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If you bought your copy, thank you. OR if you used your Kindle Unlimited, thank you. OR if you read this from Kindle lending, thank you. Any legal means, thank you. Thank you for respecting me and other authors for their hard work, understanding this is our job, and while we love it, we do deserve to be compensated for all the hours, and hours, and hours we put into it.

If you did not… Go buy one! You are a thief and your parents and grandparents and cute animals all around the world are ashamed of you. There is no justification for committing this crime because it is a crime, no different than walking into a physical bookstore, taking a print copy off the shelf, and walking out of the store without paying for it.

There is no such thing as a victimless crime. If you truly believe that, you’ve never been a victim. And the victims aren’t only the authors, but the fans who lose authors that quit over our constantly being stolen from and mistreatment. Mistreating the authors that write the books you like or read—not liking them isn’t an excuse for theft, it’s just extra weird then—that’s not a fan. Fans leave reviews to support. Fans send messages of love. Fans… Well fans are nice. Be nice.

There are lots of ways to fight eBook piracy, reporting the site even if you’re not the copyright holder is always a good option. If you want to help in the fight, Google it and you can see there are many ways.
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My name is Tamsin Vale, and I’m the future queen of Faerie. That’s right, I finally said it. No more being the heir or reminding people I didn’t agree to the job.

Now I have and mostly because I think I’ll actually be a good queen. I have the right qualities, and I don’t let the wrong things distract me from what is important.

Even if being queen comes with situations and duties not part of the role, but because I’m the most powerful magical wielder in two worlds. Though, I do bring some of that on myself.

Like saving Mary Craftsman and any witch or warlock who might go over the edge because their species doesn’t cleanse the way fairies do. Just small things like that.

I have help and guidance, everyone supporting me along with everything else I have to handle. So I’m not alone anymore handling too much, but at the end of the day, it all falls on me as the future queen.

Queens get vacations and like sabbaticals, right?

I’m just asking for a friend.

Artemis University is an ongoing, hot burning reverse harem, university-age paranormal academy series with darker elements, strong language, violence, and a heroine who follows her own moral compass of what is right… And who she ends up giving her heart to.

*This book is part of a series and cannot be read as a standalone. Like all my books, this is not light and fluffy and includes dark themes and events some may find triggering. Reader discretion is advised.
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Sign up for the Erin R Flynn Newsletter!

Get exclusive updates, content, and a whole lot more.

Sign up at my website: erinrflynn.com

The newsletter comes out every other Wednesday to keep you in the loop, plus on release days. THAT’S IT.  It’s 3-4 emails a month with extra polls, unedited chapters, and stuff you want, not anything to clog up your inbox or annoy you. I promise.


Quick Character Refresher

Mates

	Dr. Julian Craftsman	❖       Warlock- 6’2”; deep emerald green eyes; dark blond hair
	Darby Moore	❖       Vampire- shaggy red hair was a natural bedhead, 6ft with a leaner build. Gray eyes
	Hudson Vogel	❖       Dragon- eyes so vibrant blue they were almost violet. He was a whole lot of tall, dark, and trouble for sure.
	Lucca Von Thann	❖       Bear shifter; Buffer than Dr. Craftsman and 6’4”, sexy hazel eyes. Mixed race, half Black and half White. His hair was a chocolate color and hung in his face.
	Prince Neldor Donovan
	❖       Fairy- long jet black hair wears in a ponytail, light green eyes; 6’; lean but ripped, built like you would expect a fairy fighter; sexy dimples when smiles widely


Faculty

	Kyle Edelman	❖       Headmaster; Warlock; Nice
	Professor Anya White	❖       Female; Professionally & forthcoming; witch; Dean of Witches/Warlocks
	Coach Khan	❖       Snarky Alpha male feline shifter
	Glen	❖       Head of security and Alpha of the wolf guards;
	Marshall	❖       Security; wolf; grabbed Tams originally
	Sean	❖       Security; Wolf; grabbed Tams originally
	Dr. Salzman	❖       doc at school;
	Professor Richardson
	❖       Geometry 101; vampire
	Professor/Dean Pillay	❖       Witch; head of botany
	Professor Nelson	❖       Warlock; a bit of a cad with the coeds but decent guy; buddies with Craftsman; English professor
	Melody Rothchild	❖       best friend; dragon
	Professor Kramer	❖       New potions teacher who has serious crush on Tamsin, not a plant for council
	Instructor Drummond	❖       Witch that seems flighty and total hippie dippie
	Professor Collins	❖       Dean of Vampires
	Professor Puth	❖       Wolf shifter, very Beta Good teacher
	Instructor John McGrath	❖       Warlock, new at Artemis, but has a few years teaching experience at college level. plant of council who they ordered to seduce her and get access to everything.
	Instructor Nathan Larson	❖       Warlock, old, powerful one and good friend of Geiger’s, one who’s worked and trained with many fairies.
	Campbell	❖       Witch works mostly with freshman, all about Julian; Priss
		❖       


Hobgoblins

	Irma	❖       Tam’s friend, most trusted hobgoblin, head of Tam’s castle, aunt in a way
	Ryfon	❖       Head of Artemis hobgoblins, becomes Tams’s advisor
	Elasha	❖       Irma’s daughter
	Darfin	❖       Tam’s little buddy
	Alea	❖       Ryfon’s cousin who worked for Meira and lived in Theripolis outside the castle
	Reptar	❖       Was a manager for the co-op but took the job running the sorbet company for Tamsin.
	Esta	❖       Irma’s older cousin, manager of new hobgoblin bakery and knows of Tamsin
	Liluth	❖       Irma’s sister, head of hobgoblin sanctuary
	Keya	❖       In charge of Natalie’s biz estate with mate
	Mourn	❖       Keya’s mate, butler of carriage house and handling “gentleman’s affairs” of guests with staff
		❖        


Students

	Isabella Kincaid (Thorne) (Izzy)	❖       Witch, roommate;
❖       She was cute, almost pretty but clearly would be as she grew up. She was a petit brunette with gold eyes and definitely would be a looker.

	Josh Amyx	❖       Deer shifter, 1st asshole punished.
	Mary	❖       Share bathroom with
	Claire	❖       Share bathroom with
	Natalie Higgins	❖       Witch; helped with dresses; scholarship student
	Ayesha	❖       Witch; helped with dresses; scholarship student; friends with Natalie
	Holly	❖       Mean girl, vampire
	Juan Gui	❖       dragon alpha/Prince
	Katy	❖       Vampire bitch
	Andy	❖       Hawk shifter bitch/loves Darby
	Sherry	❖       Dragon; Tacky and over the top, “betrothed” to Hudson but that ends
	Sarah, Hazel, Rory	❖       Women in her training classes that took naked pictures of her. Wolf, vampire, hawk
		❖        
		❖        


Fairies

	Lageos	❖       Tam’s father, demi-god
	Commander Iolas	❖       Light fairy; trusted advisor of Queen Meira
❖       Professor Garza alias at Artemis

	Commander Taeral	❖       Dark fairy; trusted advisor of Neldor’s mother who is still fiercely loyal to her
	Arlen	❖       Dark Guardian Lt who won last sword championship before frozen
❖       Crazy fucker

	Commander Onas	❖       Dark fairy, highest rank and huge Neldor supporter
	Commander Shael
	❖       Light fairy, highest rank and was not a big Queen Meira supporter, completely buys into all the ancient and elder talk about Tamsin originally
	Commander Stefanie	❖       Prominent Dark Guardian that agrees to be her advisor, swears allegiance
	Cluym	❖       Geiger’s dark fairy mate
	Captain Dalyor	❖       Dark fairy, captain
	Ara	❖       Young female light fairy who is on Tam’s regular detail after they’re out.
	Wyn	❖       Dark fairy normally on Julian’s or Tamsin’s protection
	Agis	❖       Dalyor’s three closest friends. All dark fairy captains.
	Kerym	❖       Dalyor’s three closest friends. All dark fairy captains.
	Rafe
	❖       Dalyor’s three closest friends. All dark fairy captains. The hottest one that Darby doesn’t want her around.
	Commander Talila	❖       Dark fairy that can’t adjust to her new reality and wants the ancients to make it all better
	Commander Morgan	❖       Light fairy; Not a fan of Tamsin, but adored her mother.
	Odile	❖       Noble of the next biggest city after Tamsin takes over 27
	Glynnii	❖       Fairy little girl shows Tamsin how kids open portals
	Professor Sontar	❖       Main guy who teaches Tams extra stuff, dark fairy
	Professor Rosini	❖       Light fairy female who should have been her tutor to start as she had her mother’s
	Jordan	❖       Zack’s fairy mate
	Cara
	❖       Ray’s fairy mate
	Charlie	❖       head of the Land Rights Registration office in Theripolis.
	Hhora	❖       Dark fairy; Julian’s new right hand, trained to take care of heirs and queens
	Queen	❖       Neldor’s mother
	Prince Alok	❖       Neldor’s father
	Lorsen	❖       Ancient fairy that is the royal crown and metal worker
	Josie	❖       One of the section leads of the Royal Performers
	Calarel	❖       Royal healer Tams met when healing Julian
	Mallory	❖       Rennyn’s older sister.
	Queen Meira	❖       Tam’s mother
	Ancient Simimar	❖       Crazy fucker
	Rennyn	❖       Corrupt light fairy noble


Dragons

	Tanesha Jameston	❖       Hudson’s aunt; telepath
	Mr. Adrian Geiger	❖       Partner in best supe law firm
	Claudia	❖       Associate at law firm
	Queen Sasha Vogel	❖       Hudson’s mom
	King Xavier Vogel	❖       Hudson’s father
	Connor Vogel	❖       Hudson’s younger brother, heir after they mate
	Avril Rothchild	❖       Mel’s cousin running the havens
	Ellen Rothchild	❖       Mel’s 2nd cousin VP running the havens
	Colton Rothchild	❖       Mel’s cousin, largest man Tam’s ever seen, total softy
	Trigger Rothchild	❖       Mel’s dad
	Lady Catherine	❖       Noble dragon, North America,
	Lady Jean
	❖       Noble dragon, North America,
	Ida Reed	❖       Owns lingerie and bathing suit stores that sell to humans
	Lady Ruby	❖       Noble NAmerica, elder lady
	Lord Nicholas	❖       Lady Jean’s mate, in love with Lady Catherine
	Lord Warren	❖       Lady Catherine’s mate
	Lord Alfred	❖       Jean’s younger brother that sold her and took over
	King Dae Gui	❖       King of Asia/Juan’s dad
	Queen Sofia Gui	❖       Queen of Asia/Juan’s mom
	Fergus Courtenay	❖       King of the European dragons
	Diaz	❖       King of the South American dragons
	Mr. Silva	❖       Head of Diaz knight ninja dragons like the Rothchilds
	Roberta (Robbie)
	❖       Was first love of Xavier’s youngest brother who died in takeover of African royals.
		❖        


Background

	Katrina Calloway	❖       Owner of the NYC store of Veritas Portas (truth gate)
	Jeremy Sims	❖       In charge of cattle ranch and helps hobgoblin sanctuary
	Zack James	❖       Wolf, Tam’s guard; Former supe police, Captain;
	Ray James	❖       Wolf; Tam’s guard, former supe police (cousins)
	Marisol Gonzalez	❖       Human contact Tamsin saved, hacker and computer genius. Works with group that sells pot
	Mary Craftsman	❖       Julian’s mother
	Rupert Craftsman
	❖       Julian’s father
	Luke	❖       Wolf shifters with fairy parent and grandparent; Underground
	Marc Higgins	❖       Natalie’s uncle
	Charlie Higgins	❖       Natalie’s dad; owner of Higgins Remodels and Expansions
	Dean	❖       New herd leader of deer shifters that Tams saved from Underground
	Jason Von Thann	❖       Lucca’s younger brother, next in line to lead, asshole
	Ronald Von Thann	❖       Alpha bear, Lucca’s father
	Rich	❖       Foster kids Tams knew that was gay and killed himself when they were young
	Witt	❖       Asshole who pulled the “prank” on Rich.
	Captain Reddy	❖       Captain of the supe police, wolf shifter
	Alpha Geoff
	❖       Wolf shifter, big deal Alpha
	Angel	❖       Shifter daughter of fairy who was taking grandkids of fairies to the Underground
	Jackie	❖       Porn star friend Tam’s rescued. One of the first Tams’s Girls
	Preston	❖       Douche who Tams lost her virginity with
	Julie Brooks	❖       Bitch daughter
	Mrs. Nicole Brooks	❖       Councilman Brook’s mate, wolf shifter
	Judy Collins	❖       Dean Collins’s mate
	Gene Ainsworth	❖       Councilman Ainsworth’s widow
	Ally Taylor	❖       Gene’s daughter
	Sonia	❖       Councilman Melvin’s aide’s niece at HAVEN
	Shawn	❖       Jerk reporter who loves the Vogels and is considered “neutral”
	Mrs. Dominic Ozorio
	❖       Councilman Ozorio’s mate.
	Ellen Guess	❖        
	Brigid	❖       Baby mom of Darby’s sister.
	Freya	❖       Darby’s sister


Elders

	Chaddus Thane	❖       Vampire elder
	Elder Ward	❖       Vampire elder
	Harjo	❖       Warlock elder
	Councilman Duncan	❖       Wolf elder that Ray dealt with and they looked into; she saved his cousin of Geoff’s pack;
	Councilman Chin	❖       Wolf elder that Zack dealt with as supe police
	Councilman Konner Brooks	❖       Wolf elder that they both have had dealings with and trust the most, “head” of wolf elders and they looked into;
	Councilman Fitzpatrick
	❖       Bear elder, one of the decent ones, but a bit sexist


Bad Guys

	Blake Ward	❖       Super bitch freshman; vampire council family
	Mason Rodriguez	❖       bear shifter that pretends to be nice and like Tamsin
	Joshua Edelman	❖       The headmaster’s father
	Jordan Holmes	❖       Vamp who raped glamoured vamp to be Tams with friends
	Mr. Holmes	❖       Asshole’s father
	Elder Harbour	❖       Vamp elder Tamsin got removed
	“Alpha” Alec	❖       Dragon in charge of Australia
	Kim	❖       His mate
	Louis Ainsworth	❖       Warlock elder; main player in the black market and draining magic for profit
	Alpha Berman	❖       Dragon Alpha of Africa
	Councilman Leisser	❖       Fox elder who is POS
	Carson Leisser	❖       Eldest son of Fox elder
	Councilman Peter Shurr	❖       Vampire councilman Tamsin drives him crazy and he kills himself
	Councilman Melvin	❖       Vampire councilman
	Councilman Dominic Ozorio	❖       Vampire Councilman
	Noah Taylor	❖       Ainsworth’s son-in-law
	Warren Guess	❖       Family: Youngest daughter Kendra; youngest son Brandon; Eldest son Reid; Mate Jennifer;
	Liam Moore	❖       Darby’s older brother
	Alfie Fisher	❖       First guy Tamsin goes for to sentence back punishments


Other Fair Folk

	Chief	❖       Alpha (1st & main)
	Pikachu	❖       Alpha
	Rainbow	❖       Alpha
	Zedd	❖       Alpha
	Amethyst	❖       Daughter of Neldor’s mother’s unicorn
	Gambit	❖       Son of Meira’s unicorn
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“Well, it did something,” Lageos muttered as he studied Mary Craftsman.

“Her aura flickered,” Anya White agreed. “If I had to compare it, I would think it was how my aura would flicker when I sink into a nice bubble bath.”

“Yes, or when Tams sinks into an ice bath after too hard of training,” Julian agreed.

“That makes perfect sense,” Neldor said firmly. “No one was stupid enough to think one time and everything would be fixed. This isn’t a human pill you take for a migraine that takes a while to even kick in.”

I realized he’d said that with a reason when several people gathered flinched. He’d caught something I hadn’t because my sole focus was on Mary.

Neldor sighed heavily. “This is over twenty years of damage to her mentally, emotionally, and magically.” He gestured to Mary Craftsman. “And now it’s so far developed, it’s doing physical damage to her. You thought one shot of Tamsin’s magic that’s never been done before and that would be instantly healed?”

He snorted something unflattering under his breath when it was clear most people there had thought so.

Nice.

“To be fair, the princess has pulled out miracles left and right even according to your own people, Prince Neldor,” the warlock on the council who was an expert in healing defended.

“Yes, of course, but even her own cleansing can’t heal all the damage that was done to her years ago after all she suffered. There is a limit to what any magic can do no matter how amazing the wielder. If Tamsin could not heal herself with the vast established knowledge the demigod already had, it was insane to expect that of something new.”

I felt worlds better when everyone seemed to agree and were less disappointed more didn’t happen. I shot Julian a worried look and winced when he caught me.

“Tams, it’s a fucking miracle it didn’t fail your first attempt,” he said firmly. “I didn’t expect her to just be healed. I’m with Neldor here.”

“He is,” Stefanie said firmly, clearly trying to help. “And I didn’t expect that either. Saving Clyum’s life was a miracle we’ve never seen, but as amazing as that was, it was reversing something extra lethal but had also just happened. This is trying to reverse the Grand Canyon forming in comparison.”

I was glad others looked contrite for expecting something so ridiculous and we could move on then… And the smirk was wiped off Campbell’s face. I hated how much that woman could still affect me but well, I wasn’t perfect.

I cleared my throat to get everyone’s attention. “I also took Professor Sontar’s warnings to heart.” I glanced at him for help.

He let out a slow breath and focused on Julian before the other supes there who weren’t fairies… But very pointedly skipped Campbell to show she didn’t matter. “I mean absolutely no offense in what I said and will explain. It’s not a judgment or—”

White figured it out first. “You reminded the princess of the different level between her and a normal witch.” She nodded when Sontar did. “Yes, even if you take into account her experience with witches and warlocks, she’s worked with me whose father is a fairy. Julian who is a savant or Izzy who is gifted as well, but she would assume young.”

I cleared my throat and glanced at Sontar again who nodded to go ahead. “Plus, Professor Sontar involved himself in my classes because Lageos and I… We tend to push a little too hard.” I felt better when my dad winced.

“Yes, well, everyone makes mistakes. That wasn’t your fault.”

“Right, but we still did it,” I drawled. I sighed and looked at Julian. “I was worried I might make your mom explode.” I shrugged when his eyes went too wide. “Think of it like cleaners. You take paint off walls if you use the wrong cleaner. That’s how I saw it. The cleaner for my stronger walls might explode your mom.”

Sontar snickered, but everyone looked horrified. “The princess and her demigod father accidentally made a few very small animals explode when they tried to invent magic to help the animals of Faerie. Others have made such mistakes helping and inventing something new. She should not feel bad for that.”

“Of course not,” White said immediately. “I did something similar when I tried to help a dying animal through healing. We all make those sorts of errors as it’s not exact science but magical arts.”

I felt worlds better that she admitted it and so publicly. “Right, so while working on ideas and how to make this happen, Professor Sontar drilled it in my head that strong dye comes out of hair after a hundred or thousand shampoos and that works. That’s safer than one wash that could make you bald. I agreed.”

“I agreed as well,” Lageos said. “I said that too and how your cleansing works. You did well, Tamsin. No one is saying otherwise.”

“Yeah, but I just wanted Julian to know I really did worry about blowing up his mother, so you know, baby steps.” I blew out a harsh breath and felt better when people chuckled.

“I think it’s a first step you nailed, Daughter, and I’m very proud of you,” Lageos said firmly, coming over and giving me a big hug. “Next semester we can work on another step.” He kissed my hair and leaned back nodding when I frowned up at him. “I think you are exactly right that this is a step in the process.”

“That’s smart, Prince Lageos,” one of the royal healers muttered. “Even detoxing humans or their processes to overcome addiction have steps. That’s for mental and emotional health. This could be the step of stopping the advancement and allowing Mrs. Craftsman’s body to accept this type of magic.”

I blinked at the man and smiled. “I didn’t think of that! Of course. I didn’t start at cleansing for hours or even know—yeah, that could be like part one.”

“Exactly, Your Highness,” he said firmly. “I think this treatment daily with other therapy options for the next month will give us an idea of the viability of the plan.”

“Other therapy options?” Julian hedged, glancing between us.

I nodded I would handle it. “We’ve been locking your mom down, and part of the buildup is not letting her extra magic out or like we said about adrenaline that had nowhere to go. We might have to use fairy runes to make it happen to muddle her mind for now, but we want her to let that magic out. Safely. In nature. The plants here or whatever.

“And then refuel on better food. Cleaner food. She wasn’t eating much, but even what she did was microwave meals and crap. I want to have a hobgoblin here to handle her nutrition according to what the councilman and royal healers think. Also, with Cambell and two warlocks they think might have the same buildup.”

“You’ve been talking about this without telling me,” he whispered, trying to hide his hurt.

“No, the princess has not, Dr. Craftsman,” the councilman said firmly. “I did. I did a lot of research which was the point of bringing this to us. I talked to the royal healers and we came up with ideas. I put out feelers to others. We brought this plan to the princess yesterday.”

Julian studied the councilman but really his aura and there was the slightest flinch before he easily accepted it.

Which meant I turned on my telepathy. I smiled at the councilman. He’d done it for Mary Craftsman but also for me. He wanted to find a way to support me the way I’d supported him, the council, and his race. He’d been busting his ass to find a way to support what I was inventing to help this problem.

Or something that could work if I failed so people wouldn’t really care if I did. Which was probably what Julian understood from his aura.

Of course, Campbell didn’t think anything was wrong with her, but she agreed after White told her that she’d see the change from when even Campbell had started teaching. I heard from Campbell’s thoughts that she respected White too much not to take her opinion into account, but she was more willing to do it to prove her wrong.

And it was still better than her dealing with teaching underprivileged supes and she’d have access to Mary Craftsman alone to become friends.

Wow, she really was just a wacko obsessed with Julian.

Seriously.

The warlocks were brought over for Julian to meet and make sure they wouldn’t be a threat to his mother if they were going to be living in his house. People were shocked that he’d thought of that, but I looked at them like they were idiots. They were worried these people were going off the rails.

Yeah, we needed to fucking worry about that.

Duh.

Which was why I ordered four more detachments of Guardians on the property present at all times. People gave me funny looks then, and I said it was a safe spot for those newly awoken to get acclimated and stretch their legs on this planet while on duty. Hopefully an easy duty, but just in case… I shrugged.

The paranoid part was having a few of my dogs hang out there as well.

Fine, I didn’t trust the council or most anyone.

Julian allowed them to stay at the guest house. One was like Campbell and thought his family was being ridiculous but wasn’t going to go against his grandma when he loved her as much as he did. That gave me hope for him.

The other one actually thought something was wrong. He’d been struggling to put it into words, but his memory was slipping and he’d noticed it. He’d been through too much and like Mary Craftsman, had lived in a state of his adrenaline shooting up too often and being swallowed down.

Which made me ask how the council had found both men.

They worked for the council… Under the old, corrupt council members and had been trapped in that madness.

Yup, that would send anyone not evil off the rails or cause them to lose themselves to survive.

Julian had a long talk with his mom and told her that he was worried about her, that she’d been mixing things up. She argued and finally he lost his temper—which was rare. That made her stop.

It was actually Campbell who came up with the plan to placate her and help.

And I was petty enough to hate her for it.

“If I may, Mrs. Craftsman, there is a simple way to bridge the difference of views here,” she said smoothly, waiting until Mary looked at her. “Record Julian’s visits.” She shrugged when Mary looked appalled. “You have security in the house. What’s the difference? If you think Tamsin—” She sighed when a few people cleared their throats.

Yeah, the bitch didn’t use my first name and act familiar with me. I agreed on that.

But Julian caught on and picked up the baton of the idea. “I’m fine with it, Mum. If you truly think Tamsin is doing something to my memory instead of that I think something is wrong and affecting yours, then let’s settle this.”

“She would mess with the recordings,” Mary accused. “She just added more goons here to watch me and keep me a prisoner—cover up all of this.”

“Watch yourself,” White said firmly, putting power into her tone. “I am head of the council that governs you now.”

I shared a look with the commanders who were there. “I’m willing to recuse myself and name Anya White as the judge in this going forward. Not the council because I don’t trust everyone getting elected, but I will her.” I met Mary’s gaze when she looked at me. “I’m not hurting Julian. I have accidentally when I first learning magic or—”

“That was nothing, Tams,” Julian sighed.

“I know, but we’re being honest, and I have nothing to hide on this. There are things I’m ashamed of or have done wrong. But I haven’t done this.” I kept Mary’s gaze. “I have saved his life. I would never abuse him or hurt him.” I took off my charms and runes, letting her see my aura. “I’ve never abused or intentionally hurt my mates. Any of them.”

The anger and hate always in her eyes when she looked at me hesitated just for a moment. But then it came back, and I hurried to put everything back on before she asked something she shouldn’t when she was reading my aura.

Which was also why Julian silenced her. He held out his hand and used magic on her, shocking both of us. He shook his head at her. “You’ve gone too far, Mum. You are too far gone. Do this because it’s the only way I’ll visit you. I haven’t been visiting you. You’ve been hallucinating all of this. Making up lies to hurt me. What would Da say?”

That was maybe cruel when she was sick… But I didn’t fucking care about hurting her and it worked. She caved and promised to record their visits and interactions so she could see them, have them for reference.

They worked on getting plans in place, and papers were drawn up to transfer jurisdiction of both Mary Craftsman and Campbell’s cases to White. I made sure the wording was specific to her, and the other council member signed as the witness so there wasn’t any maneuvering later.

When it was done, I realized so was I.

I met Lageos’s gaze and it softened, him seeing from my soul or in my eyes that this was too much for me. Or maybe it hurt too much to see Julian and Campbell working together again.

I trusted him. I did. Full stop. He’d never crossed the line with her.

But there were just too many bad issues in that room for me. I had too much on my shoulders to force myself this much to be… It wasn’t even being an adult. I’d done more than most and invented the damn thing to help her heal.

Lageos told me in our minds to leave and he’d handle it and make sure Julian was okay. He could be his father-in-law this one time when the lad needed it.

Good. I thanked him and promised that I was going to take the night off and let myself be spoiled. He was on board at first, but then he must have caught something that made him realize how I planned on being spoiled.

Whoops.
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“As much as I love it when you show up with food, dessert, and ask to be spoiled by your dragon as only I can give you, I’m worried what happened, shorty,” Hudson said as we lay in his bed sharing a sundae… Which was mostly him dropping something on me and eating it off my skin.

Hell, he’d made my security go get a few cans of whipped cream. The man wasn’t subtle when he was wound up.

I kinda loved that about him.

“Nothing bad,” I promised and then told him. We’d eaten some of the food first, had sex, more food, and then shower sex. Now we were in towels—mostly—and having the dessert.

Sort of.

He gave me a look that he wasn’t buying what I was telling him given whatever he’d sensed off of me.

“I swear that was it, beastie.” I nodded when he let out a slow breath. “It was just the tension. People have a lot of hope riding on this. This has been an issue warlocks and witches have wanted an answer to for thousands of years. It could do a lot for their community. And—honestly, I hadn’t wanted Neldor to be there, but he stepped up. Again.”

“He’s really good at that. Honestly, I’m jealous how well he handles that stuff and almost any sort of situation,” Hudson admitted before taking too big of a bite. “I always worry I’m going to start trouble you’ll have to clean up or make you look bad.”

“First, you never make me look bad. Never.” I made it clear in my eyes that I wasn’t kidding. “You’ve overstepped speaking for me when we weren’t together. That’s different. And things got fucked because of your tunnel vision and Juan. We’ve moved past that. You’ve jumped in and had my back too. Second, I’m jealous of Neldor for that too. He’s smooth.”

“Yeah, he is.” Hudson shook his head and sat up more. “Some of that is instinct. I don’t mean this as a bad thing even if people always think of being a snake as bad, but he slithers through the muck well. Like he moves—”

“Like water. He’s fluid.”

“Yes. Yes,” Hudson agreed. “It’s like Connor.”

That was a really good point. “I think it comes from always being on the outskirts a bit more. You might not have always been by your parents or off to the side with your aunt, but you were always the heir. Connor wasn’t. Neldor wasn’t ever going to be but had a lot to navigate as well.” I shrugged. “That’s how I always see it but yeah, I’m damn jealous how he does it as well.”

“I’m glad he was there to help with this.” He nodded when I froze in my bite. “Truly, shorty. A lot of this magical theory goes over my head. I mean I get it, but I don’t. Lucca said the same. We don’t have magic like you guys and like… We get the tie to nature more, but this is complicated shit. I’m glad Neldor was there to back you up. And it pisses me the fuck off!”

I opened my mouth to ask how he was glad for Neldor and pissed at him, but then I realized that wasn’t it, River moving in his eyes. “What pisses you guys off?”

“That they expect so much of you!” he shouted before jumping out of bed. “I agree with Neldor and Julian. It’s stupid to think this was a quick fix. You do a lot and fuck, no one can deny your miracles, Tams. You pull them out of your ass, but you still have fucking limits. I heard Sontar talking to you about the cleaning analogy.

“Even a rockhead like me got that. You can’t just swipe paint remover over decades of paint layers and think all done. That’s fucking stupid. And this happened way more than paint on walls. Yeah, it’s like whoever said about the Grand Canyon. You can’t think one poof and that’s reversed. Or they’re all over you for something you do and scared. It’s fucking frustrating.”

“Thanks, beastie,” I whispered, touched he was so upset for me and how I was treated at times. It meant a lot to me.

And helped my sanity that I wasn’t the only one who felt people were over the top. On either side, expecting too much of me or always shocked I could do anything right. Or even do anything new.

He chuffed a few times and grabbed the whipped cream can before joining me back on the bed. “What else is going on? That would rattle me. You handle the expectation of idiots better.”

“I wish that was true,” I chuckled, laying back against some pillows with the rest of the huge sundae all to myself while he undid my towel. Apparently, all he wanted was whipped cream-covered Tamsin now. “It wasn’t all idiots there and it’s the change always. Hell, I’m still waiting for people to freak out that I finished the thing with Neldor.”

He stopped licking up the whipped cream off my hip. “Yeah, I was waiting for people to freak out or like demand you get engaged after there was proof you could do so much together magically.”

“Right?” I sighed, taking another huge bite and watching my beastie slowly gobble me up. This was fun and interesting.

And honestly made it easier for me to talk about something so difficult.

“It was the history in that room,” I whispered. I spread my legs as he moved lower, but then he smirked at me and only sprayed some on my thigh.

Dick.

I realized he was giving me time to get out more of the heavy stuff, so I took it. “I’ve lost so many times to his mom before. I mean, I know I probably shouldn’t think of it like that, but I did. I do. And I feel petty with Campbell. Like I get it now and she’s stalker-level psycho, but I still see and feel the hits of him picking doing magic with her and blowing off dates with me.

“I still feel the pain of him… Drifting. This is the puzzle all the great minds of his species could never figure out, and the savant has to be chomping at the bit to want to be a part of that.” I sighed when Hudson gave me a look that what I said might be harsh. “I know, I know. I admit I’m being sensitive and petty. He didn’t want his mom to be sick.”

“No, I get you. It’s a version of tunnel vision basically, and while you forgive him and trust him again, it’s too much to stand there and watch it for longer than you have to and have faith all of that will turn out better this time.”

“Yes! Yes,” I gasped, sitting up more. I blinked at him when he stopped moving and looked up at me. “Yeah, that’s exactly what I’m feeling. Any one part of that and I could have faith. But it’s like the trifecta of what has burned me and what broke us when it’s Julain. The ultimate magical puzzle, his mom, and Campbell. I’m not strong enough to watch that potential pain.”

“You don’t have to be, shorty. I’m glad you left. Let the others deal with it. I’m here to take care of you instead.” He took the bowl from me, raising an eyebrow when I pouted, and set it on the nightstand before dragging me to lie flat on the bed. Then he spread my legs into the splits, covered my pussy with whipped cream, and had his own treat.

A few times.

He licked, sucked, nibbled, and tongued all of me that he could.

And his fingers weren’t idle during all of that. No, they were busy, and after my first orgasm, somehow he pulled out a small toy from somewhere I’d missed and a little vibrating egg with a flared base was pushed in my ass.

The guys were really, really ready for us to have anal sex.

Subtle.

One orgasm was Hudson finger fucking me, teasing with the toy, and sucking on my clit harder than I thought I’d like. I fucking loved it.

After that time, I teleported us so we were flipped—something that always startled him and he loved. I smirked down at him now that I was on top. I leaned over and licked his dick. “Is this all mine and Lucca’s?”

“It’s all yours, and Lucca can have passes when you think he deserves it, my queen,” he panted.

Fuck, that was even hotter.

And I showed him exactly how much I liked it.

I kissed every inch of his dick to tease him before running my tongue up and down it. Then I sucked just on the head as hard as I could like he had on my clit. Hudson’s eyes about rolled up in his head as I did that and stroked him. He warned me when he was about to finish, but I didn’t move, swallowing it down.

“Fucking fuck, shorty,” he groaned when he was done. “Yeah, totally all yours. You own it. It only gets hard for you. It won’t come unless you tell it to. It only wants to be inside you. Whatever you want. Fuckkkkkk, that was good.”

“I’m just getting started,” I purred before I straddled his lap and lowered myself onto his cock. I moved one foot flat on the bed and kept my other knee on the mattress. Hudson got the idea and pushed up onto his elbows, giving me a heated kiss before sucking on my nipples. That made me go wild and ride him harder, faster.

The feeling of his large hand cupping my ass just made it better as he helped me move and keep balance. Not that I needed it, but it was us together and I loved it. We finished so strong that I felt it like an echo between us somehow.

I knew he had too from the intense look in his eyes.

He laid me face down on the bed and moved over me, not fucking me to ride me like normal but something different. Something that made it clear he wanted me deeper and would stand between me and anything that upset me or came for me. My strong dragon would always be my shield for whatever he could.

Even if we both knew I’d never let him risk being hurt for me and I’d always keep my barriers up. It was the metaphorical kind of shield because not all pain was physical.

Most of mine never was at least.

I drifted off after we finished that time, grumbling about my sundae but admitting sex with him was so much better and I liked it more. He gave my ass a light tap and called me a goof.

Or I might have dreamt that part.

I woke curled up against him and half on him, his arm wrapped around me and his face buried in my hair. He swore he liked that, but I couldn’t have slept that way. I knew how easily my hair tickled my nose or one hair would get stuck in my lashes and make me feel like something bad was on my face.

But maybe if it wasn’t your hair it was okay?

My stomach felt empty and I knew it wasn’t really about being hungry but stress. I was thirsty though. The thing with Mary wasn’t remotely all I’d done and it had been a lot of talking. I felt rundown.

Which was totally normal during finals.

I teleported out of Hudson’s arms so I didn’t wake him and went to the bathroom. Something felt off and I scanned the house. Darby was on campus, but his sister and her nanny were in the other wing. Lageos was probably in Faerie at my family’s castle where Mom was. The dogs were quiet and settled and my guards outside were calm.

But someone was in the kitchen worried.

I threw on a robe and didn’t bother going down the stairs when I realized who it was. I was scared something had gone wrong and teleported right down there. “What happened?”

He did a double take when he saw me and frowned. “What do you mean?”

I studied him and noticed that he was sitting with a bottle of scotch and a glass that he’d already refilled. “I didn’t expect you and you’re drinking in my kitchen at…” I glanced at the clock. “One in the morning.”

He winced. “Nothing went wrong.”

I read between the lines. “You’re upset I left.”

“No.” He shook his head and met my gaze. “No.”

Except he tossed back the rest of his drink.

“Talk to me, Julian,” I whispered, not sure what else to do.

He gestured to the two boxes loaded with bags sitting on the table by him. “I got you fried chicken, pulled pork to make sandwiches, and ribs from that place you like. I skipped the fries because I didn’t know what time you’d wake for late-night dinner.” He snorted and reached for the bottle.

I teleported there and snagged the bottle away. “Thanks, but I care more about what’s going on with you. Talk to me.”

“Or you’ll walk out?” he grumbled before jumping to his feet. He set the glass down harder than was needed and rubbed his hands over his head. “That wasn’t fair.”

“But it upset you?” It was probably more a question, but my tone made it pretty clear that I knew the answer.

“No, I want you to leave if you’re uncomfortable or need to remove yourself from a situation,” he whispered, turning and staring out to my backyard, the floodlights dancing off the now-opened pool and making for a pretty scene.

“Julian, please talk to me. I won’t get upset.”

He reached up and wiped his eyes, letting me know he was crying. “Do you still really not trust me? I’ve done so much… Can I never win your trust back? I don’t know what else to do to show you that I’m fully yours, Tams. I feel like I—is this just something I can’t ever do?” He turned to me and looked destroyed. “Why can’t I make you see that you’re my everything?”

I swallowed loudly and moved over to him. I reached up and cupped his cheek, glad when he didn’t flinch away and instead kissed my palm. “There was too much history in that room. It wasn’t my lack of trust for you. I stood with you when your mother was horrible to me again when we were first alerted about your cousins. I believed in you.”

He closed his eyes and leaned in closer so our foreheads touched. “Can you explain it to me? I just looked up and you were gone. Lageos told me it was too much for you and you were just gone. My greatest fear is one day I’ll look up and you’ll just be gone. I know you’ve proven that you won’t just run or bail but…”

He realized his hypocrisy in that moment.

He swallowed loudly and nodded, saying he heard it. “Fear isn’t fair.”

“No, it’s not,” I agreed. I pulled him to sit and then sat right next to him and started in on the food. I told him what Hudson made me realize about the trifecta and the hopes and assumptions of people in that room.

“That was fucking ridiculous,” he agreed as he rubbed his chin. “I did think if it worked it would be something a bit more noticeable.” He hurried on when I flinched. “I mean like a moment of clarity. I think I was comparing it to like—we said dementia for humans. They have clear moments or similar to Alzheimer’s I think. That was where my head was.”

“That’s fair,” I accepted with a shrug. “I don’t really know what I expected. I’m not sure anyone besides my dad could really tell in the beginning that anything was different with me when I cleansed, and I did for much longer. He was walking me through it. I could tell him I felt better or what was going on.”

“We can’t get that from my mom, and it was like a quick dose,” he muttered. “I fully agree and reminded people of that.”

“Thanks.” I moved on to another sandwich I’d built. “Will you tell me what else happened? It’s not like I don’t care or…” I wasn’t sure what else to say or how to phrase it and not risk making this worse for him.

He shocked me when he jumped to his feet. “Campbell is such a fucking cunt. She said it was nothing and failed. We could see in her aura she was lying and I lost my temper. This was about more than her selfishness or dislike for you or—this could save many and she’s going to be petty about it? I told White I wanted her off of it and gone. She’s never going to change.”

“What did she say?”

He winced. “I didn’t really give her a chance to say anything. I silenced her and went off on her. My mum too because she said shite about you leaving.” He shot me a glance that he thought he might get in trouble. “I didn’t mean to.”

“You tapped into my magic,” I said, trying to hide a smirk. “I thought I felt something.” I waited until he nodded. “What did you do?”

“I didn’t even realize I did it at first,” he sighed and started pacing. “I froze them all besides your da and silenced them. Then I went into a tirade about how Campbell is fucking scum next to you. Just fucking viral gunk of an obsessive one-track mind to infect others. You’re stressed out about waking more children because they were protected when they were frozen.

“And you have nightmares a child you don’t even know might get hurt because of the condition of Faerie, and still you’re trying to save my mum who is horrible to you and even Campbell who did the unthinkable to sell you out. Something no one even dreamed about when you have so much on you. All you do is give and give and all they do is take.

“And they dare look down their nose at you? I get my mum is biased because I’m her son but fuck, have some fucking reality in there even before she got so sick. You’re like super S tier above all of us, and she talks about you like shite I’ve tracked in the house. You saved our people by taking over the council and resetting it. For that alone, they should worship you.”

I moved over to him and kissed him. He was so upset on my behalf and a bit buzzed whiney that it was fucking adorable.

I sank to my knees. “So you told Campbell I’m awesome and she’s shite?”

His eyes flashed shock. “Aye. A lot. And I told my mum if she makes any more trouble for you that I won’t visit her no matter what. I made a recording and a reminder for her to play it every morning.”

It was sort of like 50 First Dates, but it was smart. I told him we should elaborate on that and have her watch something anytime she goes off a bit, her even saying something that she agreed to this healing and there were gaps in her memory. He agreed and promised to handle it.

“What else?” I asked as I rubbed his thighs.

“The warlock who actually wanted the help was useful,” he said, probably not getting I was teasing a blow job as a reward for him being on my side and defending me.

Then again, this sort of was.

“What did he say?” I asked, genuinely curious now.

“He described it like an ice bath. He’d read humans take them for blood flow issues and alertness. There are studies it can help memory and people going through too much emotional stress. He was taking them when he realized something was wrong, and he described that rush of focus and being awake as the same.”

Interesting.

“I wonder if they could do it twice in a day?” I muttered.

“White said the same. They will after the first week, but they’re also going to do ice baths, yoga, meditation, and exercises in nature. We’re going to put in a grove at the property. My mother was bitching that she doesn’t want fae fruit at her house.”

I blinked up at him in shock. “Who said it had to be fae fruit?”

“That was exactly what White said and for her to stop lying. It was all in her aura that she wanted to have access to fae fruit trees instead of my getting some from you or whatever.” He looked ready to pull out his hair in frustration.

So instead, I gave him a blow job.

I smirked at him as I stood and went to go back to my food.

“Get your sexy ass back over here,” he growled and snagged his arm around me. I swallowed a yelp and then my robe was gone before he sat me on the kitchen island. My naked ass slapped against the counter and echoed before he moved my leg over his shoulder and feasted on me.

He was more aggressive than normal and I fucking loved it. I fisted his hair and held him to me, putting a barrier over us so I could be loud how he liked me to be. I screamed out his name as I finished and told him to fuck me.

Instead, he smirked at me and ate me out again.

Then he flipped me over so I was lying face down on the counter and knelt behind me, burying his face in my pussy that way and massaging my ass.

“Please, please, Julian,” I whimpered. “Fuck your sweet mate. Please, take it all out on me. Didn’t you like your blow job?”

“Fuck, you can’t fucking beg, Tams,” he groaned and hurried to take off his sweater that was somehow still on. Then he gave me the fucking I loved best with quick jabs that just hit everything right inside of me.

I came screaming and begging for more.

And did he ever give it to me.

I was practically boneless when he finally finished with me. He leaned over and chuckled in my ear, thanking me for getting all of his stress out.

My response was basically a grunt.

“Next time I’m going to fuck your tight little ass, Tams. We can’t hold out anymore. We talk about it all of the time and how much we want it,” he told me as he teased my hole. “We’re all going to be there to watch it after we first eat you out. I’m going to take your ass and they’re going to have your pussy. All night of worshipping you.”

I was about to nod, but then he said one more thing to push me over.

“And you’re going to ride Neldor’s face while we all kiss and touch you until you pass out.”

Oh fuck. Just… Oh fuck!

I only had one question.

“When?”

Julian laughed so hard all the worry left him and I knew we were fine. He even joined Hudson and me in bed and the three of us had fun in the morning.
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The waking of fairy children had gone ridiculously well. The plan was to do more, but I’d done so many that everyone agreed to get more adults woken. Plus, the people helping us were about to be on summer vacation and that would be a huge help.

Someone joked that we could hire all the fucking supe teachers over break to help us with what we needed.

Except it was a genius plan and the nobles immediately got into it. They had huge estates or castles where they could basically have summer camp at and keep kids safe while their parents worked. If we had help and could acclimate them to the world now.

Over a few weeks, it turned into something huge, and with the help of our allies, we had dragons and shifters we trusted with kids willing to come as well. They were going to be watching their own kids, so it was like a big playdate basically.

And we’d provide their kids activities, fun, and food they could never have just sitting at home.

So right before finals, there was an awakening of kids who were younger but not like little kids. Ten to fourteen mostly. A few outliers snuck in, but everyone who knew how to mostly take care of themselves or the basics but would still need to be watched.

During our finals, it was basically a huge break for everyone and a lot of celebrations. The parties and food-fests that I’d ordered several noble families to hold for the Guardians as punishments were finally happening.

And because I’d seized the assets to make it happen basically. They weren’t going to do it otherwise even when I’d declared it and had full authority to do it.

Shocker, right?

No, it wasn’t at all, but it was fun to get to take a whole hell of a lot more and leave those families in shambles after all they’d done.

But the parties happened, and now that all of the Guardians were awake, it was a reason to celebrate more than just a deserved break. The huge influx of the rest made for some tense moments between light and dark fairies who weren’t ready to switch gears from the war being over, but that was to be expected.

The good part was how fast everyone jumped on the issues and put out the fires. Those who had been awake for years and seen how nice peace and working together could be were the first to shut the tension and shit down. The last thing people who had lived in war and tasted peace and good times wanted was to go back to war.

It was a very, very powerful motivator.

Finals ended and then it was working out the kinks to all of the plans to get more and more done over the summer and for the kids. I felt like all I did was hop around from small fire to small fire in Faerie and make a million different little decisions to fill in the gaps. I met Neldor at dozens of squabbles and issues like that, and the looks we kept exchanging that we needed a breather were comforting.

But not funny. We were going to break soon.

It was like I blinked and it was graduation. I sat there with Izzy, Julian, and Darby as we watched Lucca, Hudson, and Neldor graduate.

Well, Juan too. We were including him because his asshole parents didn’t even show up.

I seriously was about to beat on those dragons… In both forms.

It was really great to see and I was proud of all of them, all they’d been through and accomplished.

Then came the whirlwind of parties. The Vogels had a huge one since it was their eldest who had graduated.

Of course, I had to attend that.

The commanders threw one for Neldor, and Faerie was ready to celebrate, especially the dark fairies since he was their last royal.

Of course, I had to attend that as well.

Then the Von Thanns had one with the whole sloth since Lucca was going to be their Alpha one day. They went all out and also used it to act as if there weren’t still issues between Mr. and Mrs. Von Thann. Or even Lucca and his dad.

And yeah, I had to attend that as well.

So as much as I was partied out and over the whole graduation celebration by then, I knew it would look bad if didn’t do something as their mate.

Even if Lucca and I had broken the bond.

It was an “intimate” dinner on the terrace of my castle overlooking the water. I wanted it to be that way, but with that many people, it wasn’t exactly a small gathering.

Lucca, his parents, and his siblings. A few of Mr. Von Thann’s Betas tried to sneak in, but we promised they were safe.

Hudson, his parents, and siblings… And their guards. A few cousins tried to sneak in as well but yeah, they managed.

Neldor and Taeral as his godsfather.

Lageos of course. Then Julian and Darby. We felt bad for Juan, but Izzy promised she would take the dragon out with some fairies who knew the world well and they could have a friends night before they started their new important jobs.

Oh yeah, and Iolas managed to snag an invite.

“I’m honestly shocked all of the commanders didn’t show up,” I said with a sigh when he arrived looking ready to get kicked around.

“I lost twenty bucks to Izzy,” Julian muttered, nodding when I glanced at him. “I was sure Shael or Stefanie would figure out a way to help you get more estrogen in here or be able to act as an older sister or aunt for you. Izzy said they were worried you’d finally snap.”

“Isabella is a wise woman,” Taeral muttered as he accepted a drink.

So clearly, the topic had been debated.

“Thank them for wanting to try but showing restraint,” I muttered right back, glad when he winked at me.

“Thank you for having this,” Queen Sasha greeted, kissing my cheeks. “This is exactly what we needed after all the loud parties and huge events. No one can ever just have calm or joint celebrations.”

“It’s exhausting,” King Xavier agreed, kissing my hand. “This is lovely among friends.”

“That’s what I was going for, so thank you for understanding,” I replied.

“Anyone who knows you knows you are genuine and hate huge and loud,” Mrs. Von Thann said as they joined us with the guards who’d gone to pick them up. “And I agree, this is exactly what we’ve been needing as well. Thank you for the gracious invitation.”

“Yes, it was a shock to receive,” Mr. Von Thann muttered, kissing my hand as well after Mrs. Von Thann hugged me.

“We’re never going to besties, but we’ve been through way worse than a dinner together,” I said easily, trying to let him know it was all on hold and I would play nice if he would. I saw the relief in his eyes and was fairly sure Mrs. Von Thann made it clear he was dead meat if anything went badly.

Good.

Everything was going pretty well until we were about to sit down and Hudson’s youngest sibling, his sister Kagen, spoke up. “Can we see your mom? I want to talk to her like Mommy did.”

Queen Sasha looked horrified and couldn’t seem to get her mouth to work, and I felt really bad for the little girl whom I’d barely had a chance to even talk to before.

I squatted down in front of her and smiled. “Have you ever seen movies where people go to cemeteries and visit their loved ones who have died?” I waited until she nodded, seeming confused. “That’s what your mom did. She went to pay her respects to my mom since she passed away. They didn’t have a conversation like you probably thought with what you heard.”

She slowly nodded. “Mommy was telling Daddy that she cries every time she thinks of coming here and the pain it must cause you. She feels it after she talked to your mommy.”

“Yeah, it hurts. You’re mom’s a nice person like that.”

“Sorry you’re jealous,” she whispered, probably realizing she’d stepped in it.

I smiled at her. “You don’t have to apologize.” I reached out and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Just appreciate your mom is still alive and give her more hugs, okay?”

“Thank you, Princess.” She hurried over to Sasha, and the large dragon still seemed horrified and unable to speak.

“Sasha, it’s fine,” I told her when I saw she was blinking back tears. “Seriously. Her hearing’s awesome or…” I studied Kagen a moment. “Kagen, did you hear me say I was jealous your mom was worried about you more than upsetting me?” I waited until she nodded. “Did your dad respond to what your mom said about mine?”

She frowned.

“She’s a telepath like you and Aunt Tanesha,” Hudson whispered, catching on first.

I slowly nodded, studying Kagen still. “Maybe. She said she was sorry I was jealous. I didn’t say it.” I met Sasha’s eyes. “But I did think it. You were worried more about the trouble Kagen could be in instead of it being embarrassing to you. I thought...” I shrugged. Yeah, jealous about covered it.

“Except no one can ever get anything off of you,” Lucca cut in. “Tanesha says you’re impossible to get much from.”

“The princess just said ‘jealous,’ and it sort of echoed when Mommy looked upset,” Kagen defended. “It hurts my head sometimes.”

I snorted. “I bet.” I cleared my throat and rubbed my arm, shooting Sasha and Xavier an apologetic look. I didn’t mean to be amused by their daughter’s discomfort.

“Am I special like Aunt Tanesha?” Kagen asked excitedly, catching up with what Hudson said.

Xavier squatted down and kissed her nose. “You have always been special, my darling daughter. Each of our children is special and perfect.” He waited until she nodded. “But yes, you might be a telepath. We will speak with your aunt.” He shot me a look but wasn’t surprised.

Which I was surprised about.

He sighed and picked her up, standing with her. “There have been a few times the last month where she said something and I had a moment to think if I’d said something out loud or not. But you assume you did, and everything is so busy that…” He shrugged.

Fair enough.

“Can we make that rune you invented into a charm?” I asked Julian. I cleared my throat and looked at the Vogels. “Not to overstep, but… I remember those headaches.”

They shared a look and Sasha gave me a kind look. “Yes, but you were going to be the most powerful telepath ever, Tamsin.”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “And as Lucca said, even your sister can’t get anything from me. I’m fairly certain your daughter heard an echo of what I thought off my own barrier. At eight. That’s powerful.” I gestured between them. “You’re both fucking powerful. I’ve seen your son race up the side of mountains better than fairies. That’s powerful.”

“She means without our wings,” Neldor defended. He was staring down Iolas and Taeral who looked like they swallowed down something sour.

“He does it better than I do without my power,” Lageos said easily with a shrug. “Juan is impressive, but Hudson is a beast and takes it seriously. His coordination is top-tier. You’d fall without your damn wings, Iolas. And you pick the wrong holds, Taeral. Hudson doesn’t make that mistake. I’d put money on him doing better than any dragon alive.”

The gobsmacked look on Hudson’s face was amusing.

I simply winked at him before looking at his parents again. “And I know how much you love your children. You practically have cartoon hearts around you when you look at any of them.”

Lageos stepped up to take the heat off of me. “But any good parent should work to understand them as well. Taeral can have his sister work with you both and use runes to see what your daughter will go through. I couldn’t understand what Meira went through with visions, but I could with Tamsin’s telepathy. Sitting somewhere busy and not being able to turn it off was horrible.”

“That’s smart,” Xavier accepted. “Thank you. Once we confirm she has the gift.”

Meaning he didn’t want to declare it early or in that setting. Fair enough.

I winked at Kagen. I could let it go for now… But I would still butt in later. Not to be mean or that I didn’t trust the Vogels to be good parents. I did.

I just knew the hell that was having telepathy.

Irma and the kitchen chefs at the castle outdid themselves for the meal. She had jumped in right away and made it clear that for my first dinner party hosted in my home of any importance, it would shine.

Or she would end people. The threats she had laid out if anyone fucked with the event were honestly scary. She’d made it clear that she had Lageos on her side and they would dump bodies in the ocean to be eaten.

Okay then.

She came out with a few of the fairy chefs with the first course, all of them bowing to Lageos, Neldor, and me before the guests. “Given the importance of tonight’s celebration and at the urging of our beloved ruler to show her sincerity, the menu is the royal thirty-six courses.”

“That’s unexpected,” Mrs. Von Thann whispered before she could stop herself, dipping her head to me.

I decided to handle this so poor Irma wasn’t the one to do it. “We all need a break and more relaxing. That doesn’t mean I would ever disrespect an important celebration or tradition. Plus, you are the honored guests at my first official dinner party at my castle.” I glanced around at the others. “For those of you not familiar with Faerie’s practices, there are a few you need to know.”

Neldor cleared his throat and I nodded for him to go ahead. “Basically, we don’t waste food. There is no offense taken if a course or dish isn’t to your taste, unlike other cultures. We all have different tastes. Most would think refusing a plate while dining with a royal to be the ultimate offense.

“We believe in the opposite, and wasting the hard work by pushing food around the plate is disrespectful. There are people who will gladly eat any plate you do not want or don’t feel comfortable trying. It’s seen as a perk of having the guard duty at any event at the castle. Guardians take it home to their families who would never have a chance to try it otherwise.”

“Also, sharing plates is acceptable,” I added, nodding when people seemed surprised. “You’ve seen how informally we eat even at meetings with the commanders. That’s common. It’s not all that informal. We’re garbage disposals. The lines get a bit blurred.”

“How would you recommend us handle those traditions with younger children, Your Highness?” Mr. Von Thann hedged, looking a bit nervous.

I looked at Neldor, Iolas, and Taeral. They had more experience than I did.

Iolas nodded that he had it. “We normally seat the younger children between or next to the parents. As the oldest, I used to sit next to the youngest if my parents were going to be invested in the discussions. I would give my sibling a taste off my plate, and if they didn’t like it, I would hand their plate back to the server and eat my own food.”

“That’s normal,” Taeral agreed. “But by the age of your children, they know the dishes or maybe a few here and there if they suddenly are in a fancier setting. Most know not to dive in unless they’re sure what they’re eating.”

“It’s also important we teach our children that because of other foods in the human world that can hurt us,” I added, trying to explain probably how the habit and tradition started.

“That makes perfect sense,” Sasha accepted. They ended up changing up the seating arrangements a bit, and the younger kids seemed happy that the dinner would be more like a tasting game instead of something fancy and rigid they had to sit through.

A typical twelve-course menu normally went: an hors d’oeuvre, amuse-bouche, soup, appetizer, salad, fish, first main course, palate cleanser, second main course, cheese course, dessert, and mignardise. A formal thirty-six-course menu wasn’t simply three of each or three twelve-course menus back to back. That would be… Well, probably not silly, but it would be weird to most.

And most people wouldn’t want three different soups. Probably not three types of fish… Depending on the fish, but we didn’t have normal fish like in the human world. So we were having a fish comparable to salmon, a crustation like lobster, and a type of shark steak. The kind of shark that Hudson had eaten as River.

I thought he’d like that for his graduation dinner.

And we had more palate cleansers and spread out. It was all well done and supes ate a lot anyways. Some of the courses were nothing more than a large fancy spoonful of something cool.

Irma did a great job explaining all of this. “Printing the menu might seem crass in some settings but in Faerie, it’s considered a keepsake, especially when dining at the royal palaces. I believe humans do it at weddings to put in scrapbooks, but many would frame their menus from when they ate at the palace with the heirs or queens and hang them on their walls.”

The servers handed them out in a protective wrapping in case anyone spilled or there was an issue. It was tasteful, not like a baseball card holder. Sort of like an insert for a frame that needed to be snapped in.

It was well received, especially when Sasha and Xavier clearly knew this part. Good.

Irma and I agreed to have five courses of full plates of hors d’oeuvres and I was glad for that. The kids—or even adults—could take one bite-sized something to try, and if they didn’t like it, no harm. The rest of the plate could be handed off or given back for someone to take home to their loved ones.

I knew a lot of people would probably think it was a distasteful way to handle food, but I honestly liked it. I thought it was charming. Not wasting food and making sure someone got to enjoy it was the priority.

Wasn’t that how life should be?

What shocked me was when Julian was the first person to send something back. He was sitting to my right and he sampled something after we all had our plates and then caught the gaze of a server. He shook his head and they came and collected the plate. Julian thanked them and reached for his water, giving me a subtle wink.

“You did that on purpose to show the others it was fine,” I said in our minds.

“Yes, but I also cannot eat thirty-six courses and not explode, my sweet mate. So I have to be selective. It was lovely to try, but given what else is on this menu that I’m excited for, let someone have a cute moment sharing with a partner like we do.”

“This is why I love you so much.” I smiled when he couldn’t hide his shock. I meant it. He always thought about the little things like that when he paid attention.

“This is amazing, cream puff,” Lucca moaned after trying the second plate.

Everyone froze, but he didn’t notice at first, happily eating another bite.

“Twit,” I sighed, rubbing my fingers over my forehead. I ignored when he did a double take and winced, focusing on his family. It was probably better to just get this out of the way. “Lucca and I have decided—we’ve—”

“I’ve asked Tams out on a few dates to see if we’re ready or want to maybe have a relationship,” Lucca said, standing and staring down his family… Namely, his younger brother, Jason. “We are not telling people or making that public. If you do, you are dead to me. This is about us, not the family, sloth, fairies, or both fucking worlds.”

“And I support you in that stance,” Mrs. Von Thann said firmly. “The men of this family have behaved abhorrently regarding this match. If it happens again, those of us who have not will be leaving the family. We’re clear on that.”

I couldn’t hide my shock when Lucca’s two sisters whom I’d never even met before firmly nodded their heads as well. Wow.

“Thank you,” Lucca whispered, looking touched. “Really. So far, it’s been…” He looked at me.

I smiled. “I think we’re doing fine. We became much better friends and care enough about each other to make sure we’re always being good friends first. You make it easy on me and I try to make it easy on you.”

“Yeah, you do,” he accepted, winking at me before sitting down.

“On the topic of making things easier or maybe consistent without any misunderstandings,” I hedged, not sure if he wanted to talk about this with others around.

“You want me to sell my condo,” Julian muttered.

“Yes—what? No,” I hurried to say, hating how he busted me by catching me off guard.

“Oh, your nose grew there, Pinocchio,” Iolas drawled.

I shot him the look he deserved. “I wasn’t ready for that.” I sighed and shot Neldor a look.

His eyes flashed shock. “You want to discuss this? Now?”

I rolled my eyes. “Yes, because we have so much free time to—I can’t think of any time this next week we could discuss it. In between shoveling food in our mouths? And while they’re all here?”

“Juan’s not,” he reminded me.

“Juan’s thrilled over his position and having a life of his own not under his parents’ thumb,” I drawled. “He told me to just let him know where he’s sleeping that’s protected.” I felt bad when Xavier and Sasha looked uncomfortable because we were talking about their allies… And also, they agreed with us that the Guis were assholes to their children.

“Well, you can’t keep us in the dark now, Tams,” Lucca said with a nervous chuckle.

But Neldor gave me a look to let him handle it.

Gladly.

However, I was getting a bit uncomfortable with how often I was fine with letting him do that.
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“Those who are mates to Tamsin agree she not live primarily in Faerie until we figure out a way to cut the connection she has to the planet,” Neldor started with a bang. “But it would look bad if I took up residence in my family’s castle when she won’t.”

“It’s expected now that you’ve graduated, Nel,” Taeral argued with a sigh, clearly having brought this up to him.

“I know, but I plan to get around that with…” He looked at me. “Tamsin came up with a smart idea. Now that I graduated, the inheritance is fully mine. People have lived in the houses of the dark fairy trust and some things were done, but she updated some of her family homes.”

“And you’ve done none of that,” Iolas muttered. “You kept putting it off. Both of you have.”

“We’ve had so much time to manage it, and no one would judge us if we focused on that,” I drawled. I felt better when several people snorted.

Neldor focused on Lucca. “Cluym did not want the job of my right hand. He doesn’t want late-night calls and to jump into everything. He’s tired and wants to focus on Geiger.” Neldor nodded. “Which you clearly knew. You really do pay attention and take in the whole picture. I never saw that unless it concerned Tamsin. She was right that you are the perfect person.”

“For what?” Lucca asked, glancing between us.

“I want to offer you the role,” Neldor said easily, nodding when people couldn’t hide their shock. “At least for now. If you do ever mate Tamsin, you couldn’t be my right hand. That would be demeaning as a prince of Faerie. I understand that, and this isn’t about politics or trying to put you in your place—none of that.”

“It shows an unparalleled amount of trust,” Xavier muttered. “It’s also the best way to prepare him if he does eventually become a prince of Faerie. He has training as a leader, but without any disrespect, being an Alpha of a sloth is vastly different.”

“It is,” Mr. Von Thann agreed.

Neldor nodded, still focused on Lucca. “I’ve tuned too much out. I’ve had to so I could survive and keep moving. Between the rumors and flack about being born male as a fairy royal—you know. I missed what was going on with Cluym. You didn’t. You don’t miss those important matters. You caught on about the other issue we had the huge meeting about.”

Lucca nodded, but we left it alone besides that. People there didn’t know about demons, and we definitely weren’t going to talk about it with children around.

“Cara, Jordan, and Cluym want to work together over the next year or two and update all of our family residences in the human world. Plus, other residences in the trusts,” Neldor continued. “Darby is helping in the government with Geiger and all the legal aspects and the laws we’re planning on changing and writing up for when Tamsin is queen.

“She’s discussed the role she hopes Hudson might have in the future, same with Julian. Possibly. Nothing is decided and we’re not signing anything. I cannot say that firmly enough that what I’m offering is for now and subject to change if your relationship does.”

“Meaning she dumps him again,” Jason snickered.

It was nice when both of his parents cuffed him upside the head. Mr. Von Thann was faster, but they both got him one after another.

I wasn’t the only one who snorted.

Neldor ignored it and kept his focus on Lucca. “And part of that will be beating some of the sexism out of the shifters and how they behave towards our future queen. Even the disrespect towards our female commanders. I have handled it with several dark fairy nobles and will continue to, but you would be in a good position as a shifter to be the good cop to our bad cop.”

I snorted, shrugging when Neldor glanced at me.

He looked at Julian. “And yes, we want you to sell your condo.”

“Nel,” I hissed, annoyed when he ignored me and went on.

“You’ve seen that people will abuse you living in a human-run building and make a mess. Your cousins won’t be the last ones, and the line of witches you now have that are hoping to be the mother of your child to—”

“What?” I hissed, breaking the glass of water in my hand… And shattering most of the silverware around me. I winced and looked across the table to Lageos. “They listened to me and didn’t use like the priceless stuff of Mom’s, right?”

“I made sure of it,” he said easily. “Everything in the palace is lovely, but it’s standard until the royals in attendance are at least fifty not to use ancient heirlooms or priceless items at any event. It’s all safely put away in the correct vault still.”

I nodded before slowly turning to Julian with a look that he better get explaining.

He cleared his throat and used his napkin to wipe his mouth.

Hudson was sitting next to him and quickly interjected. “Apparently, he humiliated someone who came to his office and berated the family about behaving better and not blowing covers. Also, about time and place and… It sort of backfired. Big time.”

“But recently,” Julian added. “I didn’t—I haven’t even been home much there’s been so much to do. The front desk called and said I had people just showing up and waiting and…” He swallowed loudly. “I was going to tell you. There’s—you’ve had so many meetings and events and were worried about tonight.”

“I apologize,” Neldor muttered, sighing when several people looked at him like they doubted that.

“I thought you knew too, Daughter,” Lageos interjected. “You mentioned about his condo being an issue a couple of days ago, but you didn’t know how to handle it. We—” He pointed to himself and the fairies sitting at that end with him “—thought you had learned about the…” He glanced at Hudson. “What did you call it?”

Hudson winced. “It wasn’t flattering, and the kids shouldn’t hear it.”

I snorted. That meant it had to be good. I could only imagine. I thanked the servers when the next dish came out and waited until it was all handled and everyone had what they needed. I was annoyed and decided to cut to the chase.

“Neldor is going to live at one of his family’s properties in this world. He was going to invite you and Juan to live with him whether you accept that job or not. It’s less confusing and separate. Apparently, maybe Julian too, and that way you’ll have the best protection. It’s complicated, but Darby and Hudson live with me.”

“It makes sense with your engagement to Darby. I don’t see how that’s fair even if you’re public with Hudson, but you’re not engaged,” Mr. Von Thann poked.

Shit. I wasn’t ready for someone to be so bold and bring that up.

And clearly, I wasn’t the only one from the guilty look Hudson and I shot each other.

“You’re going to marry the queen of Faerie?” Kagen squealed as she jumped up onto her chair.

Mr. Von Thann cleared his throat when everyone seemed too shocked to know what to say. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you,” I accepted. “It happened months ago. We’re not making it public for a while. It will undermine the decision Hudson made and Connor’s position. No matter what anyone thinks, my mate made a very wise decision about what was best for his people, and it was separate.” I smiled at Hudson. “And I’m proud of him for it. I won’t let anyone take away from that.”

“It was a bold choice and I’m sure one he could only have made with your support,” Mrs. Von Thann offered.

“I might have helped, but Hudson can do anything on his own,” I countered.

“Thanks, shorty,” Hudson said softly as he reached over Julian and took my hand. He gave it a squeeze while his parents tried to calm down his younger siblings. “Connor’s the best choice.”

“Thank you, Brother,” Connor accepted.

“Must be nice,” Jason grumbled.

“If you were half as mature and behaved as Connor on our side like he is on Hudson and Tamsin’s side, it would be easy for me to say as well,” Lucca threw right back.

Wow. I slowly looked at him with wide eyes.

And I wasn’t the only one.

He tried to swallow a growl, but it slipped out as he adjusted his neck. “He’s been better. He’s gone through that training Dad asked for and worked with the fairies you pay to train with him. But I haven’t gotten a fucking apology and I know you haven’t for the shit he’s started so yeah, I’m salty. I won’t let people treat you that way and let it go to keep the peace, Tams.”

Fair enough.

The next shock was when Lucca’s two sisters shared a look and the one closest to Taeral caught my gaze. “I would ask you take this knowledge from me, Your Highness.” She cleared her throat when everyone went quiet. “I haven’t learned mental shielding yet or—I could slip. I can’t be the one to slip. Even if Jason was an ass, those were his ‘friends’ recording him to—”

“Thank you,” I accepted. “Truly. I’m glad you understand how important it is and how tricky things can get fast. And it’s not taking the information so much as you can’t speak of it, and it’s muted if you thought of it for some reason.”

“I’d prefer you just take it,” she said after a moment. “It’s not about Lucca, and he’s not in danger. Someone could be if I mess up and Connor’s always been nice to us.”

“Agreed,” the other sister said.

“Thank you,” Connor whispered. “Your support and understanding are—you’re very mature to understand that you can’t see all the possible ripples. I won’t forget that.”

Kagen and the Vogel younger siblings agreed to have it taken away as well when they learned that. As long as they weren’t left out of the wedding or anything.

“You are going to have such fun planning the wedding,” Mrs. Von Thann said to Sasha with a wistful tone.

Oh no.

“They want to elope,” Sasha told her, sounding crushed.

“What?” Mrs. Von Thann gasped.

“Can you believe it?” Sasha sighed. “She doesn’t want any weddings. She’s going to elope with Darby and probably Julian as well. At least Lucca is too outgoing and would want a big mating ceremony. I mean, your sloth would never—”

“With all due respect, I would do whatever Tams wanted, Queen Sasha,” Lucca said firmly. “I’ve known she would never want a huge blowout like bears have. Even when I was being a possessive jerk, I wasn’t that deluded. I thought maybe a small family ceremony on the beach since we love kitesurfing.”

“Really?” I gasped, blinking at him in shock. “You and Harry would be okay with that? Even back then? Not some…”

“I never cared how you became mine, Tams. I just wanted you as mine.”

“Well, even I’m swooning over here,” Neldor muttered, probably trying to cut through tension for us. But it wasn’t the time and we both flicked him off.

“I’d do that,” I agreed as my face flushed lava hot. “I mean if we get there. That sounds… Yeah, I could handle that.”

“I’m going to cry,” Mrs. Von Thann rasped.

“See? You said I was being too sensitive, but she understands,” Sasha said to Xavier.

Shit.

They both seriously looked like I’d shredded all their dreams and beat up all the puppies and kittens in the world. I wasn’t sure how to handle this, so I just… Acted like my normal goober self.

“You both can help plan the mating ceremony I have with Neldor that will be across two worlds and probably make me faint with anxiety and crazy,” I blurted.

Several people spit out what they were drinking or gagged on food. I blinked at them and couldn’t think of what I’d said… Until my dad stood and dragged Neldor out of his seat.

“You tapped into her magic and did something to her mind, didn’t you? I will fucking end you, you little pissant. Just because she lets you touch her—”

“Dad!” I bellowed and used my magic to freeze everyone.

Including the demigod.

Shit.

I gasped as I realized what I’d said. “Oh fuck.” I teleported over to them and grabbed Neldor away, his shirt ripping in the process because Lageos’s fist was closed around the material. “Dad, we’re not together. Don’t—I just—it came out—”

“Even I’m in a state of shock, baby doll,” Neldor said from behind me.

“Not helping,” I growled.

Apparently, he didn’t care because he spun me to face him and cupped my cheek. “Fuck everything else. You just talked about us mating like it was—like it could happen.”

I swallowed loudly. “I don’t… We’re not even—it would kill you if I ever mated another fairy. I mean what if—White’s right. I couldn’t put my child in that position. To be born first and not a fairy? Or not from a fairy when I have a fairy mate? I don’t—I can’t—you would—our souls would—”

Everything went blurry and I was out before I even felt myself go down.

“I’ve got you, Tams,” Julian whispered when I came back around.

“And hurt yourself, you fucking idiot,” Lageos grumbled. “You cannot tap into her magic to that level. You might not survive it one day.”

“I felt her panic and realized what was happening,” Julian grumbled, snuggling against me.

“I’m the worst adult ever,” I groaned as I leaned into him more.

“No, you have too much stress and have the worries of two fucking worlds on you plus now the future children you don’t even have,” Neldor seethed. “And the demigod with the fucking temper doesn’t help. No, you shut up or so help me, I’ll let you squish me so she throttles you.”

“Nel, she’s fine, stop poking him,” Taeral muttered.

“I’m not going to hurt any of you fools. Your souls are tied to hers!” Lageos snapped. “It would hurt her. Even the bear since their bond is reforming!”

“What?” several people gasped.

“Well, I know where I get my tendency to blurt shit out,” I drawled. “Okay, everyone time out and tone it down. Priorities. Is Julian okay? Anyone hurt?”

“Like you?” Neldor worried. “Why are you not opening your eyes?”

“I feel lightheaded,” I admitted. “I was worried I’d be dizzy and puke.”

“Bring extra for the princess now,” Neldor and Lageos ordered together.

“I’m sorry I ruined everything,” I rasped, rubbing my hand over my face. “I didn’t even get to your presents.”

“And that’s what’s got you so drained,” Julian muttered. “Something just flashed in your aura.”

“Cheater,” I sighed, groaning when I felt Lageos’s magic heal me. I thanked him and slowly opened my eyes and looked into his worried ones, realizing I was sitting on Julian’s lap. Fine, it was clearly confession time. “I was really worried my final wouldn’t work. Or yeah, that concern I’d blow up your mom.

“And I threw a fit you were being so unfair to me about grades, that I didn’t want to then fail. You would never call me on it then so I—and then I had this idea and I wanted to do something special. I didn’t get a chance to do anything really special for Darby’s graduation because it was so… But yeah, so I kind of prepared a separate final project with Sontar. It’s the gift. Gifts.”

“I am going to be the first demigod with gray hair because of you, Daughter,” Lageos muttered, giving me a look that he might throttle me.

“Pot-kettle, Dad,” I drawled.

“That’s fair,” he accepted.

We all sat back down and Julian was going to be fine but would need some more healing tomorrow and rest. Calarel was dragged from wherever and checked on both of us. I got a lecture about stressing about things I didn’t need to.

And then my healer had the biggest proverbial balls I’d ever seen as she squared off with Lageos. “Your daughter hemorrhages magic when she’s too stressed. That’s not normal, and as her father you should have already caught onto that. I’ve said as much. I did when she made the geodes. So did the others. You were so busy bragging she’s amazing, you forgot that part.”

He winced. “The guardrails Iolas keeps telling me about. Right, yes, okay.” He looked at me. “I’m sorry. I thought that wasn’t needed anymore after your magic started telling you when to pull back.”

“Only for waking fairies,” I muttered. “And I don’t think I knew I hemorrhaged magic when stressed.” I held up my hands in surrender when Calarel shot me a nasty look. “I’m stressed all the damn time. I didn’t get it. I thought stressed doing magic and—I’ll be good. Tell me what you want me to do.”

“First, I want to see this secret project that you were working on Sontar. That will tell me if I’m drop-kicking that man as well.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said but then cleared my throat and looked out at the group before then looking at the servers. “Can we push anything back? Or bring the next two dishes together? It won’t take long, and I don’t want to ruin—”

“Informal is great, and we can take plates with us, Your Highness,” Mr. Von Thann said easily… While giving me an apologetic look. He clearly thought this was all his fault and like he’d opened a huge can of worms on accident.

Yeah, that was clear when he shot his mate a worried look.

Luckily, the others got in on the idea and agreed, saying they’d take enough for the younger children.

I shrugged. Food was allowed in the temples. I kissed Irma’s cheek after I accepted my plate and promised we’d be right back. I opened a portal to the first temple and let Iolas and Taeral go through first with our guards just to be safe.

“Umm, well, okay, I wasn’t really ready for this part,” I admitted before shoving an hors d’oeuvre in my mouth.

Lageos let out a heavy sigh and handed his plate to Iolas before teleporting away. I frowned, but before I could even think to ask what was going on, he reappeared with Professor Sontar.

“Seriously, Dad?” I growled.

“You’re nervous and stressed and you just fucking fainted,” Lageos defended. “And I want to know what he was doing with my daughter behind my back.”

“Prince Lageos!” Professor Sontar gasped. “Crystals! The princess finished the normal course load of crystal classes even for a fairy, but after her creation of the geode, she had an idea and asked for my help in implementing it. Creating it. I have never been—”

“You’re an honorable man,” Lageos confirmed. “I didn’t mean it that way at all. I meant we agreed to keep the level of Tamsin’s stress down and communicate with each other on her studies.”

“Yes, but I was worried the princess would go off on her own given she was too nervous about the situation with Mary Craftsman and she really wanted to do this for a gift.” He held up a hand when people started asking questions. “It’s better if I just show you.” He shot Lageos a look. “Since I was trying to eat my own dinner and settle in for the night.”

“Dad,” I groaned. I rolled my eyes when he basically shrugged. “I apologize, Professor. I got overstressed and fainted because I stuck my foot in my mouth and then Calarel got grumpy with me and I get scared when she actually gets upset and… The night didn’t go as planned. Several times.”

“Normal is boring, shorty,” Hudson comforted and tried to feed me more food.

“And Calarel loves you as much as her mate, so you’re safe, Your Highness,” Sontar said with a chuckle. “Tell me again what your idea was. That’s all they need to know.” He glanced at the others when we reached the covered alcove off to the side of the temple. “And that you were only able to make one so far, so it’s not favoritism, but the location.”

Yeah, that had worried me as well. “This temple is in the safe zone between the realms. It’s neither light nor dark. Technically. It’s been the site of many peace talks and back channel—”

“Sharing of information to stave off war,” Iolas said.  “I’ve been here with your mother many times to meet important dark fairies. Too bad they were ancients we shouldn’t have trusted.”

“Same with my queen and light fairy ancients,” Taeral grumbled.

“Right, but to look to the future…” I focused back on Sontar. “Only citizens can own land in Faerie, have official homes here. And it would cause problems or issues given I blink and it upsets someone. But the temples are neutral. They’re all about helping and hope.”

“Yes, and you wanted people to understand how certain people giving you hope and help was the only reason you made it as far as you did,” Sontar said gently when I couldn’t seem to find the words. “You wanted people to see the mark they left on Faerie even if it wasn’t visible. That we would not all have been saved if they had not been so instrumental in the journey.”

“Right,” I sighed. I wasn’t sure what else to say and reached out and grabbed the covering and yanked it away. “This is the only one done, and I thought Neldor should have the spot in the safe zone so everyone is always reminded he’s part of the reason we have peace. Us declaring there would be peace and sticking to it is what keeps everyone safe.”

“Baby doll, what is this?” he whispered as he walked towards the three-foot iridescent crystal. It was the widest crystal I’d ever seen, and it was on a solid pedestal and protected with magic so no one could take it or damage it.

Only touch it.

“Hope,” Professor Sontar said with a tone of awe. He was nodding when I glanced at him, staring at the others there. “See for yourself. Touch it. The princess used her vast magical talents to imbue a new type of crystal never created before with the feeling of hope. The feeling they are not alone and others are with them.”

“The plaque you love,” Lageos whispered as he moved closer.

I hadn’t really thought of that, but I nodded. “Yeah, the plaque on the Statue of Liberty. Finding each of them and their help kept me going when getting the answers and keeping on the journey was too much. I wanted everyone in Faerie to see what they are—what they did for this planet. A dedication to what they’ve done and keep doing.”

Neldor moved closer and touched the crystal. It flared with light and covered his hand with a glow as well for several seconds. He blinked at it a few moments before letting his hand drift down to where the dedication plaque was fixed to the pedestal with his name.

“‘Dedicated to Neldor Donovan and his service to Faerie. May his hope help you as it helped many,’” he read off.

“I can tweak that,” I mumbled. “It’s just what I thought—I wasn’t sure what to say.” I cleared my throat and looked at Hudson and Lucca. “Your plaques and pedestals are ready in other temples. I have to make the crystals and secure them magically.”

“Tams, this is…” Lucca whispered before looking back at the crystal. “I don’t have the words. I cannot believe you put honor statues in your temples for us. I’m not sure that’s what you’d even call this but…” He looked at Neldor. “Can I?”

“Of course.” Neldor dipped his head but then looked at me. “Does it work on non-fairies?”

I froze. “I don’t know. Only Professor Sontar and I knew. We just finished getting this all in.”

“Yes,” he answered for me, shrugging when I looked at him. “I wanted to make sure. Cara’s mate was there when I picked up the plaques from her. I asked him to try it.”

Oh well, glad he was smart enough to make sure.

Lucca touched the crystal and it lit up again and made his hand glow. He blinked at it for several moments after it was done. Then my plate was out of my hand and I was in his arms.

“Tams, that was amazing! How—I can’t—that’s so—you are just—” He couldn’t seem to figure out what to say so instead let out a huge laugh and hugged me as he spun us around.

So he liked it.

Cool.
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Hudson had about the same reaction after he tried it and also gave me a kiss that was anything but appropriate for his parents to see. Others tried it and everyone was excitedly talking about it. My dad was beaming with pride, and I promised I had a spot for Darby even if he’d already graduated.

“You give me so much already, agra,” he whispered as he cupped my cheek. “You didn’t have to include me in this.”

“It felt wrong to leave you out of it.”

“Thank you.” He gave me a soft kiss and went to go try it out now that Hudson and Lucca’s families were done.

Julian was standing off to the side looking a bit lost. I moved over to him and ducked down so I moved into his view, glad when he instantly smiled and seemed to snap out of what he was thinking.

“I had a plaque and place picked out for you as well,” I told him quietly.

He frowned. “Why? I didn’t just graduate.”

“Didn’t you?” I hedged, giving him a soft smile. “You really did though. In a way. You graduated years ago, but that place still had such a hold on you. You became your butterfly of what you wanted.” I moved in closer, glad when his arm immediately went around me. “Plus, it didn’t feel right leaving you out of this when you saved so many of my people.”

“I love you more than anyone has ever loved another person, Tamsin Vale,” he whispered as he lowered his lips to mine.

“I love you too, Julian.” I searched his eyes. “Will you really sell the condo? I know living with Neldor isn’t probably what you wanted—I wasn’t going to suggest that but—”

“I don’t care where I live for now, Tams,” he whispered, tucking my hair behind my ear. “Because I plan to live wherever you are for many years to come. If his house right now will help you sleep at night knowing I’m protected or bring less drama to our lives then I’ll pack tonight.”

“Thank you. Thank you for hearing me that this is about your safety, not my jealousy.”

“I like when you’re jealous over me, but I would never do anything to make you jealous. You never do.” He kissed my nose and then went to go see the crystal himself.

And I saw Mr. Von Thann drag Lucca off to the side away from the others.

Fuck.

“Who is Harry? Dammit, Lucca, I’m trying. I’m really trying here, but if there is now a sixth mate—I feel like my head will explode,” Mr. Von Thann hissed.

“You won’t upset me if you tell him,” I said quietly, letting them know I was there. Lucca did a double take and gave me a look of love when I nodded. “Yes, it’s private and probably intimate between us, but—I keep thinking how my dad would explode into pieces if I was mated to someone who had four other women. He’d flip.” I snorted.

Amusement filled Lucca’s eyes as he probably guessed what I’d thought of. “Like he flipped when Julian called him ‘Father?’”

“The warlock plays dirty,” I chuckled. I realized Lucca didn’t know how to tell his father though. It was probably not something accepted or done between bears. I went over to stand next to him and squared off with his father. “Promise you won’t judge. It’s not another mate or man. I’ll explain, but it’s not for you to judge.”

The Alpha adjusted his neck and gave a swift nod. “I will do my best.”

Close enough. “You understand the issues we had because I thought Lucca’s bear was Mason’s and the trauma there.” I waited until he nodded. “Part of what blew up with us was Lucca’s bear not understanding. I bonded with Hudson’s dragon from the start. His bear—”

“You named his bear,” he breathed, tears filling his eyes. “You cared enough to name his bear as you did the dragon.” He waited until I nodded this time, rubbing his chest. “Oh, thank the gods.”

“I thought you would get mad that she named him like a pet and something uncouth like Harry,” Lucca hedged.

He shot Lucca an incredulous look. “I don’t care if she called him ‘dumbfuck’ if it was special between you both. No, it’s not normal for a partner or mate to name our animals or a dragon, but I saw the bond and how she—you were so jealous and in pain.” He turned to me. “Thank you.”

And then the unthinkable happened and he went to hug me.

“Nope, nope, not there,” I countered and practically ducked behind Lucca.

“Right, yes, okay, I don’t know what came over me,” he muttered, clearing his throat.

“Thanks, Dad,” Lucca whispered.

“I love you, Son. I’m an asshole. I’ve always known that. I won’t excuse or defend. Part of it was how I was raised. The rest is what I had to do to keep this family and sloth safe and the paranoia that comes with that.” I peeked out to see tears in Mr. Von Thann’s eyes. “But there is nothing I love more than your mother and my children. Nothing matters more to me than you.”

He spun away and went back to the party.

And I hugged Lucca, letting him use me like a comfort pillow or just… For comfort. I rubbed his back and told him it was a good step.

We returned to the castle to finish dinner after I promised I would let everyone see the crystals and places they would stay another time when it was all done. Even their families. I hadn’t thought of that, but it was a great honor for someone in their family to be given such acknowledgment by the future queen of Faerie.

“We have to announce your invention to the realms, Your Highness,” Taeral said excitedly.

I shocked everyone when I sighed.

“She doesn’t want to make it a thing,” Neldor surmised. “Everything is such a thing when it concerns her. People were complaining she was playing with magic instead of doing what they wanted. Or focused on all her too many mates. Or want her inventions for themselves, upset when she won’t teach them how to do these things.”

“Even after I’ve repeatedly said I don’t fucking know how I do this shit,” I grumbled, apologizing for cussing like that given who was there. “I have shared when I can. The nutrients for the planet and animals. Fine, yes, I could show you and did. Other things I’ve shared. I don’t always know what I’m doing and I’m not trained enough to teach.”

“Something we have reminded people and they have backed off about,” Iolas promised. “You touched all of your people when you made it clear your first, second, and only concern was the safety of the children. People saw how worried you were. They don’t know you, Tamsin. It takes time to build trust and even change gears that people they thought to trust were vipers.”

“Trust me this time, Tams,” Neldor muttered. “Let me do a video and show it. We can put it on your information boards. I think there’s a way to do it right.”

I studied him a moment and sighed again. “I can’t be objective on this. If you think so. It just sounds like me trying to boast I’m awesome and that always backfires to me.”

Xavier and Ronald Von Thann both snorted, sharing a look that they were on the same page, Xavier explaining before I could even ask. “Being weak is dangerous, but what most don’t understand is strength makes you a target as well. There is no right answer, and it’s not your youth or sex, but something all leaders struggle with.”

“Constantly,” Ronald agreed. “Those bears you saved us from didn’t come because we were an easy target. My sloth has a lot to offer and theirs was hurting. I wouldn’t work with them or do deals because I morally object to how their sloth runs. They wouldn’t come over this century or even last century to sanity, and their pride made them stupid.”

I nodded. “I apologize if it upset you that I didn’t follow up or… Shael told me your council handled it. I didn’t feel it was for me to know.”

Ronald stared at me a moment and then sighed. “I still worry that your heart is too pure and honor too strong to survive as a ruler.”

“She has the support who has no problem going over every line to make sure she stays that way to do the dirty parts someone so perfect should never have to,” Neldor said easily as he reached for his wine.

“Yes, even I heard the whispers of what you did with some nobles, Prince Neldor,” he chuckled. “The councils weren’t thrilled but too scared to retaliate.”

“So they do have a brain among them then?” Taeral mocked.

“Thank you, but you also make me sound like I can’t get my hands dirty, and I started this journey with a lot of dirt on my hands,” I interjected. “Hell, I took out three cartels because I was in a bad mood. I get dirty just fine.” I rolled my eyes when Hudson and Darby both coughed at the innuendo.

Men.

“Oh good, a palate cleanser,” Lucca said as he glanced at the servers. I looked as well, but then he was standing by me with his goofy Lucca smile on his lips. He extended his hand to me. “A moment, Your Highness?”

I couldn’t deny him anything when he smiled like that. He was up to trouble, but I knew it was the kind that would make me smile… And he was doing it to change the topic and mood.

He played “Dance the Night” by Dua Lipa from his phone and spun me under his arm.

Yeah, I smiled.

Lucca was a man with moves but was too bulky like a bear to be all that flexible. That was my job. After one spin, I kicked my leg up on his shoulder and he picked me up by my hips and twirled us around before flipping me over his back.

We were laughing so hard when the song was over and went to sit back down.

“I like that is the new tradition for palate cleansers at your events more than this sorbet,” Julian said with mirth dancing in his eyes.

Yeah, I liked it too.

Even better?

The next palate cleanser, we weren’t the only ones dancing. Lageos was dancing with Sasha and Julian danced with Lucca’s sister. Taeral danced with Mrs. Von Thann and Neldor danced with Kagen.

And somehow Connor talked Jason into getting over himself and dancing with him. I wasn’t the only one who looked at Connor with awe.

That kid had a bright, bright future in getting what he wanted.

Glad he was on our side.

Ronald and Xavier seemed to shrug and started dancing together as well.

“How many bottles of wine have we gone through?” I asked, setting everyone off into laughter.

“We never get the chance to be goofy like you young ones,” Xavier answered as he twirled Ronald under his arm. “Plus, it’s relief. So much has gone wrong and happened that sometimes I never thought my family would ever safely reach this day.”

“Praise the gods we did,” Ronald agreed. “But it is good fucking wine.”

Okay then!

But I did understand, so did Neldor from the look he gave me. Not in a million years did either of us probably think we’d make it this far and with such amazing results, much less in a handful of years from the way we met.

Jason moved in front of me when the song was over and we were going to sit down. He cleared his throat and finally met my gaze. “Princess, I think the custom of sharing the food is nice. It’s like family and a sloth.”

“Thank you,” I accepted, understanding there was more to this. He was trying so hard and seemed at a loss, so I cheated and turned on my telepathy. I nodded. “Yes, I fully understand. Thank you for bringing it to my attention.”

“I didn’t get to it yet,” he mumbled, sounding relieved but also disappointed in himself like he’d chickened out.

I gave a half shrug and turned to Irma. “The Alpha’s son wants his portions to go to the bears who are protecting the sloth while they’re here safe having fun in Faerie.”

Irma smiled and turned bright yellow before coming towards us. She patted Jason’s hand. “Good lad. We’ll make sure we get some extras to your people. The princess made sure we made ten times what was needed for you to take some home to your people and the Guardians on duty who could never afford these dishes.”

“You did?” Jason whispered, blinking at me. “Why?”

I shrugged. “As long as the animals were available when we’re having issues, it’s fine. I wanted quiet for all of us. It wasn’t about being cheap or cutting costs when I’m rich.” I gestured to everyone else having fun and at ease. “I wanted this.” I patted his shoulder and took my seat.

And winked at Lucca when he blew me a kiss.

If his family was willing to try, I would as well.

“Speaking of your situation and animals,” Ronald hedged. “I heard things are going well, but like with any project, you need more resources. Namely, people.”

“Clearly, you have an idea, and we’re open to hearing it, but we’ll get you the right person to contact and go through,” Neldor cut in. He sighed when I shot him a look. “I know I don’t speak for you. That’s not what this was.”

I sighed then too. “Delegating. Yes, I know. I need to learn to delegate better, and everyone cannot run to the ruler of a planet as it undermines my authority and importance. I agree. I do.”

“But there are times we all sneak in this or that because we’re so busy,” Sasha said for me, nodding when I did.

“Agreed, but there is a deep trust built here that isn’t with the Alpha,” Neldor defended. “It also puts Tamsin in a bad spot if she’d have to turn him down or it can start trouble. My job as her second—my sole focus now that I’ve graduated—will be to make sure she shines and has less to deal with that puts her in any bad spots.”

“He’s right,” Ronald of all people accepted, shocking his children. “And I’m known for not taking it well when people don’t listen or agree with me. It’s normally because I see something they don’t or I understand the players better, but I am pushy, and that makes people nervous. I just want shit to get done and there’s too much red tape always.”

I snorted. On that, we agreed.

“I will say it is a good idea with a lot of possibilities and we do have the trust built,” Mrs. Von Thann said, giving me a look to forgive her. “I wouldn’t push, but it’s an idea that could help you now even if it’s not flushed out. Ronald doesn’t know all of the parts this time, but it’s an idea I think you could jump on.”

I gave her a nod that I heard her and understood more than just listened to the words. I looked over at Lucca. “You’re going to accept Neldor’s offer, right? At least for now and have a role in the government we’re build—”

“Your government,” all the fairies there corrected… Plus, my dad.

Again, I nodded that I heard them but kept Lucca’s gaze, seeing a bit of worry there. “You wouldn’t work for me directly if that’s your concern. We can discuss particulars, but whatever you want is fine with—”

Neldor sighed and set down his fork harder than needed. “Tams, you can’t just give people whatever they want because you care for them. That is why too many think you’re such a pushover. I have something set up and will handle it.”

“I’m not okay you interjected this time,” Lucca said firmly, people shocked as there was a bit of anger in his eyes. But he didn’t back down, giving Neldor a hard look. “You interjected earlier to protect her because there wasn’t trust built. You just implied there wasn’t here either, and I don’t think that’s fair.”

“You also took his chance to do the right thing, and he never takes advantage of Tams,” Hudson added, his tone tight. “We all protect her, but we agreed never by undermining another.”

Neldor sat with that a moment and gave a firm nod. “I apologize. You’re absolutely right. Please, ignore my interjection and handle it as you would then.”

Lucca dipped his head and looked back at me with a smile. “Neldor undoubtedly had something set for Cluym, but I don’t have a hundred years of military experience. I’m also a recent graduate, but I bring other things to the table, like I’ve trained to become an Alpha young and worked with sloths, packs, and councils the way Cluym hasn’t.

“But all of that is to the side. My worry wasn’t my salary or maybe even living with my direct boss if that’s where your mind was.” He leaned over Darby and raised my hand to his lips before sitting back again. “My worry is if this is what you want or feel you have to do, Tams. I won’t let people pressure you. Especially when it’s for me, about me, or concerning me.”

I beamed at him. “I think you are perfect for the job and would be a huge asset. Us and our relationship aside even. You just proved it. You are a different man than when we met, Lucca. We both are different people, and the man you’ve become is one I respect and want on my team—Faerie’s team.”

“Thanks, cream puff.” He winked at me. “Then yes, I’d love it. I thought you had a plan for me, but then we kept dancing around it, and I wasn’t really sure what was going on.”

I lost my smile. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry about that. For you and Hudson. Doing this meant accepting the full package really and—”

“You weren’t ready to say officially that you wanted to be queen,” Hudson forgave. “We get it. But I’m glad you’re there because there’s a conversation I want to have with you as well. Something I feel I can do best and want.” He sighed when I looked at him. “If you say anything I want is fine, I’m going to get cranky that you were dismissive.”

I shut my mouth so fast that I bit my tongue. I licked my lips and gave him my most innocent look. “Tell me when you want to meet about it.”

“Seriously, they are like the most mature adults with the most complicated relationship that I cannot believe it,” Sasha whispered, glancing between us when I looked at her. She focused back on me. “However do you manage five and have them all acting this well?”

“Sasha,” Xavier groaned, most people wincing at her outburst.

I had the opposite reaction and burst out laughing. She thought it was because of me?

Oh, hell no.

Well… I looked at them and all five made it clear that it was because of me. I couldn’t think of how that worked besides maybe being a bit too forgiving at times? More understanding than a human could be?

Fuck if I knew.

“I want to have five mates like Princess Tamsin,” Kagen said wistfully. One of Lucca’s sisters shared a look with her and nodded, both of them chuckling.

And Xavier and Ronald both went visibly pale to a degree we all caught it.

“See? See?” Lageos said loudly as he pointed between the two men. “Neither of you assholes have children, daughters. None of the commanders do. These two get it! They’re men. Fine, their sons are a part of it, but I have to sit there while five men practically coo over her at early morning training and wag their tails at her. We all know what that means was—”

“Dad!” I blurted, shocked it took my mouth so long. “Kids here! I’m going to beat your ass. My future in-laws don’t need to—”

“Father, I think we need to have another discussion about upsetting your daughter,” Julian said smoothly, smirking at Lageos. “Maybe we’ll take on another week of her training for her, Father? So she can—”

Lageos stood up and threw down his napkin before waggling his finger at Julian. “Enough of the ‘Father’ shit, warlock. I might not be able to—I will find a way to get you back and—” He let out a growl when I cleared my throat in warning.

And then teleported away.

“Oh fuck, that’s still the funniest fucking thing I’ve ever seen,” Iolas wheezed before bursting out laughing. He laughed so hard he barely stayed in his chair and slapped the table. He wiped his eyes and looked at Julian. “Meira would have loved you. Seriously. She used to do the same thing when Lag was being too much. She’d just push his buttons until he caved or lost it.”

Julian looked dumbfounded. “Glad she would approve.”

Iolas instantly lost his amusement.

“So clearly, she wouldn’t have approved of one of us,” Neldor drawled, probably assuming it was him.

Which shocked Iolas. “Meira had complete faith you’d grow into a fine man. She had faith in the love and example your father set.”

“Me,” Darby whispered. “The queen of the light realm would never have approved of a vampire.”

Iolas sighed, obviously having meant him. “That would have worried her but honestly, it’s your passive nature, the mistakes you made. Being queen means never being passive. Tamsin will need strong support, and most of the time you’ve been great at that, but you missed a lot. Meira wouldn’t have forgiven you for that.”

And then he shot a look at Lucca as well.

Shit… Because Ronald saw it.

A miracle happened, and he didn’t say anything though, griding his jaw but keeping his mouth shut. I was pretty amazed at that, but Iolas was my godsfather so yeah, he couldn’t act like the fairy didn’t have a right to say anything. And given how much the Alpha had interjected himself into our relationship… He had no leg to stand on.

Lucca nodded that he accepted the criticism at least. I just didn’t know how to get us back on track after that.

Lageos reappeared with several bottles of wine, handing Ronald and Xavier a few each. “Meira said these were good years. Save them, and when your daughters mate, open it as if I’m there to have a drink with you and know I understand your feelings. Meira and I will watch over them that night and you can tie one off.”

Pain sliced through my heart like I could never put into words. He talked about his death so easily and accepted it. Granted, he’d had so much time to accept it, knew it was the ending longer than I had. But it hurt so fucking much.

Julian immediately took my hand in his and squeezed it in comfort, and I felt Darby’s hand on my thigh as well. I appreciated that and saw Sasha and Mrs. Von Thann shooting me pained looks as well.

But the dads had a bit to bond and get along. That was what was important and a memory that I would keep with me always.

Always.
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A few days later, I was in a bad spot mentally. Every time I’d tried to make plans for my last summer vacation, everyone said we had time and we’d work on it later. Fine, they all had their own stuff, but I felt like history was repeating itself… But with more people.

It wasn’t just Darby this time.

I was forgotten by all of them. Even the commanders who promised that my last summer before graduating they would let me have fun and not be assholes.

Now that they’d locked me into being queen, they didn’t keep their promises.

Good times.

So a few days after the graduation dinner that ended up being a big hit, I was in a conference room in my castle doing paperwork.

After being ignored during training about making plans now that summer was here.

Oh, and I was alone.

Good times.

I was signing the rest of the finalized everything for the delayed sentences. It was all done, the amount of fines paid and extra crimes uncovered honestly ridiculous. And now there was a standard for people to know what awaited them if they fucked with fairies.

Hell, that was enough to celebrate. But no, I was signing my name a million fucking times all fucking morning for the hard copies to send to councils and to be fucking scanned into our digital records.

I wasn’t salty about that.

And I’d about hit my limit with being brushed off and feeling left behind again. So when Julian showed up asking to go cleanse to help my mood, it was hard not to tell him to fuck off.

Seriously.

I’d been buried in paperwork for days, all alone and ignored. No one fucking cared for the one thing I wanted and really needed.

To feel valued as Tamsin.

I teleported him back to the portal without even meaning to… And tipped over the huge table with piles of files and papers all over as I stood.

Shit.

“You know what, fuck it. Someone else clean up all of the messes. I’m tired of it always being me and no one caring what I want,” I rasped, feeling as petulant as I sounded.

If people weren’t going to care about me and have fun with me, I could do it on my own. I didn’t need others to have fun.

Sure, I didn’t.

I teleported to a different portal and was about to walk through when Neldor grabbed me and spun me to face him. Horror was on his face and fear in his eyes.

“No, wait, I fucked up,” he whispered. “Please, baby doll, just come with me.”

I yanked away from him and curled my lip at him. “I’m not shattering or whatever. Don’t make this a dramatic thing and—go away. You’re just as bad as they are.” I wanted to say more, but I felt him tap into my magic and he hugged me to him as he took us through the portal before opening another portal and pulling me through.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” he breathed as he hugged me tightly. “Don’t blame them. Don’t—fuck, don’t be in this pain. I wanted it to all be a surprise.”

The moment he stopped using my magic on me, I shoved him away hard enough that he fell. “Don’t do that again or we’re done.”

He swallowed loudly but nodded. “I couldn’t have you in any more pain.”

“That doesn’t even make any fucking—” I snapped my mouth shut when I realized there were tons of fairies and people around us. I adjusted my neck and tried to squash down what I was feeling.

And then it was confusion as I heard squeals and excitement.

I slowly glanced around and frowned before looking back at Neldor.

“We didn’t ignore you. We would never. I thought you knew we were—”

“I told you that you have to tell her that you’re plotting something and to not leave it alone,” Julian bitched. “I told you that this was really hurting her! You said to give you a chance and—”

“That’s enough, Dr. Craftsman,” one of the commanders said quietly, his tone tight.

I put up a barrier over Julian, Neldor, and me… Sighing when Hudson, Lucca, and Darby knocked on it to be let inside.

“What is going on?” I whispered after I let them in and hugged myself. “Pity?”

“Tams, never,” Hudson whispered.

“No one wanted to take me until you realized I was breaking or something right?” I snapped, gesturing to the entrance of the theme park. “I’ve been asking for years that we do this again and I wanted—”

“I rented it,” Neldor blurted as he jumped to his feet. He nodded when I simply blinked at him. “Baby doll, please, don’t hurt from this.” He pulled pages out of his back pocket and handed it to me. “We planned out the whole summer. I swear I thought you knew we were doing this. You would suddenly smile after asking and I thought you heard thoughts or—”

“That was her fake smile lying everything is fine,” Darby snapped. “I told you that.”

And then they all started arguing and shoving at each other. My magic froze them when Hudson took a swing at Neldor.

“Sorry,” I whispered as I released them. “I didn’t mean to.”

“No, I shouldn’t have done it,” Hudson accepted. “Thanks, shorty.”

I nodded as I took in a long breath and let it out. “We’re all—time out.” I took the pages from Neldor and my eyes went wide as I looked over the three calendars. “What—who?”

“There’s more,” Darby said as he pulled out a few more pages and handed them to me. “That’s just this week.”

My eyes went bug wide as I took in the map and details printed out of a list of food challenges. “What? I don’t…”

“Neldor, Lucca, and I worked on the amusement, theme, and water parks,” Hudson explained. “Because there’s more to it than just going. Julian and Darby handled the food challenges, mapping and plotting it all out so fairies are around those areas glamouring and acting like you for your cover. Other areas too so you’re ‘public’ all summer.”

So they brushed me off, ignored me, and flat-out rejected spending time with me when I asked so they could set up this whole summer vacation surprise thing? Instead of doing it together? And letting me think they’d forgotten all the talk and promises?

Yeah, I smacked them all, not caring who saw or was yelling outside of my barrier. I just kept smacking them anywhere I could reach them and any of them who were stupid enough to come close to try and stop me from going after one of them.

And when I thought I was finally calm enough to talk, my magic opened portals under them to the ocean.

I shrugged when I took down the barrier to all of the shocked faces. “They can all swim.”

My dad burst out laughing and came over to me. He gave me a huge hug and kissed my hair. “You’re right, they can. Those idiot men. I told them this wasn’t the way to handle it.” He leaned back and beamed at me. “They should be grounded for a while, right? Weeks at least.”

I ran my tongue over my teeth. Did this man think I was stupid?

Taeral snorted. “You only wish. They’ll be all over her apologizing and trying for makeup sex.”

Iolas barely stopped my dad from slugging the fairy.

“You idiots are just as bad,” I sighed.

“We didn’t know you were being kept in the dark until yesterday and were ordered not to tell you, Your Highness,” Stefanie defended, gesturing between herself, Shael, and the other female commanders… Including even Commander Talila who looked annoyed for me. “We said there is too much going on to keep big secrets.”

“And even good secrets can hurt in a relationship or cause pain,” Talila grumbled. “Fools.” She shrugged when I looked at her. “You cannot be shocked that I’m not a fan of surprises, Your Highness?”

No, not at all actually, and I agreed with her.

So I went with the female commanders and a dozen high-ranking female Guardians to go enjoy my surprise… Which was Six Flags Great America.

Seriously. Neldor had rented out the entire park for the whole day.

I needed that part explained to me, and I was floored as Stefanie did.

Basically, Neldor was using what the little girl inside of me wanted as an excuse to help fairies and Faerie. He rented the whole park under the guise of a training exercise.

Yes, the employees were all human like normal, but we had Guardians all around watching them. We’d taken over security and were training others how humans had advanced and even something like an amusement park was completely wired up and full of cameras.

Others were working on barriers and magic in the new way to hide it was fairy magic.

The newly awoken children were getting some much-needed fun with their families and a chance to see the human world safely. Even the supes who were helping acclimate fairies were invited as well. It gave them a chance to have some fun instead of feeling pressure they needed to do a good job because their parents were allies with us.

It was even teaching those newly awoken how much food and money had changed. Those who hadn’t spent time on Earth even before were getting the chance to be around humans. It was all protected and safe with tons of us all over the place to catch any mistakes or magic being used.

There were probably a hundred reasons we were actually horrible for doing this to the poor humans, but… I didn’t care. We wouldn’t hurt any of them, and we would all be really nice to them, unlike their normal workday.

If we had to—or already did—use some magic on them to alter what they thought they saw to protect my people for something so innocent, I didn’t feel bad. And if they were good people, they wouldn’t have cared. Yes, messing with their minds was overstepping and I would have hated it too, but we knew what we were doing and didn’t hurt them.

I would let that go so others stayed safe.

My hobgoblin buddies were all right there after we went inside. They were glamoured to look like little kids, but they were older now, and I realized how hard it would be for them not to be able to go on the rides fairies their age could.

So I immediately went right over to them and made a big deal about what we were going to play on first. They cheered and I got them to dab with me—ignoring the groans of their parents—and hurried to scoop up Elasha. I peppered her face with kisses and carried her on my hip. She was more than Irma’s daughter to me.

She was the first hobgoblin I’d ever met and had reached out to me when I’d needed it most. She would forever have a special place in my heart, and I never let her forget it.

We did the kiddie boats and goofy planes that lifted up and went around but weren’t too scary for kids. Next was some old-timey cars that were on a set track. I had Elasha on my lap and Darfin was going to be on Shael’s, but at the last second, Darby snagged him and slid on the seat next to me.

“I’m sorry, agra,” he whispered when the ride started up.

“You were a bad boyfriend,” Elasha said to him, crossing her arms over her chest and giving him a glare. “You don’t deserve to be her fiancé if you aren’t going to be better to her. I heard Mom say so.”

Darby turned like he’d been slapped. For Irma of all people to say something like that about Darby who had known him before me from working at the cafeteria at Artemis… Ouch. “She’s right. She’s very right.”

I felt his eyes on me, but I couldn’t look at him, unsure of what to say or do.

“I don’t want to put this back on Neldor. I messed up,” he hedged.

“But?” I whispered.

“He made it about Faerie stuff,” he sighed. “This being exercise for his people and… I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know how to handle it. It felt like I should stay out of it.”

“Dad always says that doing nothing isn’t doing nothing,” Darfin grumbled. “It’s the choice to not do something and shouldn’t be forgiven. It’s not being neutral, and it’s worse than doing the wrong thing, so you should try to do something to help.”

“I agree with your dad,” I told him, having said the same thing many times. I met Darby’s worried gaze then. “I don’t have a life where you can always sit back. You knew I didn’t know this was going on. You knew I was upset but chose to do nothing. That’s worse to me than doing the wrong thing to help.”

It hurt to feel how much my words upset him, but what I said was fair.

“You’re right, but it is more complicated than that,” he said quietly as the ride was winding down. “And it was made clear to me that I didn’t have the position of your real fiancé given you aren’t wearing the ring. That I was barely your boyfriend most days, and it wasn’t clear that we were going to make it so to keep my nose out of it.”

I let out a slow breath. “I’m sorry you were treated that way, but it’s hard for me to forgive you because of that when you didn’t tell me. You should know I would never allow people to treat you like that. I never have.” I moved off the ride the moment it stopped and gave Darby a hard look. “When did you stop having such faith in me?”

“It wasn’t lack of faith in you, Your Highness,” Wyn said, standing at the entrance with Rafe and clearly waiting for us. “And it wasn’t mean what we said to Darby. We were acting as his friends and…” He shared a look with the other fairy who outranked him.

Rafe sighed. “All I kept thinking of was how much Agis’s words hurt you when he was stupid. When he didn’t understand what was going on or what he was party to. I like Darby and want you two to fix what’s happened and be happy. Truly, I do. I just… It seemed like he was going to go over the line and interfere with a present from your other mate. Mates even.”

I nodded before looking back to Darby. “Is that where your head was?”

“Yes. That I would look jealous that I couldn’t afford something as cool as this and like I was trying to torpedo the relationship every fairy wants to happen with your fated mate. They would hate me even more and not want me near you.”

I sighed, hating that much pressure was on him. I kissed Elasha’s hair and set her down so she could go play with everyone else. I gestured between Darby and me. “This is the team, you stupid vampire. This has to be the team for us to make it.” I moved my hand out like there was a barrier around us. “Everything else is out there. I hear you, but it has to be out there.”

He set Darfin down after he climbed out and took my hand. “I’m sorry. It’s hard.” Tears filled his eyes and he quickly wiped them. “I don’t feel like this is the team because of what I’ve done, and then I get so lost and—”

I reached up and cupped his cheek. “Look, I get Wyn and Rafe were trying to help and didn’t have bad intentions. But, do they know me like you do? Who should you have asked if it was about me?”

“Izzy,” he sighed before leaning his forehead down to mine. “I did. She thought you knew. Everyone thought you knew something was going on, agra. I swear it.”

“Only you and Julian knew, and you didn’t help me when I needed it. I have to know you’ll help me, Darby. Please? Forget everyone else and help me. That’s what I need from you. That’s what I’ve always needed from you,” I rasped, tears running down my cheeks now too.

“I swear it, agra,” he mumbled before kissing me.

Stupid vampire. Stupid all of them.

I pushed him away suddenly, the shock and hurt in his eyes killing me.

But it wasn’t because of him.

“Make sure the commanders account for everyone,” I told him and the others around me firmly before teleporting myself about forty feet above them. I let my wings out and took off towards where I felt portals opening. I saw them seconds later… And the supes pouring out of them like cockroaches.

Idiots.

Good.

I put a barrier over the area of the portals and people, trapping them all in without them even knowing it. The flow of people slowed as I folded in my wings to land, so I called the magic of the portals to me to close them. I might miss some people that way, but there were too many innocents around to risk taking any chances.

I landed like a projectile, practically making a crater in the blacktop of the parking lot. I smirked at the supes who figured out they were trapped and started sending magic at my barrier to try and get out.

“I am the shield that protects Faerie and her people, and by the gods, they will not be harmed while I live,” I told them before smiling in a way I knew wasn’t nice. “I’m also the wrath the gods blessed to punish any stupid enough to try.”

Then I did something new. I didn’t just absorb the magic of the attacks shot at me like Taeral had taught me.

No, I pulled the magic from the people under my barrier like I could portals. I basically drained them of any power they had available. Not fully or to kill them, just so they were out of juice.

One by one they stared at me in horror, realizing what had just happened to them.

“I was born to be queen,” I chuckled darkly. “I was born of a demigod with the fate to save a planet and the most powerful supe species. You guys aren’t even a warmup for a real fight I would win.”

And then I knocked them all out at once with my combined rune.

Iolas landed the moment I did and grabbed my arm to spin me to him. “Don’t ever do that again! Our job is to protect you, Tamsin!”

“You forget yourself, Commander!” Morgan said firmly as he landed as well and tried to pull Iolas away.

Iolas yanked his arm back. “I’m her godsfather! I’m talking to my godsdaughter.” He moved his hands to my shoulder with tears in his eyes. “Please. Please, Tamsin. You have to stop protecting all of us and let us protect you. I cannot lose you like I lost Meira!”

I hugged him, his pain echoing in me it was so strong. “Iolas, I’m fine. You worry over—I’m not going to die or break. You won’t last long if you get this freaked out over every little thing.”

“You blocked us from coming here, Your Highness,” Taeral said, several others having joined us. He nodded when I lifted my head and couldn’t hide my shock. “You put a barrier over them and a wall between us so we couldn’t leave the park.”

“Whoops.” I shrugged. “I wanted you to protect our people. I handled the threat.” I might have said more, but the power I’d absorbed roared in me, no longer letting me ignore it. I gave some to Iolas before I even realized it, feeling bad when he grunted. “I took a lot.”

“Let us help,” Morgan begged, relieved when I nodded.

I went to each commander and gave them a good dose of power. I was just about to tell them that I was fine when my stomach growled loudly. “I am fine. Just always hungry.” I glanced around. “Let’s get whatever help we can to deal with the mess and humans. Someone shut down electronics so no one can alert people, right?”

“Onas and Shael immediately did as you assigned them to their roles,” Morgan promised.

“Good. Then I leave it to all of you,” I said, shrugging when they were shocked. “I need the damn day off. I don’t have to worry that you’ll handle this.”

I simply had a million other worries to constantly think about, including what the hell to do with the five idiots in my life.

Plus, my dad.
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Lageos was ready for me to come yell at him for not telling me about the plots. He gave me a miffed look and reminded me of the last time I yelled at him for sticking his nose in my relationships. Adding the idiots needed to make the mistakes to grow and learn how to do better, and it was better for smaller things instead of him hovering over them to make them behave.

Which he wouldn’t be doing for much longer and then they could mess up worse after he was gone. And he wouldn’t be there to help me or beat them up if I wanted.

Ouch.

He wasn’t wrong but… Ouch, Dad. Seriously.

Plus, apparently, he thought I knew and was being bratty so they cooed and spoiled me. It was something that my mother had a habit of doing with him and their fun games.

Gross.

But it made sense and put it into better context.

I went over to the County Fair Food Court this Great America had and started in on the turkey legs as I thought about what he said. And Darby.

Lucca came and sat with me after he set down two trays completely overloaded with corndogs and different hot dogs. He simply shrugged.

Fair.

“I thought you knew. I swear I did, cream puff,” he whispered as we were on our fourth corndogs. “I’m sorry. If I thought for a second you really didn’t know something was going on, I would have told you and pulled the plug even. It’s not an excuse, but there’s been so much, and I was freaking with graduation and what I was going to be doing that… I’m sorry.”

I let out a slow breath, hating that I had a hand in his worries. “I’m sorry I added all that stress on you.”

“Tams, you didn’t,” he muttered as he reached over and wiped something off my lips. He shook his head when I argued. “I knew you were doing something and we’d figure it out. You made that clear and I trusted you. Full stop.”

“Then what happened?” I asked after we started eating again.

He sighed. “Six years of working for graduation is a long time for a goal. I’ve put a lot into it and it wasn’t easy at times. I’m a strong bear, but my magic isn’t what… It took more work than most shifters. Then it was trying to remember some of my earlier lessons when you helped it spark.”

I frowned at that, and he admitted the last year his magic had been stronger and he thought part of it was how easy I made magic seem. A lot of what had been holding him back was his own head making things more complicated or his emotions and not dealing with them like he’d thought he had.

I nodded. That was understandable. My magic was all over with my emotions as well.

“But then I felt like you do about saying officially that you’re going to be queen,” he whispered, his eyes conflicted. “I know it’s not the same, but it was like, oh shit, graduation is here and I have to declare the rest of my life. Hudson figured out how to handle that before the stress of graduation and I didn’t. I got…”

I nodded again. “We need some sort of real signal then. I struggle to tell you guys when I’m upset or something hurts me.”

“I thought of that too, and it might seem cheesy, but I ordered something because it seemed easy to me. Something you wouldn’t struggle with and blunt for us idiots.”

“Stupid bear,” I grumbled as I wiped my hands and took his phone from him.

It was cheesy. It was a bit crass when this was a real issue going on and between us… But it was easy. I had to give Lucca that.

“You don’t have to do it,” he hedged when I didn’t say anything.

“You’ll get them to—I don’t know I can be the one to—”

“It’s my idea and I’ll explain it to them,” he promised.

I nodded, thinking it wouldn’t be taken seriously if I did. That might be my insecurities, but it also felt like something that easily wouldn’t be taken seriously.

It was a custom-ordered neon lights sign that said “Time-Out: I’m Upset!”

Honestly, it felt like something a kid would want for the bedroom door when they were upset with their parents. Hell, I felt I’d seen something just like it on TikTok. I quickly handed him back his phone when I realized that.

“Tams, please,” he whispered, scenting whatever I was feeling. “I’m not diminishing it—our lives are too complicated and fast-moving. That’s what it is, not something for you to feel ashamed about. Please? That’s the part—where is your head?”

I sighed and told him, glad when he winced. Not because I wanted him upset but that he at least saw what I was saying.

“I hear you and I get it. I feel silly too and… I don’t think it will be forever, cream puff. There’s too much going on with all of us and we need a signal. I kept thinking the bat signal basically, but I didn’t want to make this something to chuckle at.”

I nodded, knowing where his head was at least.

“Tams, please, hear me,” he whispered. “You just flew off and handled an attack and didn’t bat an eyelash. We’re not even talking about it. Our lives are fucking crazy.”

I blinked at him and felt like a jerk. “Sorry. It wasn’t anything. I’m fine. Hungry, but I always am.”

He gave me a gentle look. “You get how crazy that is, right? Onas said it was hundreds of supes and that’s not anything?” He waited until I sighed. “That’s what I’m saying. There’s too much going on all the time. I just wanted something simple to stop it all if something is going on.”

“I’m using it when I need to, and I’ll put my name on it,” Hudson muttered as he set down two trays full of overloaded nachos. “It seems childish but fuck, I just need something easier. I was upset about some of how this was all handled and—we all need to stop bottling up so much. We’re going to implode.”

“I agree,” Lucca and I said at the same time, but I continued. “I was proud of the way you guys handled the issues at the graduation dinner. Even Sasha was floored. I want that to be how we are. Not this.”

“Don’t cry, shorty,” Hudson murmured, leaning in and kissing my hair. “I’m sorry. I swear I thought you knew.” He bobbed his head when I opened my mouth. “I know. I’m a stupid dragon. I thought you were pouting that you didn’t know details. I told Neldor I was getting annoyed about that. You should know the details. It’s your break.”

“I thought the same,” Lucca grumbled. “Fine, the first week was a surprise of details or that he rented the place and it was a bigger thing. But no one likes not knowing what was going on.”

“We have too much going on already to do that,” I bitched. “I thought I’d made that clear.” I raised my head and locked gazes with Neldor, too annoyed to care that he looked like I’d kicked him in the nuts.

Not yet, but I would if he came near me right then.

After we finished stuffing our faces, Lucca and I went on a series of superhero and comic book-themed rides. They were fast and crazy and everything I’d wanted to experience.

I was definitely in a better mood after that.

I pulled out my phone when I got a notification and about drooled when I saw what it was. Julian sent me pictures of loaded fries and several burgers that I wanted to get to know better… And his location.

“Shit, where do I get that?” Lucca muttered, looking over my shoulder. “Those fries look like they’re begging for you, cream puff.”

“My stomach really does rule me,” I grumbled as I set my phone to bring us to where Julian was.

He looked happy to see me at first but then frowned, rushing over to me. “Are you okay? Did something happen with that attack or—”

“She’s cranky that her stomach rules her,” Lucca told him.

Julian looked as if he was trying not to laugh as he grabbed my arm and leaned down. He brushed his lips over mine. “Tams, it was always, always one of the most endearing things to me. Even when I was stupid.” He gave me another kiss. “Plus, how considerate you are.” He nodded when I frowned harder. “You wouldn’t let this food go to waste waiting for you.”

Even if I was still upset. That was what he wasn’t saying.

Fine, yeah, I hated waste. Things were too expensive and feeding me cost a lot.

I gave him a quick peck and went over to the spread he had set up for me. That was all I would give him at the moment.

He waited until I’d devoured my first burger. “I would like a conversation about how to make sure this situation doesn’t happen again.”

“Don’t be stupid, stupid?” I offered, giving a half shrug when he looked at me like that wasn’t helping.

Fine, I could be an adult.

Maybe not. I sighed and stuffed fries in my face. “I get it and Lucca had an idea, but I’m still upset. You guys are moving onto the solution and I still want to beat you all.” Lucca snickered. “In between having my fun. Whatever, stupid idiots.”

But Julian studied me and heard me which was nice. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have jumped to what comes next. I’m sorry.” He reached over and moved his hand to mine, waiting until I looked at him. “I’m sorry, my sweet mate. I shouldn’t have let this happen.”

I swallowed loudly and gave a nod that I heard him and went back to my food, mumbling a thanks.

Whether it was for the food or the apology, I wasn’t really sure.

I went to the bathroom after that feast and Neldor was waiting for me when I stepped out… Of the stall. He was inside the women’s restroom.

“They told me to fuck off and not talk to you yet,” he muttered as I moved over to the sinks, explaining why he was doing this. And probably that he’d had to portal to where he was. “I’m sorry, Tams.”

“I believe you. I’m still upset, and I don’t know what to do about it yet.”

“I understand,” he whispered. “I even get why you don’t want to talk to me, but we do need to talk about what happened today.” He waited until I gave a nod and went to dry my hands. “Something smells fishy about it all.” He had a hard look in his eyes when I glanced at him. “You could have handled that in your sleep. Who was stupid enough to think otherwise?”

I opened my mouth but then closed it, mulling over what he said as the warm air tickled my skin. “I didn’t think of that. I was just annoyed and wanted to forget what happened.”

He snorted. “Yeah, that was clear when you didn’t even tell anyone it was Underground.”

“I kind of assumed everyone would assume it was them,” I admitted. “I mean… Who else—they’ve done this before.”

“Right, and you’ve squashed it before. That’s what I’m saying,” he pushed. “They can’t think they would win when—it wasn’t even three hundred people.” He nodded when I frowned harder. “Even if we take you out of the picture, that’s nothing for any commander to handle. A squad of Guardians could handle that. They didn’t think we had that here?”

I slowly nodded. “They’re beyond testing me or thinking we don’t have our act together. I hear you.” I shrugged. “There was some point.” I went to say more but then sighed. “Probably a ploy to feed us bad intel. That would be my guess. I mean… It’s not like I haven’t done the same.”

“I think we don’t bring them to Faerie,” he said after a moment. “Taeral agrees. I think we keep them knocked out and—something stinks about this, Tams.”

“Do it,” I agreed. “You’re right. The Underground hasn’t been stupid like this. There’s more to it. Or wake a few to interrogate and get an answer.”

“Yeah, I’ll handle it.” He cleared his throat when I went for the door. “Can you forgive me?” Tears were in his eyes when I looked at him in the mirror. “I just wanted—this really went wrong. I was so…”

Excited. I could feel it. He was so, so disappointed and crushed because he’d been so excited to do this.

“We have too much going on for secrets and big surprises, Nel,” I whispered. “I thought if anyone would have been smarter than being this stupid, it was you.” There wasn’t really anything else to say.

He moved with the fairy rune to stop me by the door and hugged me to him. “I just wanted you to have fun and be happy, baby doll. You do so much for all of us and… Everyone was excited to give you this surprise.”

Tears filled my eyes because I believed him. “It’s not a gift if you have to hurt before you get it. I hurt that you all ignored me and didn’t care. That’s just mean.” I was glad when he let me go.

But yeah, I would forgive him. All of the idiots. They didn’t do it to be mean or bully me; they were… Idiots.

Neldor was right.

There was more to the attack.

Much more.

A few hours before dinner when the kids were all getting tuckered out and we were ready to head out, phones started blowing up.

Because it had been a setup.

The Underground had known I would act exactly as I did… They clearly planned on it.

Apparently, they weren’t fans of the change in attitude towards me. They had no chance to ever get their hands on me if I was happy and things were going well for me in my position.

So they came up with a plan to destroy the current sentiment about me so people would go back to hating me. It made me vulnerable.

And the worst part? They used my own tricks against me.

Several of the people at the front by the barrier that I’d spoken to had been livestreaming it.

I chuckled as I saw the news reports and the frame job. “Students my ass.”

“Yes, clearly, but how do you want to handle this, Your Highness?” Shael asked.

I didn’t answer until I finished watching and then moved on to the next report. “There has to be more to this. They can’t think people are this stupid?”

“No, I would guess they think people want any excuse to hate you and tear into you like they used to,” Morgan grumbled. “The Underground has proven to be an intelligent adversary. Fine, they’ve had stumbles or underestimated us, but… They didn’t get as large and deadly as they are from being stupid.”

Fair enough.

The livestreams started as if it was a group of excited college students who heard there was an event thrown by the fairies. That we were looking for summer nannies basically, and anyone who hit a certain level of power was invited to interact with the newly-awoken fairy children. So they were layering in how they loved children and needed a job.

Cute.

They passed around a power crystal to show their levels were high.

“That’s the part I don’t understand,” someone behind me muttered.

“They want to show I’m a threat,” I purred. “If hundreds of them are stronger than most shifters and I took them down without blinking—how many will see me as a threat?”

The people around me were not happy.

“We didn’t take them to Faerie as I said, right?” I checked as I finished the last report. I was glad when people nodded. “Good, grab the ones that were livestreaming and let’s handle this.”

“How, Your Highness?” Morgan worried.

I frowned and looked at the commanders before focusing on Neldor. “Is this just me?”

“I have no idea how to handle this either,” he muttered. “I mean, I would think a press conference or—”

I swallowed a sigh. Sometimes fairies really did make their lives harder than needed. I pulled out my phone and tapped it several times before putting it to my ear.

“I had a feeling my phone would be ringing soon,” Captain Reddy greeted, his voice amused. “Nice propaganda going around about you.”

I snorted. “Isn’t there always some sort of bullshit when people talk about me?” I felt better when he snorted as well. “I’m coming into headquarters with a few of the livestreamers. Can you work it with your big boss and—”

“I just got off the phone with him and he suggested the same thing, Your Highness. We’ll be there in a few and ready. You want the media or no?”

I thought about that a moment. “I don’t think I want video of me walking in with people or it twisted like I was brought in. Can they come after, getting tipped off that I came to headquarters to make sure the honorable police who are newly cleaned of corruption could clear up this misunderstanding?”

“We’ll make it happen. See you soon.”

“Thank you, Captain.” I looked at my dad. “You’re protecting everyone here. Make sure we’re all out and getting me out of here wasn’t the real goal with this bullshit.”

“Done,” he agreed. “But I want you to go in with Geiger.” He shook his head. “No, Darby’s right that you should always have your attorney. You’re giving statements and—let them protect you from a sound bite that could be twisted.”

That was fair and I agreed, noting the relief pouring off of Darby as well. “Morgan will handle most of it as the commander from the light realm that I am a citizen of. I’m the one in question.” It should have been Shael as commander with the highest seniority, but I shot her a look that I was making a point.

Basically, that this wasn’t important enough for our best or most senior. If both of us went, it would be overkill.

Which was why Neldor wasn’t going either… Much to his upset.

He’d live.

Everything was ready when we arrived, and Morgan pulled off my magic to question the first person right in front of Reddy, the head of the police, and several officers. The first question was easy and had quite the impact.

“What school do you attend?” he asked, giving the man a look that the jig was up.

Reddy snorted. “That’s a lot of worry for such a simple question. Did you not expect this outcome? What was the plan then?”

I frowned. “It was a test.”

The problem was none of them knew for who. So it wasn’t a test for me, but to see… What?

What was the Underground testing by doing this?

“Or were they just lied to?” Reddy muttered, sharing a glance with me. “A test to see if they could pull it off? Promoted?”

Unfortunately, we didn’t get the answer. The people we’d brought in who had been livestreaming didn’t know the answer.

That wasn’t unsettling or anything.

But my idea worked. The media was alerted that I immediately came in with the livestreamers for the police to question the moment I heard the reports. It went better than I’d hoped, and reporters showed up to get any details they could. Anchors inside were saying that clearly it was a hoax or something was fishy if I was being so transparent.

Even the stations that didn’t like me.

“You’re going to want to see this, Your Highness,” Ara told me as she handed me her phone. There was too much amusement in her eyes for me to worry, but we now had the attention of everyone else in the room, so Reddy pulled it up on the TV by us.

“Look, I’ve not hidden that I’m not a fan of Tamsin Vale,” the guy said to his buddies.

I swallowed a groan. These assholes were always full of shit and normally about me. They were constantly getting called out for going over the line with how they spoke of me even. Other assholes said it was too far to call a leader a whore.

And it was bad when the assholes called you an asshole.

We hated the three men and two women of this “news” show. Honestly, they were the lowest of the low, and it was a damn miracle they hadn’t been caught up in anything illegal ever.

Not that we could find… And all of the commanders had tried because they pissed off fairies that badly.

“She’s not smart and a loudmouth,” he continued. “I think she’s disgraceful at times. She overreaches and pushes honorable fairies to stick their noses in what’s not their business.”

“That’s an understatement,” the dumbest of the five chuckled. I hated that she was a woman.

“But we are safer with her around,” he sighed, shocking the two other people at the table from what I could see. “She’s taken down Underground numbers. She pushed for the police to be cleaned up and we have wanted that for years. We were shocked when some of the new councilmen of the two councils the fairies took over complained about her.

“We thought it would be all of her favorites and picking her buddies. I can admit I was wrong on that. We’ve had people report on that, and while she’s childish and uses her magic to silence them at meetings, she let the people decide who they wanted as their leaders. She promised she would and she did. She has shown to have the honor of a fairy.”

“Sometimes,” the guy next to him grumbled.

“Sometimes, but she still has,” the first guy agreed. “I can hate that she’s the leader of fairies, but I’d be a hypocrite if I said we should push to out her when they want her.”

“Since when has he worried about that?” Iolas drawled, and I wasn’t the only one who snorted.

“It’s their beliefs that she’s their leader, and we’ve been reporting for months that they’re happy with her. We’ve reported that it maybe took a crass loudmouth to bring peace between the realms which none thought to ever see.”

“For now, at least. I doubt she can keep it that way,” the other woman drawled. “She hasn’t made it be to being their queen. I think they’re going to have another war before that and over her being their ruler.”

“Isn’t it next year?” the guy who hadn’t spoken yet asked, giving her a funny look. “You think fairies are going to have a war in the next year?”

She frowned. “How can they make her queen at twenty-five? She’s going to be twenty-five when school starts, right?”

“Well, it’s great they listen to anything we say,” Morgan ground out.

I shrugged. “Offer to go on their show and answer their questions. Take the argument to them. You have the patience for it.” I shrugged again. “I’d break all the metal in the studio when they pissed me off. There’s no way I’d be able to keep cool with all they’ve said about me.”

“That’s a good idea, Your Highness,” he praised.

Iolas snorted. “You going on the show or her breaking all of the metal in the studio?”

“Behave,” Morgan grumbled.

I found it funny, giving Iolas a wink.

But it was nearly a miracle that one of the biggest assholes who found something wrong with just about everything I did actually thought the situation was fishy as well. He went on to say that he couldn’t see me—even with my many flaws—be reckless and just go after students.

He looked like he’d solved world peace when the statement came out from the police that it was all the Underground’s ploy and the people weren’t even students. They were used to test our security and if we’d lowered our security since humans were involved.

That might be what most decided, but I couldn’t help but think that wasn’t the test those people were intended for.

Unfortunately, I was normally right.
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“I cannot believe we thought he’d ever take over,” someone said from behind me. I wanted to turn around, but I didn’t.

No, I couldn’t. I couldn’t see what was behind me because I didn’t know.

Dream. This is a dream, and I can’t see it because they didn’t.

Still, I stepped out of where Neldor was, watching his face as he tried to pretend he couldn’t hear what he was. Glancing around, I saw we were back at Six Flags.

“Or at least get her under better control,” another man said. “Fine, she’s not a disaster like we worried, and the changes she’s made have been working. She’s surprising.”

“Yes, but if there is going to be one ruler of Faerie, it should be a dark fairy,” the first man said firmly. “And if the ancients are gone, it should be a man. Too bad the prince ended up being a fool who lets himself be led around by his mate.”

“It’s pathetic,” a third man agreed. “Here he arranges this huge surprise and she’s upset that she had to wait to find out. And he caves to agree with her and is pathetically watching her. He allows the vampire—how disappointing. A pussy-whipped fool.”

“No need to be crass,” the second man said before snorting. “And he’s not been with the princess even yet. He can’t even get her to be that.”

The third snickered. “I would have hoped he inherited Alok’s finesse and ability to handle his mate. It seems Neldor is more like his mother and prefers to be the one led around.”

“He respects my daughter as his father did his mate,” Lageos said. “I suggest you apologize to my possible son-in-law before I lose my temper and obliterate you idiots.”

Neldor turned around and I got to see the three men… And my dad looming over them ready to pound them. Neldor hurried over there and asked to talk to Lageos privately.

“No, and if Tamsin knew you just let people talk about you like this when you could hear it, she’d smack you,” Lageos said.

“Well, if it’s what the princess says, he should listen since he clearly gave her his balls,” the first drawled, flinching when Lageos moved closer. “I did not disparage your daughter. What I say about our prince is my business.”

I watched the rest of it, impressed with how Neldor and Lageos kept their heads and didn’t explode. The men were way out of line and not remotely being fair.

So I wouldn’t be either.

When I woke the next morning, I knew I had a full day of fun planned, but there was something I needed to handle first.

Three somethings to be exact.

It took a bit to find the men, sharing the dream with Commander Talila so she could identify them. She was just as pissed but promised to stay out of it.

They weren’t nobles but rich fairies of the upper class… And handling some of my projects in the dark realm. I found the first overseeing the building of new hobgoblin housing. People took note I was there and stopped working, bowing and behaving as they should.

He noticed that and glanced around, shock filling his eyes, but about to do the same as he should.

I didn’t give him the chance, slapping him across the face, careful of my strength. Everyone froze, shocked I was behaving that way.

“That is not from your princess, but as a woman for insulting and harassing my mate.” I held up my hand when he recovered and tried to say something. “Don’t. I saw the whole thing in a dream.” It was hard not to smirk when he swallowed loudly. “We might not be together, but Neldor is my fated mate, and I will defend him just as he would me.

“We are also a team.” I gestured all around us to the progress and good things happening. “This is all happening because we are a team that works well together. We have peace because of that, and you are so petty that you feel the need to call him a ‘pussy-whipped fool’ in public? Are you having a laugh?”

He glanced around and winced at the way people were reacting to hearing that. “I apologize for my behavior, but I wasn’t the one to say that, Your Highness.”

I narrowed my eyes at him for calling me out on the semantics. “You didn’t tell your friend to shut up either. That’s the same thing. You were party to it and we both know it.” I was glad when he was smart and kept his mouth shut. “Now, as your princess, I will warn you to never behave that way again.”

“Yes, Your Highness. I apologize,” he whispered, glancing around again, but I saw the tension in his shoulders.

“I don’t want puppets. I’m not a dictator, but there is a time and place. We are still in crisis, and by the gods, people will behave better so others don’t see us as weak and try to attack us again!” I was glad when he flinched. “You want to run your mouth in the privacy of your own home, do so. That is the appropriate place for your drivel.

“Not in public! There were other supes there. You did it so Neldor would intentionally hear you at an event he was running.” I gestured around again. “You are a leader and in charge of our projects. Act like it and watch yourself. I will not warn you or anyone of your family again. If you cannot behave in the other world as a fairy should, I will ban you from going.”

He dropped to his knee and bowed his head. “You are right, Your Highness. I was a fool. Completely and totally. I was childish and petty. Many of us believed we were on a certain course with Prince Neldor, and when he changed his mind, we were left—I will never behave that way again. You have my word of honor.”

“Good.” I decided to address part of what he’d said. “He didn’t change his mind because of sex, especially when we haven’t had it. He saw my actions and dedication to saving Faerie. He should be commended for what he did.”

I swallowed a growl when I felt the man’s confusion along with many around us.

“I wanted the prince to rule as well, but I respect him even more than I once did,” Talila said loudly. “He stepped aside from his own desires to rule because he realized the princess was what was best for Faerie and all of you. He put all of us before his own desires and hopes. Just as the princess does. We have never had rulers that we should respect as much as them for that alone.”

I couldn’t hide my shock, thanking her before turning back to the man. “It’s as the commander says. Neldor realized that while many see me as not a real fairy since I didn’t grow up here, I had a perspective that could make Faerie a paradise if we all worked together. He saw my vision for the future and wanted that more than to rule. I can’t force you to respect that as anyone intelligent should, but I can punish you if you ever treat him like that again.”

I was glad when the man and everyone around us believed me.

They should.

I did the same to the other two men and then went off for the fun that was actually planned for my day.

Izzy was able to be there because it was early enough before work started and she was able to fit it in as her breakfast. I gave her a kiss on the cheek and checked how she was doing. She seemed a swirl of everything. She admitted to being stressed but gave me a look to leave it alone.

“Fine, as long as you talk to me later,” I muttered under my breath. “Everyone pushes me and it’s healthy to get it out. You fell into the same bad pattern as I did.”

“You’re right,” she accepted. “Thanks.”

Good deal.

Neldor came in glamoured as I was… And with a bit too much in his expression.

So clearly, he’d heard what I’d done.

He came right over to me and grabbed my arms, shaking me. “You have to—my job is to protect you. You will be the queen. I am the one to scorch the ground around you. Not the other way around!”

I was about to blast him, but I saw the fear in his eyes. I didn’t know why or what that was about, but Hudson, Lucca, Julian, and even Darby seemed a bit off as well.

So I went with a bit goofy to break the tension, leaning in and kissing Neldor’s nose. It worked and he let me go with a growl.

“Nel, it’s not your job.” I shook my head when he argued. “We’re a team. We protect each other. That’s—you’re my right hand, not my—”

“I’m your mate,” he bit out. “Even if we aren’t together.” He leaned in closer even if everyone would still hear us. “And I will burn both worlds to keep you safe. Let me.”

I took a step and moved my hand to his chest. “How does that saying go? ‘A hero will sacrifice you to save the world and a villain will sacrifice the world to save you.’” I curled my fingers into a fist and thumped him on the forehead. “I want neither, Nel. I want a smart man who can save me and the world without risking anyone else.”

“And a smart man never ignores when their partner is the MVP,” Darby said firmly as he moved up next to me. He let out a slow breath and then actually went behind me and hugged me to him. “You might be the second-strongest fairy one day, Neldor, but she will always be the strongest. Being with her means you know that and let her. Let her be her.”

“It was always what you did best,” I whispered as I hugged his arms to me. I kept Neldor’s gaze. “There are times I can’t be the one and you will have to step up. I accept that. You have to accept it from me too. That’s what being partners means.”

He reached out and cupped my cheek. “For being such a smart woman, you are an idiot sometimes, baby doll. I accept all of you.” He shook his head when I sighed like he wasn’t hearing me. “My soul can’t take people hating you again. I can’t go back to fairies talking trash about you and how it killed you. Please, don’t piss them off for me.”

I understood better but then got angry, knocking his hand off of me. “Then they don’t deserve either of us.” I ignored when all the fairies with us went tense. “If they would hate me for rightfully calling them out when they’re assholes, then fuck them. I won’t be quiet and fake things to be loved. That didn’t work well for our mothers, did it?”

“That’s why you also have to accept that she’s the smartest, smarter than you,” Darby said with a chuckle as he kissed my neck. “You got too in your head with graduating and stepping into your new role, Neldor. Chill the fuck out.”

I blinked a few times and looked over my shoulder at Darby. “Who are you and what did you do with my mate?”

He sighed and turned me to face him. “He finally heard what you said about being passive and not saying more. You’re saying exactly what you told me. If fairies don’t like me for being me, fuck them. You need me to step up and stop worrying about doing the wrong thing so much. It kept leading me to do nothing or the wrong thing.”

“Glad you finally heard me, you stupid vampire,” I muttered, giving him a soft kiss to take the sting out of my words. “You’re still grounded, Nel. So I’d take Darby’s advice and let’s just have some needed fun.”

“Yes, baby doll,” he sighed as I walked past him and to the area set up for us.

The food challenge was a dozen donuts in twenty-five minutes… So easy.

At least for fairies.

I got three of each of the specialty donuts: Biscoff, Oreo, strawberry and white chocolate, and Kinder chocolate. They were bigger donuts and topped with a lot of everything.

Yum.

I killed it and honestly wanted more. The impressive part of what Darby and Julian had set up with the food challenges they planned out for the whole summer was that we weren’t just getting free food. No, they knew I felt a bit guilty that these were meant to stump humans and we could crush them. Also, others were joining us now.

Neldor, Hudson, Lucca, and I all crushed the challenge. That was free food and a small money prize. Most of the places we went to were family-owned restaurants, and we weren’t going to try and hurt anyone.

So we were also buying a bunch of food too. Not just for my guards or others. They had a whole system in place and honestly, we were spending a lot more money than what we received.

That place was so good, we practically bought it out for the day even.

There were always people ready to eat that were just a portal away.

Next was an all-you-can-eat Belgian waffles competition where you had to beat the last winner’s number. It was seventeen in the hour time limit. I wanted to snort. Yeah, I could handle that.

My eyes went wide when I saw how big the waffles were. Okay, so I could handle it but maybe not kill it like I’d thought.

There was only so much I could physically stuff in my mouth or not make my stomach explode after all. I hadn’t found that limit yet, but it had to be there, right?

We did not buy anything extra there because the owner was kind of a jerk. He was miffed that we weren’t filming and he wasn’t going to get any promotion or views out of us doing the challenge. He had assumed that we were YouTubers or professionals with Julian calling to set it all up. The guy wasn’t even going to give us toppings for the waffles.

So yeah, we didn’t want to screw anyone, but we weren’t going to be nice to the assholes either.

And I won with twenty-two waffles. The owner was not happy because he didn’t think anyone was ever going to beat that and people who might give his place attention wouldn’t even try because they didn’t like losing.

Then don’t have a food challenge! He couldn’t pick and choose or be a jerk like that. Have something on the side for content creators. No, that would make him look like the jerk he was.

Whatever.

Darby and Julian had a lot set up with a few of the Guardian captains we trusted—both light and dark—who had coordinated with some farmers. I had thought it was just for my cleansing, but apparently it was for Neldor and me to work on pushing our magic. Professor Sontar was there along with some of the royal healers and a handful of nobles who were involved.

I waved them all off when they were trying to explain it all and get their credit for what they’d been doing. “We have limited time. Thank you, truly, but let’s get to it. Julian and Darby don’t make arrangements that aren’t worth the effort, so I trust them.” I was glad when they both seemed happy with the praise, and the fairies with us seemed like they were glad they’d trusted them.

All I needed to know was the food we were growing was going directly to the wildlife conservation efforts. For this whole week, so we built up the animals in Faerie up starting with the lowest in the food chain and working our way up.

Next week, we were doing the same for farming animals. Darby had a whole schedule and locations mapped out to help our farmers with their lands and animals.

I think that was when I finally forgave him for his neglect. This was the proof I’d needed that he was back on my team—our team and putting us first. Not because he did something for me or Faerie, but he put the time in to take a burden off my shoulders that I actually worried about.

Not something he thought to worry about because of appearances or… Yeah, stupid vampire.

We basically exploded a huge section of a forest, the grass growing up to our hips and completely out of control. But there were a lot of herbivores that ate grass, shrubs, leaves—all of it. They needed more veg. Nuts and fruits off the trees. Lots of good eating for them.

And that made the animals in Faerie want to make babies.

And more babies meant more animals. Who grew up strong and eating a lot because the food was there and then they made more babies.

Unfortunately, a lot of everyone would get eaten by those higher on the food chain, but that was nature and how life worked. My focus was to get that balance back to where it was and even better so my people had food for their health and magic.

I stopped when Neldor was told to tap out, but then I made a few geodes, seeing one of the nobles I trusted most there. I thanked Mallory, glad when she told me that those who had worked with Darby on this were impressed with how he’d handled the gobs of information while balancing listening to them and the experts.

Good. He was amazing, and I wanted people to have the chance to see that.

Then we to Finland to have an early lunch. The first challenge was ten chicken breasts, then three of each: cuts of strip steak, pork loin, and sides. There actually weren’t many options for the sides, so I went with the mashed potatoes after seeing them.

Plus, I knew there would be at least one burger challenge a day with this group and that meant fries. I could never risk getting sick of fries.

We killed it, and I saw a bunch of Guardians eating there pretending to be customers but really as our guards as well. That worked. We didn’t need to make a scene or splash everywhere we went. Someone came and picked up a bunch of orders and meals to take back somewhere to work, so that was exactly what I wanted.

Next was a twenty-four-inch pizza with weird topping options at least to me given where I was from. The pizza was great and no problem… Except other customers kept coming up to us wanting to talk. Normally, I had no problem being friendly, but it was like we were on display to be their entertainment while they ate.

Um, fine, but could they do it quietly from where they sat? One lady went to just pull up a chair while I was trying to eat as was the point of the challenge. Julian smoothly handled it and then gave the manager a look to tone it back.

But they were nice, so we did buy some pizzas and had fun.

And last, for “lunch” in Finland, was a burger challenge. I called that one correctly. It was two loaded burgers with four patties each, cheese, toppings, all the fixings, and an injector of melted cheese in it. There was a side salad meant for like the lettuce and tomato on the burgers that wouldn’t fit because of all the meat.

Plus, so many onion rings and fries that it looked ridiculous all on the one little platter they brought it out on. We only had thirty minutes to do it but honestly, it would be fine.

The owner was actually nervous with so many of us doing it. Julian assured him again that we weren’t going to take the prize money but only the food for free, and if it was good food, we were ordering more. I shot him a glance, and then he told me in my mind that the owner was in a bit of trouble because so many kept winning the challenge.

The prize converted to over a hundred-and twenty-five dollars US. Ouch. Yeah, he needed to make it a bigger plate or less time. I hoped not less time because I didn’t like those challenges.

I moaned the first bite, the burgers perfect and so was everything. Neldor and a few of the commanders who were doing it with us nodded as well. This was definitely going to be put on the list of places we came for food. It was a good old-fashioned diner-type greasy burger with the right ratio of fatty meat to lean and just… Yummy!

This time when we went to Faerie, Neldor went first and did the same as last time. We were both curious as to why we weren’t going together, but there was always some sort of plan when it came to Sontar and the royal healers, so I wasn’t worried.

It turned out that they wanted me to really push until my magic told me to stop—hoping it did at least. So far, it only had a few times, and now they thought it was important to see if it was only certain magic or if I could start trusting my power not potentially kill me.

That would be great, so I agreed.

I focused on Sontar and just did as he said, moving with him and letting myself go to my magic. My dad was there to monitor me and see how it went for me, so I didn’t have to worry. I didn’t get lost in it like when I cleansed, so it actually got a bit boring. I ended up smiling at Darby and just treating it like we were getting an afternoon off in Faerie and taking a walk.

A very long walk as it turned out.

I told them when my magic seemed to waiver and felt heavier. I compared it to tiring during a run and maybe like it was time to refuel but not really wrap up?

“It’s too low of a level of magic,” Sontar muttered as he wrote down some notes. “We have to figure out a way to combine or up the level to truly test her.”

“Huh?” I asked after I shut it down. I frowned. “That was easy. I just stopped, not even having to pull it back like other stuff.”

“That’s what he’s saying,” Lageos explained. “It’s like using a light water rune or something basic. It’s too easy.” He gestured to where I had just walked. “Like walking. You’re used to flying or racing up mountains. You could walk all day until your feet hurt or you needed to eat. You’re not out of magic or pushing it, you just get the warning to refuel.”

I snorted when they seemed disappointed. “You guys expect too much sometimes.”

“I agree,” Julian muttered, giving them annoyed looks. “Her magic just told her to worry about refueling. That’s amazing and something she should be happy to know. Her magic is maturing enough to understand its own limits and protect her. That’s what you wanted to know more about and it did it. Wonderful.” He came over to me and gave me a soft kiss. “Well done.”

“He’s right,” Lageos agreed. “We were focused on—I was focused on failing you with my plan. That is good news and absolutely needed. Yes, good. Let’s eat.”

We headed to Japan where it was morning and had breakfast for our first dinner. Well, it would be breakfast to us since it was an egg dish, but I was fairly sure people in Japan ate omurice for any meal.

It was eight kilograms, which was almost eighteen pounds of food. In forty-five minutes. I gave Julian and Darby looks like they were nuts.

“We tried to find one you might not actually be able to finish, agra,” Darby said with a chuckle and evil glint in his eyes.

Fine, I loved a challenge.

It was two kilograms of fried rice mixed with ketchup and topped with fifty scrambled eggs. It also had six hamburger patties, four huge sausages, and like a whole cooking pot of curry sauce smothering everything.

I made sure we didn’t have to like lick the sauce clean.

“Or can we get like bread to wipe it up?” Neldor asked, looking as thrown as I was. The people at the restaurant thought we were kidding and being goofs, but we weren’t.

I realized they didn’t really care because there wasn’t a prize or free food with it. We paid for the challenge just like any other meal. It was basically bragging rights and being on their wall of fame.

So the part I didn’t care about. But no one had ever managed to do the eight-kilogram challenge, only smaller ones. Their thoughts were that we were idiots to even try, especially me as just a woman.

It was hard not to roll my eyes.

“At least it’s really good,” I grumbled after the first few bites.

And yes, we both did it… But barely. We only had like seven minutes left when we were done. Or something like that. It wasn’t easy and yeah, that was a lot of food.

Oh, and no, we didn’t lick the plates. We just ate whatever sauce we needed with the rice and meat.
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After the omurice, there was a six-pound gyoza that was fucking delicious.

Next was the six-bowl ramen challenge. We got to pick which ones we wanted and had an hour for that. I felt a bit like my belly was making noises from all the liquid and drinking that much broth.

But it was fucking delicious as well.

I was making so many geodes that people were switching out to hurry and take them to Faerie to be locked up and accounted for since they were worth so much. Neldor was annoyed that I was the only one still pushing, but then I taught him how to make the magical vitamin salt licks we were putting out for some of the herbivores and he jumped on that.

And apparently, was better at making them than I was according to Onas. He hadn’t said it to be mean but was praising Neldor that he could focus his magic so well into a concentrated block. I didn’t hide my upset.

“Your Highness, you are a nuclear bomb of magic,” he said easily. “You handle huge and can cause mass destruction or outpour more magic than any of us can to make miracles. I’m saying Prince Neldor has done better on how to be a drone strike of precision. They have different roles.”

And one wasn’t necessarily better and certainly not for every need. Yeah, I got it… Plus, the smirk Julian gave me that I was being competitive and a bit bratty.

Fine, I wasn’t perfect. I was glad Neldor could shine with something magically when he always came in second to me.

Apparently, not anymore.

For our last dinner, we went to a BBQ place in Tokyo and each of us had their “Godzilla Tray” with four jumbo sides. It was a couple racks of ribs, several chicken thighs and sausages, and over a pound of their brisket and pulled pork each. It was over two hundred and fifty dollars of food with the conversion rate… And totally worth it.

Fuck, it was so good.

I got their fries, coleslaw, rolls, and potato salad which was the only thing I wouldn’t have gone back for more of. It wasn’t bad, but it was more a vinegar-type salad and I liked mine the mayo-type.

But the platters were meant for eight to twelve people and we gobbled it all up. The people were floored when we asked for more sauce and rolls.

Hey, I needed something to eat the pork and brisket on and they were damn good.

I was actually full after that. The look Neldor gave me said he was as well. A few of the captains who had done it with us this time seemed shocked, and we reminded them that this was one of several challenges we’d done.

And they’d only done this one. Duh.

There were some things I wanted to handle, but not before I was reminded of the schedule, and we had one more in Tokyo in several hours. It would be the time I normally woke hungry if I did magic or just had a rough day, and that worked with the time difference. But I saw it was honestly just them teasing me.

Hey, it was an unlimited sundae challenge. I was good with teasing if that was the result.

Neldor was going to work on something with Hudson and Lucca. I wasn’t sure what was going on, but they seemed bummed, so maybe they weren’t happy that I was more excited about what Julian and Darby had been up to? Well, they had also both realized that I hadn’t known what was going on and had wanted to tell me.

I wasn’t sure, and I’d long since figured out that I’d never understand the minds of men, so I tried not to worry about it. Besides, I was mostly over what happened anyways.

Mostly.

Julian, Darby, and I went to Faerie to check on a few things including the situation of the rest stop in Theripolis. I was glad to see it was doing much better and packed with people who were volunteering and getting meals they needed. It helped my overworked brain to see the proof of something working out well, and I happily left with some fae juice that I shared with my men.

I did some more of the forests since getting animals repopulated was such a priority now that we had so many fairies awakened.

I must have done too much magic for the day though and didn’t realize it at first because it wasn’t simply holding hands or a few looks as I moved along with Darby and Julian… But just about every green flag to fuck me and touches that were not meant for in public.

So I wasn’t shocked when the moment I was done, we ended up at Julian’s condo.

And I had something very specific in mind that I wanted.

I moved his ottoman to the middle of an open area, teleported my clothes to the matching chair, and knelt on it while staring at them. “I have a pussy eating challenge for you both as a thank-you for today.”

“Fuck me dead, agra,” Darby groaned before darting right over to me. He didn’t hesitate, kneeling in front of me and burying his face where I wanted. Julian was only a few seconds behind him and moved behind me, massaging my ass as he licked me from that angle. Their fingers teased and pleased me as they did and I finished too fast to register.

I let them devour me through several orgasms before moving off the ottoman and licking my lips as I stared at them. “Who found and handled the BBQ place? That was my favorite.”

“Me,” Darby answered as Julian grumbled, “Him.”

I held my hand out to Darby, glad when he immediately stood and took it. I let him touch me all over as I brought him to Julian’s room. Then I pushed him onto the bed and climbed up so I was straddling his head. “Then keep eating. You’re still hungry, right?”

“Famished,” he groaned and did as I wanted.

I licked my lips and played with my breasts as Julian came into the room. “I get whatever I want tonight, right? You said anytime I want or—”

“Always, my sweet mate,” he promised, fire in his eyes. “Just tell me what you want and I’ll give it to you.”

“Undress slowly. I want to see what’s mine while he keeps eating me.”

“I like this new fun when magic gets you so wound up,” he mumbled and started doing what I wanted him to. I got quite the show as he revealed every inch of his sexy body for me. There was even a bit of flexing and playing with his hair that made me drip all over Darby’s face even more.

I gestured to Julian as he stroked his cock and watched me. “All of that is mine? Forever?”

“Yes. Forever,” he swore.

“Lie on the bed,” I ordered, shivering when he immediately did. I moved off Darby’s face and straddled Julian’s hips. I pushed his hands off of me when he tried to touch me and lowered myself onto his dick. “Oh yeah, mine.”

“Abso-fucking-lutely,” he groaned.

I rode him like a champion, finishing and gushing all over him but holding back when he got close. I smirked at him when he was right there and stopped moving, his eyes going wide as I leaned over and licked his lips. Then I rubbed my breasts against his chest and nibbled on his ear. “Show me how it would be if we were mated, Julian. Show me the difference. I want to feel it.”

I probably clued him into something big, but I didn’t clarify, lost to lust and being naughty.

He waited until I sat up more and licked his lips as he stared over my body. “Is that what you really want?”

“Yes.” I barely had the word out of my mouth and he moved me off of his cock and over his face. I yelped at the sudden movement but then moaned as he attacked my pussy. He smothered himself and held me up under my ass until I could get my legs in the right spot. I leaned over on my hand and stared at Darby stroking himself watching the show.

Yeah, I finished. I finished hard.

And all I wanted was more.

Julian rolled us so I was on my back, but he kept eating me, touching me possessively and leaving my skin on fire where he did. It was perfect.

But still, I wanted more.

He moved up and checked with me first before spreading me wider and thrusting in my body. He put one ankle on his shoulder and pushed my thigh into the bed as he fucked me. I came so hard that I lost my vision for at least a full minute.

And I didn’t realize at first that he had pulled out of me. Hell, I wasn’t even on my back anymore. I was on my knees sandwiched between Darby and Julian as they touched and kissed every inch of me.

“Please, someone fuck me,” I whimpered. “I need more.”

“You heard her. Fuck our mate,” Julian said.

“Me?” Darby muttered, but then kissed below my ear. “Did you mean me, agra? I don’t want to—”

“Yes, fuck me now, you stupid vampire!” I moaned when he plunged into my body, shoving me into Julian who was all too happy.

Darby tightened his grip on my hips and gave me everything he had, my ass slapping against his thighs as he did. Julian fisted my breast as he kissed my neck… And fingered me, not caring at all that Darby was inside of me.

“Come, my sweet mate,” Julian whispered against my lips. “Orgasm again and again. See how I would take care of you if you were officially and forever mine. Always. I would always make sure things were perfect for you.”

I believed him. I believed that was what he wanted most even if real life would get in our way.

I finished again, and then they switched who was inside of me, driving me nuts and everything to a higher level. I reached back and stroked Darby while Julian took me, both of them climaxing this time when I did.

I begged for more, but Julian said not until I healed myself a bit. Once I did, he dragged me to the edge of the bed and fucked me with all he had.

And then Darby plowed me next. We just kept going and going at top speed and strength.

It was amazing, and I had to use healing runes twice more it was so crazy. The three of us were spent finally and Julian swore when he looked at the clock. Darby seemed to know what that meant or what was going on, but I didn’t care, wanting nothing more than to curl up and sleep.

Instead, they got me clean and redressed me.

Huh?

Oh, right the sundae eating challenge thing?

I was half asleep when we showed up, and I could tell something was going on, but then it was time to choose ice cream and my stomach basically made me pay attention then. To be fair, it was midnight my time, so it was three in the afternoon in Tokyo where we were doing this.

The challenge was I had to eat at least six jumbo sundaes to get them free. Any jumbo sundae I ate after was also free and I received a gift certificate for a free jumbo sundae… Unlimited amount.

I was going to put this place out of business if I wasn’t careful.

Even if the jumbo sundaes were four scoops each and a ton of toppings.

I started with a strawberry shortcake, donut and coffee, Ferrero Roche, banana pudding, birthday cake, and their signature Unicorn Explosion which looked ridiculous. Plus, it was funny to us as fairies and supes.

And they were all fucking delicious. Like unreal kind of amazing.

I ate two of them before they even really had a chance to start melting. By the fourth, I put in an order for two more, going with the Mermaid, which was a lot of colorful and sugar, and the salted caramel cheesecake.

Yum.

Once I finished all of them, I went with some more fun ones: Luv You Berry Much, Chocoholic Crunch, and Mint Brownie Mudslide.

And then I started all over again from the beginning.

Yeah, I really ate twenty-two jumbo sundaes. I could have maybe kept going, but the people who worked there were talking about worrying they’d have to call an ambulance soon. So that was maybe the cue to stop.

Neldor had stopped after ten and was giving Darby and Julian dirty looks like he knew what we’d been doing that I needed fuel.

Needless to say, I passed out in a very happy food coma and completely sated from all the loving I’d gotten. Then I woke in a dream I’d had already, Neldor clearly on my mind as I watched what happened at Six Flags with those rich fairies.

Julian joined at some point and sat down next to me, not really reacting until Neldor and Lageos turned the tables on the men.

“I feel bad for your mates,” Neldor said easily, moving to block Lageos from decking one of the men.

“I beg your pardon?” the first demanded. “I love my mate and—”

“And apparently won’t apologize when you make mistakes,” Neldor cut in. “That’s what you’re looking down on me for after all.” He stared down each man. “I messed up. I thought my mate knew I was plotting and she didn’t and it hurt her that I was brushing her off. My decision made others act as they had. I told them to leave it alone and dismissed them.”

“As pissed as I still am at him for how it all blew up, I’m jealous how easily he takes accountability and owns his mistakes,” Julian mumbled. “To be raised in that sort of supportive environment where he could learn that…” He shook his head. “Any mistake was a fault and punished. Not by my parents—well, later, my mum, but I can’t even blame her—”

“It put you on your uncle’s radar,” I said for him, nodding when he did. “I was the same. Any mistake or ‘flaw’ that was completely subjective and more preference and I could get sent back—tossed aside. It makes you defensive and hurry to hide it—deny anything was wrong.”

“And more than that, I would think that was the type of person we would want standing next to our future ruler whom the gods blessed with the power to protect Faerie, not what our selfish desires might be,” Neldor continued, giving a lecture basically as more people listened in. “I’ve repented for what I used to think and not giving her a chance. Why haven’t you?”

“Didn’t you already see this?” Julian asked, waiting until I nodded. “So why are you reliving it? Do you normally see the memories multiple times?”

“No,” I hedged, not having thought of it.” Then I shrugged. “I haven’t fully forgiven him yet.” I frowned as Neldor kept talking. “Maybe it’s a warning? My subconscious telling me to take this to heart and he’s…”

“He was stupid, Tams,” he sighed. “I know you worry he’ll take you over or people will think he’ll just—he was stupid. He was trying to show you how good of a partner he could be and missed the mark. I’ve done it. You’ve done it. We’ve all done it. He just did it big and that hurts and you’re not together yet.”

Fair enough.

Julian leaned in and kissed that spot just under my ear. “Plus, he seemed pretty fucking jealous that we sexed you up so good and were smiling like gits. That was probably on your mind, so you wanted to see the reason you should forgive him again.”

That made more sense than this being a warning. I would have replayed a lot of the memories I’d seen then instead of just the few that were more like nightmares and echoes of horror in the beginning.

“Can I change the scene, or do you still want to watch this?” Julian asked quietly after a few more minutes.

I shrugged. “I was just kind of zoning out. I normally fall back to full sleep or whatever when it’s over.”

He cleared his throat. “I think we should talk about earlier. What you said made it clear that you saw something.”

I didn’t deny it. “I saw you holding a ring and asking about the clarity. It looked like an engagement ring.”

“Can I show you since you know?”

It seemed important to him, so I nodded. Maybe that I accepted that he was at the point of asking? I wasn’t sure but I didn’t want any issues… And I was kind of curious.

He stood and held out his hand to me as the scene around us changed. I accepted and let him pull me to my feet, glancing around at the… It wasn’t a jewelry store. I simply looked at him and raised an eyebrow.

He chuckled. “It’s a wholesale distributor. Finished engagement rings put in the price of the design and work. I was looking at sample ideas or how they would recommend the ring be made, but I have no intention of making a ring for you, or at least through humans.” He leaned in and kissed my lips when I simply stared at him. “Your finger can’t fit five rings, Tams.”

Right, duh. I honestly hadn’t thought about that or… Maybe I had, but Hudson had given me the necklace of his scales instead of a ring.

“What did you have in mind then?” I hedged.

“I can’t tell you how thrilled I am that you’re in—I thought this would be more—”

“Of a fight?” I teased, not picking on him when I saw that was truly what he had thought to say. I sighed as we walked around. “Julian, I would marry you tomorrow. If you asked and wanted to elope tomorrow, I would.”

“Marriage,” he whispered, sounding pained.

“That’s what I grew up with,” I reminded him gently. “You can divorce.” I winced when his face filled with pain and he tried to let go of my hand. I let him retreat that way but stepped closer. “I’m not saying we would. I think we’ll go the distance, but it’s not souls merging or whatever. That’s—Julian, I need you to hear me that I still think that insane.”

He took a slow breath and let it out. “Sorry.” He scrubbed his hand over his hair and nodded. “Yeah, sorry. I guess I just thought…” He shrugged.

“Yeah, I get it. I’ve come a long way and accepted a lot.” I let out a harsh breath and started walking along the counters on my own. “A lot of it is seeing it. Yeah, there are dragons and unicorns and magic and another world. I see it. I’ve been there. I’ve seen the changes, but I can’t see this one. I haven’t lived it.”

“Neither have I, Tams,” he hedged.

That was fair and I said as much. “But you grew up where the answer of living hundreds of years was the standard. Fairies can live thousands of years. I had nineteen years fully believing that was bullshit and not possible. That is harder to accept. I get it, but I don’t get it.”

And the idea of tying lifelines and souls when I could live that long was so much more terrifying than a fucking marriage.

“Would you marry me?” he whispered, sounding sad.

I turned to face him and smiled, not sure why he was sad with what I’d just said. “Yes.” I nodded when he seemed shocked. “I just said I’d do it tomorrow, Julian.” I moved closer and cupped his cheek. “You are my future, you stupid warlock. You are my doc and the one who brought me to this world. There has always been ‘us’ in my eyes. Yes, I’ll marry you.”

His eyes went too wide. “Wait, that can’t be my proposal. I didn’t mean—I wasn’t—”

“Julian Craftsman, will you marry me?” I asked him. “Be my husband until I can wrap my mind around the idea of the crazy I can’t handle yet.”

He kissed me when I went to say more. “Tams, you are my equal in every way and I love you more than my own life. But I cannot—please don’t hate me—”

“You have to be the one to ask.” I swallowed a snort when I saw the truth in his eyes. It wasn’t a sexist thing. He’d dreamed of how to ask—finding that perfect person and asking. Fine, I knew women who dreamed of the other side of it.

I wouldn’t take away his fantasies and dreams any more than he’d take away mine.

“Dreams don’t count,” I said easily. “We were just talking.” I searched his eyes and saw exactly what I felt reflected back at me. “And we both are ready for more security in our relationship. We’ve come so far, but the past still scares us and the positions we have.”

“Cheater,” he chuckled, giving me a kiss to take out the sting of his words.

“I didn’t,” I promised before frowning. “I’m not even sure I can in a dream. I just… You got pushed into what Neldor wanted because you didn’t have a solid way to counter him. He’s my right hand and my mate, but we’re not together. We are together and you’re my mate, but what wins in the end?”

He searched my eyes and gave a slow nod. “Yes, that is how Darby and I both felt. You don’t wear the ring he gave you, and people take that as just you being together and not engaged. Fairies know that now and—that’s not why I want more with you.”

I knew that. But I did know it was about how he could help me more. He’d been going to bat for me and being my shield on a lot and he did it well. He stepped up for me and in a way I desperately needed, but he could only do so much as my boyfriend.

I fully understood that.

Hell, I felt the same about all his baby momma offers and bullshit.

He was mine and I wanted that clear to everyone… I simply couldn’t give him my soul yet.

That sounded reasonable to me.

Hopefully, he agreed.

We walked around more and talked a bit about this and that. Julian didn’t want to give me a ring, but a bracelet with some sort of magic. He was vague about that part, and I had a feeling it involved my dad then.

So I didn’t push but promised him that I loved the idea of a bracelet. Because I did. I agreed with him that it didn’t have to be a ring to have meaning. They could each give me something different. I didn’t care.

I only cared about how we felt for each other.

Which was why I pulled Stefanie to the side when I woke up and asked her to get an idea of how people would feel if I married Julian. She was beyond shocked, but after I explained where my head was and asked for understanding given how I’d grown up, she told me that she was proud of me for navigating rough waters as well as I did.

That helped.

It helped a lot.
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The next several weeks were some of the best in my life. The child inside of me was healed in a way I never thought she could be and my dad said over and over again how much better my soul looked.

Neldor had rented a different Six Flags Park each week for us to play all we wanted but also for the kids of Faerie and those helping them. It was a blast. It wasn’t just the amusement parks, but the water parks too. He had one for each week of the full summer.

And that was just what he had completely rented out.

Fine, I forgave the idiot… After he promised no more surprises. Our lives were too crazy for that, and we were working hard to build trust. Don’t undermine that.

Idiot.

But an awesome idiot. There was way more than that weekly huge outing. We did a tour of every Disney Park around the world and… Yeah, the kid inside of me was healing. I got to go with my friends, my dad, and people who loved me. I cried as we watched the fireworks and they just all hugged me. It was… Magical.

Ignore the pun.

I was still training and yes, there was some work we couldn’t push off, but the first month of summer break was parks and food challenges. Mostly.

It was fucking awesome. Seriously.

And from what the royal healers and Professor Sontar told us, it was pushing our magic higher and higher. I believed them. I was only doing one huge awakening of fairies a week and putting all I could into Faerie.

So was Neldor… And the proof was in the pudding.

Not that I ever really understood what that phrase meant, but whatever.

The scientists and specialists in Faerie who were at the center of helping the planet and the animals were thrilled with everything Neldor and I had been doing to help Faerie. We’d been overgrowing forests and grazing fields to provide ample food for the wildlife.

And if animals in Faerie were well-fed, they wanted to mate. I was fairly sure it was more complicated than that and not a full stomach got them in the “mood.”

I was from Faerie and it didn’t work for me like that after all.

It was more that if they were well-fed and knew there was food for any young they had that they would nest or make dens and be drawn to find partners. That was what the very long and somewhat boring explanation boiled down to.

But we’d done an excellent job with what Faerie needed. The last count had us back to pre-war levels once the new animal babies born grew up. Basically, we had the head count but not the same percentages of adults and so on.

Though they were mostly estimates, those estimates were done with magic, so that helped. And Neldor and the commanders looked ready to throw a party when we got the numbers last week. So I took them as pretty damn accurate.

And it was all really important not only to help the world, but because of the idea Ronald Von Thann had wanted to discuss at the graduation dinner I’d hosted. I had let what Neldor said stand that it wasn’t the time to discuss and we would have the right person contact him later.

That person was Lucca after taking on the official role as Neldor’s right hand. He sat in a meeting and listened to the idea to help us, and while there had been holes and a lot his dad didn’t understand about Faerie, apparently it had some merit.

Enough so that the idea grew, and by the time it reached me to approve, a few of the commanders were involved and Hudson’s brother Connor as well. That threw me for a loop or ten.

And they wanted to grow it bigger to include several heirs of prominent Alphas to show the community and possibilities of working together in the future. Lucca wanted to turn the idea as a way to make it clear that the new generation of leaders wanted to move on from the past and a lot of the old bullshit.

I didn’t know if that was possible, but no one would have ever have thought there could be peace between the light and dark realms… So I was open to a lot and trying to do better in the future.

I simply didn’t know if this idea was the way to go about it.

So what was this idea?

Hunting. Specifically, hunting the animals of Faerie.

Yeah, I needed that one broken down for me too.

It started when word of Hudson getting to eat a shark in Faerie got spread around. It wasn’t anything to hide, mostly it was an honor that he got to do it, especially in dragon form, and the story made the rounds. When it reached Ronald Von Thann’s ears, the man—and apparently his bear—was jealous. It was something a lot of shifters only dreamed of.

Dragons too from what I’d seen from the people in Hudson’s orbit and even comments from Juan.

The Alpha thought it was smart and motivating to tap into that emotion to be productive. I wasn’t shocked since he was a bully… But others agreed with him.

Even Neldor.

Izzy had felt the same as I did when I told her about this and it seemed more playing with fire. The idea screamed to me as giving us the potential for new enemies that were pissed they weren’t included or would try to get into Faerie for our rare animals.

Look how things had gone with our unicorns and dogs?

Fuck, even the hobgoblins. History taught us that supes did not respect Faerie the way others had said. The moment fairies were gone, they did anything and everything they could.

So yeah, this was opening Pandora’s box to me, and I wasn’t inclined to risk the ripples from doing that. Not when we were doing so well and getting a lot handled all on our own. We were way ahead of the original plans and projections.

Did I want more done? Yes, of course. I wanted it done yesterday so my people were in nicer housing and had better lives. Of course, I did.

But at what cost? Risking war and problems later?

No thanks.

I went to Katrina Calloway… Or really, I had seen her when we did another art auction for my paintings and she always got me to spill what was worrying me. When I told her my concerns, she immediately knew the way to handle it.

A third party.

Yes, that sounded like it would benefit her, but she didn’t actually mean herself. She meant the dragons host it at their place or something so it wasn’t hunting in Faerie. That rule could not be broken. There wasn’t hunting allowed in Faerie besides by licensed and designated fairies.

That made me feel worlds better. I could get on board then. It might seem silly or like pushing a nuance that took time, but once people got a waiver on a rule, they pushed and pushed and… It never ended well.

Once she helped me voice my concerns to Neldor, Lucca, and the commanders, they agreed it was smarter. I was glad because they had originally acted like I was being too much.

Maybe I was. I could accept that.

But my job was to protect the whole world and everyone in it. That was a huge fucking job and I wanted to never fail at it. So yeah, I’d rather pull any plug instead of risking something going wrong.

More should try that instead of taking stupid risks.

Yes, I knew that was hysterical coming from me of all people, but I thought it was a sign of my growth. Plus, I had support. When I was on my own, risks were all I could take.

Things were different and we had to be smarter.

The shifters were in when we put out feelers. Like they were all in.

Okay then. I cracked some jokes about men being idiots, but Lucca informed me that the women in his family were the ones so excited. It wasn’t a sex thing.

It was a shifter or having a beast inside of them thing.

Fair enough.

The next issue was I didn’t want this to be a thing for only the rich. We had the art auction for that. The sword tournament that was happening in a few weeks with the commanders. There was talk of doing another one in the fall for MMA-type fighting. That was for people who could afford it and we had lots of funds to use as a result.

What we needed was manpower. We needed more hands to build and fix and… All of it.

And I wasn’t trusting that people would pay up when they got what they wanted. Call me cynical, but I called it prudent. A lot of people in these communities had done a lot to screw over Faerie and her people when fairies weren’t around to force them to behave as they should.

So yeah, I wanted payment first.

Crazy, right?

The main part that Ronald didn’t get that Lucca was now more familiar with was how to pay or what services we would want. He leaned into shifters being strong and durable so tearing down old buildings and the manual labor of getting it out.

Yeah, but that was something simple to do with magic. Our strong fairy magic at least. Someone with enough power went and basically dissolved the building into nothing. I turned a huge one into confetti to entertain people. That wasn’t easy and not just anyone could do it, but it wasn’t super hard and certainly not the best use of help.

Magic could do a lot, but it was a lot of intent. “Easy” instructions like destroy what I was touching. More complicated concepts were the hard part.

The best example was the one Lucca gave his dad. He had me dig out an area with magic. It was a mess. It was just “dug out.” There was nothing exact or defined. It would take me just as much time and focus to use magic to dig out and level an area for a building foundation.

That was where the help was needed.

Same with putting in the foundations and leveling it. It was just as much effort to have a cement truck and people leveling it after than magic. Putting up beams or structures? Magic. For sure magic was better.

But the brickwork to make it blend and look like it belonged in Faerie? Yeah, that took too much effort in magic. It was too precise. So was even putting up drywall and nailing things in. A nail gun worked better than having me magically put them in.

Really, it did. So once we went over how the specifics went for us, Ronald understood it better and was impressed how Lucca had paid attention to the details. There was a reason Lucca was the right man for the job and it wasn’t because I cared for him no matter what some people said.

And it was a lot of jobs that people who weren’t contractors or construction certified could at least help with. If they had enough knowledge or at least were willing to learn, almost any idiot could use a nail gun and not shoot themselves in the foot.

I really hoped that was true at least.

The timing worked out really, really well even because we had about two dozen buildings that were going up that needed insulation put in. And again, that wasn’t something magic helped the process with.

Then I realized it wasn’t a coincidence and Lucca knew what was going on and had planned it. That was something shifters could help with since everything was there.

So for a week before the event, different groups worked with our people. From the reports I received, people did the work. They understood this was important and not just for this one event but the future of their pack, sloth, or group with fairies.

Connor organized a ton of dragon nobles and upper-class shifters his age to help for several mornings as more a gesture of good faith. He framed it as pushing their dragons and giving them something to make them happy. Dragons liked new and shiny. They were a lot like hobgoblins and curious about everything.

It worked. Seriously, Connor could talk a penguin into buying ice. For real that man was skilled.

Everyone more than kept their end of the deal, so I would as well. I always did and people knew that about me. I wanted that to be what people always said about me. It was important to me.

So the morning of the event, hundreds of fairies came through one of the larger portals with a list of animals for the shifters to hunt or eat in their animal forms. I opened a large portal to the right spot at the bottom of the Vogels’s mountains where the party would be. To say they were shocked at the sight was an understatement.

I didn’t blame them. Dozens of the animals we brought were knocked out. They were predators and not easily managed.

Yeah, and you didn’t transport lions by asking them to follow you either. A few of the animals we brought were bigger and scarier than a wild lion.

I didn’t like that at first, thinking about how much I’d judged people for hunting lions or trophy kills. Lucca reminded me that they wouldn’t be trophy kills though. It would be for food. No heads or trophies taken.

Plus, our animals weren’t a concern for going extinct or endangered.

That was more than fair, especially since we focused on the types that we were sure were back to our normal numbers. Even over them when the babies all grew up. So it wasn’t like horrible humans doing an African safari illegal bullshit.

I felt better when the commanders acted like it was odd too. It just wasn’t something we could understand as fairies. Like I would have thought bringing our bears around other bears when they were going to be hunted.

But apparently, it was bears that wanted to. They wanted that… Challenge? Comparing dick sizes?

I wasn’t sure, but they wouldn’t be the ones eating the bear meat. Again, all weird to me but as long as someone ate the animals and their deaths weren’t for fun only, I didn’t care.

Or at least not enough to risk the event. There had been a lot of time and goodwill put into it.

We went all out. We had so much food and Faerie everything that Sasha and Xavier couldn’t hide their shock when watching it all be organized.

“Apparently, this is how parties work in Faerie,” I muttered to them quietly. “It’s like the craziest kind of potluck and block party. That was how Stefanie put it so I would have the right reference. Part of it is that we eat so much that it has to be that way or the food would all be gone.”

“Plus, your people are excited, which is a good sign,” Xavier replied just as quietly. “Ours as well.”

I nodded. I’d heard that a bunch of his family, Sasha’s family, and the Rothchilds had gone to help harvest groves at the sanctuaries so there was a ton of fae fruit and produce. It was fun though and was starting to look like a movie set from like a Middle Ages piece. That probably wasn’t the right comparison but… It was where my mind went.

The tents weren’t like farmer’s market tents or even camping ones. They were massive tents like I’d seen in those kinds of movies. They were fancy cloth and had sides. Maybe wedding tents could have worked, but they normally were like one gigantic one, not a bunch of them all over and set up like party rooms.

It was cool. It was really cool and I was glad we did it.

The rest stops were all closed in Faerie for the day, cooking for this event instead and helping on location. I walked around and thanked all the workers I saw, even the hobgoblins I had had problems with. We’d never be friends, but there hadn’t been any more problems and I could move past what happened.

As long as they kept behaving.

The only hiccup was some of the hawk shifters were upset that we didn’t bring birds from Faerie. That was a bit trickier, but when they were told we didn’t have an overabundance of them like we did aquatic animals, they were fine. They hadn’t known we’d brought a ton of live fish that were on ice that we were going to toss in a section of the Vogel’s lake.

It was netted off because bad things could happen if we left animals from Faerie alive in this world. That lake connected to other bodies of water, and I wasn’t the only one worried about an Asian Carp situation with a fish from Faerie taking over.

Or it would die quick. I honestly didn’t know the answer or how that worked. But we’d seen weirder things so again, prudence was smart.

Right as the event was going to start, Hudson found me and seemed nervous.

“Hey, can we talk about something?” he said quietly.

Immediately, I stopped what I was doing and turned to him. “Yeah, what’s up?”

He cleared his throat and glanced around. “No, it’s fine. I shouldn’t have brought this up today. It’s stupid.”

I frowned as I moved closer to him. I didn’t have a thought in my head besides getting him away from the eyes that always made us both nervous. I moved my hand to his arm and teleported us to the other side of the lake which was more for dragons our age just hanging out.

“It’s not stupid. Whatever is going on.” I shook my head when he started to argue. “If it’s upsetting you, it’s not stupid.”

“You don’t even know what it is yet, shorty,” he said as he leaned down to kiss me.

I accepted the gesture but then bopped him on the forehead. “I don’t care what it is. If it’s on your mind and you’re worried to talk about it, it’s important. I also don’t care about the time. It’s not a formal event all dressed up, and it hasn’t even started yet. You’re more important to me than this event.”

His shoulders relaxed and he cupped my face before giving me a deeper kiss. “I love you, Tams. This is why I love you so fucking much. You think you’re so bad at the emotional stuff, but you’re not. You always make sure—I’m sorry I didn’t have more faith in you.”

I didn’t even get mad, kissing him this time. “We have too much going on. Big stuff. We keep accidentally pushing things off that we shouldn’t. I do it. I know I do it.” I cleared my throat. “Julian helped me realize how to articulate that better. Or he learned through therapy, and I like how it feels when he handles anything that way. I want to make you guys feel the same.”

“I agree. Totally. I’ve noticed it too and it’s helped me in therapy.” He let out a slow breath before leading me over to a tree lying on its side to be a bench. “My session the other day made me realize that I was holding something in and it was building into… Something bad. I don’t think jealousy but—resentment? I was starting to be resentful.”

“That happens. Tell me about what. I’ll fix it if I can.”

He kept my hands in his, fidgeting and stroking my fingers. “You agreed to talk to me about the role that I saw as my future when I brought it up. And you made that a priority. I saw that. We discussed it right after and that helped.”

“It was my fault you were in any sort of limbo. I should have done better by you guys. I just—no excuses. I should have done better, and I feel bad how I treated you both.”

He brought my hands to his lips and kissed a few of my fingers. “I feel like you’re still doing it. You agreed to what I thought but…”

“But what, beastie?” I worried. “Tell me and I’ll fix it. I swear I will.”

He sighed. “You just agreed to what I wanted, Tams. We’ve talked before about roles and you saw things I did. I have the right background to help with the military and guards. Protecting the castle. I learned a lot from Trigger and—”

“I agree. I think you’re the perfect person,” I said firmly, feeling bad for interrupting, but I didn’t want to risk his tunnel vision on this. “I didn’t just agree with what you wanted. I agree with it. Completely.” I flinched when a bit of anger filled his eyes and he hurried to look away. “Sorry. I just wanted that clear so we’re on the same page.”

“I know. And I can feel your worry and fear. I’m not being a tunnel-visioned idiot on this.”

“I believe you. I’m glad.” I sighed when he looked back at me. “Yeah, I’m still afraid of that on our issues. I get less scared every time you bring something like this to me. That’s—I can’t snap my fingers and get over it.”

“No, that’s fair and I don’t want you to.”

“I’m not being dismissive, Hudson,” I said when he was quiet a few minutes. “I just don’t—I wasn’t placating you.”

“Except that’s what everyone else thinks you did, Tams,” he growled as he jumped to his feet.

“And not the idiots who talk out of their asses?” I hedged, not sure how to ask if people were just blowing shit up. I nodded when he shot me an annoyed look saying he wouldn’t care if it was the idiots. “Okay, then tell me what to do or how to fix this. I’m not seeing what I did wrong.”

His face softened. “I’m not saying you did anything wrong, shorty.”

“I’m not perfect and I mess up. I’ve messed up if you’re hurt, Hudson. I just don’t know—I didn’t grow up with being in all of this and castles and stuff. I don’t know what I’m doing, so talk to me. I never want you to hurt.”

He winced and then knelt before me. “Yeah, this is why I said it was stupid. You don’t get it.”

“It’s not stupid,” I said firmly. “We’ve hurt each other without meaning to. That’s the only hurt I’m willing to accept because I won’t mate an asshole. I don’t want you to mate one either. Tell me what’s going on. Please? Help me understand because I don’t have the background you do.”

He frowned and met my gaze. “Is that the role you saw me having? Putting things into Tamsin for you?”

So clearly, he hadn’t seen that as part of the role. I licked my lips and carefully considered what to answer, but he snorted, already knowing what I was going to say. “Part of it, yeah. I guess I saw you as my advisor on it. You sense more than I do, and you know the realm of…” I shrugged.

He nodded. “That helps. That makes more sense.” He sighed when I simply kept staring at him. “I was getting resentful that you were working so closely with Lucca, and his job has structure and a path and mine was kind of just ‘whatever.’”

I winced. “I didn’t mean it like that but yeah, I could absolutely see how it came off that way.” I gave him a soft kiss. “I’m so sorry, beastie. It wasn’t—your role isn’t placating or whatever. I just don’t know how to…” I moved my hands almost as if I was working a Rubix Cube, trying to show him that I didn’t even know what I was doing or working the problem.

He moved his hands over mine. “Yeah, I get you, shorty. I didn’t think of this side of it and I’m glad we talked. I only saw the side of you working excitedly with Lucca and not me.”

I licked my lips and gripped his hands. “Beastie, what you’re feeling is valid, but I think you’re a bit sensitive on this too. I really haven’t been doing much with Lucca. Neldor has. I’ve jumped in, but this was all them. He’s Neldor’s right hand, not mine.”

He nodded after a moment. “That’s fair, but I was supposed to be your right hand in a way, and I haven’t felt it at all.”

And that was where I had messed up. I said as much and was glad he’d brought it to me… I just didn’t know what to do about it.
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The event was a hit. People were having a blast, and even if there was a bit more nudity than I was comfortable with given the ages of some of the hobgoblins and fairies helping, it was still educational for all of us. I was glad that it was going well but my heart was heavy.

I found Xavier talking with Lageos and realized that they were exactly who I needed to talk with. I went over there and quietly asked if we could speak privately, catching Trigger Rothchild’s gaze and gesturing with my head to join us.

We walked off a bit behind the furthest tent and I put up a barrier over us.

“What worries you, Daughter?” Lageos asked quietly.

“I’m messing up with Hudson and I don’t know how to fix it and I’m worried he’s slipping into tunnel vision on this because he’s seeing more than what’s there. That sounds harsh and—”

“Back up and start over, Princess,” Trigger said gently. “You’re fair and forgiving, so we won’t be upset. Just tell us.”

I bit back a smile, thinking that I was glad I’d said basically the same thing to Hudson when he’d been upset. It really did help to feel supported when discussing something difficult.

I told them everything Hudson told me, even the parts I wasn’t sure I fully understood because again, I wasn’t used to dealing with this. I barely had a handle on the government aspect of Faerie and my role.

And that was a big fucking aspect. So everything went into that most days.

“First, he needs to shadow Iolas and me,” Lageos said firmly. “He’s been—I think he’s been trying to shadow me some, but mostly he’s been on vacation with you. I thought that was what he wanted?”

“He does,” Xavier said quickly… Meaning he knew about this and had talked with Hudson. His gaze softened when he looked at me and realized I knew this. “He does. He’s told us several times that even if he can’t go on the rides with you that he’s having the time of his life. That he wanted some of this easy with you.”

“He’s never had that as your heir,” I accepted, sighing as I scrubbed my hand over my hair. “I saw that too and thought… I kind of thought he was taking like a full month off and just hanging with me too. It was a lot to renounce his claim to the throne and give it to Connor. People fucked with him at school after and—he needs to relax.”

“And Lucca needed to dive in and feel like he had value,” Trigger muttered.

He wasn’t wrong. No, the dragon was pretty smart.

But we came up with a plan. Hudson would get another month off with me—if he wanted, but I hoped he did—and then would shadow Iolas and my dad… And my dad swore he would behave. He wanted this to work as well, and as long as Hudson didn’t call him “Father” or fuck with personal stuff, he’d be good.

I wasn’t the only one who smiled. Julian really hit every nerve of my dad’s by doing that.

It was kind of hysterical if I was honest.

I felt like a chicken, but I asked that they talk with Hudson about this. I really didn’t have the knowledge. He needed to learn everything he knew but basically in terms of Faerie? That was how I saw it, but I knew it was more complicated because I had land and cities to rule over whereas dragons didn’t. They weren’t the government like that too.

Yeah, so way more complicated.

I made sure to walk around and greet people, play hostess, and be visible in case there was a problem. Neldor found me after I made a good lap of the event and handed me a loaded plate, holding one for himself. He gave me a look that he wanted to talk with me, so I accepted, and we went off to the side in one of the larger tents.

I linked our minds and he asked me what was going on and I told him. I explained that I just didn’t understand and felt bad I’d messed up things between Hudson and Lucca. I actually told him a lot and kind of unloaded on him as we ate, going back for refills a few times.

I had just finished filling him in on my conversation with Xavier, Trigger, and my dad when Taeral came over to us and cleared his throat. He took our empty plates which made us both frown.

“The hormones coming off of you both are starting to distract the shifters and hunt,” he informed us, looking uncomfortable and a bit amused.

I jumped to my feet for some reason, mostly in shock. I shut down the mental link and glanced around, seeing all of the attention we had. I wanted to sign in relief when I saw Trigger there. “I was just telling him about our discussion! I thought he should be part of it and could have input.”

Trigger’s lips twitched which was a lot for him. “Princess, when I was your age and not yet with my mate, we could talk about math and still clog some noses.”

I blinked at him a moment before just leaving. That wasn’t any help and I hadn’t been all turned on.

“Yeah, I did that too,” he chuckled.

Someone else snorted. “Yeah, we all chase after our mates. That’s the job of the man.”

I didn’t know what he meant until I was a bit away and realized Neldor was hot on my heels.

And only then did I realize I was turned on. My body was completely wound up. I had been sitting there wet even.

How embarrassing! And why? Was talking to him enough to really get me going?

“Talking in our heads is apparently more intimate than I realized,” Neldor grumbled as he put a barrier up over us and moved closer. “I was listening. I swear I was, and I do have some input if you’re willing to hear me.”

“I am. That’s why—I came for your—I wasn’t—”

“Baby doll, don’t lie to me. Your ears are red, so clearly you realized you’re in the same state I am except you didn’t fucking stand with an erection in front of everyone like a dipshit.”

Okay, that was almost funny. I mean, it was but it wasn’t. “What the hell is with us?”

“I’m a man? You’re the most gorgeous woman in two worlds? I’m really not shocked,” he drawled, flustering me even more. “Plus, this fucking outfit and short little skirt. You’re killing me with it.”

I felt his hand brush my ass and I turned to tell him to behave as he slid his arm around me and pulled me to him. Our bodies collided and I barely touched his lips before our feet got tangled. We went down, but he smoothly caught us so he took the brunt of it… And I was straddling his thigh.

I did not think that was an accident.

His hand slid under my skirt and panties to palm my ass as he cupped my head and kissed me. I should have yelled at him or stopped it. We were hosting a huge event and a lot was at stake.

Instead, I kissed him back and leaned into his firm body.

“You were so fucking hot when you were welcoming everyone and being so fucking cute,” he said before pulling my bottom lip between his teeth. “You did great, baby doll. I know you were nervous, but everyone was impressed. You were authentic and perfect. You’re always perfect.”

“I know you guys are around here,” Hudson growled from behind me, making us both jump. “I can smell you, Tams.”

“Let him in,” I said as I tried to jump up, but Neldor’s hand kept me against him… Like I was caught doing something I shouldn’t. I winced at the hurt on Neldor’s face. “I’m not—I didn’t mean—I’m worried—”

“I get it,” he whispered and easily moved us to be standing before he took down the barrier.

I turned to address Hudson but kept my hand on Neldor as if to say I wasn’t walking away from him.

And apparently, that was a green light for him to continue, his lips on my neck as I opened my mouth. I moaned, blinking at Hudson and glancing around.

“I moved the barrier over him. We’re still protected,” Neldor promised.

“Good,” Hudson growled before he mashed his mouth to mine. I was pressed between them and my body was very happy about that. “There is no way I’m letting you get sexed up by another man on my family’s land.” He chuckled when Neldor said something I didn’t catch. “Alone. I’m not allowing it alone.”

“Yeah, join in,” I blurted before pulling his head back down.

“Get her panties off before I rip them,” Hudson instructed. “She’ll be pissed if she’s commando in a short skirt at this kind of event.”

“Right,” Neldor agreed, and I felt his fingers dance along my legs under my skirt. “Give me the panties, baby doll. I’ll lick you if you do.”

Fuck, take the panties. Take all of my clothes even. I realized I either said that out loud or in their minds because they both chuckled and touched me more.

Yes. Please.

Neldor knelt down as he took off my panties… And then buried his face in my pussy. I pushed up my ass and gave him more access. I was rewarded with him massaging it and saying he’d never seen an ass better than mine.

“Every part of shorty is the best I’ve ever seen,” Hudson praised as his hand slid under my shirt. “Want me to give the girls attention?” He chuckled when I whimpered. “I love when you’re all wound up. Shit, when I smelled it, I was ready to carry you out of wherever you were, and then I find you went off with Neldor.”

I simply nodded and pulled up my bra for him. He wanted access to my tits, he could have it.

Actually, I wanted more than that, undoing his belt and getting his pants open. I grabbed his dick and started stroking it, moaning when Neldor added fingers with his tongue. I came when Hudson pinched my nipples, completely into this.

I ended up sucking on Hudson—much to both their shock—and Neldor kept licking me. I couldn’t take that position after a bit and wanted more. Hudson spun me around and lifted me up, leaning me against Neldor before pushing inside of me. I wasn’t completely ready yet since Neldor had focused on giving me orgasms instead of opening me up.

But I was relaxed and my body definitely not against him being inside of me.

Plus, Hudson would never risk hurting me. Not like this at least. Riding me until we needed healing runes was totally different… And normally, in a bed.

“Shit, nothing is fucking sexier than this, Tams,” Hudson whispered as he ran his hand over my body. His other hand was more than enough to hold up my weight especially when I was leaning against Neldor.

“Agreed,” Neldor murmured in my ear as he cupped my breast and massaged it. “I’m going to be inside of you soon, baby doll. You know it and I know it. Very soon.”

It was getting harder and harder to deny that, so I didn’t say anything, letting them touch me however they wanted. Neldor ended up pulling out his dick and letting my body stroke him off as Hudson moved me. It was kinky as fuck and hot.

Honestly, I wanted to go about five more rounds when the three of us all finished and I could tell they felt the same… Except there was an event going on that we were all hosting.

Shit.

“I’ll go first and portal to another spot there like I had to take a call,” Neldor said gently, kissing my neck. “You go get cleaned up with Hudson and wait a bit longer.”

“Smart,” Hudson agreed, pulling me up to lean against him.

“Wait,” I whispered before we might have gone our own way. I reached for Neldor and pulled him closer, giving him a long kiss.

“Fine, I won’t keep your panties in my pocket,” he grumbled and handed them over to Hudson.

Then the asshole opened a portal and walked through to wherever to get cleaned up.

“He really is good at pushing your buttons,” Hudson chuckled. He was smirking when I looked back to him. “Your pussy clenched around me. You liked the idea of him trying to steal your panties.”

I blinked at him as if to say there wasn’t a lot of thought going on at that moment, so I’d just believe him. He found that amusing.

I teleported us to my bathroom and we hurried to clean up. It felt awkward though and I realized what was going on. “I’m sorry I chickened out and let your dad and my dad talk to you.”

He frowned at me. “I’m fine with that. It was a tricky topic and I’d been talking with my father about it.” Understanding filled his eyes and he moved closer, cupping my cheek. “My head was—those were some intense hormones I was smelling from you, shorty. In another tent.”

“Jesus, I wasn’t that bad,” I grumbled. “We were—I was telling him what happened and we talking about how to fix things.” I hurried on when he frowned. “Not about our relationship, but he’s the middle ground. He’s had a castle and grown up with it like you have and in Faerie. Plus—”

“I get it,” he assured me. “And you guys got that hot and bothered talking about that? You get why that would make me worry, right?”

I realized what he was saying, and I failed in swallowing a snort. I didn’t mean to hurt his feelings, but I did from the look on his face. I rubbed my hands up and down his chest. “Beastie, you are the last person that needs to worry about our chemistry and me getting wound up with someone else more. I crave you. No one could ever take that place.”

“I wasn’t being jealous,” he muttered. “It’s just if you have something more with one of them over me, I worry I’m not enough.”

“You are always enough. I know it’s hard for you guys, but it’s not like scales. You give me lots Neldor never could and yeah, there are things he can only share with me as a fairy. He couldn’t ever take your place. I swear it.”

“I might need to hear that now and again,” he admitted.

“I can more than handle that,” I promised with a wink.

And I could. I could more than swing that for Hudson after all he’d done for me and helped me with. I couldn’t even imagine what they went through with me having other mates.

I couldn’t have handled it and they accepted it.

Crazy men.

We arrived back and people didn’t say anything or make comments about what happened since I came back with Hudson. They could think what they wanted—and from the looks my dad gave Hudson, he had lots he thought—but no one touched the topic. Which was great and I appreciated it.

The event went well, and the shifters were over the moon that they got to either hunt animals from Faerie, be part of the kill, or at least eat them. Some came just to eat the food we put out and enjoy the party atmosphere. I appreciated that too.

Lucca’s mom was the one who took down one of the biggest bucks we’d brought and seemed very happy about it. To each their own. I liked Mrs. Von Thann, a lot even, but I would never understand that.

But I caught some cute moments between her and Lucca’s dad. I thought she could do better, and I would never be able to forgive Mr. Von Thann for all he’d done to me, but if he was who she wanted, I wished them the best. I truly did. She deserved to be happy.

“Thanks, cream puff,” Lucca muttered under his breath when he caught me watching them. I wasn’t sure what he got off of me, but I was glad he probably understood where my mind was. I simply winked at him and went to help start cleaning up.

And was immediately told future queens don’t clean up events. Brats.

So I was a brat back and reminded them that I was still only a princess, and a princess helped with the events all the way to the end. I batted my eyelashes at the gobsmacked people and carried the empty trays and platters to the cart.

If nothing else, it made room for more dessert to be brought out.

Nice.

I received a lot of praise for the event, but I made sure people understood that it was Lucca and Neldor mostly. That I just gave the approval and orders so it could happen. They seemed shocked that I would be so fair? I wasn’t sure but I tried not to take offense and simply accept they were used to people in power being hungry for praise.

It made sense in my head.

Such was life.
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The rest of my summer vacation blew by. It was full of laughs and fun and went beyond what I’d even thought to hope for. Seriously, it was that great, and I felt their love for me in every day of events and the planning it took to make it all work.

So it wasn’t just the little girl in me that was healed, it was the teenager and even the woman who kept seeming to not be enough for them.

I was enough. If they put this much time and effort into planning a summer vacation for me… They loved me and saw me.

And that meant everything.

We hit every Universal Studios Park, taking a full day at The Wizarding World of Harry Potter in Orlando and just being silly. The one in Japan was killer with the Super Nintendo fun and all kinds of different attractions.

There was also Michigan Adventures in Michigan that was an amusement park and a water park.

Great Wolf Lodge that was in Niagara Falls that we spent a weekend at. It was all-inclusive and really nice, mostly sized for kids, so the hobgoblins loved it.

Kings Island near Cincinnati that had some great roller coasters and a ton of food options that made our tummies happy. We cracked up at the person who worked the carnival booth guessing our ages since almost no fairies or shifters looked their real age.

Hershey Park in Pennsylvania that smelled like chocolate and was some innocent fun for the kiddies.

Alton Towers in the UK and Port Adventura in Spain that were a kick with getting different options for the food around them. Plus, Tripsdrill in Germany that had the fun of all the old German fairytales that were supposed to be scary, but real life was much worse.

We spent a few days hitting the Gold Coast in Queensland, Australia since they had multiple attractions. Dreamworld, WhiteWater World, and Movie World. It was really great… But Australia still terrified me. I’d seen enough on social media to be validly afraid of their spiders, snakes, and buggies.

Seriously.

The yearly tournament we now hosted with the best of the best in swords was great. I didn’t get involved this time, so it was just against the commanders. Other fairies participated this time to have a shot at them, and everyone seemed to just have fun.

Well, besides a few sore losers, but they didn’t do much besides bitch on social media.

Both the vamp and witch councils were full now with their council members. I was glad that whole nightmare was over. I wasn’t stupid enough to think there would never be problems again, but I hoped it would be many, many years before the next time a council had to be completely redone.

If ever.

I had a meeting with Edelman, Sontar, and my dad to sort out my schedule. I was glad that we were beyond any backlash or issues given it was my last fucking year at Artemis.

My classes Monday, Wednesday, and Fridays were:

Power Training

8-9:30

Lageos

New Magical Development II

9:45-10:45

Lageos

Faerie’s Economy

11-12

Professor Sontar

Lunch

12:15-1:15

History of Councils

1:30-3

Professor Sontar

And Tuesdays and Thursdays were:

Practical Enchantments

9:45-10:45

Professor Sontar

Local Ordinances

11 – 12

Commander Morgan & Commander Talila

Lunch

12:15-1:15

In reality, Power Training would be every morning and start earlier than that so I could get in my full workout. And it was nice we moved New Magical Development II to right after so my dad didn’t have to spend most of his day in teacher mode.

I asked for Faerie’s Economy which shocked Sontar. I knew about it now and had put in a lot of work to get caught up on it… But I still felt like I should get the background and history of it. I understood inflation and the progress of money in the United States, and I felt like I should know that about the world I would rule.

Made sense, right? I think it was more asking for something that was basic to others. But I hadn’t grown up with it and… Yeah, people were silly sometimes.

History of Councils was pretty much going to be a blow-off class for me. I’d really learned everything before and after arresting two councils and handling the situation with the dragons who were still building their council now. But I still received backlash that I shouldn’t have a say in much given it wasn’t my council and there was no way I could be knowledgeable on them.

Yeah, well, now I would have it on my fucking resume, and I actually did pay attention and study, unlike most of the fools who constantly told me I was wrong.

When I wasn’t.

I also asked for Practical Enchantments. It might have seemed silly when I was already in another semester of developing new magic and “pulled miracles out of my ass” like some people said. But going back and even working with that little girl who made a portal appear in front of me helped me.

I wanted more of that instead of building on a foundation of my magic just giving me the answers and going crazy.

I wanted to not end up crazy so yeah, basics and sanity sounded great.

I agreed with the commanders when they said the next step in my education was a class on local everything. I finished with the Guardians education and had everything outlined to merge them officially and legally when I was queen, but there was a lot more to a government than the military.

A lot fucking more.

And just like the United States of America wasn’t all that fucking united most days and had everything different between the states, so did Faerie. Unfortunately. So there were completely different rules on the west side of the light realm to the east side.

Oh, and of course, there was the same in the dark realm. So there was going to be a lot of everything learned with that this year so I had a grasp on all of it by the time I was queen and could change it.

Fun.

But it was all done and without people throwing a fit or trying to flex their power over me, so I was happy about that.

What I wasn’t happy about was the fact that no one would let my twenty-fifth birthday pass quietly how I wanted. I liked just the relaxed party with those close to me and having dinner with my dad. That was what I wanted.

Yeah, not happening when I hit the legal age to become queen. It wasn’t actually that I agreed to take the job finally, but it was a real thing and a deep tradition in Faerie. An heir getting her wings and coming of age to rule was celebrated as stability and promised a future for the realm.

So basically, I didn’t have a choice.

I did manage to get the festivities to be before my actual birthday so I could have my relaxed day with my dad. I snapped on the commanders when they pushed and reminded them that it was the last fucking birthday I would have with my only parent and to back off.

And then I acted like a child and stormed off.

Apparently, getting older didn’t mean I would fully mature. Whatever.

Neldor laid into them after I left, and I was glad everything was settled the next time we all spoke. He also said he would make it clear that word would be passed around Faerie that I felt uncomfortable with the normal week-long celebrations, festivals, and more given some of our people were still frozen in darkness.

One of them being my mother who was the actual queen and couldn’t celebrate with me. People needed to remember context and what was around them more than the fucking traditions sometimes. That wasn’t unfair to ask.

It really wasn’t, and I was glad when it seemed the average fairy agreed with me.

It was in the video Neldor had put out about my invention of the hope crystals and telling people that I was working on a way to help witches and warlocks with their cleansing. That it wasn’t only about my future mother-in-law, but saving fairies from headaches later to handle someone off their rocker with magic and figure out how to help earlier.

He said it more eloquently, but I appreciated it. I really did, and he was much better at the videos than I was. He was damn good in his role.

Even if he framed it as being my shield in a way that made me a bit uncomfortable.

But it worked and that was what mattered to me.

But I had a long lecture and sit-down with the female commanders to address something else. Apparently, turning twenty-five was more than just a number or requirement to be queen. It was a bit of an attitude adjustment. No longer did people look at me as the princess as heir but as more… Ready to jump into the role?

I didn’t fully understand it, but I did. It was like Hudson had talked about being the child of royals versus being seen as an adult royal. Meaning even at school it was time to step up my game. They admitted I’d done a lot of it on my own and appreciated I wasn’t a pain in the ass perfectionist, but I had to step into the role more.

And that meant no more modeling and showing up to public meals in a sports bras and booty shorts.

I actually understood both points, and they seemed relieved that I wouldn’t push back. I made it clear that I would do my best, but fairies needed to work on their judgmental nature as well. And I wanted that balance made clear to people.

I agreed that I had to act the part, and the Queen of England would never have modeled anything, much less lingerie… But she’d also been in a commercial for a Bond movie to help her economy and image. Faerie needed to adapt as well.

I was glad when they admitted they felt the same and would work for it, all of the commanders would.

So I smiled and did my part for the birthday celebrations, glad fairies and fair folk were happy. But honestly, it was all a blur because it made me uncomfortable being the center of attention like that.

Funny for the woman who would be queen of a world.

The guys were my rocks through it all. I was never left alone and they were always there to help me. Darby especially which I tried to not be surprised at, but he reminded me if anyone understood what an introvert went through, it was another introvert.

And he pushed hard for people to remember that I was one… And I pushed hard if anyone tried to tell him it wasn’t his place. Honestly, it was a good show of us being a team and letting Faerie know he was going to be in their future.

So fucking accept it already.

It helped us too. We were almost back to being us. For real. On the same page and everything that I’d prayed for.

And they’d been my rocks months ago when I’d learned that I was going to be twenty-five… Not twenty-four.

Yeah, that one had thrown me as well.

“Why not tell me sooner?” I’d asked my dad. “Everyone freaked out how much earlier my wings came in and—”

“They still would have, and they were still early,” he sighed as he sat down next to me. “At first, I was so disoriented and there was so much always that—years blur for me, Daughter. I’ve lived too many. It was Iolas who finally called me out that you would be mad at me for hiding your real age from you, even for your protection.

“He didn’t realize it at first either because he hadn’t been part of the plan. He didn’t know that your mother covered you in a glamour to hide you. You were smuggled out of Faerie by someone trusted and we were going to meet up after… After. When I didn’t show—I will never know for sure what happened.”

“What do you think happened?”

He sighed again. “I think she was discovered and hid you in the only place no one would look. But I’ve seen the memories you’ve shown me and—you weren’t a newborn, Tamsin. That program with the humans is for babies. You were over a year old and the humans would have known that.”

“You think that person put a glamour on me to make me look younger?” I blinked at him, trying to handle how crazy that was.

“Yes. I think—there were a few demons who ranted about killing the fairy too late before I ended them. I think she realized demons were on her tail since you were unprotected. She put a glamour on you and locked in your essence. It would have faded over the years as any magic does without more power being infused into it.”

I nodded, like the glamour of the Vogel’s mountains or even the fairy properties. “And you didn’t tell me sooner because I was kept so quiet when I was born and because of your mating. It worked to get me here where I can take over.”

“Yes. I’m sorry, but yes. Some of the commanders have figured out what’s been going on, and that was why they became so pushy for you to declare you were all in, setting up your government—all of it.”

“This is a lot, Dad.”

He nodded. “It is, but you are in the right space to hear and process it. You weren’t before.”

No, no, I definitely hadn’t been.

But my guys had been amazing about it… Even Neldor who had clearly figured it out. I felt a mess telling them and like it had changed everything.

Until Lucca spoke.

“Oh, thank fuck,” he exclaimed as he jumped to his feet and gave me a serious look. “Do you know how hard it was for me to try and date someone younger than me or even the same age? Older women are so much sexier. I mean, it’s just—you just became forty times hotter to me now that you’re a year older than me.”

“You’re such a fucking asshole,” Hudson whispered before bursting out laughing.

And he wasn’t the only one.

We all glanced at each other and laughed. Lucca just beamed at us all like he knew he’d done well with his goofy smile. He winked at me and I felt better.

Yeah, it wasn’t really a big deal. It had just felt like one.

Their support meant more than an extra birthday celebration. They all reminded me that we would have lots and lots of them and they would all be together.

That meant more to me than all of the birthday celebrations.

My dad and I had our day, and the guys came over after dinner for cake and to give me presents. The kicker?

They were all super sentimental and overlapped… But that wasn’t planned.

Julian paid for a professional photo shoot for my dad and me, plus for all of us to have some pictures together all dressed up. I loved it. It was something perfect that I would absolutely want and never have thought to have done for myself.

Hudson had framed some candids of us together after flying, both in his human form and as River.

Neldor had made some framed canvases of candids of me with my unicorns and one of me with my dad riding.

Lucca had gotten other pictures from Izzy of me and my dad and put them together in a photo album.

And Darby had put together an album of pictures from my time at Artemis with room for my last year.

Yeah, I cried. It was all so amazing and thoughtful that I absolutely cried.

Apparently, the gods had given me the best gift possible by giving me five mates who were perfect for me.

Abso-fucking-lutely perfect for me.
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I blinked and it was time for school to start… And I was speaking at the all-school assembly.

And not just ours.

The colleges all had the same schedule and important dates since they were all supposed to be interchangeable. The high schools had something else, but it was arranged so they all had the same date and time for an all-school assembly just so I could speak to everyone. Live.

Fun.

“Now we will hear about the changes this school year from Princess Tamsin Vale, leader of the fairies,” Headmaster Edelman introduced.

I let out a slow breath and walked out onto the stage, knowing I looked fierce and was ready. I was wearing a traditional fairy gown made of fae material.

It wasn’t normally black though. Fairies wore color.

I wanted it deadly. Plus, my hair was enough color most days.

I had it down and wild, my curls running all over with nothing besides the tiara to hold some of them back. The dress was a halter without any back, so my wings were able to come out and I had full access to my magic if I needed. The front was super short, but I had layers that went to the floor and gave me a train.

It looked awesome though and showed off my toned and athletic legs when I walked. From the front on, people could tell the layers parted and the skirt under was short, but it wasn’t obvious or over the top unless I was walking.

It made a statement for sure.

I thanked the headmaster and stopped at the microphone, wishing there was a podium for me to hold onto or fidget with.

Balls.

“For those of you who don’t know me, my name is Tamsin Vale, and I am the future queen of Faerie and her people. Given there will be a change this year to the supe schools of this world and fairies will be in attendance at the college and high school levels, I insisted on addressing every student who will be learning with my people.

“I am a fair leader, and I believe people need to be told about and understand the consequences of their actions. I wanted everyone to hear it from my mouth and for nothing to get lost in the message as it was passed on.” I looked around the auditorium and at the cameras for the broadcast plus the ones recording it. “I am not in charge of other species or how they handle issues.

“I won’t get into details or speak on how things have been handled before. All of that doesn’t matter to me. What matters is the future and people believe me when I say that if any student harms any of my people, I will make them regret it and pay for their sins. No teacher, parent, headmaster, Alpha, or council member will stop me. The gods themselves won’t stop me.”

I gave people a few moments with that and they seemed to need it.

Really? They hadn’t seen this coming after it was announced fairies would be attending supe schools because our infrastructure wasn’t ready to have our schools open yet?

Idiots.

“I made a pledge that there will be no more wars in Faerie while I am their leader,” I continued. “Some people misunderstood that and have made assumptions instead of hearing my words. I would like to correct that mistake and hope people listen better.” I looked around at all the frowns and smiled. “I said no more wars in Faerie. I never said fairies wouldn’t go to war.”

It was hard not to snort when people gasped or made shocked comments.

“Many have asked why only now am I allowing fairies to attend the schools at the high school and college level. Let me be clear the reason. It’s because I’m of age to take over as queen. I have two of the three requirements and if need be, I can easily test out of my last year of college and finish the third one. I will if I have to and protect my people.

“And yes, I’m serious. I am always serious in my promises and threats. Do. Not. Push. Me.” I paused and ignored that the commanders looked ready to faint. “When people thought I was an unknown, the way people treated me was disgusting, and too many people excused it or thought it no big deal. What has been forgiven or brushed off since people know is just as bad.

“This is your one warning that I will not allow the same to happen to any fairy. Not while I breathe. I’d say, ‘F around and find out,’ but I want you to hear me that you shouldn’t. Don’t test me. You won’t like your answer.” Again, I gave people a moment. “There will be a squad of Faerie Guardians on every campus at all times.

“If there is any issue with one of my people, they will immediately be brought directly to me and I will hear with my telepathy exactly what happened. So don’t think one slap on the butt will be missed or people are too busy to catch some bullying. I’m never too busy for my people or to punish crimes. Not ever.”

Edelman opened his mouth like he was going to try and thank me for speaking or get me off the stage. I wasn’t done yet though.

“And on the other side of this, I want every fairy to hear me that if you misbehave, you really won’t like the punishment. I let nothing slide. If I find you harass or bully a student, you will be banned from leaving Faerie. You and your whole family for embarrassing us.

“You will be punished and removed from the privilege I am allowing for your studies to continue when we have so much happening. Instead, you will have a work detail as I have punished others. I understand that you have been through a lot—all of Faerie has—but that doesn’t forgive bad behavior. I have been through more than most, but I’ve never bullied anyone.

“If there is a situation or something wrong, you tell the Guardians. You report it to your parents and we will handle it. That is our job. Your job is to learn and study hard. We have fairy teachers at every school now and will be working with the curriculums and course loads to challenge you. Study hard and make your people proud—make yourself proud.”

“Why state that you will test out of the last year of your schooling? What does that have to do with this threat?” a woman asked from somewhere in the audience, disdain for me dripping off of her words.

I chuckled darkly and glanced around, unable to lock on her. “Because I have to be queen to declare war. That’s in our laws. So, if anyone hurts a fairy and someone tries to interfere with my punishing them, I will bump up the timeline of my coronation so I can declare war if need be. It’s also not a threat. It’s a promise.”

I thanked the headmasters for giving me the chance to speak and wished the students luck in the coming year. I walked off the stage and let Edelman finish as all the headmasters were as well.

Then it was time for the horrible part… The luncheons. Neldor, Lageos, the commanders, and I were attending luncheons at every school. Some even moved theirs back to later hoping they’d get one of the royalty to attend since they heard we were hopping around.

It worked because I spent hours and hours nodding politely and being introduced to too many people. I stayed about twenty minutes at each one before I was escorted by guards to another.

And I never even got to fucking eat.

When it was over, I took off my heels and plopped on the stool in my kitchen, ready for the food I was promised. I swallowed a yelp when Lucca picked me up and sat me on his lap at the table. Darby lifted my foot and started rubbing it.

“Do you have any idea how many people told me you were too much woman for any sane man to handle?” Neldor bitched as he came through the door loaded with bags of food, his security each carrying just as many.

“I mean, they’re not wrong,” I chuckled darkly, smirking at him after he set everything down. “You are kinda nuts, Nel.”

“You are…” He simply sighed, and Lageos chuckled as he opened bags.

“Lovely. I was craving the Italian beef from that place. Al’s?” Lageos muttered as he brought them out.

“Glad our cravings can line up,” I teased, thanking Neldor for getting them. I moaned as Darby worked the right spot of my foot. “Why does it hurt so much more to stand still instead of moving around?”

“I think I read it’s a blood flow thing,” Lucca muttered. “I’m not sure if that’s in heels, but our bodies are built to move or relax. You’re not doing either really when just standing in the same spot.”

Fair enough.

“People are not happy with the speech you made, Your Highness,” Stefanie told me as she grabbed a sandwich.

I snorted, thanking my dad when he gave me one. Darby started rubbing my other foot and I didn’t want to move at the moment. “Which people?” I smirked at her. “Oh, come on, our people aren’t pissed at me.”

“No, they love you even more,” she admitted.

“Well, that wasn’t the goal, but I’ll take the happy accident,” I said easily with a shrug.

And I would. I liked good outcomes.

Who didn’t?

We relaxed the rest of the day, and I had a night with Darby alone since he was going back to Yale the next day.

“We’re going to be fine, agra,” he whispered when he saw I was awake, staring at me with a bit of fear in his eyes.

“Yeah, I think we will be.” I was glad I said it when relief filled his gaze, but I did believe it. Things had turned a corner for us over the summer and I felt like we could get back to being us—being better together than we had been.

Until we arrived at Yale and I felt like my world might crumble.

I had a weird vibe like something was off. I felt too much… Amusement? Like a predator was close and knew they would get their prey.

It was… Weird. That was all I could lock on. Something wasn’t right.

I turned and locked gazes with the woman I’d hoped to never meet.

The woman who took everything from me.

There stood the vampire from my visions who mated Darby and I shattered, letting Faerie consume me.

I stopped walking, which Darby didn’t catch at first, jerking back and almost tripping since we were holding hands. He looked up from his book list and did a double take at whatever he saw on my face.

“Agra, what’s wrong?” he worried, making me realize that he’d already said something. When I couldn’t make my mouth work, he followed my gaze and frowned.

“So you do know her,” I breathed, my heart aching.

“No, but I feel like I’ve seen her before,” he muttered. “Who is she?” He moved in front of me to block my view of her. “Tams, who is she?”

“Oh, don’t play coy, Darby,” the woman purred as she was suddenly right by us.

No, not suddenly. She’d been moving while I was freaking out inside.

I flipped on my telepathy—or my magic did—and thankfully I caught Darby’s confusion. He turned so we could both face the elegant beauty, but he was frowning.

“The lunches we had last semester were—” she started to say but recognition filled his eyes and he cut her off.

“One. You sat with a group I was eating with because of a project once,” he corrected.

“I have had lunch in the—”

“Maybe, but not with me, so do not misrepresent yourself to my fiancée,” he snapped. “We felt another vampire a few times but ignored it.”

“But you did have lunch with her?” I checked, my heart beating too fast.

He focused on me. “Yes, she was friends with one of the women in my group. She joined us.” He did a double take. “Tams, I don’t even know her name.”

The woman scoffed. “Of course, you do—”

“No, I don’t,” he argued, turning me to look at him. “I don’t. Who is she?”

I finally looked away from her piercing eyes and focused on him. “I’ve seen her before too. With you.”

He was confused but slowly horror filled his gaze as he put the pieces together. I practically watched his brain short-circuit as he understood what I was talking about.

And then he moved us away from the woman. “Don’t ever speak to either of us again,” he warned her before hurrying us along.

“Well, since I’m a student here now, I’m sure we’ll see each other lots, Darby,” she purred.

I felt his panic and heard his thoughts that he wanted to put her in the ground before I ever worried he would cheat on me. My sanity returned hearing that and knowing he was scared of this development. Not because he’d done anything wrong but because of the crazy.

Crazy because they were targeting me.

I pulled away from him and spun around to face her, no longer on the defense. I walked right up to her and moved into her space, smirking when she flinched and looked like prey instead of trying to fake being a predator.

“You’re pathetic,” I chuckled darkly. “You thought you’d come here a few times and bat your eyelashes at him and he’d fall at your feet just like all the other men you’ve wanted. But he didn’t. He didn’t even give you a second look and months later couldn’t even recognize you.”

Thick rage filled her eyes. “You have no—”

“I’m a telepath, sweetheart,” I purred, leaning in like I was going to whisper in her ear, but she jumped away from me. “I’m getting it all from your own fucking mind. Your tiny, tiny brain is telling me everything.”

“She’s jealous,” Darby muttered as he moved up behind me.

“Yes,” I confirmed for our security. “She wants to be me. She wants to be a pretty, pretty princess and the one people focus on always. She wants the vampire talked about most and to be a queen one day.” The smile I gave her was mocking. “Too bad vamps aren’t a monarchy, sweetheart. Too bad he doesn’t want you.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “Only because of your magic and obsession with—”

I snorted, eyeing her over like she was shit. “Yeah, you know all about obsession, don’t you? You kept trying to show up to where I was seen this summer to catch him and me to get on our radar. How long did it take your tiny brain to figure out it wasn’t really us and just for show?” I threw back my head and laughed when she froze.

She hadn’t figured it out. She’d had no clue until I just said it.

“Oh, sweetheart, you’re so out of your fucking league it’s depressing.” I gave her another once-over. “Good luck. Really, you’re going to fucking need it.”

I gave another laugh and took Darby’s hand before leading him off. I was squeezing it too tight and my heart raced in my throat until we reached the bookstore.

“Please, please don’t let her derail us,” he begged me as he hugged me from behind.

I let out a slow breath and nodded. “You will tell me every time you see her or interact with her. You will report it to the school if she goes—”

“I will, agra. I swear I will. I get this is an attack on us. I won’t—I hid things because you were overwhelmed. We’re the team and you don’t hide things from the team.”

No, you didn’t. I let him turn me around and kiss me. “Her father is feeding her crazy. He’s told her that she would be queen of their social circles if she steals you from me. It would be a hit I couldn’t come back from and weaken fairies so vamps will be top dog with her as their queen.”

He searched my eyes and nodded. “And I bet he was one of the vamps who came to talk to me, right? I didn’t bite and this is their next ploy?”

Relief flooded me that he immediately understood the game and how dangerous it could be. “Yes.”

“I got it, but I need you to hear me on one thing.” He waited until I nodded. “Tams, she’s not someone I would go for even if you weren’t in the picture.” He nodded when I simply stared at him. “She’s a vapid tool of a woman, talking bags and luxury brands to broke law students. That was the group. I only remembered her at all because I thought it was a weird match.”

I read between the lines. “Do you know the person that’s her friend?”

“Yes, and I think someone needs to make sure her mind wasn’t messed with.”

“I will handle it quietly,” Rafe promised. “We need you not close to this situation so it doesn’t seem like a lovers’ quarrel or give air to the rumors she will undoubtedly start that she’s stealing Darby.”

“Please trust us to handle it,” Wyn agreed.

“I’m on the right team,” Darby swore to me.

I nodded, blinking back tears. “Don’t give me reason to doubt you anymore. Please?”

“I swear I won’t, agra,” he whispered before kissing my forehead. “Can you stay tonight? Or let’s sneak out and go have dinner.”

“I’d like that.” I’d have to change around my schedule but yeah, I wanted that with him.

I needed it after this hiccup.

We went inside the bookstore so they could get what they needed and I texted Julian to cancel plans. He was understanding but disappointed. We were going to have a quiet night as well with just the two of us. I told him what happened and he asked the woman’s name to dig into her. He had connections and could get some answers through back channels.

It was smart if the vampires were going to try and make another move. I told Rafe and found the fairy had already gotten her name. Alicia. He didn’t have a last name yet, but he’d gotten her picture so he could run it through Yale’s systems and find her.

Good. We could burn her then.

I’d feel bad if she was just being used by her family or vampires, but she was fucking giddy at the idea of taking me down a peg and taking my place.

Fuck her hard.

Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who felt that way about the situation though. After they bought the books they needed, my security picked up a ton of fried chicken and we had a nice calm picnic in their apartment. Everyone simply ate and let the situation settle.

Except whoever they reported in to.

Wyn burst out laughing and I realized he was listening to his earbuds and watching something on his phone. He noticed we were all watching him and hurried to take out his earbuds and went over to the TV. He shared the video there and loaded it.

My eyes went bug wide as I watched Stefanie interrupt her scheduled interview on supe news giving updates. She couldn’t contain her annoyance and elegantly went off about the vampires starting more problems with fairies instead of working towards peace and prosperity like the shifters, witches, and warlocks.

Of course, the newscaster asked what she was talking about and she narced on the situation.

She narced hard and said that apparently there would always be some female vampire who was obsessed with me. That if Blake Ward wasn’t enough of a warning for vampires to leave me alone and not try to take my place in the world, she was worried about their species.

The newscaster pressed and Stefanie gave specifics that a woman used a human student at Yale to try and get close to Darby and now she’d been accepted to their law school when that didn’t work. That we had the confirmation that she’d used powers on the human to force a friendship.

Rafe nodded when I glanced at him. Apparently, someone had jumped right on the problem and they already had spoken with the human.

Darby gave me a look and I turned on my telepathy.

“I thought nothing would upset me more than you having a vision that I mated someone else but that she’s a fucking nutfuck—I’m freaking out here, Tams. You know I didn’t—I don’t want—”

“I know,” I promised him. I scooted closer and let him hug me to him while we ate like I was his comfort pillow.

Or he was mine because I needed it too.

It was also comforting the way Stefanie went to the mat about this and people weren’t brushing off how I was treated or the crazy around me. It helped.

But not enough to make me feel like this wasn’t a storm I would have to brace for. Nothing in my life ever went that well.
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“We’ve come full circle,” Izzy muttered as we sat and watched the student union.

“We really have,” I agreed before handing her the pint of ice cream. “It feels like a lifetime ago and only yesterday at the same time somehow.”

She accepted the ice cream from me with a sigh. “Yeah, it really does.” She took a big bite and gave it back. “We’ve come a long way at least.”

I snorted before taking too big of a bite. “Like what? I swear less?”

She chuckled and shook her head at me. Glad she found me amusing after all of this time.

I loved her too.

We were sitting among a ton of vending machine food that we’d bought and were watching the freshman welcome ball… Just as we had our first year.

We just didn’t attend this time. People wanted me to, but Shael went in my place along with a few of the captains and a couple of fairy nobles who had kids at Artemis now.

Instead, we practically cleaned out some vending machines and sat to watch everyone hurry along in their gowns and suits. Now the party had spilled out into the warm night and we were watching from a distance.

“Well, I just won a hundred bucks,” Julian said as he sat down next to me, shocking the crap out of both of us. “I knew the two of you would be nostalgic and come watch the fun.”

“I was more surprised someone voted against us,” Izzy muttered. “Who?”

“Neldor,” I guessed as Julian said the same. I nodded. “He would think if I wasn’t going to attend, I wouldn’t risk showing my face at all to give me shit.”

“Except you have a barrier up,” Julian chuckled as he reached for the popcorn. “Your guards are being discrete, but I could feel your magic and slipped in.”

I nodded for Izzy, smiling when she laughed. She’d wondered why people weren’t bugging us.

She was tired if she hadn’t figured that out.

“You were so fucking gorgeous that night in the dress you let me change to match my eyes that my heart raced for hours after,” Julian told me.

Izzy’s eyes went wide and she mouthed, “Wow.”

Right?

“That was the night you first had sex with Hudson, right? I think one of you said that,” Julian hedged, clearly wanting to know but not go over the line.

I nodded, smirking when Izzy did a double take. “I didn’t know it was the mating bond crawling all over my skin, but it was electric between us, and he stared at me like he was going to gobble me up and I’d ask for more. He followed me when I went to hide in a storage closet and we had unreal sex right there.”

“Seriously, your sex life has always made me jealous. Really? Just like that?” Izzy sighed when I nodded. “I want that kind of crazy and passion. I want to be ravaged in a storage room with tons of people around.”

“Things didn’t get going with Claudia?” I hedged. “I thought she was into you.” I’d been dying to ask, but we were always around people when I saw her this summer and Izzy was… Quiet about that stuff.

Funny given she was one of the loudest and bluntest people I knew, but somewhere in her mind she still felt she should be ashamed that she was a lesbian. She shouldn’t, and I wanted to beat her parents again and again for making her feel that way.

But she did. It was the one part of her life she didn’t like talking about and kept to herself about. If that was how she was in general, fine, I wouldn’t have poked and let her tell me things in her time, but it wasn’t Izzy.

It was Izzy feeling shame.

She sighed. “We’ve gone out. Over a dozen fancy dinners and a bunch of lunches.” She shrugged and took too big of a bite of her pizza. “But that’s it. We just have meals together and I go home. Not even a good night kiss.” She quickly reached up and wiped her eyes. “I can’t lock on her aura. She’s attracted to me physically, but I don’t think she likes the person I am.”

“No, that can’t be it. Claudia has good taste,” I said firmly. “Maybe she’s just hesitant to make a move on someone so much younger. I mean, it’s decades, and even if that’s accepted with supes since we all look young, she seems the cautious type to wait.”

“I don’t want to wait. I want passion and sex in closets,” Izzy grumbled.

Fair enough, but I had to be honest then and let her know not everything was always rainbows either. “The possessive dragon tried to have anal sex raw that night.”

Julian choked on his bite and half-eaten popcorn flew out of his mouth, more falling out of the container on his lap. He thumped himself on the chest several times and tried to get himself under control.

“Yeah, it was like that,” I drawled, nodding when Izzy gave me a hesitant look. “I swear it. He didn’t want to use the condom, and I was too new to being a supe that I didn’t know if I bought the whole no STDs thing. His answer was anal sex without lube or prep in a storage closet like a fucking idiot. I almost bailed but—nothing is perfect, Izzy.”

“He really can be a rockhead sometimes,” she grumbled. “They are stupid dragon rockheads.”

Clearly, we weren’t talking only about Hudson anymore, but I felt better that she understood good came with bad. Nothing was easy. Life wasn’t easy.

When we were wrapping up, I sent a message to Claudia while Izzy was distracted.

Me: It’s not my place, but you’re both my friends, so I want you happy. If you don’t make a move soon, she’s going to give up that you’re not into her. She thinks you think she’s pretty but nothing more and not worth pursuing.

Me: I don’t think that’s the situation, so I’m sticking my nose in it. Izzy wants passion and naughty and romance kind of fireworks. I was worried you’re too reserved with your job and don’t know how to cross the line. This is your kick in the ass.

Claudia: That isn’t remotely how I feel about her. Isabella is so much more than her looks. The whole package of her is top tier and I worry more than I deserve.

Me: You’re top tier as well. You’re kickass. Be kickass together.

Claudia: Thank you, but I do believe that as well. I meant how jaded and dark I have become. Isabella is light and rainbows. I have become jaded and twisted since losing my brother, even with the justice for it now. I worry I will taint her instead of moving into the light with her.

Me: She’s had a lot of darkness as well. She hides it even from me. I think you could be the right person to help her not become jaded and work through her pain. And she could bring you back to the light if you let her.

Me: No matter how much Izzy knows being gay is okay, there’s the voice of her parents that it’s a mental condition and not real. That twit she went out with didn’t help and ignored real life. You’re a much better fit and can make her see that she’s perfect as she is.

Claudia: She is. She is absolutely perfect. Thank you for the message. I never want to hurt her. I thought I was giving her time to move on from her first love.

Me: You put too much importance on what that relationship was. Trust me. If this was a situation with Rana, she wouldn’t have even bothered to discuss it with me. You matter to her. She wouldn’t be so bummed that she’s not enough for you if she didn’t care. Don’t wait.

Claudia: I appreciate your pushing. I don’t know how to… I’m not a very smooth person. I’ve never really romanced anyone.

Me: I can give you references to learn, but I worry I would offend you that I’m comparing you to the male of your relationship or something too much. I would never want to imply that or upset you.

Claudia: Your heart is too pure and you worry about too much. I know where your head is. You’re looking at me as the experienced one and older, not as a male to seduce your feminine best friend.

Me: Glad you understand. That’s exactly where my head was. Plus, I know you want to give Izzy her fantasy. She wants to be swept off her feet. She always has.

Claudia: Any help you have to offer is welcome.

“Hey, what are you so focused on?” Izzy asked me as she moved closer.

I let out a yelp and raised my phone so she couldn’t see it, losing my grip and it flew out of my hand.

Julian snagged it and snorted. “Someone was being dirty. Which one was sending you shirtless pics?”

I cleared my throat and gave a shrug, glad when Izzy snickered and bought it. I looked at Julian and mouthed, “Thank you.”

He leaned in and pressed his lips to my ear. “How grateful are you?”

Apparently, enough to give him his fantasy of fucking me in a storage closet on campus. I knew something was up with him but when he tapped his temple, I took it as permission to listen in.

And that was what he wanted.

Among other things, but I was game for that.

“We’ll be back,” I told Izzy after we dropped everything off at our room.

“Uh-huh, go have hot sex while I stare at the wall and be jealous,” Izzy grumbled.

I grabbed Julian’s hand and teleported us to the prep room of his old lecture hall. “Close enough?”

“Yes, because I’ve wanted to do it here as well,” he muttered as he hurried to pull off my shirt.

“Fine, but I want you to help Claudia also. You’re smooth and romantic now that you pulled your head out of your ass. You were before too, but you suck at trying to win someone back.”

Totally rude to say, but I wanted sex now too.

“Well, I don’t plan on winning anyone back ever again, so I’m fine with that,” he mumbled as he kissed along my neck and worked on undoing my jeans. “Yes, whatever you want, my sweet mate. I’ll explain how to jump a lover. I’ll give her all the help and books.”

“Good.” I grabbed his hair and pulled his lips to mine, devouring them as he got us both naked. He lifted me to sit on the counter and his fingers pushed into my body.

Glad we were both wound up.

Then again… When were we not around each other?

He fucked me with the short jabs I loved when it was him and I came apart. He lost his rhythm when I begged for more and then switched to fucking me as deeply as he could while fisting my ass.

“Shit, good to know this is your kink,” I panted when he was finished.

He snorted. “Tams, all of the kinks are mine with you.”

That wasn’t true, but I knew what he meant and appreciated it. I wasn’t going to ruin the moment and start listing all of the stuff we didn’t even want to do together.

No, it was better to just enjoy the sentiment and afterglow.

It was rare I got to enjoy things for long, so I did my best to appreciate the good moments.

Like Monday morning after training when Neldor looked worried and handed me his phone. I swallowed a sigh and played the video… And almost lost my shit.

That vampire, Alicia, was on the news taking an interview that her attraction to Darby had nothing to do with vampires challenging fairies. He was one of their species and the draw she felt to him had nothing to do with me.

But she found it disconcerting that I was so threatened that I hurried to tell the esteemed Faerie Guardian commanders. She felt bad for Darby that I would involve our military to keep him isolated and people from simply speaking to him because they were female. That was beyond controlling, and I clearly needed to get a grip before my power went to my head.

While implying it already had and I should be checked, maybe someone else take over or at least the commanders take away some of my power if I was going to use the military to keep a lover at my side.

“This bitch has a fucking death wish,” I growled and almost launched my phone across the training center.

“Please don’t break my phone,” Neldor muttered as he quickly snagged it from my hand.

“Right, not mine. Sorry.” I let out a slow breath and scrubbed my hands over my head. “Always fucking something and bullshit.”

“How do you want to handle it?” he asked me.

“Killing her is out, right?” I blew a raspberry when the people around me nodded. “Well, that’s where I’m at, so ask me later when I calm down some.”

I made it through my classes and to the cafeteria, ignoring all the whispers and stares. Izzy and I were at our normal table and I glanced around before snorting.

“It’s weird, right?” she chuckled. “It’s like we’re back to freshman year first semester when it was just us. And it wasn’t us for long. Then it was…”

Mel. Mel joined us most meals back then before the guys all started joining us instead of sitting at the table over.

I shivered, not because of Mel, but that made me think of Mason too. “Yeah, it’s weird.” I nodded to a few fairies who walked by and bowed to me. It was also weird to have fairies at Artemis that weren’t my guards or Neldor. “It’s good to change things up. And they all graduated like they were supposed to. It’s not going back but forward.”

“Yeah, good, smart to look at it like that,” she muttered.

Lunch was served and Izzy snorted when it was a three-foot long sub… Just for me.

I simply shrugged and cut off the first chunk to dig into. I was about halfway through when the mood of the cafeteria changed and people were pulling out their phones or showing each other something. “I feel like it’s about me, but that sounds pompous and paranoid.”

“It’s normally right,” Izzy grumbled as she pulled out her phone.

A fairy came racing over to me, a woman younger than me. She bowed and held out her phone. “You will want to see this, Your Highness.”

“Will it make me happy or will I want to throw your phone?” I drawled.

She lifted her head and worried her lower lip. “I’d be thrilled if he was my lover.”

Huh?

I took her phone and gestured for her to join us, glad when Izzy introduced herself and was welcoming. I took in a slow breath and hit play.

“What do you have to say in response to the statement Alicia gave?” a reporter asked Darby outside of the hobgoblin bakery.

Darby frowned and glanced at the reporter. “Who? I don’t know who you’re talking about and I’m just here to pick up—”

“You don’t know who that is?” the reporter cut in as he showed Darby something, another practically shoving their microphone in Darby’s face. “That’s the vampire you go to Yale with and—”

“Oh, my stalker.” He stopped walking and faced them. “I didn’t know that was her name since—she just stalks me. We’ve not been in the same class or projects. She bragged about using her power on a human to get closer to me and try to steal me from Tamsin because she wants to be a princess or something. It was completely unhinged.”

“‘Stalker’ sounds like—” the reporter tried to reply.

“I’m using the term accurately,” Darby said firmly. “I’m sorry if you think only men can stalk or it doesn’t matter if her family’s rich, but I used the term correctly and plan to report her to the school as a stalker. She used her power on a human to get close to me. That’s aggressively pursuing me.

“Her rant about being prettier and better than Tamsin and she’ll prove it by ‘snagging’ me from her like I was property at auction is obsessive. And now we’re at the point of harassment with her speaking to the media about Tamsin being power-mad. She fits the legal definition of a stalker. I think her applying and becoming a student at Yale to get closer to me was enough already.”

“There are rumors that you two were involved, and now that your fiancée caught her on campus, you’re trying to cover it up and apparently call her names,” a woman said from off camera.

Darby blinked at her for a moment and snorted before it built into a chuckle he could barely control. “The woman is a vapid waste of space with nothing in her brain. I’m very sure she bribed someone or cheated to get into Yale Law School if she actually did and it wasn’t more of her crazy.

“I also object to using humans as pawns, so that’s another reason I would never want her. All of that aside, I have loved Tamsin before I even understood what I was feeling because I’m an idiot. She is my everything and has my soul. I have been hers since she told a student trying to abuse the scholarship program to leave me alone or answer to her.

“Without fear and barely knowing me. That’s who the love of my life is, and you think I would ever look at some idiot bragging she wants to be the princess of her social circles because she stole me away? Are you having a laugh? High? There’s no comparison. I have the most beautiful, strongest, and most wonderful woman in two worlds as my love.

“I might be an idiot man at times, but I’m not actually stupid. I know that I’m nowhere near Tamsin’s level, but she loves me anyways. I would never risk what we have and certainly not for a woman I can’t stand. Plus, I’m fairly sure my fairy guards would know if I ever cheated or did anything remotely inappropriate.”

“For the record, he hasn’t,” Rafe said as he moved Darby behind him. “The only time I saw him look at a woman in the past year, the human was ill and Darby sensed it and offered her help. That’s it. And we’re always with him to guard him. Now, that’s enough of this crazy. You’re at a place of business and we’re just picking up treats. Have a nice day.”

“He’s not my type, but I just swooned for you over here,” Izzy said under her breath. “Like dayumn, Tams.”

I was about to agree, but the fairy shot Izzy a nasty look which I caught. “We’re friends and we’re at lunch off the clock. Everyone can relax a bit in the cafeteria.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” she accepted, taking her phone back from me. “I will inform the others. We’re all just a bit…”

Worried at the speech I gave. Shit. I nodded and stood, seeing that the fairies in this lunch were sitting all around us as close as possible. They had built a barrier around me basically.

It was rather touching… Until I saw others looking at it funny and with a bit of hostility.

I caught the gaze of a woman in my year that I’d talked with a few times and raised an eyebrow asking what was going on.

She sighed and stood so others could see her too. She gestured to the fairies. “They were rather insistent to have those tables. Again, to be around you like we’re all rabid or crazy and you need to be protected against us.”

“It’s a bit creepy like a hive mind for their queen,” someone at her table muttered, not looking sorry she said it when I focused on her. She simply shrugged as if saying I’d asked.

I went to stand on my chair and address it, but someone else did first, a dark fairy man I didn’t know.

“We’re not from this world, and I have barely spent any time in it decades ago,” he defended. “The world you live in now is vastly different from what I remember down to how toothbrushes are. And all I’ve heard since I awoke is how many people resent and have acted horribly to our future queen. You might not be the ones, but it happened at this school.

“So yes, we’ve grouped together around our future queen just as most of you do around your Alphas or leaders if you’re unsure of the situation. That’s all we’ve done. You might see us as kids, but most of us kids are more powerful than even some of the teachers in this cafeteria. That makes us able and willing to protect the princess if need be, not drones to her.”

“Thank you,” I interjected, waving for him to get down before I stood on my chair. I looked out at the non-fairy students. “They’re not used to this world. If you were in Faerie, you would group together and stay by your parents or leaders. That’s all they did.”

I was glad when people seemed to accept that and backed off. I glanced at the fairies, even turning on the chair so I could see the ones behind me.

“I appreciate your support and that you care about me, but I promise you that I’m fine. You don’t have to have your guard up or worry. I also want to make sure you’re not going too far with what I said at the all-campus meeting.” I swallowed a sigh when they shared looks. “This isn’t a formal affair, guys.

“Yes, I’m the heir, but I’m also a student. People are causal with me and mostly it’s fine. You don’t have to be so formal and bow each time you see me or greet me as if we were at an event or court. This is just school, and no one is watching you to make sure you’re perfect fairies. What I meant in my speech is I won’t tolerate anyone bullying someone or being a jerk.

“The rest—this is your college experience. You want to ditch a class and sleep in? Ditch a class and sleep in. I’ve done it. I ditched out early too.” I nodded when they all looked shocked beyond belief. “Not a lot, but I have. It’s part of being in college. It’s part of growing up and learning the type of adult you are.”

Izzy snorted and I bit back a smile.

“And I found I was too much of a rule follower to ditch class without feeling guilty. Maybe you won’t be. I’m not telling you to do it or condoning it but relax. It’s just college, not a formal summons to my castle, okay? Enjoy your time here and learn, but don’t be jerks to anyone. That’s it. That’s all I was warning about.”

“Yes, Princess,” a chorus of voices said.

Close enough. I got down and thanked the woman for letting me use her phone, glad when she left again.

I texted Darby that I saw what he’d said to the reporters and loved him too. I wasn’t sure there was anything else to say.

I loved the stupid vampire who wasn’t always stupid.
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“It’s ready, Your Highness,” Professor Sontar assured me, giving me a kind smile when I simply sighed.

Before classes even started, I had worked on and created the next step to healing Mrs. Craftsman and the now ten witches and warlocks who were living at Julian’s estate to receive treatment. So far it had been working and was more noticeable from the first step, everyone involved agreeing that taking the slower steps had been the smart choice.

Even before the second step, the warlock who had wanted the help admitted he felt better. Mrs. Craftsman was still too far gone to know, but the healers said the change was minor.

I would take minor but noticeable when I’d been worried about exploding the woman.

Campbell wouldn’t admit to it, but her thoughts said she felt different. Clearly, she was still a massive bitch though.

Now that they’d been working with the second level of treatment for over a month, the change was noticeable. Everyone agreed that there was a difference down to their auras.

Even Campbell couldn’t deny it.

But that didn’t mean I thought there should be a third step. It was more prudent to keep going with the second level instead of pushing.

Except the royal healers, White, and the other councilman agreed the rate of return on the magic was declining. I knew the term, but when I asked them to put that into values or something clearer for me, they didn’t really have an answer.

Calarel said it was like the second level gave them five healing points each time they used it for the first week, four healing points the second week, three healing points the third week, and now two healing points this fourth week.

Fair enough. I understood that and even what a lowering rate of return meant. I simply needed to know how much each time or if it was big enough to notice. Yes, a twenty percent decrease in efficiency was a lot and people wanted more.

However, still having a positive effect, even if small, was progress in the right direction. My point and argument were doctors told humans that losing weight or improving health was a life change and a long road, not a quick month of working out. Slow and steady won the damn race.

And no one exploded that way.

Again, I was very worried over that possibility.

On more than just this if I was honest.

But I did work on the third step, not just because it was my assignment and midterm, but also in case the second level became a wash. If they got nothing out of it eventually then it would lead to backsliding.

When I made it work, people wanted to immediately use it.

“I agree with Tamsin that we not use it on everyone,” Julian cut in when people were talking. “If you do on the original four, I understand, but the people who have only been here two months—we should know how long the second level works. We’re jumping the gun on the proposed process because we’re excited and want to see the results. We should know both sides.”

“So your mother is the one who gets the benefits while my brother has to wait?” a witch snipped.

“Watch it,” I warned, my tone cold. “Part of the reason Julian wanted to do this publicly and to tell the council was so it could be for more than his mom. We could have kept this a secret to save his family the embarrassment after all they’ve been through with the dirty members he put in prison. It leaked who it was and what was going on so—”

“You’re right, Your Highness,” she cut in, dipping her head to me. She let out a long breath and focused on Julian. “I apologize, Dr. Craftsman. I’m on edge and—I want my brother back. We need him to snap out of the path he’s been on. I’m sorry I took my impatience out on you.”

“I understand, believe me, I do,” Julian accepted while scrubbing his neck. “Honestly, I want my mum to wait longer.” He sighed when people couldn’t hide their surprise. “She’s the worst one of the group. I agree with Tamsin that we don’t need to rush. It’s smarter if we don’t. But people want her as the test subject to see the results because she’s the worst.”

“We’re not doing this if you’re not ready,” I said firmly, shaking my head when people argued. “No, we agreed slow and cautious.” I gestured between myself and Julian. “I’m the one making it, and my ass is on the line and his mom. Enough. We don’t move forward unless we’re comfortable.”

“I appreciate your prudence and concerns for safety, but all of the people here more seasoned and experienced aren’t worried, Your Highness,” White said after a moment. “I agree if he’s not ready, we leave Mrs. Craftsman alone, but the others can answer if they’re ready for themselves. And I agree only those in the first group.”

I caved. That was reasonable, and it was hard to say it was too experimental when the demigod in the room was sure it was fine.

But again… Exploding people was a valid worry of mine.

The two warlocks and Campbell agreed to try the new device and go first. Campbell mostly because she was hoping I would fail and she could witness it.

Seriously, even if we cleansed her, I was fairly sure the woman would always be a fucking bitch.

The warlock who had wanted the help went first and I held Julian’s hand as we watched. I was too nervous to see what happened but also like I couldn’t look away. I held my breath as one of the royal healers handed the small hourglass over and told him to breathe deeply as the magic ran over him.

He nodded and closed his eyes and slowed his breath before flipping it.

Julian took in a sharp breath and was studying around the warlock. So clearly, he saw something in the man’s aura. Julian squeezed my hand as if saying things were fine or… Not exploding?

I really hoped no one exploded.

It took a few minutes, but then the sand had run out and the magic was done. The warlock took in a few more deep breaths before opening his eyes and handing it over.

“I felt it. I felt it more than the second level. I can’t tell you if it did more cleansing, but I felt it.”

“We saw it,” Calarel said as White and the councilman echoed her. “We could see it in your magical rivers. It was almost like the machine that cleans blood for the liver that humans use.”

“Dialysis,” White muttered. “Yes, it was exactly like that. I saw your rivers moving cleaner away from your hands and spreading out. Not a lot like when they’re cracked and healing, but I saw it.”

“So no one will explode? We’re officially saying that, right?” I checked.

Lageos burst out laughing before coming over and kissing my hair. “No one will explode, Daughter. Please, stop worrying about that. It’s relative progress, not jumping leaps and bounds.”

I sighed and leaned against him. “I had another power jump, Dad. That always comes with risks and my magic being over the top.”

“Fair enough, but we tested you, cleansed you, and made sure of the jump level. We know how to work with you now and make things safe.”

Yeah, in theory, but there had been times we all thought things were fine and then I did weird shit in Faerie or my magic almost killed me. That was a hard worry to shake or feeling to ignore.

The other warlock and Campbell both went and agreed they felt it as well.

Julian and I shared a glance and he nodded that he was ready. I squeezed his hand this time in comfort before his mom was brought in.

She lost her head when she saw me touching Julian, but White silenced her fast looking as annoyed as I felt. The woman was doing better, and still her focus was always her hate for me.

Fine, she still wasn’t in her right mind, but it was better, and she at least understood she was sick most times. Or at least just accepted what Julian said.

I didn’t get too involved because… I hated her too. It was time to be honest about that. I was doing this for Julian and to help witches and warlocks who wanted help.

Mrs. Craftsman could go walk into a volcano when she was better for all I cared. Yes, I didn’t want Julian to grieve, but I didn’t want her in our lives.

Ever.

She held the hourglass and did as she was supposed to and White took back off her magic so Mrs. Craftsman could tell us if anything was wrong. She blinked her eyes open and flinched at the healer. She looked at her hands and went to toss the hourglass away, but luckily the fairy was on the ball and snatched it.

“Who are you people? What are you do—where am I?” She looked around with fear in her eyes but then focused on Julian. “What is going on?”

“You’re sick, Mum. Do you remember me telling you that? You were losing time and—”

“No, that’s not possible and—”

White moved by us and into Mrs. Craftsman’s view. “You know who I am, yes?”

“Yes, Anya White. You work with Julian, Dean of the Witches,” Mrs. Craftsman answered with a frown, clearly understanding she was being tested.

“You’re behind on when it is, Mary. I’m a councilwoman now and haven’t worked with Julian in over a year.” She nodded when Mrs. Craftsman simply blinked at her. “You’ve been struggling. Princess Tamsin has been working with our council and Faerie’s royal healers to help.”

She snorted. “That selfish wench wouldn’t ever do anything to help me.”

“Mum!” Julian snapped. “She’s standing right here and is my mate. How can you—you just said that in front of—”

“I would never normally say that so publicly,” she muttered, glancing around before locking her gaze on me. “You did something to me.”

“Yeah, I helped you, Mary. And no, I didn’t do it because I like you. I did it for Julian and the others who deserve the help my magic brings.” I let go of Julian’s hand and turned to leave, but he kept his hold and moved as well so we faced each other.

“If you want to leave, I’m coming with. You’re my team, Tams. The healers can handle my mum.”

But he wanted to stay and see what was going on. I saw it in his eyes. He didn’t want me upset, but he wanted to know the results.

I slapped on a smile and stood on my toes for a kiss, glad when he gave it. “It’s fine. It worked, and I got the answer I needed that it’s the right path. I’ve got too much else going on. Get the full report and answers.”

“No, you’re my team,” he argued.

“Our team is doing great,” I promised. I raised my other wrist and checked the time. “Meet up with me for lunch and tell me what you learned, okay? I have piles of everything to look over and sign.” I nodded when he studied me. “Go ahead and cheat. I’m fine. Thank you for making it clear you’re with me, but I’m fine.”

He glanced around me and relief filled his eyes. He gave me another kiss and let go of my hand.

I teleported away and my dad followed, worry in his eyes as well. “I’m fine. Really. I just hate that woman and I can’t be the problem—it’s not helpful when I’m there to agitate her and even Campbell. Julian didn’t pick her over me. I get it.”

“No, I know, but I wanted to make sure.” He leaned in and kissed my hair. “And for the record, the warlock yelled at his mother last week that she would never be allowed around your children even when she was healed. He didn’t want her influence on his children even if they weren’t yours, so she should stop blaming you for everything.”

Wow. That was huge and I was glad my dad told me.

Not that we were remotely ready for children, but… I was glad to know that. It healed my heart some from past hurt and made me feel more confident in our future.

In our team.

I spent the next few hours going over piles of everything for the government. Neldor was handling so much now that he wasn’t distracted with school and the path was clearer of what needed to be done. We’d handled so much in too many directions and laid down strong foundations that it was now about keeping the paths clear or things running.

And he was doing an excellent job at that.

But like always, there wasn’t enough money. We were eating through the extended budget we’d pulled together for the year. We’d be fine if we only used that, but we wanted more done and progress handled. We were ahead of schedule on everything and that was amazing.

And it gave people hope. If they had hope and kept looking forward, they stopped looking back. We needed that so they could see peace was the answer and to let go of the way Faerie used to live.

Neldor proposed opening a butcher shop that would sell our animals to supes and it was the smart move. I completely agreed with him and wanted Juan to jump on it or someone else we could hire if it was too much for the dragon. But that took time to put together, hire people—all the business side.

What we could do quicker in the meantime was an auction like my art. The shifters who we had invited to the hunting event over the summer were still talking about it. And others wanted to be invited to another event, either with the same deal or pay for the tickets. That took a lot of work on our part, and we were planning one because we received a lot from it.

However, if we had a straight auction for the animals, people could do what they wanted with them. That was just a way to get money to fill the government’s coffers.

And given we had already repopulated the animals of Faerie, it was the smart move. None had gone extinct even if some of the percentages were off.

We could auction off farming animals and buy tons of cows from this world with that money and feed a lot of my people. Hell, give it away and help people get back on their feet so we would have more taxes come in to keep the government running at this efficient level and doing so much for Faerie.

“You are always the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, but there is something so extra sexy about you when you’re thinking and being smart,” Julian said from the doorway.

I smiled at him. “Yes, but I’m also stressing myself out, so thank you for making me smile.” I finished writing what I had been and closed the folder to show he had my full attention. “How did it go?”

He raised the basket in his hand. “I had your security pick up lunch from the rest stop. Want to have a picnic outside?”

“More than I can put into words.” I nodded. Yeah, that sounded perfect.

We got everything together including a blanket, but then I glanced outside and told him I was going to change so I could get some needed sun. He nodded, saying it was a good idea and he would as well.

I went to my room and decided to wear something a bit much because I knew Julian had had a hard day too. I picked a crop top halter that couldn’t be worn with a bra and tiny shorts that didn’t fully cover my ass. I teleported back and gave my security a look to scram.

“We won’t leave the property. I want lunch alone with my mate,” I told them firmly, waving them off.

Ara caught on first and snorted, all of them bowing before making themselves scarce.

Julian came back in cargo shorts and a tank top and about swallowed his tongue when he saw what I was wearing. “My day just vastly improved.”

“Mine too,” I purred as I stared him over. I opened a portal to the back of the property by the grove and grabbed several things while he handled the cart. We went through and I set up the blanket and got things settled as he did. I handed him a fae juice once we were situated on the blanket and decided to discuss what we needed to so we could have fun. “Tell me.”

He nodded, taking a big gulp first. “It was a noticeable help. It was that moment of clarity like we’d talked about before like I’d kind of thought would happen. It lasted about an hour before she slowly slipped back into her normal state but not as bad as normal. She didn’t fight the yoga and idea of an ice bath.”

“So she’s retaining more that something is going on. That’s good.” Mostly for the fairies and healers in charge of her. Julian too. It wasn’t easy on him to receive reports that his mom constantly swore at the people taking care of her and threw things at the hobgoblins who were trying to help her.

It was really hard on him.

He told me some more specifics as we started in on our food but then seemed done with the topic. He’d needed to know the result and if there had been progress. I got that. I would have been the same if it was Lageos. I couldn’t have let it go.

Speaking of that…

“My dad told me something you said,” I hedged. “And maybe it’s wrong of me to ask if you meant it—I just wanted—”

“Yes, I meant it, my sweet mate,” he said gently. He cupped my cheek and made me look at him before he gave me a soft kiss. “My life will no longer have my mother in it. Once she’s healed, I’m going no contact with her. I planned to. I have been no contact—maybe low contact with her because I have to with her in my house.

“But that’s it. There’s no fixing or repairing our relationship. I mean that. That’s my decision for me. Add to that how she treats you—I’m ashamed I didn’t cut contact with her sooner. I should never have let her treat you as she did. I didn’t—I was a fool. You deserved better and I don’t want her in our lives.”

I swallowed loudly. “And that won’t change if we have kids?”

“No.” His voice was firm and absolute. “My answer would be more resolute then. I’m not letting her toxic ass around them. I would never be that sort of da. I’m mortified I was ever that sort of mate. I’m only in her life until she’s healed. Then she just lives there and manages the house. That’s it. I might have to talk to her about that—she’s had all the chances and more.”

“Thank you, Julian,” I whispered, leaning my forehead to his. “Thank you.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t make that clearer to you,” he sighed.

“You might have, but everything has been… She’s been sick. That could change—”

“No, not with her. Not in this situation. She’s done too much and gone too far. There’s no changing my mind on this. I swear it to you.” He leaned back and studied my face. “That’s what has been holding you back, right?”

I opened my mouth but then closed it. “I don’t know. I didn’t think so. I mean, I said I would marry you. I’m ready but… It felt like I would give you an ultimatum about her and I don’t want to be that person. I can’t be—”

“You’re not. You didn’t give me one. I’m making the call. You mean more. You are more important to me. We are. Mum did this to herself. You—you dealt with more than you should ever have had to. It’s done. My choice is you.”

I let out a shaky breath, really hearing him and believing him this time. “Okay. Okay, good.” I gave him another soft kiss and went back to our food, deciding to switch the topic to what Neldor proposed and my idea.

“I think it’s smart and exactly the right call. My sweet mate is always the smartest person,” he praised.

“Really?” I purred. “What else am I?” I wiped my hands and reached for the ties of my top, smirking when he choked on his bite as I let the front of it fall down. I took it off and then shimmied out of my shorts. “What else am I, Julian?”

“Perfection,” he whispered as he eyed me over. “Absolute fucking perfection.”

I moved my plate over and moved onto all four, crowding his space. “I’m hungry for something else. It’s thick and hot in my mouth. My mate loves when I lick it and swallow his cum. Will you give me what I want?”

He groaned. He groaned deep in his chest and ripped his tank top getting it off so fast.

Excellent.
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When he was naked, he reached for me, but I shoved him to lie back. I smirked at him and told him to be good because I was hungry. He nodded and did what I wanted so I straddled his head and licked his growing cock.

In turn, he attacked my pussy.

I swallowed him down when I orgasmed, screaming around his dick in the way he loved. I bobbed my head and sucked harder as he built up my next climax.

“Fuck, Tams, wait, I want to blow inside of your pussy, not your mouth. Please? Fuck, I want to be in your body. I need you, my sweet mate.”

I pulled off with a naughty slurp and pushed up a bit. “Fine, but keep eating. It feels so fucking good. I like coming on your face.”

He groaned and brought me again, teasing both my holes as he did. He moved me off of him and to lie on my stomach. I thought he was going to take me, but he slowed things down and kissed all over my skin, touching and teasing me. He flipped me over and moved a pearlberry to my lips, heat filling his eyes as I took my time eating it.

“I love you more than words can explain, Tamsin Vale,” he whispered. “You are my whole world, and my soul wouldn’t survive without you. Never leave me. I know I’m a stupid warlock, but nothing matters to me the way you do. I will spend all of my days trying to prove I’m worthy of you.”

I opened my mouth to say something, but he spread my legs and lowered his face to my pussy, eating me out again. I moaned loudly, pornish loudly even, it felt so good.

We both flinched when my magic sort of bit us. He slowly raised his head and tears were in his eyes. “You gave me another piece of your soul, didn’t you? You don’t know how much that means to me, my sweet, perfect mate.”

Did I? Is that what I’d just done?

I wasn’t sure, but I said what I felt. “I love you. It’s always been you, Julian.”

“I don’t deserve you or that you feel that way, but I’m a greedy bastard who will gladly accept it.”

He moved up and thrust in me deeply, both of us crying out at how good it felt. Then he sat back on his feet and lifted my lower body up. I got the idea and moved my feet onto the ground so I could move with him.

My magic built as we made love, his joining in and sort of intertwining with mine. I didn’t care. I wanted it even. I wanted everything with him, moaning and begging for more.

More of him. More of the sex. More of us being together forever.

All of it. I wanted all of it and him.

He leaned over and kissed between my breasts before pulling me up. I moved my arm around his neck and moved faster, meeting his thrusts with all I had.

But it wasn’t enough. I flipped us so I was on top and ground down on him, licking my lips when he couldn’t hide how much he loved it. He grabbed my hips and thrust up as I came down and rode him like I champion.

Leaning over, I moved my hand to his neck, being over the top and possessive… And he fucking loved it. His eyes about rolled up in his head.

“Are you mine?” I demanded.

“Yes. Always. Forever,” he grunted as he pulled me down harder.

“Swear it to the gods, Julian. Swear you will only be mine forever—not just your queen or mate, but your everything, the reason you live and breathe.”

“Fuck, yes,” he moaned. “All yours, Tamsin. My heart beats for you. My soul lives for you. I only function for you and to be yours.”

I leaned over and bit his lip in a playful way as we moved faster. “You better believe that if I keep giving you pieces of my soul. I want all of your soul. I want all of you forever. Swear it. Swear you’re mine now.”

“I swear it,” he panted. “I swear to the gods that I’m yours, Tamsin. Forever.”

We both came so hard that it was beyond an orgasm. My body felt his and I knew he felt mine. I felt his soul and more than the pieces I’d given him. It was like locking parts of us together in a way that couldn’t be undone.

And I fucking loved it.

He sat up and smirked as we gasped for air. He ran his hand over my neck this time. “My turn, my sweet mate.”

I licked my lips and nodded. “Yeah, your turn.” I let out a yelp as he quickly but carefully pulled out of me and moved me. I wasn’t shocked that I was on all fours before he plunged back into me. I shivered at his hand on my throat possessively.

“You might give parts of your soul to them too, but all of you is mine, my mate,” he said with a growl as he nipped my ear. “I own you too. Forever. Say it.”

“Forever,” I moaned and arched my back to get more of him. I said whatever he demanded as he fucked me harder and harder, agreeing he owned me and always had. That it was us always and I would never leave him. Our magic built higher and higher this time and exploded deeper than our orgasms when we finished.

“All I can think about is having you again,” he panted when we were done, his hand moving from my neck finally and over my body.

“Please?” I begged, squirming and moving against him. “Please, Julian? I need you more. I need you to fuck me more. I’ll be yours forever. I swear it. I won’t ever run. I promise we’ll mate one day and be forever. You swore to be mine and what I need. I will—please, please, fuck me again.”

So he did. He fucked me so hard and deep that we were both exhausted, but it still wasn’t enough. I healed us and then I rode him until there was nothing left in his balls to give me and my body hurt.

And still, we wanted to go again.

“Wait, you need to eat,” he gasped for air as he rolled us and held me still. “You’re depleted.” He kissed me when I went to argue. “I will use toys on you and call Hudson over to fuck you all night. I will sate you, my sweet mate, I swear it. But you need to rest and eat.” He gave me another soft kiss. “Please, trust me?”

I sighed, knowing he had won. I let him clean me up after I gave us healing runes, both of us staring at each other like all we wanted to eat was each other. He put on his shorts and made me redress so he behaved, but honestly I fucked him with my eyes even as I stuffed my face.

Once all the food was gone, I just wanted my bed.

And clearly, so did he from how quickly he had everything packed up. I laughed and offered to let him fuck me against a tree.

“Tempting, but I’m too out of control, and I’m not risking splinters on your luscious skin,” he grumbled as he pulled me to my feet. He slid his arm under my ass and lifted me up to wrap around him, kissing me silly as I opened a portal.

There was an echo of gasps as we walked through into the kitchen. The mood was of shock and seemed severe, and I was instantly on alert, sliding to my feet and glancing around.

Iolas stared at us like he’d never seen us and dropped the sandwich in his hand. That was who I was most focused on. He seemed to snap out of it first and shook his head. “I apologize. I knew you were discussing possible marriage but—Congratulations. Yes, congratulations.”

Shael cleared her throat. “Yes, of course. Unless—this is congratulations, right?”

Horror filled me. I glanced between them and fear filled their eyes at whatever they saw on my face. I opened my mouth, but Julian tapped into my magic and used it against me to silence me.

And he wasn’t the only one.

Neldor was there and had done the same.

Julain used my magic also to be more powerful than the others and moved a bit in front of me. “We’re shocked because—I didn’t know you would all instantly know. That’s not how it is with witches and warlocks. It wasn’t in the reading. Also, you’re in her kitchen. We weren’t going to announce it.”

“I meant to warn you, but I didn’t think you’d move this fast when we discussed it,” Neldor lied. “Clearly, the moment was right, but we can tell the others more later. Tamsin is going to melt with embarrassment and probably needs to rest.”

“Yes, of course,” Iolas said, clearing his throat again. “We can discuss the other matters later. “Congratulations again. I’ll warn your father.”

Neldor was suddenly touching me and pulled us through a portal and then we were in his room and barriers were up. “Baby doll, you have to breathe. It’s okay.”

I shoved away from him and stumbled, fighting them using my magic against me. They must have felt it and took it off.

Julian grabbed my arms and made me look at him. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I did that, but you were going to say something you shouldn’t. Something you can’t ever say to people.”

“I mated you against your will, didn’t I?” I choked out, tears blurring my ability to see him. “My magic—I took—the punishment is death. I deserve death for what I’ve done and—”

“No, no, don’t even say that,” he whimpered. “Don’t—I was willing, okay? Don’t ever—no one can—Tamsin, please breathe. Tams, stay with me, okay? You promised not to leave me!”

But it was too late. Everything was fuzzy and I could barely hear him, my panic taking over, and then there was nothing but darkness.

“What did you do, Zaos?” I asked, my voice cold and deadly.

No, not me.

Neldor. I stepped out of where he was and moved aside, realizing we were in the residence of where the hobgoblin lived.

And somehow, I knew this was happening right now. This wasn’t a memory in the normal way. This was different like when I saw the guys wanting me to get a week off of training and dealing with my dad.

“You are over the line and need to leave, Prince Neldor,” Zaos replied, his body turning bright red with anger.

“No, you are,” Neldor bit out. “You were pissed that I didn’t pick up the lunch for Tamsin. You snapped at me that I was late. I thought you were being a dick and not respecting your time or food, but there was something more to it, wasn’t there?”

“No, and—”

He fisted the front of the hobgoblin’s clothes and slammed him against the wall. “You’re doing something to my mate! Admit it!”

Zaos’s features went slack, Neldor’s magic hitting him hard. “Yes.”

Tears filled Neldor’s eyes. “What did you do to her?”

“Concentrated drupegranate,” Zaos answered.

“Damn you!” Neldor roared and punched the wall next to Zaos’s head.

Drupegranate tasted like a pomegranate, but instead of a lot of little seeds, it had one big seed like a peach. It was still red and stained like a pomegranate, but it was sweet instead. Not overly but yeah, it wasn’t tart like the pomegranates of this world. It was a superfood as well, but unlike pomegranates, it had to be eaten in moderation.

Because it was an aphrodisiac. If eaten in excess or even multiple servings by someone who was sensitive, it would work like an aphrodisiac.

I felt my knees get weak, even in the dream, and slowly sank to the ground. So much made sense to me that I had just excused as my magic, even so far back as Neldor and I misbehaving when working around my dad.

We’d eaten from the rest stop that day. That breakfast and lunch when we’d gotten food from the hobgoblins and that rest stop.

“Why?” Neldor bit out. “What was your goal?”

“For her to cave and be with you,” he answered. “For her to stop embarrassing Faerie with the others, especially the vampire. If she mates you, they’re all gone. To embarrass her so she stops being so full of herself and looking down on us. She’s almost human with—”

“I should kill you, and if I hear any more of your bile, I will,” Neldor seethed. “Was there anyone else involved?”

“No, but two knew what I was doing and were too cowardly to stop me or warn anyone,” he answered.

Neldor got the names before knocking out the hobgoblin with his magic.

I sat up with a start, rubbing my hand over my chest and blinking out at my room.

“I saw,” Julian whispered from my left. “You were scared and I went into your dream. That was now, right?”

“I think so.” I realized my dad was there and tears filled my eyes. “I did something horrible and—”

“Don’t say that,” Julian choked out. “Don’t say mating me is horrible.”

“Doing it against your will is horrible,” I sobbed.

“It wasn’t against his will, Daughter,” Lageos said gently as he moved to sit next to me. “You couldn’t have done it against his will. You were both willing. That’s the only way it could have happened. I see the bond and your souls. You were both willing.”

“He didn’t consent, and we didn’t understand,” I cried, crumbling against him and letting him comfort me. “We were drugged.” I showed him what I saw with Neldor just now.

Lageos kissed my hair and hugged me tighter. “Okay, listen to me, both of you. Are you calm enough to do that?”

“I have to be,” I rasped.

Julian moved onto the bed with me and pulled me away from my dad, shaking me and making me look at him. “Stop. Please just stop. I’m not—we were going to end up here, my sweet mate. Please don’t regret me. Be mad at me for using your magic against you to make you quiet if you want, but please don’t be this sad for being mated to me.”

“I’m not—we didn’t make the conscious choice.”

“I don’t care. I don’t regret it. What we shared was everything, Tamsin. That was exactly how I would have wanted it to be. Wasn’t it perfect to you?”

I melted. It was my fault and all he cared about was we were together. “I don’t regret you, and I meant what I said that it’s always been you, Julian.”

“Then please stop being so upset, okay? I love you. Yes, maybe this was too soon, but that’s it. It was perfect otherwise and we love each other.”

“It’s my fault, and you’ll resent me one day,” I choked out.

“No. Never. I swear, never ever,” he rasped as he pulled me onto his lap and hugged me tightly. “I’ve never been so grateful to your magic or a fae fruit or—I know this was too soon for you, but I would have mated you already, Tamsin. Please, don’t take this on yourself. I understand it was too soon for you but not me. Please, don’t hurt from this.”

I nodded, trusting him and trying to believe he wouldn’t hate me later. I hugged his arms to me and tried to get myself together.

Neldor was standing there when I calmed down, confirming I’d seen what had happened and knew what was done.

“You were basically inebriated,” Lageos told us. “You weren’t even drunk. It’s an aphrodisiac, but it’s not even classified as a drug.”

“But used against their will with intent, it’s drugging someone,” Neldor corrected.

“Yes, of course, but that’s the legal—I’m putting it in terms Tamsin understands. She is thinking more they were roofied like humans at nightclubs. It’s not like that,” Lageos clarified. “You didn’t even realize what was going on.”

“We knew something was going on, but we all thought it was using so much magic,” I whispered. “We completely missed it.”

“That’s my point,” my dad said gently. “It could have been that some of the time. It still lines up. It’s like you had a few drinks and your mental facilities were reduced, not that you had no control or were catatonic or unconscious. There is a difference.”

“We were willing, but we didn’t fully understand,” Julian summarized.

“I think you did,” Lageos countered, giving him a hard look.

“No, we didn’t,” I sighed, scrubbing my hand over my face. “I thought I was giving him another piece of my soul. Yes, it felt different, but a second piece would feel different, should feel more. It made sense it would feel twice as much or exponentially more.”

Understanding filled Lageos’s eyes. “Yes, okay, that does complicate things. Yes—that makes sense. I didn’t—it seemed more like you wanted to not understand or at least the warlock.”

“I don’t know,” Julian said quietly after a moment. “I thought—I wanted to give part of my soul back to Tamsin. I wanted her to—she feels foolish at times only having given me a piece of her. I wanted to give her a piece of me. I’ve always wanted to, and it felt like I could. I wanted to give her all of me.”

“You wanted to mate her,” Neldor accused.

“Yes, but not without her consent. She wasn’t ready. I knew that. I’ve never pushed her to…” He cleared his throat.

“You haven’t—” I defended. “Don’t second-guess yourself. You pushed for us to get back together because you knew we were meant to be, but you’ve never pushed me to be—you gave me—don’t. Don’t doubt yourself on this. You never pushed me for sex when I wasn’t sure. Or anything, Julian. You wouldn’t have forced this on me. I know that without a doubt.”

“I’m glad you’re sure, my sweet mate,” he whispered against my hair, hugging me tighter. “I doubt myself because of how much I want it. I want to believe in myself that I wouldn’t ever do it to you, but I just don’t know. I thought I was giving you a piece of my soul. I wanted to give you that piece of me to show my love for you. That’s what I thought. I can prove that.”

“I know. You said that and I felt it. Don’t doubt yourself on the rest.” I shook my head and moved off his lap so I could see him when he argued. “Julian, if you forced me to mate, you’d crush me. You couldn’t do that to me. Just stop. We’re going to have enough issues with this. Please don’t bring more on this for us.”

“Okay, I’m sorry. I just—you always have more faith in me than I do myself.” He gave me a soft kiss that I gladly accepted.

“I’m not saying this to sound like a pervert, but I think I should see what happened so everyone else close to the situation is sure what occurred and as the outside view who will punish the hobgoblins,” Neldor said quietly after a few moments of quiet.

I sighed, letting Julian decide. I was glad when he nodded, agreeing as well.

“Good because I couldn’t have handled it and someone does need to see it,” Lageos grumbled. “What you both need to know is you were both willing. You might have thought it was part of your souls, but you were willing to give more. Think back, you had to have consented even if you didn’t understand. Even if you were inebriated. You gave permission.”

He was right. I’d thought I wanted to give all of myself to Julian forever. I didn’t mean it literally or completely like that… But I did.

“I’m sorry,” I choked out, covering my face and breaking down again.

“Please don’t apologize,” he begged as he pulled me back to his lap. “Please don’t regret me, Tamsin. Please don’t break my heart like that.”

“It’s too soon,” I wailed. “I’m scared. We’re not ready.”

“I am. I’m ready. I’m ready enough for both of us,” he comforted. “We’re going to be okay and make it. I’ll be the mate you need and exactly what your soul wanted, I swear it. I know you’re scared.”

He repeated it over and over again until I was all cried out and a calm, exhausted acceptance fell over me. I didn’t know how long it had been, but it felt like a long time.

“What do we do?” I asked. I wasn’t sure who, but I assumed my dad.

Yeah, he was probably the logical choice.

“We make an announcement to Faerie that you were swept up in the love for your mate and mated not knowing fairies would sense it,” he said after a moment. “That you appreciate their well wishes and congratulations, but you weren’t ready for the world to know yet and wish to quietly enjoy your young love without things becoming complicated because of your status.”

“Also, that you won’t be announcing it to the supes of this world,” Neldor added. “So, it’s only for Faerie to know until you’re ready to announce it. Also, the Craftsman family won’t know and won’t receive any perks. Everything will be decided at a later date once you’re ready, you basically wanted to elope, but your magic made that impossible.

“That you hope people respect your decision as their future queen and give you the little bit of normal you wanted. But you did discuss this first and your father did give his approval. It was in the planning stages—be honest about the part that a huge mating ceremony overwhelmed you and you wanted to skip that. Act like you just didn’t know people would sense it.”

“That’s smart,” Lageos agreed. “And make it clear that you’re sharing this with your people, but it’s not for the other world. I can make the announcement as your father and I’ve given my approval for Julian already, but given the issues with his family, it’s complicated.

“I worry about that situation, and we want to handle issues there before anyone tries to take advantage of you or Faerie. That Julian is a good kid, but we even ask for help from some of the legal minds of Faerie to weigh in on the situation to free you both. Maybe allude to you worrying for him and jumping the gun to protect him. Let people see your love.”

I nodded, rubbing my hands over Julian’s arms. “And Zaos? We can’t let people know someone did this to us, but he can’t be—we can’t let this go either.”

“No, of course not,” Neldor said firmly, his voice cold. “Lageos and I will change the memories of the other two involved. They should have reported it, but they were chicken, not horrible. After we announce your mating, they will report that Zaos tried to poison you and Julian so I could take over and he was against a warlock prince.”

Lageos nodded. “We’ll go from there. It’s only putting off the inevitable a day. It also shows that we’re ready for any unrest at all levels and your security is tight so not to be stupid.”

“Damnit, Zaos,” I whispered, tears burning in my eyes. I had really hoped I’d gotten through to the hobgoblin and we could have moved forward. I knew he was an asshole and jaded, but I never thought he’d go this far.

Yeah, it was only an aphrodisiac, but that was still far over the line and not “only” anything really. It was drugging a royal and had to be punished big time.

“It’s the right move, my sweet mate,” Julian said gently, rubbing my arms and kissing my hair. “But you can think about it for a bit.”

“No, we have to move fast before whispers start or something leaks. Do it.” I quickly wiped my eyes. “And we have to tell the others. Now.”

“Whatever you want,” Julian rasped.

My heart broke for him because he clearly wanted me to be excited we were mated and I wasn’t. I hated that I was hurting him, but this was all too much for me. I couldn’t even wrap my mind around it.

I really couldn’t.
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“Are you okay, shorty?” Hudson asked an hour later after they came over and we told them what happened.

I slapped on a smile and nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just fast, but it’s great.” I couldn’t meet any of their gazes knowing they would bust me and focused on my food instead.

Julian came over to me and turned my chair away from the table and knelt in front of me. He took my hands in mine and ducked his head down into my view. “Tams, look at me, my sweet mate. Please?” He smiled when I did. “Don’t lie. I’m sorry. I was pushy earlier. I was scared and overwhelmed.”

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, my breath catching as I desperately tried not to cry.

“Oh, my sweet, sweet fairy,” he breathed as he reached up and cupped my cheek, using his thumb to wipe away my tear. “Don’t apologize. Please. I was—we’re fine. It’s too fast for you and that’s okay. You don’t regret me. You regret how fast this happened and you would have no matter which of us this happened with, right?”

“I-I—well—you—”

“He’s saying he was taking it personally, cream puff, you aren’t ready to mate at all,” Lucca said calmly. “He was freaking out too and now he’s not. I get where his head was. If you were saying it was too soon, I would have thought you meant with me only too. You meant for all of us. You weren’t raised with this and you’ve been clear on that.”

“Exactly,” Julian agreed, glancing at Lucca. “Thank you. Yes, that’s exactly what I’m trying to say.”

“Really?” I checked, searching Julian’s eyes. I let out a shaky breath when he nodded. “It’s not that’s it’s you. Mating at all—the forever and souls—it’s too much, Julian. It’s always been—even the pieces of my soul and that I feel my soul—it’s all so fucking crazy to me still!”

“I know. I know it is. It’s not to us, but I get it is to you.” He leaned in more and gave my lips a breath of a kiss. “So we’re not mated yet.”

“But we are, Julian.”

“No, we’re not.” He moved his fingers over my lips and gave me a soft smile. “It’s our relationship. We say what we are. No one else. You know who taught me that? The smart, gorgeous woman in front of me and she was completely right. Our relationship is what we say it is. Only we get a vote in that. And you wanted to give me another piece of your soul, right?

“That’s what you were ready to give me. That’s what I wanted to give you—meant to give you too. So that’s what we did. That’s what it was to us. People can call it whatever definition they want, but that’s what it was to us.” He nodded when I scrunched up my brows and stared at him. “That’s what we did and it was perfect, everything I always wanted. You too, right?”

Tears filled my eyes as I heard in his mind that he accepted that only and was fine with thinking that. He would do that for me and not push, leave it at that level because he loved me that much.

I nodded so fast my neck and head actually hurt.

“Then that’s what happened. We gave a piece of our souls to each other and fuck what it’s called.” He took in a deep breath and let it out. “And if one day you’re ready to say we’re married or—” He gasped when I kept nodding. “You’re ready? I didn’t even ask yet. I can be Dr. Julian Vale?”

“Yeah, you stupid warlock,” I choked out and tackled him with all I had. We fell to the ground and I wrapped around him like a Tamsin barnacle as he chuckled and hugged me back.

“Yeah, I’m your stupid warlock, my sweet fairy,” he breathed in my ear. “Don’t be sad. Be my cute little wifey. That’s a miracle after how badly I’ve messed up a million times. It’s a miracle I don’t deserve. I love you so, so much, Tamsin. Thank you. Thank you.”

He broke down crying and stood holding me so every inch wrapped around him. He moved us so I was against the wall as if to trap me there so I couldn’t leave him and he could keep me against him. I held onto him just as tightly and cried as well.

I was pretty sure it was happy tears this time.

Well at least 80% happy and maybe 20% crying from the crazy of it all.

“I want to tell people the truth, not about Zaos and being drugged, but that—I can’t be the only one with an interspecies mating who could make this mistake,” I said honestly. “I want to be honest with my people and warn—I’ve read a lot of journals, and even giving a piece of my soul wasn’t explained. I don’t want others to be scared like I was.”

“You’re going to take a lot of crap for it,” Hudson worried. “So will the commanders and others for not warning you and explaining it.”

“They’ve never mated,” I argued. “And Calarel did talk to me about this. It wasn’t like anything she said it would be. That’s my point. I think a lot of it is not what people think, and it’s very much about the couple and our magic. Julian’s different than a fairy and stronger than a fairy because he can tap into my magic. I think even if we take shit, it’s worth having the discussion.”

Julian sighed and gave me a look of love but also looked like he wanted to strangle me. “You give too much of yourself. You really do. I can’t see you hurt about this. I…”

“I don’t think she will,” Neldor interjected, staring at the floor with his arms crossed over his chest. “I think this is the one time you need to have faith in your people and in Faerie. They’ve supported you and surprised you before. This is the time that they’ll understand and love you for being honest and real with them.”

“You agree with me?” I hedged.

“Yes.” He let out a slow breath and raised his head to meet my gaze. “And I think it would wound your soul to lie about your mating with the man you first fell in love with knowing you were a fairy. I’m scared what that would do to you. I think you need to be honest about that too and tell your people that you both agree to be married and give each other a piece of your soul.”

“Let them support you in that,” Lageos muttered. “Your mother trusted fairies. She believed in them, and I want to believe they will support you in this. I saw so much of the darkness of that damn planet with how much they hurt her, but you’ve cut out that cancer. Now I’ve seen the good. I want to have the faith she did. I do. I think—I agree with Neldor. Gods help me, I do.”

“Damnit,” Darby swore.

I glanced over to him, worried he was so upset.

He looked destroyed as he met my gaze. “I support you in whatever you do, agra. I always will, but I hate any chance for you to be hurt. I don’t have faith in people, but if not doing this could hurt your soul… I think it’s a risk you have to take. Either way, I’ll be here and love you and hold you if it hurts. I will. I just don’t want you to have another reason to hurt.”

“Me neither, shorty,” Hudson agreed, Lucca echoing him.

But in the end, they agreed with Neldor that it was worth the risk not to hurt my soul anymore.

Fuck.

Just… Fuck.

We did tell Iolas and Taeral the full truth as Neldor and my godsfathers. It was fair and something I felt they should know. They asked that we tell everyone we had a bottle of wine with lunch. Nothing over the top or too much, but something completely normal and what people did. They thought it was fair and part of the story.

I agreed. Julian was a bit more hesitant and worried how people would treat me, but if we were going to do this, I wanted to be honest, and the wine was basically the same as the drupegranate.

Lageos put magic on Julian that would block him from everyone going forward. Not just to hide the truth, but now that we were mated, he needed to be protected at a different level.

We sat down with the royal healers and the commanders and told them the new “truth” about what happened. We also told them that we wanted to be honest with the people of Faerie so they understood this could happen with interspecies mating and different power levels. Julian made the point that things also became blurry the moment he could tap into my magic.

The commanders agreed and confessed they didn’t have much knowledge about that. The royal healers as well, and they said their journals didn’t cover that. Most were proud that I would be so bold and put aside my own embarrassment to give such personal information to my people to protect them. That was nice to hear, even from the few that didn’t generally like me.

I saw pity from the commanders who were normally the first to chastise me. It gave me hope that the people of Faerie wouldn’t be jerks about this.

The next day, we set up a press conference with the journalists of Faerie after classes and a meeting Julian couldn’t miss. It was going to be broadcast live over the TVs that were set up now at every town square all over both realms and we made sure it was announced the day before. So it spread like wildfire that something big was going on.

“Princess Tamsin has a prepared statement of a situation that she wants to bring to her people, and she will be answering limited questions after,” Shael announced. “It is of a personal nature, and while we understand most will find it shocking, please remember yourselves and your manners. The princess is sharing this because she has faith in the people of Faerie. Deserve it.”

Oh geez. Shael was making it clear that she would beat people if they misbehaved.

I let out a slow breath and gave Julian the best smile I could before we walked into the room where everyone was gathered. I nodded to Shael and went to sit. There was a flash of a camera followed by another one and suddenly there was just static in my head. My heart raced too fast in my ears and it was like I was underwater.

“Tamsin?” Julian whispered.

I tried to look at him, I really did. But I couldn’t move. I couldn’t… I wasn’t even sure if I was breathing.

“Please let me do this for you, my sweet mate?” he breathed in my ear.

I nodded and turned on my telepathy. “I’m sorry I’m such a coward.”

He reached over and took my hand in his, lifting it and giving it a kiss. “You are so many things, but a coward is never one of them. We are a team, and you handled so much of this already. It’s my turn. I love you.”

“I love you too. Please don’t think it’s because I don’t love you.”

“I know. I know it’s not that.” He kissed my hand again and stood to take the focus off me even more. “My name is Dr. Julian Craftsman, fated mate to Princess Tamsin Vale. I know some of you have doubted that, but we have verified it in the way of my people and fairies as confirmed by Prince Neldor Donovan and Princess Tamsin’s father, Lageos Vale.”

“Why are you speaking for her?” someone in the back called out.

“Because my mate is worried how people will react to what some of you in the front already realized—we’re mated,” he said evenly. “Too many people have been overly harsh in their opinions of Tamsin, and this is the one area she is afraid to let people be cruel about because it will hurt me and our feelings for each other.”

“Is that true, Princess Tamsin?” the voice asked, her tone gentler. “Does your mate speak for you on this matter?”

“Yes,” I whispered, quickly wiping under my eyes. “It was my decision to share this with everyone, and I’m scared it will destroy our relationship.”

“Tams,” Julian whispered, leaning over and kissing my hair. “I love you so much more than that, my sweet mate. They can all hate me forever and I will never stop loving you, okay? I love you even more for being this strong and wanting to help them. You are perfect.” He lifted my head and made me look into his eyes. “You are perfect, and I will always love you.”

“I’m sorry.”

He smiled at me. “Don’t be. You are my sweet little introvert who doesn’t like to share anything personal. I know this is so hard for you, but you’ll do it anyways if it helps one fairy. I think you’re a miracle and I support that—I support you and always will. So let me do this.”

“I love you, Julian. Thank you.” I flushed lava hot saying that in front of everyone and even more so when a few people chuckled.

He simply kissed my forehead and let me try and hide again, which was sort of ridiculous given this was live. I did my best to get it together and looked out at the back wall and then found Stefanie in the group, meeting her gaze and finding strength in it. I nodded to her in thanks and let out a slow breath, reaching for Julian’s hand and squeezing it.

“A few years ago, before Princess Tamsin knew of her birth or even what happened in Faerie, we started our relationship,” Julian told everyone. “That’s fairly common knowledge. What some might not know is she gave me a part of her soul before she found another fairy who could explain it to her. She didn’t know she did it or meant to at the time, it simply happened.

“I won’t speak on that when I’m not a fairy. I don’t know what you’re taught or—it’s not my place. What Tamsin wanted to talk about is what happened yesterday. I want to make it clear that my mate did check with me that I was comfortable sharing something so personal with her entire world. I agreed, but I had reservations because of how Faerie has treated her.

“Some of you have been overly harsh toward her and her decisions. I was worried many would be unfair to her, but Prince Neldor asked I have faith in Fairie, in her people, so I will.” He took in a slow breath and let it out. “Tamsin and I did not mean to mate yesterday. It was an accident.” He held up his hand when people gasped and started to ask questions. “Please wait. Let me explain.”

“And I will attest that Princess Tamsin and Dr. Craftsman both have shown me exactly what happened from their perspectives no matter how uncomfortable it was for both of them,” Neldor cut in. “And it was an accident. I swear it by royal vow they did not understand and it… It wasn’t like what I’ve read about.”

“Thank you, Prince Neldor,” Julian accepted. “I won’t get into specifics or intimate details besides it happened during the intimacy between mates. Tamsin and I are adults and we’re in love. Accept that. There is no shame in loving each other and expressing it.”

Yeah, I flushed lava hot again and moved my hand over my face. Stupid warlock.

“I will also be clear that Tamsin and I have discussed marrying. I know that isn’t what is normal in Faerie. It’s not normal to warlocks either, but I love my mate, and she wasn’t raised as a fairy or as a witch. She grew up thinking she was human. This is a lot for her, and I accept that. I accept that it’s hard for her and she kills herself to accept all of us.

“She constantly has to change her whole view of life and what’s real to help all of us and… Live. Her whole life changes all the time. She has wings—extra appendages, and she never thought that possible for almost two decades. I was there when she got them, and I saw how hard it was for her to accept her new reality.

“I’ve watched her accept too much, and I couldn’t slow it down for her because it wasn’t in my power. People needed her to accept too much too fast. But this I could accept. I could accept that the love of my life wasn’t ready for our souls to combine forever in her twenties and we could marry instead. Hell, I was honored that she would give me a vow of love and wanted to marry me.”

“You wonder why I would, you stupid warlock,” I rasped as I squeezed his hand and stared up at him.

He smiled at me. “I was getting into the idea of calling you my cute wifey.” He chuckled when I flushed and covered my face. “Hang on a bit longer and we’ll go have some sundaes. My wife loves that place.”

I nodded, several people chuckling.

“I know she is already engaged, but she almost asked me,” Julian admitted. “I begged her to let me be old-fashioned. I was going to ask her before finals and set up for us to elope over winter break somewhere romantic on her last break. I asked her father and had his blessing. I asked her other mates and had their blessing.”

“Really?” I gasped, wiping my eyes when he winked at me. “That’s perfect.”

“We’ll still do it. Something quiet and cute. Izzy as your maid of honor, and I can have your mates as my best men. I can call your da Father some more and make his head explode. It will be great.”

“I love you.”

“I’m glad because I love you too.” He cleared his throat and focused out at the reporters.

Right, we were supposed to be adults. Fuck, all of Faerie was seeing this.

I was going to die of embarrassment.

Seriously.

“I thought Tamsin gave me another part of her soul while we were being intimate. It felt close to what happened last time,” Julian said. “It was different but not that different. It made sense because we’re different. We’re both more powerful. She has her wings now. I’ve hit a much higher level of my magic. I’ve tapped into her magic. Repeatedly.

“That is the big one and why Tamsin wanted to warn everyone in Faerie. From all the journals she’s read of fairies and spoken to mated fairies, this wasn’t like it’s been described and Prince Neldor agreed. It’s more confusing and not clear-cut because I’m a different species. To be completely transparent, yes, we had a bottle of fairy wine with our large lunch.

“But I was a bit buzzed, barely, and so was Tamsin. It wasn’t anything. I think some still in our glasses. And we ate a lot. I even said to her that she gave me a piece of her soul, and she thought that’s what she did as well and said she wanted a piece of mine. I agreed. It was only fair. I… I’ve never heard of a warlock doing it, but I’ve never read of one mating a fairy.

“We are too damn repressed to discuss such things, which is clearly stupid. It’s why I supported Tamsin wanting to tell people about this no matter how embarrassing. I felt like I gave her a piece of me just like when she gave me a piece of her. It didn’t feel like I would expect a merging of souls. I mean, I don’t know what that should feel like.

“I guess that’s personal, and it makes sense it’s not cookie-cutter. I do agree with Tamsin that it should seem more… I would think there should be more steps like an ‘are you sure’ moment. Or something not so in the heat of the moment. Let me be clear that I don’t regret it at all. I love my mate and I was ready. I love my mate and would never have pushed her.

“So she wanted to make sure that people were warned that either because of our power levels or how often I’ve tapped into her magic or our species or we don’t know why, it happened in a flash and easily. It happened before my mate was ready. And as her mate, I ask people ignore it happened until she’s ready.”

“Julian,” I gasped.

He ignored me and kept going. “I ask the people of Faerie to be kind to her and give her this consideration when she’s done so much for them. She’s not ready and it’s our relationship. Let us marry—elope even, and be happy for us. She’s not ready and if I can accept that, by the gods, please accept it too. Love your future queen and let her come to terms with it in her own time.

“It’s what she needs, and she’s given you so much of what you need. So just this once, please bend your traditions and let me become her husband and not her mate. Let me be Dr. Julian Vale when she’s ready. I don’t care about becoming a prince or the title. I just want the love of my life to be happy and loved and supported. She needs your support this time.”

I stood and hugged him, my heart hurting when the tears fell. “You said you didn’t care what everyone else called it. It’s what we call it. Why are you changing that?”

“Because I realized if people started calling me a prince, it would be too real and you would flinch and it would upset you or you would avoid Faerie,” he admitted. “They can do this for you, Tams. They can do this one thing for you until you’re ready, okay? You do everything for them. You’re not asking a lot. It’s our relationship to define. They need to respect that.”

I leaned back and studied him. “I’m sorry I’m not ready. I love you. I just… I still can’t wrap my mind around living thousands of years. I can’t. It doesn’t compute. That’s the holdup. Even hundreds of years. I can’t… Magic I can see. I’ve experienced it. I’ve seen humans age and die. I can’t unsee that to understand living hundreds or thousands of years.”

He kissed my forehead. “I get it. That’s a fair line, Tams. It is. I think that’s an understandable one to be hung up on. And when you don’t see me age when I’m forty or fifty, then you’ll get it. And we can mate then. Or not. I’m in no rush. As long as you love me and stay by my side, that’s all I need. I’m happy. I have you.”

“Thank you.” I gave him a soft kiss. “I can’t keep calling you a stupid warlock if you’re going to be this smart.”

“I’ll mess up this week and deserve it again. I can’t help it as a man.”

I burst out laughing, hugging him tightly. Unkind but not untrue for sure.

We settled down and sat to answer some questions.

“Princess, please don’t answer this if you don’t feel comfortable, but I know people will want to hear from you directly that you didn’t feel inebriated,” the first reporter said gently.

I was shocked and blinked at him before shaking myself out of it. “No, not in the slightest.” I let out a slow breath and gave Julian an apologetic look. “There was an emotional aspect. Something happened that made me feel closer to him and—I felt more secure in our future.”

“Me too,” Julian agreed, reaching for my hand and raising it to his lips. “I felt like you heard me that we’re the team. It was my fault I wasn’t saying it clearly, but it’s how I feel. It won’t change no matter what.”

I smiled at him. I was starting to believe that. Yeah, it wasn’t easy with our past and his mother still being in the picture… But I was starting to believe it.

I would still need reminders, and I didn’t think anyone would blame me for that.

No one sane at least.
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“What?” I gasped, almost dropping my sundae.

Iolas chuckled and looked younger as he smiled at me. “People are asking where you are going to register when you get married. They know it’s a human practice involving marriage, and while they might not fully understand it, they’re asking about it to try and show their support. They want to see the registry or register to…” He looked at Shael.

And she simply shrugged.

I waved others off who might answer. “It’s for young couples to set up their new life. Decades ago when a normal kid had nothing leaving their parents’ home to start a home with their partner. They needed everything—plates, linens, appliances, and even a damn shower curtain. So they went to the store and picked out everything they want for their house.

“People can then go see the list and buy exactly what they want or multiple things for the amount they wanted to spend for their wedding gift. It’s also so five people don’t buy them a coffee maker. You normally send them the place you’re registered or like a link now for bridal, baby, or wedding showers. Birthday lists too even for kids.”

“Got it, yes, that makes sense,” Iolas muttered but then frowned. “But you have everything inherited. I supposed you would want certain things because the castle would now have electricity?”

“Not the point,” Shael chuckled.

“No, not the point,” I whispered, rubbing my chest. “They knew it was a human thing to do with marriage and were showing their support. It’s amazing. Tell whoever I appreciate it. Really. It’s not needed, and I’m blessed with a huge inheritance, but I appreciate it.”

Iolas and Shael shared a look with Taeral and Onas, Taeral coming over and kneeling in front of me. “You misunderstand, Your Highness. It’s not a small group. It’s all over both realms. People are signing up at the town squares. They started immediately after your broadcast asking to be informed of your registry. Millions have already signed their names asking for it.”

Neldor leaned over and moved his hand to my shoulder, giving it a squeeze as I moved my hand over my mouth. “I knew they wouldn’t fail you this time. I knew it. This is who our people are at their core. This is the good of Faerie if the evil isn’t left to fester.”

I nodded that I heard him, my emotions overwhelming me. I leaned into Julian and let him hug me. I soaked up his strength for a few minutes and shared in his relief that things were turning out better than we’d feared.

Turning to look at him, I wanted to check with him first. “Even when humans elope, they generally have small receptions after. Informal parties without all the crazy so their families can still congratulate them.”

He nodded. “I had to attend one as a child with my mum for our public image.” He smiled, understanding filling his eyes. “Yeah, let’s do that. Schedule times at the town square for an informal reception where people can congratulate us. That’s—we don’t need gifts.”

“Yeah, that’s better, right?”

“You’re perfect,” he whispered, giving me a soft kiss. “It will be a lot for you, but we don’t have to do it long. Shake some hands and kiss some babies. You can handle that over an hour or two and spread out the nights. Hell, it will be nice for you to get a chance to see your people. We can do some before we officially marry.”

True. We were already mated after all.

I nodded and looked at Shael. “Announce it. Thank everyone for the registry idea, but tell them I’m already blessed and don’t need gifts. If anyone wants to help give magic to heal Faerie so more animals are born and we’ll always have more food for our people, that would be great. I appreciate their support, and we’ll be scheduling times for informal receptions.”

“People will be thrilled, Your Highness. Truly.” She closed her mouth but then paused before looking at Julian. “I’m glad I was wrong about you, Dr. Craftsman. Truly. I think you are a worthy mate of our future queen and to be a prince of Faerie. I’m so very grateful that I was wrong and you love her as you proved in the press conference.”

Shock rocked me as a tear ran down her cheek before she turned away and left to handle what I’d said.

Wow. Just… Wow.

And clearly, she wasn’t the only one who felt that way.

We spent the rest of the night processing the crazy and accepting what had happened, the six of us relaxing and eating dinner. It was nice and just… Calm. We needed more calm.

The next day, I told Izzy the full truth, not the altered one that everyone else would know. She was my best friend and adopted sister really, and if Neldor’s godsfather would know the truth, I couldn’t keep it from Izzy. She cried and hugged me, checking I was okay and sad for me that my first mating went like that and was so crazy.

It was still too fast, but I promised I was okay because Julian was so amazing about it all. I’d been worried when he’d been upset at first and a bit pushy, but when he’d switched gears and understood it wasn’t about him… I really was fine.

“Okay, do you want to talk more?” Izzy checked when I was done. She winced at whatever was on my face. “Sorry. We can keep talking.”

But clearly, she didn’t want to. “No, I’m good. I’m kinda all talked out on the topic and—I just wanted to fill you in. What’s up?” I glanced at the clock and really didn’t want to go to the cafeteria. “Want to order Portal Chow and be bad since neither of us has first period?”

“Yes. Yes.” She cleared her throat. “Something happened.”

It was obviously good, so I wasn’t worried. I felt bad that I hadn’t noticed sooner, but I’d been wrapped up in my own issues, and I hadn’t wanted her to hear from anyone else. I quickly pulled out my phone and we ordered before I sat down with her on my bed and looked at her to tell me.

“Claudia ravaged me,” she blurted in her typical Izzy way. She nodded when I simply blinked at her. “I mean she ravaged me, Tams. Like she apologized that she couldn’t hold back anymore and give me time to get over Rana and then jumped me in her elevator. The moment we were in her condo she stripped me naked in the foyer. She gobbled me up on the counter.”

“A favorite of mine,” I chuckled.

“I understand why,” she whispered, fanning her face. “Apparently, she saw a toy that she thought was made for me and it pushed her over the edge and she couldn’t hold back anymore. I had no clue. I thought—”

“I told you it wasn’t that,” I drawled, glad that I’d been a brat and contacted Claudia on the side. “So it was good? Worth the wait?”

“It was amazing. Like oh my fucking gods good, Tams. Like, I get how you sound like porn now. I get it. I thought—I know you’ve said you get into that because they like how you sound. I knew that, but like I couldn’t control my mouth. It was—I fainted. I ended up fainting. I completely left her hanging and woke in bed.”

“And you felt guilty and wanted it again at the same time,” I said with a smirk. “Yeah, I know that feeling.” I snickered when she giggled.

“I asked her to do it again,” she admitted, blushing deep red and covering her face and letting out a squeal. “She just laughed and said she was glad I approved of her moves. Oh my god, it was so sexy. I mean, of course, she’s sexy, she’s Claudia. She’s super sexy, smooth, confident Claudia. But this was like predator gonna-gobble-me-up-Claudia and I’m hooked.”

“Good.” I nodded when she peeked at me. “Good, Izzy. That’s what you deserve and how it should be.” I shoved her shoulder when she went to hide again. “That’s how I feel too. It must be a dragon thing because I especially feel it with Hudson.”

“Glad I like a dragon then,” she muttered, shrugging when I snickered.

“Okay, give me all the deets,” I pushed. “And what happened after? Like in the morning. And what are you planning next? Are you going to jump her? I mean, you need a plan of attack, right?”

“Do I? I mean is that what you did?”

I snorted, giving her a look not to be silly.

“Of course, you did. You’re Tams. You probably jumped one of them first.”

“I think you saw me do it once or twice,” I drawled. “Darby. You saw me challenge Darby when he was teasing me.”

“Right. Gods, that seems like a lifetime ago.” She shook her head and then seemed to wave off the memory. She told me everything and then asked me for ideas.

Claudia wasn’t just anyone, so obviously I was fine with her in our house. I suggested that Izzy arrange a nice dinner and show up in nothing but a robe and after dinner make it clear that Claudia was the dessert. Everyone liked to be ravaged even if one was older and tended to take the lead. Izzy could start the trouble and let Claudia ravage her.

But she needed to put in the effort as well. That was the important part.

And I planned on taking my own advice and doing some spoiling as well after everything Julian had done for me lately.

Actually, all of my guys had done for me. They had all been amazing and supportive.

“Actually, would you help me set up something crazy tonight?” I asked her. “I was reading something about a good way to seduce your partner was to set up a scene like I was saying, but then I was going through ideas—I saw about a sushi model. Will you set it up for me?”

“Could I ask Claudia to help?” she hedged. “I don’t want us to finally get together and then I’m doing something naked with you.”

“Yeah, totally fair. I could wear a bikini until the very end?” I offered.

“Let me talk to her. I’m sure it’s fine, and we might need the help. That’s a lot to set up fast before it would go bad, right?”

We both sort of shrugged, but I was vibrating with excitement as I went to grab our delivered breakfast. Claudia had already answered that she was in and would get it all set up with Cara and Jordan to help at Prince Neldor’s house… And figure out an excuse to get them out of there with Cluym.

Even better. Smart.

Plus, that gave Izzy a chance to have the house to herself tonight. She needed to talk to Cara on the side, and she and Jordan could sneak in some food from Faerie to the house or Irma could. Then, when Claudia and Izzy were done helping me, they could go home and have their own fun night.

Happy was a great look on Izzy, and I was thrilled that she was excited. Finally. She deserved that, especially after Rana was such a dud and all Izzy had wanted was passion and fireworks.

I texted Claudia on the side that whatever she had done was the right move because Izzy was all hearts and sunshine so keep it up. And I hoped Izzy had made her happy as well because I wanted them both happy.

I laughed when the serious and reserved dragon sent me a GIF back with a kitty with hearts circling its head. Well then!

We ate and then I headed out to Practical Enchantments. So far, I’d been working the normal basics but at a more rapid pace given my magic level. Each class was one or two charms. I’d mastered speed, strength, resistance, and endurance charms. I made dozens of them like nothing.

At the end of class, I handed the ones I’d already done to Ara and told her to give them to Captain Reddy for the supe police to use as they saw fit.

“You could make a lot of money off of these if people knew they were your magic, Your Highness,” she hedged.

“Yes, but these are the ones people normally don’t use for good things or to cheat unless they’re the police,” I said without any amusement. “I don’t want to be party to that. So let’s have them on reserve for the police for emergencies, but let him know it was a section for class and not something I’ll be making regularly. However, we might be open to a squad assigned to their station if they want.”

“I’m sure they will,” she sighed.

“Probably, but we want our foot in the door for more access,” I reminded her. The councils wanted to block us from handling too much unless it was cleaning up what they couldn’t.

Just not their corruption. Funny how they thought that would work, but I tended to ignore them, so it didn’t matter.

Getting set up for the sushi model plan was hysterical. We kept laughing so hard that I should have ruined so much food, but someone would shout, “Five second rule!” and gobble it up. We ended up having to rush order more sushi and… It was all too funny and exactly what we needed.

Cara and Jordan refused to even let wasabi in the house with me when there was going to be booze. They promised none of the guys would care when I was naked or ask for it. I tended to agree when they put it like that.

Oh, and Claudia kept getting saucy that Izzy didn’t need to see the woman voted most beautiful in two worlds naked like this. Izzy wasn’t getting it and commented how many times she’d seen me naked and she was long since desensitized.

The three of us looked at her like she was an idiot and she finally got it.

Gods help us.

It was even better after they left and the guys found their surprise.

Hudson told them to shut up and fucking eat. My dragon became a damn vacuum and just stuffed his face.

Neldor too.

I couldn’t keep up the sexy vibe and kept laughing.

Seriously, fucking goofs.

We laughed so hard it was something none of us would ever forget. Even as they finished the sushi and ate me.

And the hot sex after and them finding bits of rice in my hair or Lucca licking some off my neck and under my arm… While saying it was a sex snack.

Seriously? Like… Seriously?

Yeah, we all died all over again.

But yeah, the sex was hawt. So fucking hawt it was unreal.

And fun. We had fun and joked, and it was honestly one of the best nights of my life. I would be laughing for weeks when Darby made them realize that I hadn’t actually eaten with them and they had to take a break to feed me. The groans and pouts that they had to stop the adult fun to be adults and make sure I ate were unreal.

Seriously, it was like kids being told to go to bed. I died even if the analogy was unsettling and the pouting over the top.

The fun was more important than the hawt sex. It really was.

Plus, it wasn’t only that night. I felt closer to all of them. The next day too.

And the day after. The day after that as well.

Oddly enough, my accidentally mating Julian brought me closer together with all of my mates, not just him.

I know, weird, right? I hadn’t seen that coming either. But it was what happened and we all acknowledged it. We were all checking in on each other like we were the six-person team that mattered most. I heard each of them asking Julian if he was okay and if there were any delayed reactions or effects.

The same with me. If I was okay now that the shock had worn off or there was anything I wanted to discuss now.

But I didn’t. I was good.

I found that shocking too.

I was though.

Faerie and fairies accepted how I felt and what I needed.

The men who loved me did as well.

School was good.

My life was going well. Something would come up.

It always did.
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A few weeks after Julian and I accidentally mated, our happy bubble was tested with another meeting about his mother and the progress of the cleansing and healing therapy. I thought it was a bit fast after starting the third stage, but we hadn’t had a full meeting with all of the players for the designated time they had wanted after the second stage.

So really, it was for that.

The hair on the back of my neck stood up when it was the full Witch and Warlock Council in attendance, not just those who were a part of the research. Anya had a blank face, but that in itself said a lot as someone who knew her, and I felt the fairies with me were tense as well.

“We should have been warned all of the council members were going to be in attendance,” Shael said, her tone frosty. “We would have had all of the royal healers and commanders attend, not simply the ones involved.”

“I apologize, but I wasn’t made aware of the change until it was too late to alert people,” Anya replied, accepting the chastising.

“Mutiny already?” I chuckled darkly. “That’s unwise.” I made sure the warning was in my eyes as I stared down the others.

“No, not mutiny,” one of the councilmen I genuinely liked and rooted for said firmly. “Miscommunication on the part of many of us.”

“A few being petty and testing limits,” a councilwoman drawled.

Ahhh, the kids were starting trouble and making it like Anya wasn’t a good boss or didn’t have things under control.

Well, I could easily handle that. I looked at Shael and smiled. “After the meeting, find out which ones are the problem, and they are removed from any meetings going forward that involve issues regarding Faerie as is our right. I don’t feel comfortable with them attending meetings I or Neldor will be at. For our safety, of course.”

“Of course, Your Highness.”

I smirked out at the room and took my seat. “Let’s get started.” It was amusing to see three warlocks with steam practically coming out of their ears wanting to explode at the move I’d pulled.

Geez, I wondered who were the problems?

Idiots really were easy to fuck with.

“They’re showing significant improvement,” Anya said, starting off with a bang. “Most notably, Mary Craftsman. She’s retaining more information. Her caretakers have shown her videos of herself and she’s—she’s healing.”

“I believe that, but you sounded like you have specifics,” I hedged. “I’m not trying to embarrass her or air Craftsman dirty laundry.” I gave Julian a worried look.

“Tamsin could focus on the next stage of the healing or fine-tune something depending on the specifics of what you’re seeing is being healed,” Lageos explained.

Yes, that was where my mind was.

Julian nodded that he understood and then nodded he was fine with them sharing.

Anya focused on me. “She saw the security video of Julian’s cousins trying to coerce her with lies you were going to abort his bastard. She immediately scoffed that you weren’t old enough to have a child, and while she hated you, you could never hurt Julian’s child.”

My mouth dropped open. That was huge.

And fast.

“I honestly didn’t think she ever had that much faith in me,” I admitted, wincing as I shot Julian an apologetic look.

He sighed. “She never approved of you, but she didn’t originally dislike you. She pitied you. She… She felt you tried hard. I don’t… I don’t know, Tams.”

I nodded. There wasn’t a point to going through this. I focused back on Anya. “Anything else?”

“Yes, she remembered the cousins were ‘tossers’ and ‘leeches’ annoyed she wasted time on them. Things—context. She’s remembering context. She’s also—she knows something is wrong now and isn’t fighting her caretakers. She’s asking how to do more or what else could work.”

“Wow, that’s a lot fast,” I whispered. I glanced at Lageos. “It really fucking worked.”

He beamed at me, everyone in the room feeling his demigod side and several gasping because of it. “I never doubted you, Daughter. You don’t know how to fail.”

“You don’t know how to let me.” I winked at him and looked back at Anya. “Okay so—the others agree it’s working too? No more pushback or wavering?”

“No, they all admit they were suffering now even, not just they agreed for lighter sentences or their family pushed them,” she confirmed. “Even Campbell.” Her lips twitched as she said that. “There hasn’t been any decline in efficacy. We’re seeing about the same amount of healing each time.”

“Good, then we stay here for as long as we can. I’ll see if I can come up with some sort of fourth level, but maybe everyone doesn’t even need it,” I muttered, sharing a look with my dad. “The turtle wins the race. It took years for this damage, and it won’t—”

“Agreed. You’re absolutely right, and if you are impatient and keep reminding us of that, we should have all taken that to heart and listened,” he said firmly. “Some might not even need the third stage and keep on the second with the other healing and put in the work.”

Yeah, good. I was glad when everyone seemed to agree with that.

“The discussion now is how to expand the program,” Anya said, looking down at the pages in front of her instead of directly at me. “And the suggestion has been raised to broaden it to our prison.”

“And more importantly, it’s time the magic is turned over to us,” Councilman Kempton declared. He was the asshole who made it clear that he thought I should answer to them as their pet fairy and I very much regretted allowing on the council.

Being fair and letting people make mistakes was really a pain in the ass sometimes.

I snickered. “No.”

“I wasn’t asking, Your Highness,” he drawled.

“No, you were demanding it, but without any right or like leverage.” I moved my elbows to the table and folded my hands before lowering my chin to them and batting my eyelashes. “Make it yourself then. Oh, you can’t? Why is that? Because you don’t know how? Right. It’s fairy magic. So my answer is noooooo. Do you need me to say it slower? In another language?”

“I know about a dozen I’d enjoy telling you no in,” Iolas drawled.

Hear, hear.

I ignored when the councilman was pissed off, but did a double take when Anya seemed shocked. “I’m not handing it over to the council, Anya. If you asked me to hand over the devices because you wanted to work with a family member or on something specific, I would. I trust you. We have trust built.” I gestured around the room. “That trust isn’t here.”

“I understand that and accept it, Your Highness, but this is a good way for that trust to be built,” the councilman who had been working with us hedged.

I glanced at the commanders who were there with me and Neldor and was glad we were on the same page. “I mean this without as much sarcasm as it would seem, but it’s pretty to think so and a bit naïve of you, Councilman.” I held up my hand to hold him off. “First of all, prisons are notoriously corrupt.

“I can’t think yours are perfect. So immediately, I’m a hard pass on that being the expansion. I wouldn’t use it at our prisons, and we just had a major clean-up and reinterviewing. My next major issue is you cannot force people to heal. Focusing on prison implies you’re going to make them, and I cannot support that. It has to be their choice and—”

“You’re once again being a hypocrite when you forced your own mate’s mother,” Kempton drawled.

“I’d watch your mouth, Councilman, or we’re going to have words about how you speak to my mate,” Julian seethed. “And if I challenge you, remember, I can and have tapped into her power. So it would be a challenge you wouldn’t walk away from.”

I blinked out at the group and then slowly turned to look at Julian like he’d grown another head.

He let out a heavy breath and looked at me. “I’m tired of the way assholes treat you, my sweet mate. I can’t—if they use me or my family as ammunition, I’m not allowing it anymore.”

Lageos snorted. “He’s actually a worthy son-in-law.”

I bit back a groan when Iolas gave a grunt of agreement. I focused on the point. “It’s not the same and you know it. She wasn’t of sound mind to make the decision. The next of kin made the decision just like medical doctors allow. She had enough mind to know something was wrong and—just stop. It wasn’t the same. If she wanted to stop now, I wouldn’t allow anyone to continue it.

“That’s the line and what I’m saying. And I feel strongly on this.” I met Anya’s conflicted gaze. “Because it’s a slippery fucking slope. Lobotomies used to ‘help’ mental illness. They did but destroyed the person in the process. This cleansing could do something to someone who doesn’t need it and is just evil. Or if they have black magic. Or even that conversion camp bullshit for gay kids.

“At what point does forcing someone to cleanse cross into those lines because those people think they’re helping too? They’re fucked in the head, but they believe they’re helping. I’m sure at some point they started somewhere okay and the line got pushed back too far. I’m saying clearly I’m not starting anywhere that forces anyone unless it’s like Julian and Mary.”

“I agree,” a few of the council members said firmly, clearly surprising Anya and the other councilman.

One of the councilwomen continued. “This was why we thought we were invited to this meeting. We haven’t been on the project and outside perspective is needed. You have worked on a miracle here. You’re too close to it though. I’ve heard you both speak of it like this is a new penicillin, and I agree with the princess that this is like cancer treatment and people have to choose.”

“That’s a much more eloquent example, thank you,” I accepted. “Yes, chemotherapy can have side effects, and changing your personality is a big change.” I was glad when she dipped her head to me, clearly on the same page as several others were. “But this is fairy magic. I’m not handing it over. Not now. It’s my magic.

“Professor Sontar can’t even duplicate it right now. The royal healers can’t either. So no, I’m not handing it over. I will allow trusted fairies to oversee some sort of expansion we all agree upon, but the trust isn’t here to hand it over. Could that change? Maybe.” I gestured around the room in a circle. “Maybe once there is real trust here.

“The same sort of foundation like I have with the commanders. But there are people in this room that just fucking demanded it of me like I’m your pet. No. There’s not even mutual respect here. I’m not handing over my magic.”

I waited until the ones I cared about accepted that before I looked at the councilman we’d been working with.

“The reason I said you were naïve is anytime I’m involved, people use the chance to set me up to fail. Yes, it’s healing, but just like in medical trials, things can go wrong. We just listed a few possibilities. All it takes is something completely not related to the healing or someone intentionally killing one of the forced participants and my head is on the chopping block.”

“Again,” Neldor said firmly. “And two people in this room are annoyed Tamsin brought that up like she just took away a great idea they had. So clearly, that was a plot of theirs. It was my first worry as well because the moment something went wrong, they would want to scan her, study her, and demand more access to her.

“Probably lock her up too and maybe have some sort of sham trial about killing one of your people, right? Not everyone here is a member for the best of reasons even if they passed our tests. We can’t test for nice people since it’s relative like Tamsin has already pointed out. So know that people try to trap us constantly, and that’s why we don’t release our magic like that.”

“And given how badly it was stolen, used, and abused while we were gone, I cannot believe it was even suggested,” Onas said, not hiding his disgust well at all. “I respect you, Anya White, maybe more than I have any witch before, but you know how deep this wound runs for us and how fresh it is. I would have thought there would have been more tact from you.”

I cleared my throat when he seemed like he might have said more. “It makes sense given she saw the cleansing like penicillin as the other councilwoman said. This also isn’t all she’s had going on and we’re all overworked. She’s also protected us more times than any of us can count so remember that as well.”

He dipped his head to me and then Anya. “The princess is right. I apologize, Councilwoman. Many of my personal stores were stolen. When I say the wound is deep and fresh, I mean mine. I shouldn’t have lashed out.”

“No, I appreciate your frankness and perspective. My colleagues and I always need it,” Anya accepted.

“What other examples of improvement have been noted?” I asked the healers, deciding to get the meeting back on track. “Campbell. I’d know her best.”

The royal healers took the hint and jumped on it, the one Neldor knew best looking at his notes. “She asked about the students she had been teaching on her work detail and her concern was genuine. Same with her family and how they’ve been instead of asking when they’re coming to visit or annoyed they haven’t sent word for her.

“Subtle but noticeable things like that, Your Highness. The fakeness is less. If I had to classify it specifically for all of the participants, it’s as if there is a reduction in narcissistic tendencies. Less lies. Less being fake. More concern for others. Less selfishness. Less trying to manipulate all of us or playing the victim. More focus on the treatment.”

“So being more self-aware, like the fog has lifted,” I muttered, as I took notes. “To me, that says the same level of magic but maybe longer treatments. I would think a larger hourglass.”

“Smarter,” Neldor praised. “I agree. I think the level of—you have vast amounts of magic and higher levels being part demigod and heir of Faerie. Plus, your own damage to recover from. We need to get back into a routine of your cleansing as well and can now that this has maybe evened off. But if I was to make any adjustment to your device it would be for longer.”

“Or a second flip,” I mumbled, sharing a look with him. “I think that should be tested with mine before we consider it. Or the second level after a few more weeks on the third stage. That’s an option too. Something with less power would be easier to recharge.”

“I apologize for interrupting, but you put in a failsafe against that, Your Highness,” the councilman interrupted, nodding when I couldn’t hide my shock. “Clearly without realizing it.”

“My magic tends to do that,” I drawled. I frowned. “No, actually, I thought that it could be bad if someone wasn’t careful Mary could be hurt if she flipped again because she wasn’t in her right mind.”

“That’s true,” one of the caregivers interjected. “The princess made it clear to watch Mrs. Craftsman closely and make sure we didn’t allow that. She was concerned about there being an accident and someone being hurt.”

“There was an accident, but the device wouldn’t allow it,” the councilman explained. “Not for six hours. We’ve tested it since. It only allows each person to use it once every six hours.”

“Well, my magic did well on that one,” I muttered, shocked but pleased. I smirked when my dad snorted. “Still, it’s worth testing out and having a second one for another step. I think for now, we ride out the progress of this third-level device for as long as it’s having good returns.”

“I hate to suggest it, but I think speaking with Campbell and the two other warlocks will probably give you the best answers to decide,” Julian hedged. He nodded when I gave him a look like I wanted to do just about anything besides speak with Campbell. “We can go get sundaes after.”

“I really like that s’more one,” I chuckled, smiling when he did.

We all agreed it was the right move, even the other nice council members saying they wanted to join us and ask some questions. They made it clear that they didn’t want to overstep or join the project, but basically wanted to see the scope of it with their own eyes—get a feel of it. I understood that and so did Julian.

But he didn’t let the three assholes. We were so over this shtick.

What I didn’t expect was for Anya to practically drag me off to the side when everyone else was walking through portals. I saw the worried look in her eyes and threw a portal over us on instinct.

“You mated Julian?” she whispered. “Is everything okay or—”

“How did you know?” I worried, not hiding my fear that she figured it out.

Her gaze softened. “I wouldn’t have known if I didn’t know both your magic so well and have worked with you both so closely. He opened the portal—he has to because of the wards on the property and I felt your soul.” She cupped my face and nodded. “Why are you so scared for me to know?”

“Not you,” I assured her, patting her hand. “I would have told you, but we’re keeping it to Faerie for now. It just happened and it was an accident.”

Tears filled her eyes as I told her the real version of what happened knowing she locked things away and her father helped her since he was a fairy. She lowered her forehead to mine and congratulated me and told me to be strong in the same breath.

Yeah, that was fair.

I promised her that I was fine and we were okay.

Really, we were.

We joined the others, and after some dancing, we figured out a way for me to link with their minds to see what they felt while using my magic without my magic getting involved. Yeah, it was about as complicated as it sounded. Neldor basically put me in a bubble, and my dad used his power to link us so I wasn’t the telepath in the situation, but he was.

No, I didn’t really think that made any difference, but since my magic couldn’t be trusted not to “help” when it should stay still, I agreed the extra precautions were needed.

And I was glad that I insisted on this step because the others were so busy patting me on the back on the advancement and progress, they missed something big. I kept my mouth shut until all four of them went through it.

“It’s hurting them,” I announced. “Not a lot, but it’s physically and magically hurting them.” I nodded when people looked at me with shock. I knew Calarel would trust me, so I waved her over to me and moved towards Campbell. The witch flinched and I simply smirked at her. “You don’t want to help me prove that I made a mistake?”

She snorted and gestured for me to go ahead.

Yeah, I thought so.
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“Focus on her ankles and wrists,” I told Calarel. “I’ll show you what I saw after. Something about there being so many vessels there and magical points. It was like when someone is injured.”

She nodded and closed her eyes to scan Campbell, flinching after a moment. “Yes, it’s minor, but it’s there. It’s very slight though, Your Highness.”

“Of course, or someone would have already noticed it,” I agreed. “But what I saw made me feel like…”

“What? Go with your gut, Tams,” Julian said gently. “It’s normally right.” He ignored when Campbell made a disgusted noise and moved his hand to my hip. “What did you feel?”

“Like a faucet leaking? Like a puncture?” I turned and stared into his confused pretty eyes. “Like the magic couldn’t get through this point well and it was a traffic jam and now is leaking. It’s now an accident that happened, an injury, and the magic is leaking out instead of working as well as it should.” I shrugged. “I can’t give you more than that. I don’t understand why.”

“Show me what you caught,” he muttered, pulling me closer.

I nodded and closed my eyes, projecting to him what I saw. My eyes popped open when he chuckled. I couldn’t hide my confusion as he leaned in and kissed my nose.

“The way your mind works is always one of the sexist things about you, my sweet mate,” he whispered softly.

I flushed lava hot and stared at him with wide eyes, glancing around and not hiding my shock he said that with so many people around—the group of people we were around.

“The problem is her magic is of a fairy,” Julian explained, ignoring what he’d just said or my embarrassment. “So she’s framed it to heal a fairy.”

“Of course, and that was the princess’s main concern,” Sontar said firmly. “That doesn’t make sense why it would be an issue with the wrists and ankles.”

The healer councilman swore under his breath and immediately apologized. “No, it makes perfect sense. They’re our weakest points. We write our runes to activate magic. That gathers magic in our wrists. I’m right-handed, so I write on my left hand, but my right hand is there as I gather the magic to activate the rune as well.”

“Okay, that makes sense, like an area you broke and can be easily rebroken, but why the ankles?” I hedged, glancing around at the other fairies wondering if they understood that. I was glad they seemed as confused as I was.

“Because of grounding,” Anya answered. “If you think of magic like electricity, when it runs through us, it’s like physics and grounding and lightning. It dissipates through our feet is the hypothesis basically.”

“Got it, makes complete sense,” I accepted. I turned and faced Sontar before facing my dad and then shaking my head and turning to an amused Calarel. “Bear with me.”

“Always, Your Highness,” she said gently. “Just tell me where your head is.”

I sighed and scrubbed my hands over my head roughly. “The way you explained basic and overall healing when I asked, I sort of saw it like two ways. One is more like whole-package, like a mind, body—almost like humans think a yoga holistic healing experience. It’s health, science, mental, and emotional. You can’t just heal parts and take it all into account.”

“Yes, I would say that’s accurate and framed in the reference you understand growing up human,” she accepted. “We would say it’s more balance with magic, cleansing, and harmony with not only our surroundings but everything in our ecosystem meaning family, friends, and stresses.”

I nodded. “The other is healing at the core. Like we talk about wounds in the soul and from there—I saw it as the ripples. You heal the main source or how people have worried about my soul cracking. If you heal that main area, the healing ripples out like throwing a stone in a lake.” I moved my hand over my chest but then over my back. “For us, it’s our wings really.”

“Again, yes, that’s how we see it. You would also put it in the context of a major artery. You heal that bleeding or wound and everything else stabilizes.” She waited until I nodded, studying me closely. “Are you saying you focused the healing like that for these devices?”

“No, the opposite,” I sighed, nodding again when she and others flinched. “I left it to be a yoga experience kind of mind, body, emotional healing, and all over. But like we just figured out, it worked like it would for a fairy and the very basic foundation that we don’t write runes to use magic. We think them. We see our whole being as magical and our wings as our…”

“Yes, that would be a main difference between our species,” Shael muttered. “Damn. None of us considered that.”

“Still, you did something amazing, Tams,” Neldor comforted.

I shrugged. “I’m not down on myself.” I smiled at him when he seemed worried. “Dude, I did something no one else has been able to or figured out was the problem. And again, no one exploded. I’m good with a wrist or ankle ouchie.”

He blinked at me for several moments. “‘Dude?’”

I rolled my eyes. “Sorry, Prince Neldor.” I felt better when Julian snickered. I glanced at Calarel and the councilman. “I think I need to change the healing focus to be like a wound at the core and let the body heal it how it needs to. The rest of the…”

“Supplementary therapies are giving the more rounded yoga healing,” Calarel offered before snickering. “One is yoga.”

“Yeah, exactly. So change the fairy magical part to be the core healing part and the rest…” I sighed and then even blew a raspberry. “Digest? That probably sounds crude, but I keep thinking of it as like digesting medicine basically. Or processing therapy.” I glance at Julian.

“You’re not wrong,” he agreed. “You’re thinking how I take time to process my sessions with my therapist.” He smiled at me when I winced… Because his mother and Campbell both gasped that he was in therapy. “I’m not ashamed that I’m in therapy, Tams. I’m glad you helped me to talk to someone when I needed it, and I’m amazed how supportive you’ve been.”

I swallowed loudly. “I’m sorry I’m not stronger to—”

He was suddenly in front of me and gave me a soft kiss.

And I smacked him. “Julian Craftsman, if you use that fairy rune again to move like us, I swear to all of the gods that I will find a way to lock you from my magic!” I spun him around and made him face Calarel. “Check him! Make sure he didn’t break something or—”

“He’s fine, Your Highness,” she promised, sighing when I gave her a look that I wasn’t fucking around. “I will check your mate.”

I lectured him the whole time she did. “That rune more than any other can break you. What did my dad tell you? You can’t use that one. You cannot! Neldor told you too. So did the commanders. Do it again and—”

“I’m sorry,” he cut in, giving me a contrite look. “I’m really sorry.”

“I’m sorry you learned it,” I snapped. “How are you tapping into my magic so fast and…” I remembered we were around other people.

“He’s fine, Your Highness,” Calarel promised.

I thanked her before turning and bopping Julian on the forehead. He was shocked until he saw I was blinking back tears. “How will I feel if you break because I let you see a rune you weren’t even supposed to because I didn’t know to hide it from your stupid smart brain that would instantly memorize it? Not again, Julian!”

“Not again,” he whispered, his eyes too wide with shock at my outburst.

Yeah, well, I was now tied to the idiot on top of everything else.

“Neldor can take the memory of the rune from me,” he said after a moment. He nodded when I couldn’t get my mouth to work. “Yes, that’s the answer. I swear I didn’t mean to do it. I didn’t mean to tap into your magic. I didn’t even think to. I just wanted to hold you and…”

Shit. Our mating made us closer and it was that much easier for him.

I took in a slow breath and let it out. “Fine, any fairy runes that could break you. The scary ones that you cannot use but can with my magic. At least for now, if my magic jumps, it could hurt you. Deal?”

“Yes, okay, your father or Neldor can,” he immediately agreed, reaching up and wiping away a tear as he pulled me closer. “I love you too.”

“Stupid warlock,” I grumbled but let him kiss me.

“You truly love him,” Mary said from our left.

Oh shit. I’d totally forgotten she was even there.

I’d been so worried about him I’d really forgotten everyone else or… Yeah, I really was the worst future queen ever and couldn’t keep my emotions controlled.

Like ever.

I ignored her and turned back to Calarel and the councilman. “I apologize, I totally forgot where we were.”

He dipped his head to me. “I feel the same way when my mate is in danger. You were saying you needed to change the focus of the healing for the vessels.”

“Right, right.” I bobbed my head. “I don’t think it’s anything major or really hurts anyone but no need to waste magic. The whole point of this is to be efficient, and if it could be easier on people’s bodies to only have two treatments a day but the magic works better then… So be it.”

“I do think it’s worth testing to see if people could come in on the second level,” Anya said giving me an apologetic look. “I know you wanted to start easy and—I truly think there isn’t a need for a first level. It’s not bad to have—I think it could be a cleansing everyone could have and use. Like washing their hair or brushing their teeth cleansing.”

“You’re saying it’s mild enough for daily use, not as medicine,” I muttered, glancing over to my dad to see what he thought… Only to find him bored to tears. “Dad!”

He snapped out of his thoughts and staring off. He winced at whatever was on my face. “Sorry, Daughter, I only tuned back in when Julian misbehaved then drifted again. The details get—we’ve also been inside so long already.”

“At least you know who to blame that I’m such a pain in the ass,” I told Julian and the fairies there. “Does anyone object to this meeting being moved outside?” I didn’t really give them a chance to object, opening a portal to Julian’s back garden. Once we were through it, I gestured for Anya to fill in the demigod.

Lageos nodded along with what she said. “As wise and beautiful as always. Yes, I agree.” He glanced over to me with a bright smile. “I think this ties in nicely with what you were saying about trust. This should be left to the lovely Katrina.”

I blinked at him a moment before throwing back my head and laughing. “Fine, you can lose focus in meetings. That’s brilliant.”

“Can you explain it for those of us who aren’t fluent in Vale?” someone drawled, one of the commanders if I had to guess.

Or maybe one of the council members. They seemed bold enough to say that as well.

I ignored it and looked at the people I liked. “The problem with expanding the program is there isn’t trust built with the council, and that doesn’t pertain to just us.”

Julian caught on first, doing a double take. “But there is with Veritas Portas. There is no world where people worrying that they might be falling to the dark side or having trouble with their magic would report it to the council. Not unless they were already connected to them like the ten individuals that are a part of this program.” He snorted. “I wouldn’t have. I would have gone to just about anyone else.”

“And would Katrina have been at the top of that list?” I pushed, nodding when he did. I glanced at Anya. “You know we’re right. We could have it be where once a week a fairy healer is at any store and people can have confidential assessments. We want them to get help, not track them or report this, right? That’s the goal.”

“Yes,” she and, a few of the council members answered firmly… But a few didn’t and clearly that was a problem. The three assholes didn’t come, and still a few wanted to use this to track what they saw as potential issues.

No, not on my watch. This wasn’t about people being criminals. The warlock in the first group asked for help. He knew something was wrong.

Asking for help shouldn’t be a fucking scarlet letter people had to bear. It should just be an offer of help they got.

But it was possibly the best of both worlds. That level one cleansing could be another income source for some fairies trained as healers to sell and jobs for people as well. With trusted employers like the Calloways.

Yeah, I was way more on board with the idea of expanding the program. We could even get some sort of funding from the council and their community for the screenings now and… My mind was churning with possibilities.

“You are so your father’s daughter,” Julian chuckled.

“Your demigod side came out,” Neldor explained, gesturing to everyone who looked a bit dazzled.

Whoops!

I tried to reel it back in. “Okay, for now, we need to work on a statement of—like a medical journal thing,” I said to Anya but all of them really. “This is where we’re at. Patient A and all of that. It’s not about credit for us or—whatever, we were working on it with you and admit we found a flaw because it’s fairy to witch magic.”

“Why release news of it before it’s done?” a different councilman asked, his tone a bit chastising.

And I gave him a look like he was nuts. “Because people deserve to know the truth. I’m going to report it to my people too. It’s called transparency.” I gestured to Neldor, the commanders, and myself. “We answer to our people, and our world is a monarchy. I suggest you adopt the same practice because not doing that is what made your predecessors so corrupt.”

Someone whistled. I would have put my money on my dad.

I ignored that and focused back on Anya. “So we’re working on tweaking the levels and are discussing having the first level be over the counter like you said. Mention we’re going to have talks with the Calloways. Ask your community what their thoughts are on what I just said. No, we’re not giving over the magic, but within the parameters—what are their thoughts?

“Do they prefer walk-ins for anonymity, but understand there might be a wait, or are appointments okay? Maybe this is something that should be required for government jobs like the FBI requires background checks and lie detector tests? Maybe someone could start some sort of business with council funding for these cold baths or whatever?”

“I understand,” she cut in, smiling to take the sting out of her interrupting.

“Wait, one more thing,” I hurried on. “We need to lock on the list of possible symptoms. What they aren’t feeling anymore is a good start, but we need… The range is kind of vague and like a medication commercial and we have to acknowledge that. It sucks, but it’s the truth. It could be different for everyone.”

“Dramatic personality changes worse than drugs,” Campbell muttered, frowning when White snorted.

“No, I agree,” I admitted. I sighed when several people looked skeptical. “She’s barely looked at Julian.” I shrugged when she flinched. “You’re not obsessed with him anymore, are you?” I shrugged again when she gave me a death look. “You still hate me, but let’s just get this over with and be honest so we can help others.”

She curled her lip at me but then sighed, clearly wanting to clear the air with White whom she respected. “Fine.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder and shot Julian a look before sighing. “Yes, of course, I think I’m the better choice.” She gave a half shrug when people gasped or made shocked noises.

I agreed with her. Whatever. Like I didn’t know she felt that way.

Like I care.

She met my gaze again. “But I don’t care about a man who isn’t interested in me. He’s attractive and I found him adorably clueless, but I don’t have time for a man who isn’t interested. The chase is fun, but if a man isn’t smart enough to understand that I’m a catch, I move on. I’m mortified I chased after him.”

“How dare you—” Mary started to say, but I subtly silenced her with my magic. I wasn’t being petty or a jerk.

I swear I wasn’t. I wanted people to see how different Campbell was because I had always guessed this, I truly had.

I understood this part of her.

She gestured to Julian. “Fine, he’s a savant and a doctor young, but so what? I mean, he’s much hotter now that you got your claws into him and got him to the gym, and well done on the hair and updated wardrobe. I tip my hat to you on getting the man out of his cute clueless attire of jeans and ties that normally had stains with collared shirts.

“Now he’s a nine or maybe a ten when I saw him in that three-piece suit if he can finally open his mouth and have a more commanding presence instead of lost in his head. But again—so what? I was a ten and he didn’t notice. I’m not chasing after that. He wasn’t a prince like Prince Neldor. We had other catches come through Artemis.

“I had others interested in me from other social circles. I wasn’t hard up for dates or desperate. I’ve never, not ever been obsessive like that and it was disgusting.” Her chest was heaving and she looked truly panicked. Of all the things she had done, this was what made her feel the most unlike herself.

Strange, but true.

I nodded and glanced at Anya, noting her shock. “She’s like Mel. I pegged that from the beginning. She’s the predator, not prey, and likes the chase, but the moment someone isn’t interested, the game isn’t fun. Mel’s said it a million times, that it ain’t fun if they ain’t interested, and there are always lots who will be with her looks.”

“Exactly,” Campbell agreed.

“It was always the weirdest thing about you or your behavior to me.” I shrugged when Julian simply blinked at me. “I love you. I always thought you were a ten. Plus, I’m a runner, not a predator.”

He snorted. “You really are.” It was his turn to shrug.

I didn’t take offense. “But I also saw you more than she did or Mel would. I… I saw you space out or get lost in your head and would get lost with you or ask what you were getting lost in. You did the same for me. We didn’t—it wasn’t a chance, but I would crawl into your world with you. We would just be with each other.”

“The good times,” he agreed.

“Yeah, the good times.”

“We’ve done it better now,” he hedged, more asking.

“For sure,” I agreed, winking at him. “You’re not such an idiot now.” I smiled when he chuckled, focusing back on Anya. “But that’s my point. The change was big, but it wasn’t the same as Mary.” I winced and took my magic off of her, sighing when she exploded on me for doing it.

And Julian immediately silenced her again. “Mum, you speak to her like that and by the gods—she’s my mate! Enough! She silenced you not because she’s—we needed Campbell’s answer. Gods, stop being so selfish. Everything isn’t about you!” He turned to Shael. “Take it off of her when we leave, please. Tamsin has enough stress.”

“Gladly, Dr. Craftsman,” Shael purred.

“I would ask you make that the standing order anytime the princess is around, Dr. Craftsman,” Calarel interjected. “We’ve tried multiple times, but the princess always shoots it down because it’s your house and—”

“Yes, silence my mother around my mate or even her father,” Julian said firmly. “They’ve had to endure enough of her abuse.” He shook his head when Mary exploded even if we couldn’t hear her. “You’re still going to be horrible to her even now that you’re getting better. You understand that you’re sick and they are helping you. Have you even said thank you, Mum?”

No. He knew the answer, but his mom simply shot me a nasty look.

Bitch. Seriously.

What a fucking bitch.

But the fact that so much had changed with Julian and I wasn’t even shocked anymore that he immediately jumped in to not only defend me but handle his mother… Well, that said everything.

And meant everything to me.
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A week later, I was meeting with Neldor and the commanders at one of the safe zones I’d set up for any fairy or supe to be able to come to if they were in need. We always had a squad of Guardians stationed there, and so far it had been a few minor incidents of a family thinking their house was being burglarized or worried they were discovered as not being human.

That was fine and exactly what it was meant for, so I was glad that people were accepting there was a safe option for them no matter their species.

We were talking about having more fae produce grown there but the wild stuff that we didn’t eat but the animals did. If we wanted to have more livestock and wild animals, they needed more food. And there was a limit as to how much we could overgrow a forest before it became dangerous.

Or the animals didn’t have a spot to live.

I was midsentence when my stomach went sour. An image flashed in my mind and instantly I dropped what was in my hands and teleported the coin to my hand.

“Tamsin?” Neldor worried, but I ignored him.

I studied the coin with my magic and felt like it would melt in my hand.

No, not melt like it was hot… Disappear.

Like die.

“Luke,” I gasped and opened a portal to him, flipping on my telepathy, and walking through without even thinking about it. I blocked out the people shouting my name and probably trying to stop me… With good reason considering I walked into a building where a man had Luke on his knees with a gun pointed to his head.

“Well, you both failed,” the man chuckled darkly.

Instantly, I knew what he meant, the connection to months ago made.

Luke gave the slightest shake of his head and cut his gaze to the left, letting me know there was more to consider.

Like I fucking cared right then if someone was recording me. He was dying.

I slid the coin in my pocket as I held out my other hand and focused on the gun. “I dislike guns, Cousin,” I greeted as I shattered it.

“Which of us were you speaking to?” the man shot right back.

I smirked at him, not about to play the game. “Luke already knows I hate them.”

“Idiot,” Luke bit out.

The man threw back his head and laughed. “Bold, but that bites people in the ass. In another life, we might have been friends instead of enemies.”

I blinked at him a moment, my magic reacting weird to him and amped up for a fight. I snapped out of it fast. “No, I don’t think we would have been.” I looked at Luke. “Is his magic linked to you?”

Grief filled his eyes. “It’s already done. He killed my wolf.”

I closed my eyes as too much filled me at once. “You fool.” I knocked out the man without letting on I was going to make a move. “Do not let him kill himself. He’s got a charm as a failsafe. Clamp down his magic. He’s born of a fairy and was draining witches to get that powerful.”

“How do you know all of that?” Neldor asked, the commanders who had followed after me looking just as confused. “He’s not someone I saw—”

I cut a glance towards where Luke had indicated to remind him we were being recorded. Then I went for Luke. I knelt in front of him and pushed his hair off his forehead. “Say the words.”

Regret filled his eyes. “It’s done.”

“Damn you,” I breathed but nodded. I used my magic for balance but picked up the huge shifter and opened a portal to get us out of there. I ended up at my house but then shook my head. “Where do you want to go?”

He swallowed loudly. “I want to see it.”

“Done.” I teleported us to the portal to Faerie and nodded to the guards there watching the portal. They activated it for me and I walked right through. Then I teleported us to a hill on my family’s land with the best view of my castle and the water. I gently set him down and leaned him against a tree.

“Do I get three wishes too?” he joked before grabbing his side and coughing.

Coughing up blood.

“You fucking fool,” I seethed as I blinked back tears.

“I feel the same, Princess,” he mumbled as he slumped against the tree. “You’re going to have a mess you can’t handle. He was livestreaming that. Everyone knows you were friends with a captain of the Underground now.”

“A lot’s changed and opinion of me has too. Plus, it’s not like a new thing to work with an enemy to take down something bad. Spies aren’t just a human thing or—”

“Tamsin!” Neldor bellowed as he came through a portal. His gaze locked on me, and he was suddenly in front of me, grabbing my shoulder. “Baby doll, please, please don’t do it. You can’t connect to Faerie and try to save him. I called healers and—”

“She’s not saving me,” Luke chuckled and coughed again. “She granted my wish of where I wanted to die.”

Neldor glanced between us so fast that my neck almost hurt for him before focusing on me.

“You can’t save those who aren’t willing,” I whispered, blinking back tears. “I don’t know a shifter who would want to live with only half of themselves. I’ve heard from Geoff and other wolves that they couldn’t live…” I swallowed loudly and glanced away.

“A ghost life,” Luke mumbled. “I could live without a leg or arm or—it’s like missing half of your soul. I can’t feel—it’s not my beast gone but my humanity without him.”

I pulled away from Neldor and sat by Luke. “Lucca said the only way he would give up and leave me was if his bear died. He said he wouldn’t burden me as his soulmate with a broken soul.”

“Good man,” Luke praised, coughing again. “You zoned out back there. You figured out what happened, right?”

“That was the test at the amusement park,” Neldor answered. “Those people. They were a test to see if Luke was getting in the Underground’s way or getting us information.”

“I see why you keep him around,” Luke complimented.

“I can’t do cute and stupid,” I agreed, snickering as Luke’s lips twitched.

“You’re such a damn bitch sometimes.”

“It’s my best quality,” I accepted, wincing when he laughed and started coughing hard and blood came out of his mouth. “I’m pissed at you. It didn’t have to be like this.”

“This was always how our story was going to end, Princess.”

“It didn’t have to.”

“Yeah, it did. I’m just fucking pissed I didn’t finish it first,” he admitted, getting choked up.

“Don’t worry, I got what we needed,” I admitted, turning to face him, nodding when he couldn’t hide his shock. “I got it all.”

“How?” he whispered, tears running out of his eyes.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. I sighed when I saw that wasn’t going to be enough. I shot Neldor a glance but then put a barrier up over the three of us. “I accidentally mated Julian and since then, I’ve sort of downloaded a few people’s brains with my telepathy. That’s why I zoned out. It’s like an information dump of his brain mine is still processing through.”

“Ouch?” Luke asked.

“It’s not pleasant,” I admitted. “But worth it this time.” I let out a slow breath and took Luke’s hand. “There’s no leader of the Underground. That’s the piece that’s always been missing.”

He closed his eyes. “Those fuckers. The generals are the leader.”

“Yes.”

He threw back his head and yelled, crying out in pain that wasn’t physical, and at first I thought it was at learning that… But then I realized it was because he couldn’t howl. It was the first time he’d gone to howl and his wolf was dead.

I moved closer and hugged him without even making the decision to do it. “I’ll finish this, Cousin, I swear it. You got it here. I’ll end it. You have my vow.”

“Make them suffer,” he choked out, more blood appearing around his mouth.

“I’m not full of kittens and glitter,” I promised, glad when that seemed to settle him. “Do you regret it?”

He didn’t play stupid or ignore the question. “I don’t know.” He sighed and moved his arm around me. “I just don’t fucking know. I hope the lives I saved were more than I took. I really do. I can’t know the balance or… I wasn’t enough. I was never going to be enough. But did I do enough good holding it back for you to come along? I just don’t know.”

And that killed him more than what the general had done to him. It was all over his pained expression.

“You’ll get to see her soon though at least,” I reminded him, reaching deep for anything that I thought would help.

He snorted. “We’re not going anywhere to be happy together. If we share a place of suffering that’s about the most we’ll get.”

“I don’t believe that,” I said firmly.

“Yeah, you’re not kittens and glitter,” he drawled.

I jumped to my feet and faced him with a frown. “No, I refuse to believe that. There can’t just be left or right, heaven or hell. Nothing is ever that simple. Taxes aren’t even that fucking simple. There has to be at least a way to pay off your crimes or a way to make amends. People…” I angrily wiped my eyes. “Yeah, you fucked up and killed.

“But you did it for a reason to save lives. How is that really so much more horrible than soldiers in a war? Yes, you killed innocents. But how many innocents did you save? You have to be allowed some redemption for that? Even the ones who are sick and kill because of that. They didn’t want to be sick. Sometimes not their fault.

“You said your mate didn’t start evil. She fell—it wouldn’t have happened if everything wasn’t so fucked up. It can’t be all her fault without a chance of redemption. It can’t be suffering forever because you fucked up in one life. No, I refuse to believe that. Not when life is this hard.”

“Tams,” Neldor whispered and came towards me, but I shoved him off when I pushed him away.

“We are not the same, Princess,” Luke said gently, understanding the core of my upset. “You are good at your core and have done bad. But you would take a bullet a million times over for a strange kid. I put a bullet in the head of a strange kid and that’s a sin that can’t be forgiven no matter the goal. You couldn’t have pulled that trigger.”

“But you regret it!” I screamed. “That has to count. It hurts you. It hurt you to do.” I angrily wiped my eyes. “That has to count or what is the point? It has to count, Luke. I won’t believe that it doesn’t matter.”

“Only you would have a dying man comfort you in his last moments,” he said after a moment.

I opened my mouth but then closed it, blowing out a harsh breath before plopping down in front of him. “I really am the selfish bitch people accuse me of being. Fuck. Do you want like a last meal or something?”

“Jesus, Tams,” Neldor hissed.

Luke laughed though, shaking his head at me. “Not sure that’s any better.”

I winced. “Yeah, sorry. I can’t think of what else besides your last requests. I mean, I don’t need to clean out your porn or toys like Mel always told me to do before contacting her parents, but like…”

“Oh, don’t make me laugh again,” Luke groaned, looking paler than before, slumping more against the tree. “Shit, it hurts. Just download it from me, okay?” His breathing sounded worse and I flinched, assuming something was wrong with his lung. Was it filling with fluid or blood leaking into it?

I really didn’t have much medical knowledge.

Then what he said hit me and I winced again. “I don’t know how to activate it. It’s only happened a few times and it just does it.”

“Your magic is a pain in the ass.”

“You are not the only one who feels that way about it,” Neldor grumbled.

I agreed with him. I moved closer when Luke’s wheezing was audible. He moved his hand to block mine. I nodded, accepting that I’d been reaching out to heal him on instinct. Tears filled my eyes and hung my head.

“I never found her,” he said after a moment. “I wanted so badly to find where they dumped her body, but I never found her.”

“He knew,” I told her. “He was the one who killed her. He was gloating. I felt it. He always thought you cared for her, and it pissed him off that he could never prove it, that you were too good, better than him even when he’d drained so many witches.” I met his gaze and swallowed loudly. “That’s why the Underground didn’t allow draining witches.”

“Because the generals did it,” he whispered, tears flowing freely now. “So much was right in front of my fucking face.”

“No, not this,” I argued. “They did before you were even a part of it. Before fairies left—all of it. They did a long time ago, and that’s how they got so juiced up. They banded together to take down the councils and build a new world order basically.” I glanced at Neldor. “They actually had good intentions from what I saw from his memories.”

His eyes flashed shock. “The power corrupted them.” He swore when I nodded. “They were going kill innocents to get the power to reset the world, and the power corrupted them.”

“They actually killed bad people like I did, like how I killed Jordan Holmes and those other students who raped and killed shifters they bought. Those are the ones they drained but yeah, the power corrupted them,” I explained, meeting Luke’s gaze. “But after they formed the Underground, they never allowed the practice so no one could top them.”

He took in a pained breath. “You know where she is?”

“I’ll get it. He knew. I didn’t see where, but we’ll get it,” I promised. “I’ll find her if I have to dig up that world, Luke.”

“Bury us together?” he rasped. “Please? It’s all I wanted.”

“Here or there?” I asked. I nodded that I wasn’t kidding.

“Tamsin,” Neldor whispered.

“I don’t care,” I told both of them. “He’s saved my life and helped Faerie. I don’t care.”

He shook his head. “There. She’s never even been here.” He gave me a soft smile as his breathing came out choked. “Somewhere where wolves are. Green. She liked green. Snow. I want snow.”

“I know some good places like that,” I promised, grateful when he accepted my hand. “What else?”

“Come visit?”

“Duh.” I searched his eyes. “You scared?”

“Duh.” He choked and coughed up more blood.

“Don’t be,” I said firmly. “You can’t be scared of death and be such a badass. It goes against villain and vigilante rules.”

“Like I give fuck about that,” he drawled. “I’m too smart not to be scared.”

“Fair,” Neldor said as he knelt down next to me and moved his hand to my back. “Do you want me to take away the pain?”

“It’s already gone.”

Fuck.

“You might have done a lot wrong, but I’m better for having known you, Luke,” I told him. “You made a difference.”

“Be a good queen. Don’t let them suffer, okay? It’s gotta all mean something.”

I opened my mouth to ask who “them” was, but he let out too long of a breath.

And it was his last.

I started shaking as I raised his hand to my forehead and prayed to the gods to be fair to him. “You better sedate me. This is going to be bad.”

He didn’t even get a chance to respond before I let out a scream from my soul that shattered the barrier and probably the eardrums of any living being around us, maybe in all of Faerie. I felt the moment he used my magic and sedated me, the war inside of me muting.

“You didn’t come here to heal him,” Shael whispered, glancing between all of us with confusion.

“You can’t save those who don’t want to be saved, Commander,” I mumbled, tears running out of my eyes as I stared at Luke from Neldor’s arms. “I can’t save everyone. Even my magic isn’t strong enough for that.”

And I’d always known that.

Accepting it was another story.

The End
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Accidentally Wolf

Seraphine Thomas 1

Special Agent in Charge, Seraphine Thomas, lives for her job at the FBI. One of the youngest female agents with her own team, she thrives in undercover work to make the city she loves safer. But Sera’s on-track life is thrown into chaos when she’s attacked during a bust gone bad and is left figuring out what it means to be a werewolf.

Right away, she learns that she’s more powerful and able to do things that she shouldn’t be able to do so quickly after her transition. The rules of her old life don’t seem to apply to much now that she’s a shifter, and knowing who she can trust is even more complicated.

When she’s transferred to a special branch of the FBI made up of paranormals policing others of their kind and given a promotion, things start looking up—until her abnormal level of power creates a list of enemies for her before she’s even learned who her allies are.

Seraphine Thomas is a crime series filled with Chicago attitude and a strong heroine that pushes what most would think a female lead capable of, along with the heat being involved with several men brings while trying to figure out what she wants.



Upended Life

Artemis University 1

My name is Tamsin Vale and my life is about to get real… Really complicated and ridiculously dangerous. Which is almost funny given at nineteen I already know too much of the darkness of the world and people, the secrets they keep.

Or so I thought.

Turns out those quirky abilities I’ve been keeping secret expose me to a world I didn’t know existed. Sure, I knew I wasn’t human—but how exactly do I find out more without ending up in the wrong hands?

And I’m not so sure I’m in the right hands now given some of the reactions to finding me. They say I’m the last fairy. I’m not sure I should trust them when their thoughts are mostly of power and how to use me.

But I’m also not sure I have much of a choice. My powers are dangerous and I don’t know how to use them. They promise to teach me what I need to know and give me a chance at something I’ve never had before.

A normal life. I don’t think anything about Artemis University and those who attend is normal, but it’s still better than the life I’ve been living if they keep half their promises.

I think hoping they’ll keep half is generous.

Artemis University is a hot burning reverse harem, university-age paranormal academy series with darker elements, strong language, violence, and a heroine who follows her own moral compass of what is right… And who she ends up giving her heart to.



Avery 1

Tantalizing Trilogies 1

Avery Walker has lived a life of being bullied, abused, and taken advantage of by people. Because of how early it started, and with her family being the worst offenders, she stopped pushing back or expecting anything else from life. But when a student slaps her in class and the school tries to sweep the incident and her feelings under the rug, Avery hits the breaking point.

What a perfect time to play the lottery, right?

All of Avery’s bad luck she’s suffered with her whole life gives her one moment of good luck and she actually wins the largest jackpot on record… But what now?

Ryder James is a vampire who is trying to make changes in his life when he meets Avery who helps him see the world in a different way.

Griffin Peterson is an Alpha werewolf that has been so focused on his pack that he forgot he needs things as a man until Avery stepped into his life.

And Lorenzo Ganan is a warlock suffering because of the tragedies that have struck his family and Avery makes him feel as if he might be able to open his heart again.

But can any of these men be the right one for a woman who has been so beaten down by life?

Tantalizing Trilogies is a series of trilogies by author Erin R Flynn. The worlds will be different, the characters won’t intermingle or overlap, and each trio stands alone… But with the convenience of always being in the same location. No confusion here, simply strong females, hot romances, and a bit of kicking ass and taking names.
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House of Garner 1

My name is Inez Garner, and my story has sort of been told… But not. I’m turning twenty-three and find out I’m not human; I’m apparently a vampire. Sure, who hasn’t read that story? Oh, but I’m a princess. And there’s a zombie apocalypse—although I’m debating where the line is of apocalypse vs. post-apocalypse. There’s also a quest that I’m compelled to be on, and it might all be coming from the Goddess.

Awesome. It seems She has big plans for me. And I have to deal with ghosts. When I kill corrupted—the nice PC name people call zombies, as it’s not their fault they eat people—I then have to deal with their ghosts. Which is super when being hunted for years by some guys I don’t want to know better.

Add to everything, I have to apologize to heroines for judging them when they fall in bed with the hot guy and buy the story he gives. I get it now. Sex is splendid. I’m not one to believe a con, but he’s got answers I need, like why I have no memories before I was eighteen.

Plus, the fangs sort of sold it for me. I hope he forgives me for shooting him.

House of Garner is an apocalyptic, hot burning, reverse harem romance with darker elements, strong language, violence, and a heroine who doesn’t let anyone get in her way.
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Imagine there weren’t three main gods of Olympus, but four. A sister who went through something so horrible, so traumatic she left and was written out of history.

Arabella Baker and her two adopted daughters are moving to Boston to open a new business and start over. Things will be different this time with the new names and new life. The twins will live on their own at college—though still right in Boston—and experience something a bit more normal. The store she bought has a hefty price, but the location is fantastic, and she got the best spot in the new development… Which apparently comes with an immensely attractive man who owns it all.

Nothing goes smoothly in opening a new business though, sample days, crazy busy, and fluff interviews taking dark turns. Honestly, it leaves Arabella asking one main question—why did she think opening in such a large city and right before the holidays was such a great idea?

Karma Bakery is a slow-burning romance with multiple interested parties that is full of sugar, spice, and everything nice while trying to find your place in life, doing the best you can, appreciating what you have, and figuring out a way to move beyond a traumatic past.



Undisclosed Assets

Untraceable Succubus 1

A succubus working as a stripper sounds like a cliché or start of a bad joke, but Lola Chase is in a human only province in Canada for other reasons. Someone is murdering women society looks down on, and she’s there to stop it. As a demon, she’s bottom of the supernatural food chain and knows how often people ignore crimes against them.

From the start there isn’t much to go on, and she ends up getting in a bit of trouble following any leads she gets. Things get complicated when an ancient, big name vampire takes interest in her and getting away from him proves to be much harder than her normal admirers.

Thankfully, although her cover is a stripper, Lola loves to dance and the fun she has helps balance out the stress and worry of the case.

Plus, she finds some very hot men to play with and feed from. The question is whether or not she can balance it all and find a murderer before he kills again.

Untraceable Succubus is a murder mystery series where the sex is hot and often and the main character kicks some serious ass on the road to finding out if she can have real love in her life even if it comes from multiple men.



Demon of Death

Enchantress 1

Soraya Devil is the Enchantress, one of the most powerful magics in the world… But she’s so much more than that, and everyone’s constantly attempting to unravel her past and secrets. She’s not worried though, as many have tried and never find out the truth.

It’s safer for everyone that way.

The owner of Paranormal Investigations—among other companies—she has her own answers to find. Though she’s continuously pulled in too many directions, she always answers the calls that make even her magic tingle in warning at the danger.

When a sprite begins killing people in Chicago, she has to team up with SPU—Supernatural Police Unit—to figure out who summoned the demon and why before more die. While that’s enough of a challenge, the main hurdle is the team lead on the case who loathes all magics. But when he can’t seem to get past his hate and do his job, can Soraya make an ally from an enemy, or will the evil unleashed in the city she loves win the day?

The Enchantress is a fast paced ride of sexy fun while balancing the needs of her coven, police investigations, work, supes, and the world that wants so much from her and still trying to move on from her past to find the love we all deserve.



Meave

Naughty Witches 1

Leaving NYC and a troubling past, Meave Washington is starting over. She has a good plan, but she’s probably bit off more than she can chew. So she embraces the chance of fate that lands help at her feet—and if he’s smoking hot, all the better.

Distracted by a text while driving, Ashton Perry injures Meave. He’s horrified that he could have killed someone, and steps up to make it right… And not just because she’s the most beautiful woman he’s ever seen.

Sparks immediately start flying and the desire is undeniable but it’s not that simple to take the leap. But Ashton’s barely a man, and Meave is hiding something important. When the woman is older, age isn’t just a number and Meave isn’t sure Ashton can be who she needs.

Ashton steps up to prove he’s not just a man, but the man his bewitching lady deserves. He doesn’t care what she is—only who she is. And he’ll do whatever it takes to prove it.

Naughty Witches is a burning paranormal romance novella series with strong female leads, fun so sexy it raises the temperature, and mismatched people who find HEAs that give us all hope fate won’t forget us. Each book is a new pairing in the same world, with an overall series arc.



The Turning

Dr. Kelly Murphy 1

Graduate medical school, start competitive internship, don’t get cut from the program, become a surgeon. It was a great plan. One Kelly Murphy loved and had dreamed of most of her life… And it was blown to hell in a night with an uninvited bite.

Now she’s missing three days of her life, trying to handle her freaked out best friend and parents who called the police when she went missing, all as she realizes she’s not the same person she was before. She’s different. Like has fangs different.

When he shows up on her doorstep claiming to know what happened to her, Kelly’s not sure that makes things any less confusing. But at least he can guide her, right? Either way, she has a plan and a choice she didn’t make won’t stop her… Even if she might have the urge to bite her patients from now on.



Owned

Secure Settings 1

Kate Boyle has lived through more loss than most people twice her age. She’s strong and independent, so letting people in to help her handle her grief or problems is next to impossible for her.

The owner of a successful company, Secure Settings, Kate devotes all her time to keeping people safe and rescuing those who can’t save themselves. When she gets the call that her grandpa died and she’s now inherited his ranch, a storm of epic proportions starts. Smart enough to know she can’t watch out for danger while grieving, she calls in a favor for help.

Jared and Dean Acker just got out of the Marines and are a little lost as to what comes next for them. So when they’re asked to back up a friend of a friend, they’re in… And meet the woman of their dreams. Now, if they could just convince her.



Wounded

In My Dreams 1

Gas station coffee is the highlight of Lily Slone’s boring outing until fate intervenes… Along with the barrel of a gun and a lost soldier who saves her life.

Jasper Hutson—a homeless Marine, discarded by his family after returning home from the war wounded—reacted on instinct. But this one act brings him to Lily’s attention, and not because he saves her life. She sees something else in him. Something no one else sees.

Refusing to give up on him when everyone else does, Lily offers Jasper a place to stay and an opportunity to get back on his feet. That one offer will change her world. When they grow closer and Jasper makes Lily’s life so much easier, she’s not sure she can go back to living without him.

As life moves forward and they get into their own rhythm, Lily discover something about Jasper that he’s kept hidden. Will she continue to reach for her happily ever after or will they both remain wounded?
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