

      “May I ask you something? Between just the two of us?” I picked my words carefully, taking a sip of juice to clear my suddenly dry throat.

      Reed froze, his eyes slowly tracking up so he could meet my gaze. He pushed the book away, sitting up to give me his full attention. “You may ask me anything you like.”

      “I know that...” I trailed off for a moment, hesitant to finish the thought that had crept into my mind. “I know that technically Birch isn’t allowed to kill me. I’m not naive enough to believe he wouldn’t try and claim it to be an accident. The warnings Rocky over there gave to me last night were very emphatic, and I’m beginning to doubt whether it was just injury he was worried about. So, between the two of us, what are the chances that Birch may actually kill me today?”

      I hadn’t realized I’d started nicknaming all the guys in my head, but it was easier than calling them accidentally into the room.

      Reed sighed, steepling his fingers together. “You’re very bright, Tori.” The words were said almost apologetically, and I knew I’d hit the nail on the head. “Death is technically forbidden, and anyone who kills another is punished for it by the Ancients. Those punishments aren’t lasting or fatal though, as the deaths are usually accidental, or at least made to look accidental.”

      “Flat out?” I asked quietly. “Just the odds.” I needed to know, no matter what the answer was, and a vague answer wasn’t what I was going for.

      “That he’ll try to kill you?” Reed’s words were as soft as my own, his green eyes empathetic as he watched me. “I’d say it’d be about 100 percent.” I waited for him to finish, to fill in the rest of the blanks and he sighed. “That he’ll succeed?” He seemed to weigh the question in his mind for a moment. “Considering all three of us will be with you, that my healing powers should be effective on most wounds as long as I can get to you within moments... about 40 percent.”

      I nodded slowly. He gave me better odds than I was giving myself, though I hadn’t been too far off, assuming a fifty-fifty chance at death today. “Can I...” I trailed off with a shake of my head.

      Seeing my mother’s grave before I died wouldn’t do me any good. She wasn’t there anymore, and it would only paint a larger target on my back if I were to leave the warding for any length of time before the training fields. Reed reached out to pat my leg. From the expression on his face I assumed he knew where my thoughts had gone.

      “Hopefully she’ll eat for River.” I tried out a chuckle at my dark humor, but Reed remained stubbornly silent, not even a twitch of his lips to show that he caught my joke.

      “We will do everything we can to protect you, do not doubt that,” Reed said fervently. “We swore our oaths, and we will stick by them. Trainee, charge...” He trailed off for a moment before finishing. “...friend. We will protect you.”

      I blew out the breath that felt stuck in my chest, trying my best for a smile. “Then let’s get this over with.”

      Reed led me back to my rooms, Opal perched contentedly on my arm. She chirped happily when she saw River sitting on the settee, though she seemed to blatantly ignore Onyx and Terran’s presence. I wondered idly if it was because they were male or because they hadn’t helped in her creation. River was pale and quiet, her foot tapping quickly against the floor despite her seated pose. Onyx and Terran were both silent sentries, grim faced and stoic.

      “Should we get this funeral over with?” I quipped. My dark humor didn’t gain me a reaction from the group either and I shrugged, letting the fake smile I had forced drop away. “Are we ready, then?” Energy tingled through me, anxiety and fear warring with anticipation. “What are we doing with Opal?” I directed the question to Reed at my side.

      “Do you think she’ll stay here by herself?” he asked, his tone skeptical as he studied the way she was twined around my arm.

      I attempted to coax her off to no avail. “Maybe she’d here stay with River?” I suggested. The little dragon moved reluctantly to River’s lap, though she continued to study me.

      “I’m going with you.” River’s voice was so quiet I nearly missed the words.

      “The rooms are warded.” Onyx’s voice was soft behind her. “You do not need to come with us, you would merely be another target.”

      “I’m not letting her do this alone.” River’s jaw set, though no color filled her cheeks. “I can use a bag or a scarf for Opal, keep her out of sight, but I will be there.”

      I sighed. “Let’s get this over with then.” River dashed to my bedroom for something to conceal Opal, who cheeped plaintively. “You guys will protect her, right?” I kept the words quiet, though I met each of their eyes, one after the next, to ensure I had their attention. They exchanged a silent look, assessing each other, before Terran nodded sharply.

      “We will protect her as well,” he stated, his words as stiff as his posture. I breathed out a sigh of relief, beginning to stretch my muscles out while I waited. River swept back into the room, a pink scarf tied around her like a sash. The knotted portion protruded slightly in fancy twirls and if I stared at it, I could see the slight twitch of Opal’s tail or wings.

      “That’s not conspicuous,” Onyx remarked dryly.

      “I think it’s cute,” I offered with a smile. “It’s a wonderful idea.”

      “She’s very open to suggestions,” River commented. “So smart. I asked her to be quiet and still and she complied fairly easily.”

      “I’d still suggest bringing jerky or something with you,” I advised. “She eats constantly and gets fairly vocal if you don’t feed her immediately.”

      River grabbed some jerky from the platter of snacks on the table, sliding it into her pocket with a nod before handing me the box of stones she had been sitting beside. I studied them for a moment, blindly staring at the swirl of colors, before picking out a handful for my pockets. I offered the waiting group a shaky smile, setting the box aside with a definitive nod. Reed lead the way, River beside me and Terran and Onyx bringing up the rear as we trailed through the winding corridors.

      “Remember what you’ve learned.” Reed tossed the words over his shoulder. “You have more knowledge than you give yourself credit for. You simply need to utilize it.” We turned down hallways I had yet to see, sunlight dancing through the windows and across the intricately carved walls.

      “Want it with everything you have,” Onyx’s said quietly, a mere whisper in the otherwise silent hallway. “Your will determines your actions and your success. You’ve proven you have it, do not falter now.”

      “We will be right here with you.” Terran spoke in a gentle tone, spreading a balm over my nerves. “You can do this, Tori. We know you can.”

      River slipped her hand into mine, squeezing reassuringly in silent support, and Opal chirped her own opinion, before we all drifted into silence. Reed pushed open the double doors at the end of the corridor, flooding the hallway with fresh, warm air before we stepped out into the sunshine.

      A wide, open courtyard was full of sparring partners and onlookers, all involved in their own activities. I was grateful no one noticed our entry, giving me a chance to get the lay of the land. The area was far bigger than I had anticipated, a park compared to the football field of my imagination.

      Row after row of sparring rings were marked by large circles of sand.  Many were occupied, opponents throwing spells or trading physical blows. I saw swords and bows being wielded beside flashes of flame and tides of water. It appeared that several of the onlookers were betting on the matches, many rooting for their favorites with wild yells of appreciation or jeers towards their opponents.

      A short search showed me Birch standing to the side, a smirk marring his pretty face. He was surrounded by a crowd of sycophantic onlookers, some gazing on him with worshipful delight, others trying to gain his attention with displays of power. Males and females both angled themselves to give him better views of themselves, shooting teasing looks or fluttering their lashes. I snorted at the obvious display.

      “Ready?” Terran breathed into my ear and I nodded, unable to speak for fear I may hurl. I straightened my shoulders, breathing deeply the way I had been taught, clearing my fear from the front of my mind. This was the man — male — who had set out to hurt or even kill me and my new friends. He had attempted to injure me before and had managed to injure River who was innocent of anything besides not kissing his butt when he asked.

      I let the indignation and anger flow through me, hardening my resolve. The others had moved back, allowing me to approach Birch on my own. His crowd fell silent as I stepped up to them, and they analyzed me quietly. I could tell from their expressions that most knew who I was, though they had never seen me in person. Others considered me in confusion, surprised by a new face in their midst. Birch turned in my direction, the lack of fawning having drawn his attention. He froze for only a moment, I wouldn’t have seen it if I hadn’t been looking, before he sneered.

      “Have you come to apologize?” He pitched his voice to carry across the courtyard, drawing the attention of those who hadn’t noticed our little drama unfolding. “I may accept it if you say it prettily enough — and take your punishment, of course.” His followers chuckled as though he had said something witty.

      “You want me to apologize for kicking your ass?” I drawled, baiting him. He glared at me, his hands clenched into fists.

      “For sleeping your way into our Hold, you owe me and everyone else in this courtyard an apology and your blood.” His words were still pitched to carry, the anger in them clear. “You paid off other Guardians...” His gaze trailed to Onyx, Terran, and Reed behind me, though he did not name them aloud. “In order to cause injury to me due to you being unable to do it yourself when I refused to take you as a mate to justify your position in this Hold.”

      “So you claim.” I shrugged a shoulder, dismissing his claims. “Interesting that you can offer no proof, of course.”

      “You want proof?” Birch snarled. “A match. Here and now.” His eyes lit with glee as he watched me, expecting me to withdraw.

      “As the challenged, I may set the rules.” I spoke the phrase that Reed had drilled into me. “Single match. No interference. Powers only, no physical weapons. By the Ancients.” I recited the ritual words, claiming a sanctioned match that could not end in death, exactly as I had been told. I could almost hear Reed’s hum of approval.

      “Agreed,” Birch snarled into the now silent air. All the matches had ceased, their participants watching our standoff. Birch led the way to an empty circle, taking his place on the far side. Many from the crowd joined him, calling encouragement to him and aiming belittling comments at me; others remained farther back, watching but not joining in the fray. I ignored them all, facing the only four who had remained on my side. If I listened, I could hear Opal’s quiet hissing, and I could tell River held her in the sash.

      I was unable to speak, not sure what words I would choose here where others might hear them. I offered a smile, meeting their eyes one by one. I didn’t want to die here, I had so much more I wanted to learn and do, but I was going to try my hardest to take this asshole down a peg and prevent him from hurting anyone else ever again.

      “When you’re ready, imposter,” Birch called snidely.

      I turned to face him, squaring my shoulders and stepping into the circle. It was time to take my first step as a Guardian.
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      I stared him down, ignoring the jeers of the crowd to analyze Birch. He maintained his smirk, though from the twitching of his fingers I assumed he was as nervous as I was. I knew the circles were warded to prevent all but the strongest of spells from passing through, so I hoped I wouldn’t accidentally maim one of the bystanders.

      “Last chance,” Birch taunted, bouncing slightly on his toes. “I won’t go easy on you despite the fact that you’re impersonating a Guardian.”

      “I think you’re the one impersonating a Guardian,” I threw back at him. “Guardians are supposed to protect those who may not be able to protect themselves. You get off on the power and the games, hurting those who are weaker than you. You hurt servants because it makes you feel better about your pathetic standing, and you plot against others, stabbing them in the back because you’re jealous or afraid. None of that defines a Guardian.”

      Birch was furious, his hands clenched into tight fists when I finished, and his supports ranged from anger to shock. Surprisingly, I saw more than a few nods of approval, and even a few smiles, from those who were ranged farther back.

      “You dare to insult —” Birch began, before I interrupted him.

      “You’re really going to go there again?” I drawled. “Look what it got you last time.” I could almost feel Onyx’s glare against my skin, pushing me to stop talking and act. I gripped the carnelian tightly, pulling up a spiraling flame from my palm, letting the embers lash and fly.

      “Fire magic.” Blaine snorted, though his eyes were wide. “You really think that will be enough to defeat a fae?”

      Onlookers were murmuring, and I assumed I had already dispelled at least one or two of Birch’s claims. I was no mere human, and no one had heard me speak a spell to create the fire in my hand. Orange light grew around his hands as he called on his powers, his eyes narrowing as he focused on me. I palmed the obsidian, letting its glow fill me as I pictured a solid wall in my head, hard as the stones I gripped like a lifeline.

      Blaine lashed out with his lightning whips and I grinned as they struck heedlessly against the wall I had created. Apparently he was a one-trick pony, not used to head-on confrontation rather than subterfuge. The lashes ached but did not break my wall. I let the flame in my palm drop, grasping the kyanite instead. The purple and yellow glows around me brightened as I pushed harder at the magic inside of me.

      Whip after whip landed against my wall, and I hesitated. I had kyanite at the edge of my hand, and I knew that I could use it in the same way as I had the tourmaline, though I was uncertain if I could send its knives through my wall, or if I would need to drop it for a moment to ensure that I hit him. I knew simply tiring him out was not going to be an option–it wouldn’t be enough of a humiliation. I held tightly to the stone, focusing my energy on Birch, imagining the daggers that scraped my palm digging deeply into him, marring him the same way his whips had marred River.

      “What?” Birch gasped and staggered, stripe after stripe appearing on him as my kyanite did its job. Using all three stones and being subjected to Birch’s blows had weakened me faster than I had anticipated with practice. I could feel my muscles trembling and, taking a gamble, I walked closer to Birch so I didn’t have to target my magic across such a long distance. Tear after tear appeared in his skin, his hands and arms glowing a brilliant orange now as he attempted to block my strikes. His eyes filled with panic as he heard the folks assembled behind him murmur at his damaged state.

      “There’s at least two of your lies broken down,” I taunted. “I do have powers, and I am strong enough to kick your ass.”

      He grimaced as another slice opened across his cheek, blood trailing down. “Liar.” He glanced around the circle, desperate to maintain his facade. His eyes widened when they lit on Onyx, Terran, and Reed behind me. “You’re simply channeling their powers, letting them attack me rather than you.”

      I scoffed, pushing my own powers harder. I was tiring faster than I would have liked, and I knew I would need to start lowering my shields if I wanted to have enough power to continue to strike Birch. Although none of his blows had landed, I still felt bruised and beaten, my body aching from the continual whiplash and the effort I was exerting.

      “Yeah, that makes perfect sense, it’s why I’m glowing. No one believes you. They know you’re weak.”

      Birch’s eyes went manic and he charged me, his whips sharpening to blades as he lashed out again and again, as we danced around the circle. “I’ll destroy you,” he snarled, his blows striking the shield, sending sparks of yellow and purple light flying into the air.

      I flinched at the strength of his blows, at the scrape of them against the shields that felt like him digging into my skin. He seemed to ignore the blows I was landing in turn, not noticing when his skin tore or the blood ran into his eyes.

      “Look out!” Terran’s furious call was my only warning before a second set of blows rained down on me from the side. I danced to the side, trying to avoid both series of blows, panting in shock as I tried to figure out how I was being attacked on both sides.

      Birch’s cronies had taken advantage of my distraction, inserting themselves into the fight, I realized. I dropped my attack on him, forcing all my energy into my wall as I searched the area. I was surprised that none of the guys had inserted themselves into the fight now that Birch had broken the rules we had agreed upon.

      Onyx and Terran were at the edge of the circle, pressed against a barrier that hadn’t previously been there. I assumed the pair on the edge of the circle, currently glowing in shades of red and blue, were responsible for the barrier surrounding the circle.

      Onyx had shifted into his armor, his sword in his fist as he battered the line of the circle searching for breaks in the wall. Reed held his water sword in his grasp, standing guard over River as he had promised. Terran radiated fury, and I could hear the ground rumble as he pushed his power into it.

      Silver light flared, the brightest I had ever seen around Onyx, and I wasn’t sure if the light actually came from him or was a reaction to all the spells flying. Birch’s friend was another young fae, his coloring dark to Birch’s fair. Amused panic flowed through me as I pictured the yin and yang symbols trying to kill me.

      “Can’t win the fight fairly, so you bring in your bodyguard?” I called out. I had no idea how to take on more than one opponent, and I wasn’t looking forward to learning on the fly. I fumbled in my pockets, refusing to drop my grip on the onyx that was holding the wall between us, despite the pain now racking my body from two constant sources of attack.

      I knew I had amethyst, garnet, flint, tourmaline, and carnelian for sure. All were powerful, but how to use them on the fly was nerve wracking. Birch’s friends had powers that glowed green, and the muddy brown their power created as they combined their attacks against me was weakening me faster than I would have liked.

      “Fight back, Tori.” Onyx’s voice was furious, and I could hear his sword striking the barrier. He was right, I couldn’t keep hesitating.

      Pouring all my power into my shield wasn’t going to win this fight. I knew this was going to hurt and I steeled myself for the pain as I dropped power from my shield, grasping a stone blindly. The jagged edge of the tourmaline caught my fingertip and I focused on that, pulling its energy through me even as the first blow landed. I hissed as the blades split my skin, ignoring the crows of approval from Birch and his followers as he spilled my blood.

      Just like the kyanite, I wanted this stone’s cutting edge. I hoped my connection to my namesake stone would help to alleviate the fact that I was running out of energy. I pulled my hand from my pocket, both the tourmaline and obsidian clenched tightly, giving me more freedom of movement to dodge the strikes of their whips and blades.

      “You can’t run from us forever, little bug,” Birch taunted, his friend cackling maniacally at his commentary.

      Blood trickled down my arm, pooling in my hand and making the stones slippery in my grasp causing me to swear. If I dropped them I was screwed. The tourmaline heated almost to scorching in my palm, and I couldn’t prevent the shriek that fell from my lips as my powers burned bright, flaring out of me in wave after wave of light, each edge a cutting blade as it slashed and hacked at my attackers almost of its own free will.

      Birch’s cohort fell, blood pouring from him as he dragged himself from the circle. Birch wielded his whips frantically, trying to brush aside my daggers, though more and more struck him, causing blood to flow. I could hear the crackling of the barrier behind me, and I hoped that meant Onyx and Terran were pushing through the shield. I knew I wouldn’t be able to hold out on my own for much longer, between blood loss and exhaustion.

      “I will not let you win,” Birch snarled, striking me again and again. I cried out at the slice of his blade, the burn sinking deep into me as it tore through skin. He darted between my strikes as I tried to focus through the pain, knocking me flat to the ground as my shield dissolved between us. I heard a roar behind me, though I couldn’t say whose it was as Birch struck again and again. My stones tumbled from my fingers, leaving me helplessly pinned below him.

      Birch’s hands closed around my throat, his powers burning into my skin as he glared at me, his mouth twisted in fury. “You’ll die here, little fool, for what you did to me.” Spittle flew from his lips, landing on me as I shoved back against him. I pulled on his hands, trying to loosen his grip on me as I gasped for air. My powers pressed against his, sparks burning us both as I pushed at his hands. Black dots danced in my vision, shades of grey washing over me, erasing the brilliant colors of magic that had been swallowing me.

      Calm. Center. Focus. The words repeated over and over again in my head, the only thought I could hold onto besides my desperate desire to live. I hadn’t gotten to do any of the things I wanted to yet, hadn’t made the life I had promised myself I would have. I couldn’t give that up yet. I couldn’t let him win.

      “I’ll get you first, then I’ll take down your little friend,” Birch growled into my ear.  “She’s the reason you got here in the first place; thinking she’s so much better than me, better than the nothing she is — that you are. This world is for the strongest of the fae. The rest of you are polluting it, draining the power from those of us who deserve it. So I’ll drain you first. I would have liked for you to watch me hurt her too, watch her take the punishment you caused her, but I’ll just have to enjoy knowing you got your punishment and knew what was coming. Now I think it’s time I marked up that pretty skin a little.” He drew back a hand, and I shrieked as his blade sliced into my cheek, tearing through skin and aiming for my throat as he cackled.

      Rage filled me in a blinding flash and I pushed it from me, pushed as hard as I could. This needed to stop, and it needed to stop now. Light flared, the pain nearly drowning me as flames blazed from my hands, just as Reed had taught me. Birch shrieked, the flames scorching him as he fell away, his hair and clothing catching fire as the flames spread. I staggered to my feet as he beat at the flames, dropping to the ground to try and extinguish them.

      “You aren’t going to hurt anyone else again.” The words were a gurgle over the blood that filled my mouth. “I’ll make sure of it.” Birch’s screams were tapering off higher pitched now, the sand not diminishing the magical fire. I gathered the last of my energy, grasping the garnet in my pocket for control, pulling it away from Birch and back into myself. His body was striped with horrendous burns, his hair and clothing burnt mostly away as he gagged on the ground, shaking and seizing.

      I staggered, falling to my knees, the darkness attempting to swallow me as pain and exhaustion drained me. Hard hands caught me, before my ruined face hit the dirt, scooping me up. “I’ve got you. You need to hold on.” The words were urgent, frantic, and I stared up into Onyx’s eyes. I could feel myself slipping away, sliding from my body as I fought to keep my eyes open.

      “Your eyes are pretty, Tinkerbell.” My speech was slurred and garbled, hindered by my injuries, and I slid into the darkness.
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      My eyelids were stuck together, and I yawned hard enough to crack my jaw as I tried to pry them open. Memories returned in a flash and I rolled, swiping at my eyes in a frantic attempt to clear them.

      “Easy.” Onyx’s voice was soft, distracting me from my panic with pure shock.

      I didn’t think he’d ever used that tone on me, though I had heard him use it on River. My brain caught up with my eyes, and I realized I was in the room I had claimed. A quick glance down showed me I was clothed, much to my relief, and I settled back onto the bed. It was slightly awkward sitting there when Onyx was standing sentry in my doorway, but I wanted to make sure I had my feet solidly underneath me.

      “Everything healed?” I asked cautiously. I didn’t hurt anywhere, and I had seen Reed work his magic on Onyx before, but I was nervous considering Onyx’s gentle handling of me that I had received some serious scars or lasting injury. I was vain enough not to relish the thought.

      “Completely,” he reassured me. He made no move to enter further in the room, merely studying me as he leaned against the door frame, his arms crossed solidly over his chest.

      “You? Terran? River? Reed?” I hadn’t seen River or Reed get involved in the fray, though I knew both Terran and Onyx had been in harm’s way.

      “All fine.”

      Insistent squealing drew my attention, and Onyx huffed out an irritated breath before kicking open the door. Opal padded her way in, her claws clicking on the hard wood of the floors.  Her wings flicked in irritation and she hissed at Onyx before flapping her iridescent wings to land on the bed beside me.

      “Hey, girl,” I murmured, stroking her lightly. She squealed and chirped, apparently filling me in on what had been going on since I had passed out. She shot a narrowed eye glance at Onyx, hissing loudly again before curling up next to me to lay her head on my knee.

      “She isn’t too fond of me at the moment,” Onyx drawled, glaring right back at the little dragon.  “She didn’t appreciate me carrying you injured and unconscious back here or barricading her from your room so that she didn’t wake you. It was quite a job for Reed and River to keep her contained, you know. She wanted to come to your aid as soon as your blood scented the air.” His grey eyes were hard as steel, matching the ice that formed in his voice. I half expected icicles to form when he spoke.

      “Birch?  The — other guys?” I trailed off lamely. I had no idea what any of their other names were.

      Opal muttered to herself as if she understood the question and didn’t like the answer. “Birch and Orien are healing, albeit slowly. You did quite a number on them.” I thought I detected pride in his voice, though his face didn’t change. “Solstice and Lark are also healing.”

      “Seriously?” I muttered, pausing a moment as I considered. “Solstice and Lark are healing? I assume they’re the ones who created the barrier. Why would they need healing, unless they were drained or something?”

      Onyx arched a brow at me. “You really think that we’d let them walk away? They interfered in a sanctioned match. The twins had to be taught a lesson; we merely beat the Ancients to it.”

      “Yeah, this is a really fucked up world.” I shrugged as I thought about it. “Not like the human one was that much better, we just liked to tell ourselves we were.”

      “You’ve never been human,” Onyx pointed out.

      “I didn’t have powers,” I retorted. “I believed myself to be human, and it’s still what I consider myself to be. Those are the traditions, the beliefs, the lifestyles that I know. I don’t understand being a witch or a fae or a hybrid or… whatever.”

      “It doesn’t change what you are, no matter what you consider yourself, your opinion on it isn’t relevant.”

      “Why?”

      His eyebrows scrunched together, as if he didn’t understand my question. “What do you mean why?”

      “Why doesn’t it matter what I consider myself? Just because you have theories about what it means to be a human, it doesn’t mean I can’t still consider myself one. It’s how I see myself. I think it just depends more on how I act, and what I believe rather than the, I don’t know, the shape of my ears or the color of my magic.”

      Onyx sighed. “I’m not going to argue with you while you’re healing.”

      “I thought I already was healed. Though I’d enjoy you not arguing with me for a change.”

      Onyx growled to himself, pressing his fingers into his forehead. I wondered if fae could get headaches? “I was simply watching out for you until you woke up. I will get out of your way. I will send River in, if you’d like to see her.”

      I nodded, and he turned to leave, to the approving mutter of Opal, still content on my lap, her purrs vibrating through me. He paused with his hand on the door, his back stiff, before turning back to face me.

      “I am sorry, Tourmaline.” The words were stiff and formal, as he laid his fist over his heart, bowing slightly at the waist.

      I blinked. “Sorry? For what?”

      “We —” He cut himself off with a shake of his head, approaching where I sat. “I...” He stressed the word. “...told you I would keep you safe. I offered my sword, and I was unable to use it to defend you. For a Guardian, that’s unacceptable. For that, I am sorry.” He clenched his hands into fists at his sides.

      I considered for a moment and decided he needed blunt rather than sympathetic. “You didn’t go back on your word.” I forestalled his objections with a wave of my hand. “You warned me from the very beginning that being a Guardian-in-training was dangerous. That Birch would do his best to kill me and may possibly succeed. You told me it would be hard, painful, uncomfortable, dangerous. You were correct. I don’t see how that’s failing to keep me safe when I’m the one who choose to put myself into that position, knowing the risks.”

      Onyx stared at me, his grey eyes tracking my face as if he was trying to read my true thoughts.  Too bad for him, that was actually what I was thinking. I didn’t see that he had failed in any way.  “I was not expecting a barrier, nor was I able to focus enough to get through it.” He hesitated, grimacing as though the rest of the words were being forced from him against his will. “I was too worried you would be killed before I could get to you.”

      “I was a little worried about that too,” I admitted. “Part of me knew you would come though. I knew I just had to hold them off long enough for you and Terran to break the barrier, that you would come to help.”

      Onyx growled, tossing his hands in the air as he paced the room erratically. I slid Opal aside, despite her chirp of irritation, and stood to face him. His muscles were so tight I expected him to break apart at any moment.

      “You don’t understand.” He seemed to be speaking more to himself than me as he continued to tug at his short, inky strands of hair. “It is the worst dishonor imaginable, worse than any death, for a Guardian to allow their charge to be hurt, let alone nearly killed.”

      “Well it’s a good thing you don’t believe I’m your true charge then,” I pointed out, placing a hand on his shoulder to try and calm him. I wondered if I should call for Reed, or Terran even. I hadn’t seen Onyx agitated like this, and I wondered if it had anything to do with the past that Terran had hinted at.

      Onyx whirled, his hands clamping onto my waist and hauling me against him in one frantic tug. His mouth crashed down hard on mine, and I gasped, my hands gripping the steely muscles of his forearms as his tongue swept into my mouth, the kiss desperate as he tasted me. As quickly as he grabbed me he pushed away, nearly jumping backwards from me, panting hard.

      “I’m sorry for that as well,” he muttered. “I just — I felt you dying. I felt you slipping away from me, and I felt you taking part of me with you and I can’t —” He looked haunted and desperate, the confidence and armor I had seen from him in the past fallen away so that I could see the shadows twined into him. “I’ll send in River.”

      He darted from the room, leaving me shocked and aching, my mouth still swollen from the stolen kiss as I stared at the door. I wasn’t sure what happened, but apparently almost dying was enough to earn me a kiss from the cranky fae. He had been right though — he knew how to kiss, and I could have happily drowned in the taste of him. He was more dangerous than I had ever expected, and I wasn’t sure how to handle that.

      Frazzled, I flopped back onto the bed, trying to regain the breath that his kiss had stolen. Opal muttered darkly, and I couldn’t help but chuckle. I hadn’t expected a dragon to be so observant of human thought or emotion, but she seemed to have no trouble understanding what was going on around her; she simply couldn’t speak to me in return. I had been surprised she hadn’t clawed Onyx as much as she hated him. I would have suspected it was due to his being fae, but she seemed to have no issue at all with River.

      A knock sounded at the door, and River stuck her head in, her eyes bright with unshed tears as she threw herself at me. “What’s wrong?” I gasped, trying to pat her back and figure out what danger we were facing at the same time.

      “You did it, you nearly died, but you did it,” River sobbed. “No one is listening to him now. They’re all waiting to see what you will do, and since you’ve marked me as one of yours no one will chance bothering me until they find out more about you.” Tears soaked into my shirt and I patted her back faster, desperate for the outburst to end. I had no idea how to handle a weeping female, despite occasionally being one myself.

      “I’m all good,” I reassured her. “Reed patched me right up.” At least I assumed it had been Reed. “I’m more worried about everyone else.”

      “When you hit the ground, I thought those three would lose their minds.” River continued, her sobs not abating. “Reed stayed with me the whole time, just like you asked, but he got so pale I thought I could see right through him. I thought Terran was going to finish the job and kill Birch entirely, and when the three of them got ahold of Solstice and Orien and Lark...” She trailed off with a shudder. “Thank goodness the Ancients stepped in.”

      I grimaced, though I knew she couldn’t see me. Of course, they wouldn’t step in to stop the fight, but they stepped in to save their precious fake Guardians. “You were all covered in blood and Onyx was going to tear them all to the ground until Reed said you were still alive. It took him so long to heal you that he slept nearly as long as you did. I thought Terran would end up punished by the Ancients for the threats he was throwing at them.” She continued to ramble to me, her words as frantic as Onyx’s pacing had been.

      “I’m fine, really.” It was all I could think to say as I patted her back again, my shirt now stuck to me completely due to the copious amount of tears soaking it. Opal cheeped plaintively, rubbing her head against River’s cheek, offering her own comfort, her wings fluttering in distress and making pretty patterns in the light. I hesitated for a moment, feeling a bit guilty for pumping her for information when she was so clearly upset. “Do you think the Ancients will punish me for what I did to Birch?”

      “He’s alive.” River sniffled. “They won’t punish you since he lived, they don’t care if the burns don’t heal right.”

      “The burns didn’t heal right?” I was shocked to hear that since Onyx hadn’t mentioned it.

      “Uh-uh. They don’t know why they didn’t, but he’s furious. I heard the other servants talking. His hair’s all gone, and a lot of the marks scarred him. They say you used some kind of cursed fire.” Her words were awed, and I swallowed hard at the self-disgust that rose like bile in my throat. I hadn’t meant to truly maim him, I just hadn’t wanted to die.

      She pushed away from me, wiping frantically at the tear tracks on her face. “You’ve had so many folks here, fae and witches, asking about you. They want to know who you are and get into your good graces. They’re all a bit afraid of you, I think. I thought Reed was going to throw the last one through the door when he asked if you had taken a mate yet or were willing to have more.”

      “That’s, um, awkward.” I wasn’t sure what else to say to that. I assumed it was a compliment, but it didn’t seem like one. It just seemed a little bit creepy.

      “Reed and Terran will be so happy to know you’ve woken up. Onyx insisted on standing guard, so they’ve been waiting for you. Well, Reed has since he woke up. He even saved you all of the cakes I brought him, just in case you woke up and wanted some.”

      A smile tilted my lips and I shook my head at his sweet, goofy gesture. “Well, then I better not keep them waiting anymore, hm?” I glanced at Opal, pondering for a moment. She’d seemed to recognize at least basic speech and emotions, and I figured it couldn’t hurt to be more direct. “Opal, do you want to stay here or come with me?” River appeared confused that I was talking to the dragon, and I questioned my own sanity for a moment before Opal chirped, flipping her wings back and settling down into the comforter. “Apparently she’ll stay.” My stomach growled and I chuckled. “I’m ready for some cakes though. Lead the way.”

      I wondered if the others would greet me the way Onyx had, and if I would really be willing to object to it. Those men were as addictive as the cakes, and just as bad for me. I just needed to figure out what to do about it.
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      Terran and Reed were both in the sitting area, though Onyx was nowhere to be seen. I wondered if he’d let Terran and Reed know what had happened, or if any of them were upset or angry that all three of them had kissed me. Not that it should matter, it was just a kiss; it wasn’t like things were going to evolve into anything else between us.

      Reed jumped up when he saw me, striding over to me and inspecting me as though assuring himself that my injuries were healed. I raised a hand to my cheek, reassuring myself that Onyx had been correct and there was no lasting damage from the blade that had sliced into me. The skin was smooth and unblemished, no scarring catching my fingertips, to my relief. Terran had stood too, his body stiff as if he was holding himself back. I offered a smile, hoping to relax him so that I could relax as well.

      “How long did I sleep?” I figured it had been a while, considering the amount of energy I had used.

      “Four days,” Terran replied, returning the smile. “A surprisingly short time period for what you went through.”

      I wasn’t sure why things felt so awkward between us now when they hadn’t before. “Well, I feel fine now.” I offered.

      River darted her gaze between the two of us, considering each of us, before shaking her head. “Who’s hungry?” I appreciated her attempt to change up the subject and ease things between us, and I happily jumped at her excuse.

      “Me!”

      “Oh!” Reed exclaimed, turning so fast he nearly tripped. “Here.” He neatly balanced the tray of cakes, stacked more than half a dozen high. I gaped at the amount he had compiled, before succumbing to laughter. I nearly bent over as the laughter rose inside of me, my stomach muscles aching as I howled at the ridiculous amount of sweets he had hoarded for me.

      Terran and Reed joined in my laughter, though I attempted to calm myself even as tears streamed down my face. “I think —” I gasped the words out, struggling to get enough air to speak clearly. “I think we have enough cakes, that’s for sure.” Terran and Reed settled down onto the couch, allowing River and me to sit across from them, all of us taking our share of the sweets. “So, what do we do now?” I asked hesitantly, picking at my cakes. I wondered idly if River would ever teach me how to make them.

      “About what?” Terran asked, seemingly confused by my question.

      “About me. This. I mean, we focused on dealing with Birch, but that threat’s gone.” I shrugged a little. “I’m just not sure where we go from here. I know Birch was just one part of things, so I’m not foolish enough to think that I can go home, but I don’t know what my role is going to be.”

      “We’re still going to train you,” Terran’s said softly.

      “Don’t you want to learn?” Reed sounded confused, as if he couldn’t imagine that thought ever crossing someone’s mind.

      “I do, I just…” I struggled to find the words I wanted. “This has all been a whirlwind. I get here and right away I’m attacked, threatened, forced to learn to defend myself on the fly.” Terran grimaced, though he didn’t interrupt me. “I don’t know why the Ancients want me here, what they’re hoping to gain by training me as a Guardian. I don’t know if I’ll have the same rights or anything as the other Guardians. I still don’t know what happened to my mom, or how I’m going to find any answers regarding her murder. Why I was targeted, if I even truly was. Hell, how do I find out who my father is?” The thoughts were flying so fast through my mind it was hard to orient myself and get the words out in any recognizable order.

      “Tori.” Reed leaned forward, pushing aside the platter of cakes to squeeze my hand. “I know this has been an ordeal for you. I’m sorry this has been your introduction to what life in this realm is like. We will help you in whatever way we can. If you want to try and find out who your father is, we can help. If you merely want to focus on training as a Guardian, we can do that as well.”

      “The Ancients aren’t too forthcoming about what their plans or their reasonings are.” Scorn laced Terran’s words.

      “I heard you weren’t too happy with them when they intervened.” I tried to keep my tone casual. I was surprised in such a brutal society that any kind of dissent or oppositional behavior was allowed to exist.

      Terran’s face hardened, his dark eyes flashing. “They only intervened when you were all nearly dead. We claimed this challenge in their name, invoking their rules, and yet they let it continue.”

      “They may not have been there,” I pointed out.

      “Someone would have notified them as soon as the challenge was set.” Terran’s words dripped with disdain. “They would not have been unaware of something along these lines.”

      “They watch the battles from a distance,” Reed explained. “It’s a way for them to judge our skills, to investigate potential pairings, ensure things don’t get out of hand. Even if they aren’t there when a battle starts, they will be shortly afterward. It’s a well-known fact.”

      “I’d put this one into the ‘getting out of hand’ category,” I remarked dryly. “Unless nearly burning another to death and trying to slice each other into ribbons is just considered a Tuesday night around here.” I desperately hoped not, I didn’t think that I could continue fighting battles like the one I had just survived on a regular basis, not if I hoped to keep my sanity intact.

      “It depends.” Terran’s words didn’t fill me with optimism. “A true, sanctioned fight should not go that far. However, near death experiences aren’t rare here. It’s part of the word you’ll need to get used to, Tori. It’s not a good part, nor one that I am particularly proud of.”

      “I don’t think many of us are very proud of it,” River added. “This is how life is in the Hold, it’s just the reality here.”

      “But not outside of the Hold?” I asked curiously. It was hard to picture a different world occurring outside of this one, one with separate rules or customs.

      “Life outside the Hold is difficult.” Reed seemed to be searching for his words with care. “There’s a very good reason most of us, and our families, remain within the fortified boundaries of the Hold.”

      “You never leave the Hold?” I gaped at the three of them in shock.

      “My family is here, so it is easy for me to stay here.” River shrugged, as though it didn’t bother her to remain forever in one building.

      “I have some family outside of the walls,” Terran stated. “I also have some family in the human realm. We’ll visit them occasionally, but our work keeps us here. We train, we focus on ourselves as a unit. The world outside of us almost ceases to exist.”

      “But why?” It just didn’t make sense to me that becoming a Guardian meant segregating themselves so completely from the others of their races. Terran and Reed exchanged a look, and I growled. “You keep picking and choosing what information to give me! I’m never going to learn or understand at this rate.”

      “It’s not that,” Reed assured me, shaking his head as if to dismiss the idea that they were withholding anything. “Much of what we have to tell you about life outside of the Hold involves the prophecy. We had respected your decision to exclude that portion of our world for the moment.”

      I hesitated, torn now. I wanted more information on this world. I felt that I was living blindly in comparison to the others, which was not a comfortable feeling, especially when I wasn’t sure when someone was going to jump from the shadows and demand a battle that could cost me my life. Yet, the idea that not only were there such things as prophecies, but that they were accurate and, more importantly, I was set to play a key role in one, was something that was too hard to wrap my mind around.

      “I thought the prophecies weren’t well known,” I hedged.

      “The prophecies are not, not anymore,” Terran explained. “They are still incredibly relevant to explaining things to you.”

      “You do not believe in prophecies, yet you resist hearing them, less you come to believe in them.” Onyx’s voice at my elbow had my shrieking, lashing out with a fist that he easily caught. He smirked, glancing at my hand in his, before releasing me and stepping away. “You have been here days and have beaten a Guardian.” He hesitated a moment before adding, “You have even taken me to the floor. What do you need to fear from words?”

      “Onyx is right,” Terran reassured me. “There is nothing to fear here.”

      “I’m still not sure about prophecies, or about the idea of soulmates or fate,” I admitted. “I do want to know more though. I mean, why don’t you leave the Hold, Onyx? Don’t you get, I don’t know, bored here?”

      I hadn’t grown up financially secure by any means, but I had been able to visit the parks, the library, or even wander around the mall if the mood struck me if I didn’t want to be trapped inside the same four walls every day. Although the Hold was beautiful with its wide windows and intricate decorations, I was sure that staring at the same walls for an eternity would be enough to drive a being a little bit mad.

      “I will not set foot outside of the Hold again unless I am called on a mission,” Onyx said firmly, though there was no censure in it. It seemed nearly dying was enough to thaw the ice that had grown between us. Well, that or the heat of the kiss we’d shared. “It is not the way of the fae. We are too conspicuous in the human world, and it is too dangerous for us to be wandering around the Fae Realm.”

      I ground my teeth, resisting the urge to try to hit him again. “Are you being cryptic on purpose or are you just not thinking things through before you say them?”

      He blinked before smirking at me. “It’s difficult to figure out where to start when this is all we’ve ever known,” he pointed out. I merely shrugged in response.

      “Although tales of the prophecy stopped being told long ago, we Guardians are still taught of what may come.” Reed’s voice echoed like a master storyteller, his slender hands moving in the air as he spoke. Even River sat wide-eyed in anticipation, waiting to see what he would say. “Eons ago, at the earliest memories of the fae and witch nations, there was no reigning Queen. Both nations were ruled by a clan, a collaboration of members that worked together for the benefit of their peoples, although each had a leader. The fae’s were led by either a prince or princess, both blood and power going into the choosing of their rule. Witches were ruled by a chief, no blood was needed to claim the leadership role as it was chosen purely on who was the most powerful and capable to rule.

      “They were not all powerful, however, as the Elvish queen is now. They required working with other members of the clan to make decisions, some were even removed from power if their ideas interfered with the health and safety of the clan. Both clans worked together, ensuring the health and harmony of both of their peoples. Not all were happy though. There are more peoples in our realm than just the fae and the witches, and unlike our clans, they were not prospering. War and anarchy flourished, though the protective wards of the clans kept them from our people.”

      Terran settled back into the sofa, playing idly with a cake as he listened to a story I assumed he had heard time and time again. Surprising me, he picked up the refrain, as though they had trained to recite this together. I wondered for a moment if they had, preparing for this day when they acquired a charge or a new Guardian to train.

      “Yet there were some among the fae and the witches who disagreed with the course that the clans were taking. They craved power, fame, notoriety; others believed that one of the clans should step up and rule, and despised the collaboration between our peoples. They made the decision to turn to the elves, our closest neighbors, and a race who detested us. They offered information at first, hints about what could be used to help divide our people, ways that we could be separated or injured. Soon, that was not enough. Eventually, these traitors would provide access to our clan leaders themselves, allowing the elves to capture them when they were in transit and at their weakest. The clans were decimated as their strongest were captured, killed, and the warnings that kept our people safe were slowly weakened.”

      “They killed them?” I asked in shock. I knew humans didn’t hesitate to kill their adversaries, that governments would overthrow each other on a regular basis. Yet I was surprised to note that I expected a higher level of behavior from the fae and the witches for some reason.

      “They killed many, not just the clan leaders. There was a mass genocide of both of our peoples as the elves established themselves as our ruling class. A monarchy was established, and the elves began their reign.” Terran’s voice was cold, his shoulders stiff as he spoke with disdain. “There were centuries of killings, of blood that ran between us. The Elves encouraged our peoples to turn on each other, to submit each other for punishments to prevent punishments for themselves. Many created false stories, histories that didn’t exist, in order to avoid the elves’ blades.”

      “These resentments built and built.” Onyx picked up the train of the story. “Until very little faith remained between the fae and the witches.The two stopped intermingling, resigned to the darkness in which they were living. Then, a prophecy was made. The name of the seer who made the prophecy has been lost to time, so we have no idea if it was witch or fae. They spoke of a child, one who was half-fae and half-witch, who would find their mate when their Guardians were called. That when the one prophesied joined their soul with their mates’, they would reach the full extent of their powers. She would bring the light back to the fae and witch people, remove the elves from the throne, and bring us back the hope that we have lost.”

      I blinked, confused. “That is the most generic prophecy... ever. I mean…” I looked desperately at River first, who had covered her mouth in shock as she stared at me. “I can’t be the first half-witch, half-fae child. You told me yourself that though they’re rare, there have been others. Besides, why didn’t the elves just prevent the fae and witches from procreating? Wouldn’t that have forestalled the prophecy before it even started?”

      “As we told you,” Reed interrupted my tirade. “Fae and witch children are rarely ever conceived. If they are, they don’t make it to birth, or to childhood. Few fae and witches even tried to bear children, and those who did flee to the Guardian’s Hold in the hopes that they would be welcomed until the child was born. Some were turned away for fear they were spies, others were betrayed before they even reached the Hold’s safety. The few who were claimed by the Hold, the child rarely lasted. The ones who did, rarely reached any type of potential and died well before their time.”

      “Why didn’t the elves destroy the Hold itself? Prevent the Guardians from being able to find their mate? Or simply prevent anyone from being trained?”

      “When the elves first took over, the Hold was created. The last strongest of our lines gave their lives, pouring their blood and will into creating a safe space. As time moved on, more and more poured their lives into this building, into its ground. This space is sacred. The elves spend many years trying to destroy it, or even breach its ground. They have never succeeded. Eventually, as time wore on and no Guardians stepped up with their mate, the prophecy has been mostly forgotten, even by the elves. They stopped fighting a war they knew they couldn’t win, turning their attention back to themselves.”

      My head was spinning at the influx of information, the words buzzing inside of me. “So, a stronghold was created, but most were not allowed to enter it, only those chosen worthy.” Fury burned inside of me at the realization that so many had died simply because someone else had decided they were not deserving enough of that safety? Then more had been kept out of it, for fear the sacred walls would be tarnished in some way.

      “Only the strongest, the ones who may have actually been able to protect themselves and others, were brought here. Yet those who needed the protection, who needed someone who could help them and watch over them, are turned away again and again, left to fend for themselves in a world of chaos. How is that something to honor?” I was disappointed that this world was not any better than what I had grown up in, that those who needed help were still left to suffer.

      “What if someone would have started fighting earlier? What if you would have continued to train everyone, no matter who they were, so that they stood some kind of chance?” Tears tracked down my cheeks; stress, anger, and despair combined to overload my hold on my emotions. “Maybe that’s why my mom ran. She wasn’t a Guardian. Just a woman trying to find a way to take care of her baby, and all of you left her to fend for herself.” I pushed from my seat, wiping frantically at the tears. “Maybe I don’t want to be part of this world after all.” I tore toward my bedroom, the solitude and Opals’ purrs a lure I couldn’t resist.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      I traced the faint veins on Opal’s wings, enjoying the way she purred and chirped at the attention. My tears had long since dried up, only the tightened skin from the salt on my cheeks a reminder of what had been shed. I regretted my tirade I had aimed at the four of them, the disgust with which I had studied them, but I wasn’t yet steady enough to apologize. I hoped that the emotions were simply lingering due to the battle and my body continuing to heal itself, though I doubted it. I had always had a strong sense of right and wrong; my mother accused me more than once of thinking only in black and white and not understanding that there were obstacles in life that were grey instead.

      A faint knock sounded, and Reed poked his head in, offering me a hesitant smile. “May I join you?” I nodded, despite Opal’s hiss of irritation. Reed perched himself a safe distance away, far from the reach of Opal’s sharp claws and teeth.

      “I’m sorry.” I glanced up at Reed, pretending not to notice the blush that was infusing my embarrassed cheeks. “I know that none of those decisions were any of yours. It’s not like the human world is any better. I just…” I trailed off with a shrug, trying to find the right way to express the thoughts in my head, the heaviness that filled my chest. “I think we all hope that there’s someone out there getting things right, a world that’s completely fair to all. Where there’s right and wrong and the right choice is always made.”

      “I used to believe in that myself.” Reed’s admission was a shock. “Before I joined the Guardians, all I had were tales, fables. You never knew when someone may be taken to join their ranks. I believed it to be a society of the strongest and purest of folk, who would make a difference in the world.”

      His smile was crooked and wry when he shook his head, as if considering himself a fool. “My family had been killed, you see. Taken by the elves when I was still very young. I grew up on the streets of the witches’ territory, learning whatever I could get my hands on. I found comfort in books; the worlds they created, the truths that they told. It wasn’t until years later I discovered I had distant family amongst the humans. I do visit them occasionally, to keep that bond and escape the Hold if things get overwhelming.”

      It was hard to see a homeless, orphan boy in the strong, intelligent man that sat before me. “I’m sorry.” The platitude was so often said, but I meant every word of it. At least I had had my mother and a roof of some type over my head.

      “I learned a lot in that time. When I was ten, the Guardian’s found me, brought me here. I was in awe. I didn’t believe myself to be of any great power.” He leaned forward, tapping his fingers together as he thought. “This may just be my justification for this life.” Reed’s voice was contemplative, as though he’d considered these words several times before saying them, maybe even repeated them to himself, over and over again.

      “I wondered, as time progressed, if perhaps the strength the Guardians had seen in me, my worth allowing me to gain entry to this Hold, was not my physical strength. I have learned to wield a weapon, to use my magic as a weapon in and of itself, but at that time I had nothing but potential. What I did have was a desperate desire for acceptance, for a home, and for knowledge. I trained every moment of the day, studying and practicing until I fell asleep on my feet. Maybe what they needed wasn’t someone who could wield a weapon, but who could — and would — learn to.”

      “Maybe,” I conceded. “I’m not sure it’s that much better, to be used as a weapon and locked away.”

      “Maybe not,” Reed agreed. “It doesn’t mean we can’t change it. You’ve already changed things, croí beag.”

      Reed froze for a moment, studying my face to see if I was angry. “It’s a nickname,” he explained. “It translates to something like the little student. I can stop if you’d like.”

      “I don’t mind.” I snorted a bit. “Not like I haven’t nicknamed all of you, I can’t exactly pull the double standard and say you can’t nickname me.”

      Reed blinked. “Really?” He cocked his head as if considering it. “What do you call me?”

      I winced. “Frost.”

      “Frost?” He appeared as confused by my term as I had been by his.

      “Like Jack Frost? Frosty the Snowman?” I wasn’t sure how much he had been exposed to human entertainment on his visits to the other realm. “You made it snow for me,” I offered with a shrug, trying to explain my choice.

      His lips quirked. “Well, that’s definitely a memory I don’t mind you linking with me.” His voice dropped, going husky as his gaze moved to my lips. I licked my suddenly dry lips, and his green eyes flashed. “I’d like to repeat that experiment again. You can’t really learn something until you’ve experienced it several times.” Humor crept into his tone as he stepped up toward me, reaching as if to cradle my hips. I scrambled away from his reach with a chuckle.

      “We need to talk about that,” I reminded him. “We’re supposed to be training, not kissing.” I meant to sound convincing, but I couldn’t pull my own gaze from his mouth, remembering the taste of him. His lips twitched, and I knew he had caught my stare and figured out exactly what I was thinking about.

      “Oh, I think there can be a lot of training.” Reed’s huskily amused statement had my own lips twitching.

      “Ha.” My stomach tightened with lust as I imagined all of the things he could teach me with that mouth. My daydream about it had been more than enough to drive me a little crazy, and I could use a little distraction from this new life… I let the wish peter out, pushing it aside with realism. “There’s four of us and so much to do.”

      “I could think of plenty for the four of us to do together.” Reed stroked a finger over his lips, my gaze catching on them as he traced back and forth. “I’m sure they’d enjoy the taste of you as much as I did. All that soft skin…” I could feel heat infusing my skin, my breathing coming heavier as I let myself be drawn into the fantasy he was creating. “I know the taste of your mouth. I’ve thought about it for days.”

      He stepped closer, stroking his hand down my face. “I’ve wondered how you’d taste if I put my mouth here.” He drew his fingers down my throat, trailing and tracing the same path his mouth had taken in my fantasy, making me whimper. “How you’d feel pressed against me, or underneath me. How you’d feel pressed between us, all those soft curves.” His fingers feathered over the upper curve of my breast, his lips barely teasing mine, the lightest of caresses to match his words.

      “Oh, screw it,” I muttered, throwing myself into his arms.

      I clamped my mouth over his, letting his sweetness sink into me. I’d deal with the fallout later. For now, I was going to take what he so willingly offered. His lips were eager under mine, nipping my bottom lip so that I gasped, allowing him entry to slide his tongue over my own.

      He pulled me flush against him and my hands gripped the collar of his shirt, as I tugged him even closer to me, enjoying the hard planes of his muscles pressed against me. He growled as my fingers dug into his shoulder blades and slid underneath the material of his shirt to stroke heated skin.

      His mouth left mine, gliding to my throat, nipping, licking, and sucking in a frenzy, as though he couldn’t taste enough of me. I groaned at the sensation, tilting my head back to give him better access. I writhed under his attention, enjoying the way he made me feel with every pass of his fingers and swipe of his tongue.

      “You taste so damn good.” Reed’s words were soft, his mouth not stopping its path as he tugged at my shirt. I willingly released his shoulders, lifting my arms so that he could slide my shirt over my head. His hands quickly roved over me, palming and shaping my breasts with sure movements.

      I didn’t bother with a response, merely easing my fingers into his hair, pulling his mouth back against my sensitive skin. He chuckled, resuming his path, his fingers teasing against my skin over and over again. Frantic to feel his skin against my own, I tugged at his shirt, pulling it over his head to press him fully against me. At the press of his flesh against mine, we both moaned, the sensation nearly overwhelming. Reed’s head dipped lower, his warm mouth skimming over my breasts when I caught sight of the tattoo that marked the top of his shoulder blade.

      “Wait.” The word was frantic enough to stop Reed in his tracks and he pulled away from me, instantly stopping the attention he had been lavishing on me. His eyes met my frantic ones as he tried to asses the situation to see what had me stopping so suddenly. “Your tattoo. You have a tattoo.”

      Reed blinked, apparently trying to process what the small mark on his shoulder had to do with my sudden turn around. “Most of the witches wear them, they are marked when we choose our specialty. Mine is the symbol for water. Terran bears one as well with his symbol for earth.”

      He cocked his head, studying me as I hurried to pull my shirt back on. It was far too distracting and disconcerting to speak with him about this while I stood half-naked in front of him. “Tori, you’re pale. Did I hurt you?” I could see the clear concern in his eyes. “I’m very sorry if I frightened you in some way. That was never my intention.”

      “No, it wasn’t you, not really. Um…” I trailed off. “Look, can you maybe send River in here? I really need to talk to a female.”

      His eyes widened and he slid his shirt quickly over his head, heading to the door. “Of course. If I can help in any way, I will.”

      “It’s not you, Reed, I promise.” I tried to be encouraging and offer a smile, but I knew it fell flat. “I just, I need to talk to her about something.” My hands were shaking, and I tucked them behind myself to hide the motion.

      Reed slipped from the room, his face a mask of confusion and despair, and I hoped I could make him believe me when I said it wasn’t one of his actions that had caused this. River was quick to enter, shutting the door quietly behind her as I flung myself towards her.

      “Tori? Did he hurt you?” Anger grew in her voice, and she patted my back soothingly.

      “Of course not!” Shock was clear in my words, and the pure horror in it soothed her as much as her presence helped to soothe me. “I don’t think Reed would ever be capable of hurting a woman, especially not like that.”

      “Then what’s wrong? I know Onyx and Terran are busy interrogating Reed. You’ve got all of us in a panic. Are you hurting again?” We settled onto the bed, Opal climbing up my shirt to cling around my neck, nuzzling my cheek with her head. I had actually forgotten she had been in the room with us, and I had appreciated that she gave us some privacy, though things hadn’t turned out the way that I had planned.

      “Reed has a tattoo,” I stated, wringing my hands in my lap in frustration.

      River blinked, apparently as confused as Reed had been. “Yes.” She spoke slowly as she tried to process why that would have me in a fit. “Most witches do. It is a mark of honor to them when they have reached that point in their training.”

      “He has a tattoo on his shoulder blade,” I reiterated.

      River tilted her head, and I wondered if she was considering whether or not I had lost some of my sanity during the last battle. “Well, I am encouraged to know you didn’t simply see through his shirt and that you were enjoying your time in here.” The last was said with a sly smile, and I waved the teasing away with a brush of my hand.

      “Yes, I had his shirt off,” I admitted.

      “Was it as nice of a sight as I’d expect?” River asked with a longing sigh. I couldn’t help the laughter that fell from my lips, nor could I help the twinge of jealousy that tickled at me.

      “Better,” I admitted. Reed’s skin had been fair, but it hadn’t detracted from the strong cords of muscle across his abdomen.

      “Okay, so you liked how he looked with his shirt off, and you were apparently enjoying kissing him with how swollen your lips are,” River pointed out. “What made you run for me?” Her eyes widened a moment, heat suffusing her cheeks. “Have you not been with a male before?”

      “God no!” I wasn’t sure whether I should laugh myself sick or recoil in horror at the idea of her giving me the sex talk. “I mean, I haven’t been with a ton of men, but I’m not a virgin.”

      “Do you simply disapprove of tattoos?” She pulled her blonde hair over her shoulder, combing her fingers through it as she thought.

      “It’s not that.” I focused on Opal, too embarrassed to look into River’s eyes while we talked. “Before everything happened with Birch I was... relaxing.” I chose my words carefully, emphasizing them with an eyebrow wiggle to try and make my point. From her chuckle, I knew she understood the direction of my thoughts. “I figured some harmless fantasy couldn’t hurt, so I was kind of thinking of Terran and Reed, and I saw him with that tattoo.”

      River wrinkled her nose, trying to understand what I was saying. “You’re saying you knew he had a tattoo, that particular tattoo, before you’d even seen it?”

      “Yes!” I nodded rapidly. “How could I possibly have known he had a tattoo before I’d seen it? It’s weird.” I rubbed the palms of my hands frantically against my thighs. “I know I haven’t seen him without his shirt before, yet I knew he had that water tattoo. How is that even possible?”

      River shrugged. “My assumption would be it has to do with either your powers or the fact that they are your Guardians. I am merely a servant, Tori, you forget that.”

      “You’re not a mere anything,” I stated emphatically. “You’re my friend, and far more powerful than you give yourself credit for.”

      Her smile was sweet and she patted my hand. “Be that as it may, I am not privy to the secrets of the Guardians. I know it will be awkward, but if you want answers to this mystery, it’s them you need to speak to, not me.”

      I dropped my head into my hands, ignoring Opal’s squeak of protest at the rapid motion. “So you’re saying I have to go tell three sexy men that I was fantasizing about having sex with them and somehow actually saw them naked? Oh joy, this will be fun.”
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      A fuming Onyx was pacing the living area when River and I made our entrance. Reed sat on the couch with his hands clenched together, his foot tapping in irritation, as Terran sat beside him, patting his back. All three froze when they saw us, and Reed paled.

      “What is going on?” Onyx snarled. “You’ve got all of us worried sick. Reed thinks he hurt you.” Onyx’s hair was sticking up in spikes as if he’d been running his fingers through it.

      “I think I’m going to give you some privacy for this.” River shot me an encouraging smile. “We’ll talk later, all right?” She squeezed my hand, ducking quietly out of the room.

      “You can talk to us,” Terran urged. “We just want to make sure you’re taken care of.”

      I sighed, heading over to a seat. I really wished I had a drink before doing this. “Like I told Reed, it wasn’t him.”

      “He didn’t scare you?” Onyx asked skeptically.

      I wasn’t sure whether to scowl at him for the callous way he asked or simply be glad he had cared enough to ask at all. “No.” I couldn’t meet his eyes when I continued, choosing instead to focus on my hands as I drew small patterns on my thighs. “I was enjoying what we were doing.” I shot Reed a look and a smile. “He’s a good kisser.” Reed snorted, shaking his head, though I was glad to see some of the tension leave his body.

      “Then what was wrong?” Terran asked, confused. “Reed would never force you. None of us would.”

      “I knew he wouldn’t. It had nothing to do with that.” I wiggled in my seat, uncomfortable. “River said I had to talk to you about it. Um, I’m not really sure how to say this.”

      “Just tell us,” Reed encouraged. “Even if it sounds odd or uncomfortable. You aren’t going to upset us.”

      “You have a tattoo.” Silence hung heavily in the air as the three considered my words.

      “Well, yes, Reed and I both have tattoos.” Terran’s words were confused. “They can’t hurt you.”

      I scowled at that. “Of course they can’t they’re tattoos.”

      “Please, Tori.” Surprisingly, the comment came from Onyx. I hadn’t even known he was able to say please, let alone saying it to me. “You’re stressing all of us out. If you’re not scared of us, if we’re not harming you in some way, just get it out so that we can figure things out and move on.”

      “I knew he had it,” I blurted out. “I’d never actually seen it, but I knew he had it. I knew exactly what it looked like, where it was. There’s no way I should have known that.”

      Onyx blinked in surprise. “So you accidentally saw —” I cut him off with a wave of my hand and an emphatic shake of my head.

      “I’ve never been in any situation where I would have seen the back of his shoulder blade bare. You’ve all been with me since we met, you’d know if I had been.”

      “Well, technically not,” Reed stated, his words thoughtful. “We were left alone while you studied with me. It’s when I kissed you the first time.” I winced at the casual way he stated that apparently having no qualms about announcing it in front of his friends.

      “Thanks for the help, Frost,” I muttered. “Well, they may not have been there, but I can guarantee I didn’t get a look at you with your shirt off.”

      “Okay, so it was intuition?” Terran asked, stroking his beard. “You think you’re clairvoyant?”

      “Not impossible,” Onyx mused. “It’s a fairly rare power, but far from unheard of, and taking into account how you have combined powers, I wouldn’t exactly be surprised.”

      “No, it’s not that either.” I blinked. “Or, maybe it is, I don’t really know how clairvoyance works.” Could that be what this was? Clairvoyance? I had thought that was simply being able to see the future, making prophecies. “I had this, um, dream.” I shrugged, deciding to make the admission full and quick. “I was fantasizing. I let my mind wander after Terran and Reed kissed me, and I let myself imagine what would have happened if we hadn’t been just friends.”

      Onyx’s eyebrows were raised, and Terran and Reed were gaping at me. “That was when I walked in on you,” Onyx deduced, and I nodded.

      “I thought it was harmless,” I muttered. “Just trying to relax before everything happened. I mean, it was only a fantasy. And when Reed took off his shirt in the dream, I noticed the tattoo, though I just assumed I made it up as part of the fantasy. It’s not like I could have really known about it.”

      “You fantasized about us?” Terran’s voice was husky as he stepped closer to me, and I held up my hands to ward him off, though I couldn’t resist the smile. It was nice to be wanted the way the two of them — maybe even the three of them, I thought, with a glance at Onyx — wanted me. They made me feel sexy and desirable, something I hadn’t let myself think about in a while.

      “Not like it’s a far leap. I mean, you two are good kissers and it’s not like I was picturing anything deviant.” Well, unless they considered me picturing the both of them taking me at the same time as deviant.

      “Was I involved in this fantasy?” Onyx asked, his voice low. I wasn’t sure if he was offended that I hadn’t fantasized about him or if he would be offended if I told him I had.

      I squirmed slightly. “Well, no. I hadn’t even kissed you yet, so it would have been a little bit awkward if I was picturing you naked,” I justified.

      “So you pictured us naked?” Terran jumped in.

      “No,” I snapped. “Only partially naked.”

      Onyx stepped up next to me, stroking a hand down my hair. “Well, now that I’ve kissed you, maybe we can change that. I wouldn’t mind being in your fantasies.” His lips quirked up as he murmured so low I could barely catch it. “You are definitely in all of mine.”

      “You actually saw the tattoo?” Reed asked, curiously, though his eyes were heated. “You were between Terran and I. He was holding you, and I had my mouth on your breasts.”

      I blinked in shock at the accuracy of the statement. “How the hell did you know that? I thought I was the one you thought was clairvoyant.”

      Terran and Reed were staring at me with wide eyes as Onyx studied them. “We don’t typically share our fantasies with each other, so it hadn’t come up.” Terran scrubbed his hands over his face as he collected his thoughts. “Remember, it’s rare for Guardians to have a true charge. It is possible for you to pull us into your head, the same way you can call us into a room with you. The call isn’t something we hear, it’s a tug at our very souls, bringing us to you when you need us. Apparently, we answered to a different kind of need.”

      “I’m…” I trailed off with a shake of my head. “I’m not sure if I’m supposed to say I’m sorry?” I twirled my hair between my fingers, braiding the strands rapidly as I thought. “I had no idea I could possibly do that, but I feel like I broke some kind of boundary.”

      “You didn’t.” Surprisingly, all three spoke at the same time.

      “This isn’t the way of humans, it’s true.” Reed spoke up. “It is something to be cherished amongst Guardians, however, it is never something to apologize for or be ashamed of.”

      “We have no issue with you pulling us into your fantasies, intentionally or unintentionally,” Terran added.

      “But how do I prevent myself from doing it again?” I threw up my hands in frustration.

      “You don’t,” Onyx said simply. “Unless you plan to find a way to control your thoughts, you would continue to pull us into your daydreams, or your actual dreams. Ideally, we would be awake at the time, and able to resist the pull if we knew you were safe and sleeping. If we are asleep as well, however, we may be just as unable to differentiate between whether we are dreaming or whether it is real.”

      “That’s not comforting,” I retorted with a scowl.

      “I wasn’t trying to be comforting.” He lifted a single shoulder in an elegant shrug. “You asked, I answered. Your only other option is simply not to fantasize, although I have no idea what it will mean for your actual dreams — you sleep so deeply at this point that none of us, as far as I know, have been pulled into your dreams yet.” He glanced at the others who shook their heads.

      “Great,” I grumbled. “I get kidnapped by faeries, thrown into life and death situations, have to become accustomed to an entirely new world and now I can’t even fantasize? How is any of this fair?”

      “You can still fantasize,” Reed pointed out. “You merely have to be okay with the fact that we may potentially see them.”

      I glared. “Oh, yeah, that’s easy to do. At that point why am I not just having sex with you, since I’m drawing you into it anyhow?”

      “Well, that’s an option too,” Reed offered with a shrug.

      Terran smacked Reed upside the head, the resounding crack filling the room. “You’re not helping anything, Reed.” Terran’s smile was soft as he faced me. “I’m sorry that you were uncomfortable in finding this out, and that it was such a large surprise in a sensitive situation. If it’s something we’re aware of, we can try to remove ourselves from the situation if you pull us in. I can’t guarantee it will work, we are biologically driven to respond to your need, but we will try.”

      I blew out an exasperated breath. I was humiliated beyond belief at this point and now I was frustrated as well. “Well, this has been fun.” I doubted I had ever turned this many shades of red in my lifetimes, and I wasn’t keen on repeating the experiment at any point in my future.

      Reed caught my hand as I headed back toward my room, interweaving his fingers with mine and catching my eye. “You don’t need to run, Tori. I’m sorry you’re embarrassed, but I would like to spend time with you.” He stroked a finger down my cheek, tapping my lips lightly. “Even if it’s just sitting out here with all of us, it doesn’t have to be time spent with just the two of us.”

      “We’ve all missed you, Tori,” Terran spoke up. I didn’t bother glancing at Onyx; I was sure he, at least, hadn’t missed me, despite being confused by the emotions that ran through him when I came close to dying. “We haven’t had much time just to get to know each other, to talk about things that aren’t life or death. We’d be honored if you’d just spend time with us.”

      I hesitated, uncertain of my footing here. It was one thing when I thought of them as teachers, but it felt more intimate to simply sit with them and talk about things with the illusion that we were friends. “I don’t know, is that, um, weird at all? I mean, you’re my Guardians.” It was a struggle to get those words out in that order. It was still hard to acknowledge them in the possessive sense.

      “We don’t have to just sit around,” Terran offered. “There’s plenty you haven’t seen here.”

      I considered that, debating with myself about what would be the best thing to do. If this was going to be my life from this point on, then I would need to acclimate to society, not simply hide in these warded rooms. I wasn’t going to get closer to answers here, even though I had all the books I could ask for.

      “I still have so much I want to learn, so much I need to know.”

      “So let’s figure out exactly what you want to learn, make a list of what’s most important to you, and go from there. Would that work?” Onyx’s suggestion was surprisingly helpful, and I blinked at him, expecting the words to have come from Reed or Terran instead.

      “That’s a good idea,” I admitted.

      Reed tugged on our joined hands, drawing me back with him so that I could take a seat beside him on the couch. “So what is most important to you now?” he asked softly.

      I blanked for a moment, only able to stare at him. What would I classify as the most important thing for me at the moment? I knew what my old answer would be: living a life where I didn’t have to worry about bills with every penny I spent and reaching some semblance of normal so that I never had to hide my home life. When I first got here, it had been my wish to return home. Then what I most wanted to kick Birch’s ass. Now that all of those were behind me, what was my highest priority? I had plenty of questions, but which one stood out more than any of them?

      “I want to find out who killed my mom.” The words were low, but I knew they all heard me. “I know that may not be easy, but I think that would be the most important one.”

      “Then that’s what we’re going to do, Tori,” Terran replied, reaching across the table to give my knee a reassuring squeeze.

      “Do you still have the wolf?” I asked, curious. The three blinked in unison, and I resisted the urge to laugh. It sometimes felt as if they ran on the same circuit, reacting at the same moment.

      “He’s still in our section of the dungeons,” Terran confirmed with a nod.

      I stared at him blankly, my tone dry as I repeated, “Your section of the dungeons? You have your own section of the dungeons?” I shook my head, resisting the urge to rub at my temples. “This world is really weird, I never know what’s going to come out of your mouths.”

      Reed chuckled, stroking a hand down my arm. “You’ll get used to it in time. We’ll help you all we can.”

      “None of you can focus, I swear.” Onyx appeared as close to a headache as I was. “Why do you want to know about the wolf, Tourmaline?”

      “Well he had to find me somehow. Either he wanted me himself or he was involved due to someone else directing him, in which he’ll know who sent him. I know Terran didn’t get any information out of him, it? I may shock him enough or irritate him enough that he’ll speak to me.”

      I knew it was a long shot, but at least it was a place to start and I wanted to at least check it off of my list before we moved on to other avenues.

      “Werewolves aren’t exactly predictable,” Onyx muttered, “but with all three of us we should be able to keep you safe.”

      “Yeah, I kind of got that memo when it burst through my window and took out a chunk of my wall,” I replied sarcastically. “Apparently me being exposed to dangerous things is par for the course in this world, so let’s go expose me to another dangerous thing and then get on with our research.” I was a bit sad to release Reed’s hand, having enjoyed the comforting warmth he offered. At least I could be grateful I wasn’t dressed in red when I was going to meet the wolf.
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      The three flanked me, keeping me from prying eyes as we wound our way down corridors. I was surprised to see so many folks where we hadn’t previously, and from Onyx’s snarl, he apparently didn’t appreciate their intrusion near his rooms.

      “They’ll get over it soon,” Terran told Onyx quietly. “They’re just hoping for a look at her.”

      “I still don’t like it,” Onyx snapped, his voice just as low.

      “Like that’s a surprise,” I muttered. “I don’t there is much that you do like.”

      Onyx’s grey eyes were sharp as they darted to me. “There’s plenty I like, though it’s probably nothing like your dreams.” His husky tone was a challenge, his eyes holding mine as we walked. I refused to blush, merely arching an eyebrow at the innuendo. He smirked, turning away to face forward as we reached a stone staircase. The stone here was completely unornamented, the jagged chunks standing starkly on their own as if in warning to any who may try to descend.

      “So how secure is this dungeon?” I kept my tone casual despite the uptick in my heart rate while we walked. I would have liked to say I wasn’t scared, but I doubted the rapid tattoo my heart was beating was due to the minor exercise I was indulging in.

      “We haven’t had anyone escape in…” Reed trailed off for a moment as if calculating, before turning his attention to Onyx. “Has anyone ever escaped here to your memory?”

      “No one,” Onyx stated. “Not in any history of the Hold.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, I’m sure they would admit if they had, it’d be great for PR and personal histories are so accurate. I’m sure none of the fae have ever committed an atrocity either.” All three stopped to look at me in shock and I shrugged. “What? It’s true. Everyone revises their history, spinning themselves so they aren’t the villain. It’s just nature.”

      “Human nature maybe,” Onyx muttered darkly.

      “You say your history goes back eons,” I pointed out as we continued our descent. I really wasn’t looking forward to climbing back up all of these stairs. “Do you honestly believe that everything you know, everything recorded, is completely accurate?”

      Reed cocked his head, mulling it over. “It’s an interesting idea. So you’re saying there is something in the Hold’s past that we may not know? It makes sense statistically.”

      “I’m just saying to take precautions,” I stated solemnly. “You protected me from Birch, and you did that by not letting your guards down. I’m simply saying that it may not be the best idea to let them down here either, even if you think it’s safe.”

      “You keep surprising me, banféinne,” Onyx’s voice was quiet. “You act human one moment, afraid the next, then suddenly come out with a tactical statement regarding something most wouldn’t think of. It’s a very odd combination.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe because I don’t think of it as tactics. I am mostly human, it’s how I was raised even if it’s not who I am genetically. I’m frequently afraid. I see things differently since I’m looking to ensure my own safety and because I’m seeing it in a way you’ve never been able to. An outsider can frequently provide perspectives you’ve never noticed.”

      “You were born to be a Guardian.” Terran’s proclamation had me stumbling.

      “What?” I gasped.

      “You fight for those who are weaker than you. You cannot abide unfair behaviors or rules that harm. You do not believe in cruelty. You think and plan how the future could be different, not willing to sit to the side and wait for things to change without your help,” he explained.

      “I think most people do that, really,” I murmured. “I don’t think that many of us are twisted, or truly want to hurt others. Some are merely too afraid or broken down, but if you give them a start they’ll run with it.”

      We continued down corridors that were cold now, damp clinging to the walls in patches. The only lights available were flickering orbs I wished I had the chance to explore. I assumed they were magic, not like a giant castle full of faeries and witches would stoop to using torches, and these seemed different from the lights in my rooms.

      “They’re spelled,” Reed called, noticing my interest. “They prevent anyone from hiding in the shadows between the lights. The flickering also puts anyone we bring here on edge, so it serves a dual purpose and helps during interrogations.”

      “That’s cheery. What ever happened to mind reading or, I don’t know, truth spells?”

      “Truth spells aren’t real,” Terran replied, as we continued down. I was really getting dizzy at this point. “Truth is different to different people. You have a person with a strong enough belief in something, or an inability to see around it, and that is their truth. Therefore, making a truth spell unreliable and nearly impossible to invoke.”

      “Well what about the mind reading, then? I mean, Reed read my mind when we first met.”

      “You were shouting at me,” Reed pointed out. “Anyone would have been able to hear you. Everyone from the Fae Realm would learn from birth to shield their minds. As time builds up, that shield gets stronger and stronger. It will only end up breaking down once someone’s mind starts breaking. After that, their answers wouldn’t be reliable.”

      “So what does that leave?” I grimaced as the obvious came to mind. “Torture?” None of them answered, and I assumed I’d hit the nail on the head. “You do realize that torture has proven to be completely ineffective and that recipients will simply answer the way they believe you want so that the pain will end?”

      “It is rarely utilized, if that helps,” Terran’s reply was solemn. “For the most part, there hasn’t been a need, though all Guardians are trained for if the occasion arises.”

      “Yeah, not really helpful.” I wondered if that was a skill I would be expected to learn. I wasn’t sure that I could ever see myself torturing anyone, though I had never believed I would ever burn someone to a nearly unrecognizable husk the way I had Birch, either. It seemed being in the Fae Realm was drawing out a darker side of me than I had known existed.

      Onyx drew to the lead, halting in front of a metal doorframe, old and solid with rivets, no handle in sight. He pressed his hands against it, closing his eyes as he focused, and I could just make out the silver of his magic flaring around his fingers. The door dissolved, allowing the four of us to enter before it reappeared again, as solid as it had been before.

      “I doubt you will get anything useful, but you may question him.” Onyx indicated down the hallway, where another door stood at the end. “One of us will enter with you, but we will stay away from his line of sight. Speak with him, see if you can disconcert him enough to tell us what we want to know.”

      I nodded sharply, rubbing my palms against my thighs to pretend they weren’t damp with nerves. “Sounds like a plan.” The creak of the door opening seemed to echo in the narrow hallway, and Onyx escorted me inside, a hand at the small of my back as he guided me into the dark. Though only light was what could filter in from the hallway, the clicker offering only faint streaks of light into the open doorway of the cell.

      “You are wasting your time, witches.” The voice in the shadows was a ragged growl, the sound husky and thick, nearly garbled. “Nothing you do will change my mind. I will not break. You will get no answers from me.”

      “Lucky for me, then, that I’m not a witch. Or at least, I’m only a sort of witch.” My voice was quiet but I knew he heard me, heard the ragged breath of air that he dragged in due to the shock.

      “Little half-blood.” The word was full of shock, though amusement tinged it as well. “This is unexpected.”

      “Who are you?”

      He chuckled, the sound dark and grating. “Quite an interrogation technique you have, half-blood. Many things have I been asked, my name has not topped that list.” Shuffling and creaking sounded from the recesses before a man stepped from the shadows, bound heavily by thick chains at his neck, wrists, ankles, and waist.

      I wasn’t sure what I had been expecting, though he looked surprisingly human. His skin was fair, almost sickly white, though that may have been due to his prolonged stay in this cell. HIs hair was dark and shaggy, falling across thick dark brows. It wasn’t until he smiled that I fought the urge to recoil. I understood now why his voice had been garbled. His mouth was overly full of teeth, all of them large, yellow, and pointed. His tongue protruded slightly, dangling over the edge of his teeth when he offered that twisted grin.

      “I am Ashborn.”

      I blinked rapidly, trying not to focus on his teeth. “Why did you break into my mom’s apartment?”

      “To kill you.” His response was blunt and flat, a nonchalant shrug reflecting how little he thought of it.

      “You don’t even know me,” I pointed out. “Why would you want to kill me?”

      He cocked his head, studying me. “Innocent as a pup. Ask your shadow.” I glanced over my shoulder to where Onyx stood guard.

      “I’m asking you, not him. Besides, he probably wouldn’t answer me anyhow.”

      Ashborn was studying me as if I was a puzzle, cocking his head one way then the next as if he couldn’t quite understand what he was seeing. “Lone wolves are hired killers.”

      “Lone wolves? You don’t have a pack?” I didn’t remember much about wolves, but I knew they tended to run with others and it would be as though he didn’t have friends or a family, no place at all in the world. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      He turned his attention to Onyx, then back to me, shaking his head wearily. “What do you want, little half-breed?”

      “Answers.” I shrugged simply.

      “You don’t like what the fae have to say?” The words seemed to be a taunt, but I refused to rise to the bait. I hoped Onyx didn’t rise to it either.

      “It’s hard to make a decision about the truth when you’re told very little and what you’re told is clearly biased,” I pointed out to the wolf. “Why don’t you give me your version and we can see if they match up? You’ve already admitted you were there to kill me, so that at least matches.”

      “More will be sent,” he stated, though the warning appeared to be for Onyx, rather than me. “You may have escaped my claws, but you will not always be so lucky. They will not stop, and the next they send may not be as obvious.”

      “They.” I acknowledged the word with a shallow nod. “So, it’s not just one person after me.”

      He chuckled darkly, his tongue lolling. “Word of you is out, little half-blood. You will have thousands lining up to spill your blood. Your mother hid you your entire life and it still wasn’t enough. Pray for a quick death; it is the only mercy you will get.” I turned to leave, biting my lip to hide that he had managed to shake me. “For your kindness, I will tell you this for free. You are wise not to trust the fae — many have masters you know nothing about and hidden agendas far darker than you would believe.”

      I glanced back at him. “I already figured that out. It’s why I’ve beaten them down already.”

      He made a noise I took for laughter, though it was hard to tell exactly. “Keep that backbone. You’re going to need it. Come visit me again, half-blood, and maybe I’ll tell you more.”

      The door latched behind us, and I heard the wolf’s snarl before we headed back up the stairs. “Well, that could have gone better. He did seem to be hinting that it’s a fae who was out to get me”

      “Wolves lie,” Onyx muttered. “You can’t trust it.”

      “Look, I already know a fae has tried to kill me. I don’t think it’s a stretch of the imagination to assume more will be coming for me. So, I’m not going to doubt Fido.” I wanted to punch one of the stone walls we passed, frustration running rampant through me. “So I guess we’ll start our search with fae who would want to kill a half-blood. I’m sure this will be a short list…”
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      I sprawled on my stomach on the floor, debating throwing my pen at Onyx for some source of entertainment. Making a list of potential enemies was exhausting, and I was sick of listening to Terran and Reed debate faction alliances and Onyx’s grumbling insults in reply. Opal had winged her way out from the bedroom and had spent the last few minutes amusing herself by attempting to hoard my collection of stones, using her nose to hide them under the corner of the sofa and making little growling noises at anyone who came too close. She was adorable, and I appreciated the distraction she offered.

      “This is crazy.” I interjected Reed and Terran’s debate about which of Birch’s known co-conspirators were most likely to be be a physical threat. “All we’re doing is reinforcing Ashborn’s theory that hundreds of people would want to kill me. It’s starting to give me a bit of a complex.” I wasn’t lying, either. Anxiety tickled at the back of my throat, rolling over my skin like the track of bugs, making me itch and twitch at every sound outside of the room.

      Onyx sighed, rubbing at the tips of his ears. Interesting. I hadn’t noticed that nervous tick of his before. Curious, I tried rubbing at the tips of my own slightly extended ears, shocked at how tender they were. I rapidly pulled my fingers away from the sensitive skin, worried I may nick myself with a nail.

      “Tori is right.” My lips twitched at his statement. I didn’t think I’d ever get used to hearing him say that, and I hoped I wouldn’t lose any of my enjoyment in it. “It’s pointless to speculate at this point. We need to try and approach things from another angle.” He stood to pace, the fingers of his sword hand twitching as though he itched to be using it for action. “We wouldn’t go into a battle speculating about the possible enemies we may face. We’d search for more intel before the battle began. That’s what we need -- more information.”

      “Okay,” Terran said slowly as he twirled his pencil between his fingers, following Onyx’s train of thought. “So what other information could we try and find?”

      “What if we focused on her mother?” Reed’s voice was speculative, his eyes hazy as he stared at the wall. “It’s unlikely that they found Tori before they found her mother. It would make sense that whomever harmed her mother is the one who is after her.”

      “It makes sense.” I considered his idea, pursing my lips and trying to ignore the curl of dread that coiled greasily in my stomach. I didn’t like the idea that my mother had potentially been killed in my stead, so a part of me hoped that the lead would not pan out. Though, even if it only managed to lead me to her killer, that may have to be enough. I wasn’t sure what I would do with that information. A part of me hoped that I wasn’t violent enough to kill them, but at this point I wouldn’t put it past myself. I was finding a much darker and more twisted side of myself here in the Hold than I had known before.

      “All right, so let’s focus on her.” Terran leaned forward, tossing his pen aside and steepling his fingers together. “You said she continued to run throughout your childhood.”

      “Yeah.” I chewed on the inside of my cheek, trying to hold back tears as memories of her flooded me. “I put my foot down when I turned eighteen though. I wasn’t going to keep moving with her. I told her I was legally an adult. I would get my own apartment and I would let her ward it to make her feel better, but I was done running. I wanted to settle down in my own place, have a steady job, maybe make some friends…” I let the words trail off feeling foolish.

      “How often did you move?” Reed asked quietly.

      I shrugged. “About every four or six months. We stayed in a few places close to a year. Once or twice we were gone in about two weeks.”

      “Always big cities?” Terran asked with interest. I pondered the question, running through locations in my head before nodding.

      “Yeah. It was easier to get work there, especially under the table.”

      “It also would have made her magic harder to trace. Interference with electronics that are prevalent in the city would make small spells, even simple wardings, easier to conceal.” Reed’s voice grew louder in his excitement, his fingers tapping excitedly.

      “Huh.” I wasn’t quite sure what to make of that, but it was interesting to know why she had kept us there despite her obvious preference for open, green spaces and areas where she could see the stars.

      “Ok, so then who would be a witch who would intend harm to you or your mother?” Reed’s voice was considering. “A clan member who was slighted?”

      “Family maybe?” Onyx asked, causing me to stiffen. “Her own for abandoning her life here, maybe making a match they didn’t agree with or using a specialty they didn’t care for.”

      “She could have abandoned the cause. Some of the witches have joined the elves, just as many of the fae have,” Reed added. “Other groups have formed to fight the elves, and they wouldn’t take too kindly to anyone who didn’t follow their preferences.”

      “Could have been a purist,” Terran pointed out. “Some of the witches and fae don’t take kindly to those who mix the blood, weakening the power lines more.”

      “Wait.” I held up my hand. “You’re saying that more than likely my own blood relatives are the ones who were hunting her? Who may have killed her?”

      The three shared a glance, and Onyx gave a sharp nod. “It fits the best. It is possible she angered someone else before her escape, that she was running for another reason, though it would be much harder for us to track.”

      “It could also have been the family of a lover,” Reed interjected. “Maybe she was betrothed and broke the pact when she found out she was with child? Or even the lover, if he knew she was expecting a child?”

      I hesitated. Which would be the better option? That we still had no leads, no way of finding an answer; that my mother may have been hunted by her own family; or that my still unknown father may have been seeking to kill us? None of those sounded as though they’d make for a pleasant holiday.

      “So if it was her family — my family — how would we go about finding who they are?”

      Reed sighed. “Things are different here than the human realm, Tori. Your blood will tell us the level of magic in it, its potential, even who your Guardians are. Your own magic separates you from your family, however. It alters your blood. Think of it as a fingerprint — unlike connecting you to your family, it is what makes you completely unique.”

      I grimaced, shaking my head. “Got it. Paternity testing would be out then. What about census records, anything like that?”

      All three shook their heads. “Outside of the Hold, life is lived differently. We don’t track that kind of thing.”

      “Is there a possibility that she came from the Hold?” I asked, curious.

      Onyx’s mouth nearly fell open. “Are you suggesting she was a Guardian?”

      “Maybe.” I shrugged. “Or she could have belonged to one of the families here, even been a servant? I mean, she had no fear of the fae. She frequently would make offerings, usually flowers, herbs, or honey. She didn’t speak of them in a negative way, so wouldn’t it be odd if it was the fae she feared?” I gnawed on my thumbnail, trying to sort out my thoughts. “Though that is directly against what Ashborn said, since he warned me about the fae.”

      “It could mean more than what he said though,” Reed pointed out. “You do need to be wary of the fae and be careful who you trust. That doesn’t necessarily mean that they were involved in the attempt on you or in your mother’s death, simply that they could have been.”

      I growled, giving in to the urge and throwing my pen at Onyx who caught it neatly, much to my irritation. It would have been far more satisfying to see it hit him.

      “So, if she didn’t fear the fae, then most likely her relationship with her lover wasn’t negative,” Reed murmured. “That means the highest probability is something in regards to the witches; either her own family or someone within a clan.”

      “So that only narrows it down to the hundreds of thousands of witches in the world,” Onyx muttered.

      “Why did you ask if she could have belonged to the Hold?” Terran asked, curiosity tinging his voice.

      I shifted, unsure if they would take me seriously. “She specifically knew how to bind me throughout the course of my life. She had to have known how to bind her own powers enough to lower her risk of detection, but she obviously had some strength remaining to her. She knew how I would be able to call the Guardians, which I assume isn’t exactly common knowledge. All of that points to someone who lived here in the Hold.”

      “You think maybe she was a Guardian?” Terran’s voice was skeptical, but there didn’t seem to be any criticism in it.

      I shrugged. “Maybe. I mean, you have servants who are always around. It’s possible that was her role here. She would have picked up the knowledge even if she had no technical training. I mean, your servants pick up far more than you’d realize, and she had no classism — she worked easily as a servant in the human realm which, no offense, probably wouldn’t be possible if she’d been a Guardian who was used to being catered to, not the other way around.”

      “It’s possible.” Onyx spoke quietly. “Although you would think we would have heard of a family disappearing.”

      “You haven’t, but maybe River has.” I warmed to the idea the more I thought about it. “I mean, do the Guardians usually notice when servants go missing? I highly doubt it. I bet they talk amongst themselves though.” I was nearly bouncing now, causing Opal to give an irritated squawk at my movements before I sat more sedately.

      “Well, then we’ll find her and ask her.” Reed nodded, as though things were settled. “Even if she isn’t sure about whether someone went missing, it’s still a lead we didn’t have before this.”

      “It’s good thinking, Tori.” Terran’s voice was warm with pride, his brown eyes sparkling as he studied me. “You fit in here very well.” I ducked my head to hide the light blush that wanted to mantle my cheeks.

      “Does anyone know where she is?” I asked, curious.

      I hadn’t seen her since she’d given us some privacy to talk things through about the fantasizing issue. Guilt tugged at me for a second at that realization, but I pushed it aside. She had lived here her entire life and the current threat against us was gone. I couldn’t ask her to feel as trapped as I felt at the moment, always needing a chaperone. I bet she had family here, other friends, things she needed to be checking in on.

      “She was next door, but she probably went back to her own rooms,” Terran murmured distractedly. “It’s a fairly simple matter to call for her.”

      “Well, let’s check next door first, easiest first step,” Onyx ordered, stretching his arms in front of him as if attempting to keep them limber.

      I nodded, groaning only slightly as I pulled myself up from the floor. Probably hadn’t been the best idea to lay there the entire time. Opal muttered again, winging her way up to wrap herself around my arm, her tail locking tight around my wrist as though I wore a bracelet, her claws helping balance as she gripped my sleeve.

      “Can I bring her?” I asked hesitantly. I knew they had wanted to keep her out of sight, but I liked having her with me. I’d have to have River show me how she knotted that scarf so I could carry her that way as well.

      “It should be ok.” Terran’s voice was warmly amused. “We’re simply going next door. Keep her close to your body, though, in case anyone else is watching. We’ll figure out how to handle going down to the servant’s quarters if we need to.”

      I grinned my approval, stroking a hand down Opal’s back. “Ready to go for a little walk, girl?” Her purr seemed to be agreement and I laughed. “All right then, let’s go.” Onyx led the way, snapping at the man who had apparently been hovering outside of the door.

      “Don’t worry,” Reed whispered in my ear. “The rooms are spelled against eavesdropping. Even if he had pressed his ear directly to the door, he wouldn’t have heard any of what we said.” The man had darted away at Onyx’s growl, and I shook my head at the grumpy fae.

      “You’re a real people person, aren’t you?” I asked dryly. He didn’t bother dignifying me with an answer.

      Onyx pushed open the door to his rooms, stumbling and cursing loudly, his sword appearing in his hand with a flash of silver light. “What in all the realms is going on?” He yelled as he stared into the room, his body still blocking our view.
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      I ducked under Onyx’s arm, scrambling past him in the hopes of rescuing River from whatever Onyx was staring at. I skidded to a halt, my mouth dropping open as I studied the view in front of me.

      River appeared to have been cuddled on the couch before Onyx roared, startling her. Another young woman was beside her, her hand clutching River’s protectively as she stood over her. The woman was obviously pretty, her dark hair cut short to expose the extended points of her ears. She was just as slender as River, though her skin was more golden and her chocolate brown eyes heavy-lidded, hinting at potential Asian history.

      “It’s okay, Blossom.” River’s voice was soft as she patted the girl’s arm, sliding over it in slow strokes. “They’re friends, don’t worry. We just startled them.” River stood and wrapped an arm around the girl’s waist, squeezing softly.

      I was distracted from the couple as I looked around the room, studying the flowers, birds, balloons, and mini-unicorns that had turned the living area into a small, jewel-toned zoo. Opal chirped happily, fluttering from my arm to spin madly above a white and grey unicorn that was nibbling on the carpet. I kept my gaze on her, unwilling to look away in case Opal decided that the little thing was prey -- that wasn’t exactly something I wanted to try and deal with at the moment, or ever really.

      “Did you make all of this?” I asked in awe, unable to believe the little fantasy that she had turned this room into. This was what I had expected in a Fae Realm, the truly magical around every corner, surprises popping from the floors, the beautiful and the mysterious. “It’s gorgeous.”

      River blushed, inclining her head in acknowledgment. “I’ve been practicing.” She glanced nervously at Onyx, Terran, and Reed, who had shut the door to keep anything from escaping. The three studied her with quiet, serious eyes, though they had yet to speak. I hoped they didn’t plan to chew her out. I was proud of her for doing all of this, especially being as new to it as she was.

      “I can see that. You’re really getting good at it. And who’s this?” I offered a smile to the other girl, and she nodded her response, her grip tight on River.

      “This is Blossom.” A blush mantled both their cheeks, and it wasn’t hard to put the pieces together and guess their relationship. I was fairly surprised, though I couldn’t place why. I had assumed that same-sex relationships were taboo here considering how many pockets of the human world still considered them potentially offensive. “I needed some moral support.” She shrugged a little, the blush still mantling her cheeks.

      “I apologize for invading your rooms.” Blossom offered a low bow to the Guardians, though her wary eyes seemed to remain on me. I glanced behind me to see if anyone else had noticed her odd behavior, noting that Terran and Reed were both wearing little smirks.

      “No need to apologize.” I tried another friendly smile hoping that I could thaw whatever ice Blossom was putting up. “Any friend of River’s is a friend of ours. Thank you for helping her while we were occupied.”

      “Of course. All I want to do is help her.” The look she sent to River was soft and warm, and she rose a few steps in my estimation. At least her coldness was for me, not a general personality trait. I hadn’t known River long, but I still felt protective of her, and I wanted her in a relationship where she would be taken care.

      “I thought we had discussed keeping your powers under wraps until we had a better grasp on them?” Reed’s voice had a touch of censure in it, though I could hear his curiosity as well, and I was sure he itched to explore the room.

      River ducked her head at the critique and I glared at Reed. “You suggested it, but it’s her power. It’s not like she did it in front of everyone in the practice courts. She’s doing exactly what she should have done, taking the time she needs to learn.” I arched a brow at him, daring him to challenge me in this. He pressed his lips together, inclining his head to me, though I could see the humor that danced in his eyes at my confrontation of him.

      “May I?” I asked softly, indicating the creations that she had made.

      She nodded eagerly. I stroked fingers over silky flower petals, over the cool surface of balloons, and studied the small animals. I wanted to touch and cuddle them, but Opal hissed whenever I got too close, so I kept my distance, no matter how much I wanted to see if a unicorn’s mane was silky and what the texture of its horn was.

      “This is so incredible, River, really.” I glanced at Blossom, studying her. “Do you have art powers too?”

      She shook her head. “I wish. This is all beautiful.”

      “Not useful though,” Onyx muttered. “Pretty little pictures, not a damn thing they can do for anyone.”

      Opal screeched, arching her wings in a sharp dive as she alighted on his arm, her sharp talons and teeth scratching and tearing before she took off in a blink. Before he had a chance to react to the shock she was perched back on my shoulder, lazily licking the blood from her talons as her bright orange eyes glared menacingly at Onyx.

      “Little pest,” he growled, returning her glare and dabbing at the skin.

      “Good girl,” I retorted, stroking a hand across the curve of her head. “She knew she was being insulted and didn’t want to stand for it, exactly as she should. That’ll teach you.”

      Onyx grimaced, continuing to dab at the wounds. Reed had yet to step forward to offer his healing powers, his attention instead on the room itself. Oh well, served him right for doubting my little dragon, it wasn’t as if the scratches were more than superficial.

      “Where do your talents lie?” I asked Blossom, turning my attention back to her and away from the surly fae.

      “Most of my talents lie amongst food. Though I can do a little with plants as well, especially the edible ones,” Blossom murmured, her voice low. “Nothing along to this extent.”

      “Are you one of the ones who makes all of that incredible food in the dining hall?” My mouth watered at the idea. “Those cakes and things?”

      River’s laugh was tinkling. “Blossom usually does all of the fancy food — special planned meals, cakes and sweets for celebrations, things along those lines. She can create icing that’s thin as silk, and chocolates that will dissolve instantly at the touch of your tongue. You haven’t eaten until you’ve eaten what she makes.” My stomach let out a loud grumble at the idea of what she was describing.

      “Maybe we can head down to the dining hall and get some of that incredible food together while we asked you some questions?” I knew my eyes were pleading, but Opal had eaten most of my dinner and I really didn’t like missing meals — it brought back too many bad memories. I had had too many fights with my mother when I had found out she had used the money I had been hoarding for food or shampoo on herbs or gems for her spellwork. She had insisted it was for my safety, that she was sorry I was hungry or dirty, but they were too close, and we would usually move in the following days.

      “I don’t have anything prepared.” Blossom nearly stumbled over her words, glancing wide-eyed at River. “I can make whatever you want though.”

      “It’s fine, Blossom.” River brushed a kiss over her cheek with such a deep sweetness it nearly made my chest ache to watch. “There will be plenty for her to eat there.” Her eyes were soft as they met mine and she glanced back and forth between us. “She’s nice, really. She isn’t against fae, just Birch and their group.” Her voice was pitched low enough I doubted I was supposed to hear it. That must have been what the other two were smirking about. Apparently, Blossom was afraid I would go after her the way I had gone after Birch.

      “I’m fine with anything, honestly. Though I do hope I get to taste some of what you can make in the future. She’s talked about you so much I feel like I can already taste it.” I kept my smile warm before whistling, indicating for Opal to land.

      “Opal.” I spoke sternly to the little dragon, ignoring the chuckles that surrounded me. “Don’t eat anyone while we’re gone. You’re going to stay here while I get food for you. Understand?”

      I kept my eyes on her bright orange ones until she nodded regally, all the laughter ceasing as they began to realize her level of intelligence. “Watch out for the others, okay?” She chirped again, waddling over to watch the little birds darting around above her head. “You really have been busy, River. Come on, we can all use a break while I pick your brain.”

      “I don’t know about this,” Onyx murmured softly to Terran. I had fallen into step with Reed, letting Blossom and River lead the way, their fingers intertwined as they talked in low voices. “Maybe we should wait to talk to River until this other one isn’t around.”

      I turned my head, keeping my voice low. “I like River, I really do, but I’m also female. I doubt there would be much she doesn’t tell her girlfriend.” I stumbled over the word, glancing at Reed. I had no idea what the correct terminology was here.

      “We usually call them lovers unless they choose to take on the title of mate.” Reed’s grin was wide at my embarrassment.

      “Fine. I doubt she’d break our confidence intentionally, but the question is innocent enough. Besides, we’ll need to start talking to others for that kind of information anyhow. Maybe Blossom will have a secondary idea as to who, if any, have disappeared from the Hold.”

      “We’ll be careful.” Terran’s words were an attempt to soothe Onyx’s nerves — as well as my own. “We’ve played for information before, we’ll simply do it again now. In a friendlier manner,” he added with a smirk at my arched look. I had seen how they pulled most of their information, I wasn’t about to let them try that here.

      “Follow our lead, okay?” Reed asked me, bumping his arm against mine in a companionable gesture. “Don’t be overt.” His voice was low enough I could barely hear him as we approached the noisy dining room.

      “Damn, I was simply going to ask her if she was actually an assassin and was harboring a secret grudge against me, and if I could expect her to murder me in my sleep.” I rolled my eyes in exasperation, though my lips twitched in response to his chuckle. It was always nice to meet someone who understood my sense of humor.

      The Hold was full of people, the rise and fall of voices coming to nearly a complete stop when the six of us made our entrance. A few scrambled for other exits, disappearing from any potential trouble we were brining. Others merely stared, whispering behind their hands to each other. One brave soul sauntered toward us, and I resisted the urge to hiss at her the way Opal would when she angled herself next to Terran, sidling closer than necessary.

      She was pretty, her scarlet red hair tied back in a thick braid, revealing her as a witch. Her skin was fair and pampered, the scent of lavender and rose drifting from her even several steps away. “Terran. I didn’t get a chance to speak with you the other day.”

      “Dreama.” He offered her a polite smile. “I’ve been busy.”

      “Oh, I see.” The smile she sent me was hard. “After everything that went down with Birch, I had expected she would have been removed by the Ancients.”

      Reed snorted, his lip peeling back as he studied the girl. Apparently, there was no love lost between them. “As if you have any idea what’s going on.”

      Dreama glared at him, her blue eyes going hard before she poured the sugar back into her voice and her attention turned back to Terran. “The Ancients have been very clear about the disgrace he has suffered at her hands. He hasn’t dared to show his face since it happened.”

      “We’ve got things to do.” Onyx snapped the words, not bothering to look at her. “Go about your business, Dreama, and stay out of our way.”

      He didn’t even bother to look at her, reaching out to grip my elbow and tow me toward the platters of displayed food. River and Blossom had dropped their clasped hands, focusing on filling plates.

      “I’ve got this.” I put a hand over theirs before they could begin filling a plate for me. “You don’t need to wait on me.”

      “Or us,” Reed piped up. “Besides, I like my plates full. It’s easiest to do that if I’m the one filling them.”

      I chuckled at the pragmatism in his voice. Onyx ignored the food that the rest of us gathered, leading us to a table in a far corner away from the bustle of the others.

      “First thing,” Reed murmured. “Let me take care of that arm.” He pulled water from his glass, letting it flow over Onyx’s arm to heal the wounds that Opal had caused.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

      

    

    
      The rest of us dug in with gusto, and I was happy to see the quality of the cooking hadn’t faltered. Hopefully, that meant I was in for real magic if I could ever convince Blossom to cook for me.

      “So, River,” Terran’s voice was innocent, nearly nonchalant as he picked at the steak in front of him while I looked on in disgust. I couldn’t imagine eating a steak cold, he was a little bit insane. “Spending this time with Tori has us rethinking how we are doing things. I knew you a little, because you were friendly with Reed and took care of our rooms, but it wasn’t until today that I knew you even had a lover.” Both women blushed, though they exchanged a small smile. “There’s got to be a lot we don’t know about our staff.”

      “I’ve been in the servants’ quarters a few times, but is there anything you could potentially need that isn’t offered there?” Reed asked, picking up the thread that Terran had started. “Anything you or your family may need?”

      “Or is there another family who may be in need of something?” Onyx asked, continuing as smoothly as silk. Both women gawked at the men, though I smiled proudly. I was proud of the story they were weaving, though I did hope that what they were offering was for real as well.

      “You know, I was wondering if there had been a change in the Hold’s servants.” Terran’s murmur appeared distracted, an afterthought.

      “A change?” Blossom grasped onto his words, and I resisted the urge to pump my fist into the air.

      “Mm-hm.” He took another bite of his steak, chewing thoughtfully. “There are some I don’t remember seeing before, and others I swear used to work in certain areas that aren’t there anymore. There was this blonde witch, fairly young. I used to see her all the time, but it’s been awhile.”

      “Hm.” River shared a glance with Blossom, as they considered it. “It’s possible they switched stations.”

      “Maybe they got better work outside of the Hold?” I suggested, playing up the human angle.

      River let out a quiet gasp before emphatically shaking her head. “Oh no, Tori. It’s an honor to work in the Hold or have family here. We’re safe, warm, well-fed, comfortable. Life outside of the Hold is much darker.” Blossom’s eyes met mine as she added, “Even the bad things that happen here, especially to the servants, they’re nothing compared to what I faced out behind these walls.” I swallowed hard at the grief that filled her eyes.

      “River and I have known each other since we were young.” Surprisingly it was Onyx who spoke up, as he shared a gentle smile with her. “Our families were very close, though none of her family members are currently Guardians.” Well, that explained why the two were as close as they were, I realized. “She hasn’t spent much time outside of the Hold, but she knows everything about what is going on inside of it.”

      “I came from outside.” Blossom’s voice was quiet, and I saw River reach out to squeeze her hand in support. “She’s absolutely right. Only the crazy, the banished, or those on the run leave the safety that’s offered here.”

      “Really?” I didn’t need to feign interest, I was still fascinated by this world.

      “There have been a few times that someone has joined up with the elves or one of the rebels and been banished.” Blossom leaned in as she shared the information quietly, enjoying the gossip, I assumed. “The last one was probably five or six years ago though. It’s rare, it always causes quite a stir.”

      “Is it only fae?” I asked innocently. “Or witches too?”

      Blossom grimaced. “It’s far more rare for a fae to disappear than a witch. Most of those who are here are here because they have family who are Guardians and they’re here for the protection. Even when their ancestor dies, they may still remain in the Hold if they don’t prove to be a troublemaker and will assist in helping the Hold to run.”

      “I bet the Ancients keep records on it,” Onyx interjected, turning his attention to Terran. “If you’re that worried about who you saw.”

      “Oh, no.” River shook her head as she split a cake with Blossom. “Most of those records are kept by the Holdkeeper. The Ancient’s don’t care about us unless we start becoming a problem for them.”

      “Those records would tell us who used to be here, and if they left?” I knew excitement had edged into my voice.

      “Probably.” The two shared another look, as though considering it. “Those records go back centuries though, so it would be quite a bit of looking. Only the Holdkeeper knows how they’re arranged, most have no need for them. We’re made to sign contracts when we begin full service; that’s the only reason I really paid attention to them.”

      “Do you know her name?” Reed asked Terran, continuing with the ploy we had begun. A part of me was twinged by guilt, but I was glad we weren’t worrying River and Blossom unnecessarily for what would probably turn out to be a dead end. Plus this way, they wouldn’t have to lie for us.

      “No.” Terran grimaced, rubbing his face as though ashamed. “I only spoke to her in passing a few times. I merely noticed because she was one of the few who smiled at me.” I arched a brow at him. That was a surprisingly detailed con. I wondered if it was based on truth, or if he was just that good of a liar. I hoped it was the first option. They were slowly becoming my friends — well, friend-like — and the idea that they were good enough at lying, that all of this could be a con, was a scary thought.

      “If it helps, there hasn’t been a witch who disappeared in a long time,” River offered, giving him an encouraging pat on the arm though she glanced warily at me as if waiting for a jealous outburst. “The last one was five or six years ago, and before that it had been what, a decade I think that I last heard a tale of?”

      “Well, that’s a weight off of my mind, thank you.” Terran offered the pair a file. “At some point I should find the Holdkeeper’s office and take a look. I don’t think it’s good for a Guardian to have any point of the Hold he’s unfamiliar with, it makes him vulnerable.”

      “We can take you there after we eat!” River’s voice was chipper. “It’s not too far from my room — it’s still in the old section.”

      Terran, Reed, Onyx, and I shared a glance, and a warm glow flowed through me at a job well done. It was interesting seeing the four of us work as a team. It had seemed like second nature, the words moving from one of us to the next, the story never fumbling. The rest of the meal passed in companionable silence, though Onyx still stood guard, glaring at whoever got too close to us. I pocketed a few pieces of steak that I snitched from Terran’s plate so that Opal could have a meal later. I doubted if she’d mind cold steak either.

      River and Blossom again took the lead, Reed carting his cakes with him, as we wound back through the corridors. Instead of going back toward the finely furnished rooms for the Guardians, we wound up several staircases, and through hallways with smaller windows and plain wooden walls.

      She stopped outside a pine door, unique amongst its mates by the painting on it. The scene was peaceful and warm, done fully in color, a cherry tree shedding its blossoms onto its reflection in the flowing river. I wanted to hug River tightly for the beauty, the simplicity, and the message that the image invoked.

      “Welcome.” River opened the door, inviting us in with a wave of her arm. From Blossom’s blush, I assumed she stayed in the room as well, though she didn’t seem to want to air that fact. The room was more simply furnished than Onyx’s, but it showed great care. The furniture was beautifully carved and polished, the brilliant colors against stark whites showing River’s artistic streak. The room was smaller, and her bed was in a corner of the room, shielded by a screen. I saw another doorway I assumed led to a restroom.

      “I love it, River.” I knew my voice held awe, but I couldn’t hide it from her. There was so much color and simple beauty here, it was both invigorating and relaxing.

      “I’m glad.” She indicated the couch with a wave of her hand. “We can move on to the Holdkeeper’s office in a moment.” She ducked into the restroom, leaving Blossom alone with the rest of us.

      “She told me you took care of her.” Blossom’s voice was low, her eyes on the doorway rather than us. “That when Birch threatened to hurt her, you kept her under your wing. She felt I’d be safer here, away from his line of site. Guardians tend to forget who the servant’s lovers or friends are if they aren’t directly involved.” She grimaced at that, and I couldn't’ help but agree. It was hard feeling invisible. “She told me you made them promise to keep her safe, to not let her be injured.” Her dark eyes met mine now, solemn as they studied me. “It was hard to believe it. I thought she was simply trying to keep me calm. Seeing you with her though, she cares about you quite a bit, especially for such a short time.”

      My eyebrows shot up and I held up my hand. “I’m not…” I trailed off, unsure how to not offend her no matter which direction I stated this. “We’re friends, that’s it.”

      It was her turn to laugh, her eyes crinkling as she did. “I assumed you had no intentions on her. River is loyal to the bone. I wanted to thank you for watching out for her, and I’d like to ask you to continue to do so. She wants to explore another side of her magic, and I have no idea where it will take her, but I doubt it will be somewhere that I can follow. I’ll give you whatever I can in compensation, though it won’t be much.”

      I stepped forward, hesitantly touching Blossom’s arm, though she flinched from my hand before I pulled it back. “She’s a friend. There’s no compensation needed.” Blossom offered me a smile and I stepped back toward my Guardians as River exited her restroom.

      “Ready?” She gave us a brilliant smile, sliding a hand down Blossom’s cheek before heading toward the door. Just before her hand touched it, the walls around us shook, the air filling with the sounds of an explosion and then a piercing alarm. The walls shook again, and again, each shake preceded by the sound of an explosion.

      Terran had pulled me protectively in front of him, shielding me with both his power and his body, curving us away from anything that might fall from the walls or ceiling. Onyx had his sword out, his armor transformed, as he cursed steadily. Reed stood over Blossom and River who had both fallen to the ground in shock, his power covering them in waves of light to help shield them.

      “What is going on?” My words were barely audible above all the noise.

      “It’s the Hold alarm,” River’s shaky voice answered, so quiet it barely met my ears. “The first ward has been breached. The Hold is under attack.”
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      If I heard one more person say “we’re not in Kansas anymore” I was going to stab someone with my wand. Of all of the ridiculous things that Dorothy had said while she had been in Oz, why did that one have to catch on? It wasn’t even relevant to anyone here! The only two who had ever been outside of Oz were Dorothy and the Wizard, and they were both gone. Now it was up to me to help clean up the mess that they had left behind.

      For example, what in the world was I going to do with two hundred flying monkeys? Or an entire field of poppies that no one could go near without falling into a deep sleep? I had kicked Dorothy along that yellow brick road, and I didn’t plan on stopping now. Oz was my home and I would take care of it, no matter what that took.

      “Enough.” Sheer willpower kept the word from becoming a scream. Arguments had been ringing around the throne room for the past three hours, and I had had enough.

      “What right do you have to say enough?” muttered one of the Munchkins. “The Wizard put Scarecrow in charge as King.”

      I glared at him. “Scarecrow has only been a part of our world, at least consciously, for a week. Do you really want to leave all of the planning to a Scarecrow with a brand-new brain who has no idea who the people he is ruling even are?

      Scarecrow grinned at me from the end of the table. “From what I have seen, Glinda will make an excellent advisor for me. I will defer to her partially as I learn my role and my people. Our goal is to unite Oz, and to prevent the separation and rulings that have kept so many of the people downtrodden for years.”

      His face was grim as he scanned the table. Representatives from the four lands, many of our people, and a scattering of witches and wizards were present. Everyone wanted a say in what their roles would be in the newly reformed Oz. Those who had enjoyed their power under the old rule did not want to give it up. Those, like the Munchkins, who had suffered for many years under a Wicked Witch, were keen to avoid that fate again.

      “Many things about Oz are wonderful. However, many things are not. We need to work to make a wonderful life for all our people, not just some. That is what I intend to do as King.”

      Shouts, some happy, some angry, began to ring back out around the room. “Enough!” I did scream it this time. Slamming my staff into the floor, a shower of silver sparks shot into the air. “For now, only a few of you will need to remain. We will begin to plan and work on interviewing each group for their guidance. Everyone screaming at each other is not helping! Lion, Tinman, will you please stay for now so we can talk with Scarecrow? Everyone else, leave. We will summon you when it is necessary.”

      Many grumbles greeted my proclamation, but at Scarecrow’s nod, the rest of the room began to file out of the heavy, gilded doors. “Ugh.” I moaned as I laid my head down on the long, cold, emerald table. What had made the Wizard think that it was a good idea to carve an entire table out of a hunk of gemstone? All it did was carve sharp edges when nicked and create an immovable paperweight.

      Lion stepped up behind me and rubbed my shoulders; I froze. “Thank you for speaking up, ma’am. I may have been gifted courage, but I know better than to open my mouth in this kind of arena. I’ll end up a target quite easily.”

      I nodded, relaxing into his hands. “It’s not a problem. I actually have a problem keeping my mouth shut, so it works out fairly well; and please, call me Lynn. You don’t have to ma’am me and I hate the name Glinda. That’s just for public use.”

      Tinman snickered from where he was kicked backward in his chair, the legs barely balanced on the slick marble floor. “Is that why you kept disappearing on us? You wouldn’t have been able to keep your mouth shut?”

      I rolled my eyes. “I know she was just a girl, but still! The amount of direction it took to get her to simply walk down a basic yellow road was ridiculous. If you come in and duck out flashily enough no one will notice if you’re rolling your eyes and swearing under your breath.”

      My statement had Tinman nearly toppling from his chair with laughter. “First thing’s first. Dorothy kind of named you during her time here. It’s like listening to a five-year-old. Is there something else you prefer to go by?” They all paused, thinking quietly.

      Scarecrow was the first to speak. “I’m grateful for what Dorothy did and was never really given another name. I’ve been in that field my entire life. However, it does worry me that ‘Scare’ is a part of my name to the public. I want to instill happiness and peace, not fear. What if I just go by Crow for now?”

      I nodded, sending him an encouraging smile. “Crow it is. Lion? Tinman?”

      “Cass.” Tinman’s voice was quiet as he spoke. “My name is Cass.”

      I blinked slowly, surprised that he was so definitive in his answer. “All right, Cass. Lion, that just leaves you. Do you want to go by your real name?”

      He squirmed, blushing slightly. “I’ll go by Lio.”

      “Lio?” I arched a brow. I was sure there was more to his name than that considering how much he was squirming.

      He nodded, more secure in his answer. “Yes. I prefer to go by Lio. It was my nickname growing up.”

      “Lio it is.” I resisted the urge to rub at my eyes, exhaustion setting in after so long on my feet dealing with drama. “How about we get a little bit of rest and pick all of this up later?” I needed a chance to cool down before I began the work of helping to put this world back together again. Not all of us got to float away from responsibility on a balloon no matter how many times we clicked our heels.
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