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        Dear Readers, 

      

        

      
        Finally Faeling is coming to you a little late but so much more the better because of it. This series has really blown me away, not just because you guys love it so much, but also because it's been so out there. Everything has hit me just as much as it has you, and it's been a roller coaster to write. This one is longer than the others, so I'm hoping that you can forgive me the delay in the preorder. 

      

        

      
        Now, to get to it... 

      

        

      
        You're going to read about an island in the book. It's purposely misspelled. The Johnston Atoll is a series of four teeny-weeny islands located between the Marshall Islands and the Hawaiian Islands. It's misspelled because that tiny piece of land is US territory, but it's basically derelict. No one is gonna know the name of it, not off hand, at any rate. LOL. 

      

        

      
        Secondly, I saw in the reviews in the other books that some of you weren't happy about Riel, our Latina, having blonde hair on the front covers. Oh, ye of little faith!!! There's usually a reason to my madness, and you'll find, if you look, tiny clues in all my covers. I always stick true to the character, so in future, if something doesn't add up, look at the cover and find a clue! :D

      

        

      
        Thirdly, and finally, the difference between a meteor and a meteorite. Meteors are what soar overhead, but until they land, until they actually crash into the ground, they're not meteorites. What's the difference between an asteroid and a meteor? Well, meteors come from asteroids. If you want more info, I'll leave that to the science guys: https://spaceplace.nasa.gov/asteroid-or-meteor/en/

      

        

      
        Anyway, that's everything for this time. Thanks so much for reading, for your support, and if you enjoy the book, please consider leaving an honest review. It really does make a difference, not just to me, but for fellow readers like yourselves. 

      

        

      
        As always, 

        Yours, 

        Serena 

        xoxo
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      “Hola, mija.”

      My head was banging, my eyes ached, and my body felt like it had been in a tornado.

      Maybe it had.

      For all I could remember, maybe I’d been in another storm, maybe something had hit me, and this was it.

      The end.

      A tsking sound appeared in my head. “No, mija, no estás muerta.”

      “How would you know I’m not dead?” I rasped, refusing to open my eyes. The bitter sting hurt me badly enough when they were shut, never mind the pain it would cause if I tore them apart to actually use them.

      Think needles down fingernails kind of pain.

      Yeah, that was how bad they were fucking hurting.

      “Because I am dead, mija,” came the amused retort. “I think I’d know.”

      That had me tensing. “Who are you?” I’d already been through way too much this year. After having been visited by my dead abuela in the bathtub, literally twisted away from my Virgo, and plunged through a portal so I could be reunited with my long-lost grandfather, I really didn’t feel like dealing with anything more weird again.

      Seriously, how much was I expected to frickin’ take?

      Maybe death would be Sol-damn easier.

      “Everything you’ve endured was for a reason, and your abuela isn’t dead, child. She never was.”

      No.

      I remembered now.

      She was alive. She’d come out of nowhere to help me with the—

      “The meteor!” The memory of what had happened hit me, and as I remembered the force with which the piece of space rock had collided with my Virgos and me, I surged upright, tore my eyes open, and forced myself into a sitting position. But when I did, I couldn’t see my Virgo, didn’t see the meteor, instead, I stared into a Stygian darkness the likes of which I’d never experienced before.

      Where before there’d been pain, discomfort, and realization, suddenly there was fear.

      The light—there was none.

      None at all.

      I was in a vacuum.

      Breathing quickly became hard. Almost like the lack of air corresponded with the total and utter absence of light. How could there be oxygen in this empty vastness?

      My heart started to pound in great drumbeats that rocked my body and made my chest feel tight, like the dull throbs were too much for my ribcage to contain, and just when panic began to overtake me entirely, a humming sound whispered along the sound waves. It infiltrated me, slipped into my ears, sang through the nerve endings and receptors filtering my brain, and slowly, the tension and fear that had appeared began to disperse.

      The hum morphed into a low pulse that twisted into a song I remembered. It wasn’t at the forefront of my mind, wasn’t even at the back, but buried deep in my memory, yet I recalled it.

      Aruru mi niño, arrurú mi amor.

      Aruru pedazo de mi corazón.

      I blinked. Was this a lullaby?

      The humming of a tune I didn’t know but somehow remembered came to a halt. “Sí, it is,” came the raspy voice again.

      “I-I don’t understand.”

      “You don’t need to, mija. You don’t need to. You just have to listen.”

      My throat felt thick. “First, tell me who you are.”

      A laugh came next. “Can’t you feel it?”

      “Feel what?” I whispered. All I could feel was the oppressive darkness overwhelming me, spilling into everything, seeping into my very bones.

      “Your blood and my blood—our blood.”

      “We’re family?” I sagged with relief.

      “Si, I’m your tatarabuela.”

      My great-great-grandmother.

      Licking my lips, I murmured, “Mi abuela… she lied to me.”

      “She had her reasons. Fate has a way of taking one’s decisions and making them its own.”

      I frowned, hurt and wasted grief twisting inside me. “What do you mean?”

      “My nieta didn’t have it easy, Gabriella. She was dealt many blows, and all to bring you to this moment.”

      My mouth trembled. “Me? What did I do?”

      “Nothing, mija. You did nothing, but it was what you will do that will change everything.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You already said that. You’re not supposed to understand. There is nothing to understand. You just have to do,” she intoned, her voice so calm and knowing that I gritted my teeth.

      Were her words supposed to be reassuring? If it was, it didn’t hit the mark. Hesitantly, I asked, “Do what?” Wasn’t catching a meteor and saving lots of people in Honolulu enough?

      Sheesh, I seriously just wanted to sleep.

      Then sleep some more.

      And after, fuck. Fuck my Virgos, have them fuck me, and, shit, just be. I didn’t even mind if it wasn’t a happily ever after. Who wanted that, anyway? Talk about boring. I just wanted the ups and downs. The normalcy of it all. Was that so much to ask?

      “I was plagued with the Sight. It was my gift and my curse. When I was your age, I saw my death, and considering my talent, I was surprised I lived until I was old and gray.

      “My passing started and ended in a vision. A dream. I saw a child of our line with wings, I saw her on an island in the middle of the ocean, and I saw her saving millions of lives with no thanks.” A shaky breath rattled from between lips I couldn’t see. “It was a terrifying dream. It followed me throughout the most miserable phases of my life and the happiest, and it never, ever, not in decades of living, changed.”

      “You Saw me stopping the meteor?”

      “Sí, I did. I saw it thousands of times. More times than you could imagine.”

      “W-Why?” I whispered shakily, my body growing still as I tried to understand why that was fated.

      Fated so far in the distant past that my great-great-grandmother had Seen me in her visions.

      “Because you’re one of the few who can bring change.”

      My throat tightened, fear clutching at my windpipe as I processed what she was saying and just how impossible it was. “I can’t be. I’m nobody. Nothing. I’m not even—”

      “Basta! Enough! You are a de Santos del Sol, are you not?”

      “Claro. Of course.”

      A soft chuckle, the exact opposite of the harsh bark that had stopped any further words from spilling from my lips, fell into the depths of the darkness. “The clue is in your name, querida. Sol. Your line is one of the oldest in the world, one of the strongest too. Our power merely grows and grows as our line continues—”

      “Why?” I interrupted, curious.

      “Because we have only one daughter per generation. The magic is never sullied, never spread too thin.” Another chuckle. “Your mother tried, Gaia love her, but she failed. She was destined to fail. You were her greatest accomplishment, and she didn’t even know it.”

      My mouth pursed at that, because she was right. My mother didn’t know it, wouldn’t know it if it bit her on the ass.

      “You are born of two lines, two families, but more than that, you are Sol-forged and Gaia-blessed—”

      “There are many out there like me. My abuelos told me that themselves,” I blurted out.

      “Of course there are, but there are no de Santos del Sol daughters who have the wings of an angel, are there?”

      My eyes narrowed as I strained to see in the lightless darkness. I needed to look upon the woman who was telling me all this, who was trying to pass on my—cue gulp—importance in this matter, but no matter how hard I tried, I saw nothing. There was nothing to see.

      “Why me?” I rattled out.

      “Destinies are complex things, too complex to explain in a single conversation,” she chided. “I’m not here to explain, I’m here to instruct. To tell you what your next move must be.”

      I disregarded that, discarded it like it was trash because that answer was a non-answer if ever I’d heard one. “Just try! Por favor, you say I don’t need to understand, but I have to. I need to. You can’t send me back from wherever the Sol we are without telling me something after changing everything.”

      A sigh soughed into the gloom. “You’re, as they say, witch born, but more importantly, you have Virgo. Your abuelos weren’t wrong. No, witch born Fae aren’t unique, but what is are your Virgo.

      “At no time, none whatsoever, in the past five hundred years, has a witch born Fae been gifted Virgo.

      “The decisions of your ancestors, those living and dead, those born of witches and human and Fae alike, have brought you to this point. You represent every single decision and every single choice your line has made for hundreds of years.

      “That is why. You are us. Walking, breathing, living us. We exist through you, and it is you who will change things. Who will bring power back to us.”

      My mouth worked. “Who is ‘us?’”

      “Why, everyone, of course.” She sighed. “Sol’s stone brings peace, not war, but to connect with it, on the islands our daughter must be.” Before I could butt in to question what that meant, before I could say another word, her voice changed, shifted from lilting notes of amusement to a dark whisper that told me she was no longer my tatarabuela, but the witch. The de Santos del Sol witch who had Seen my present when to her, it had been only a hazy future. “Where Kou morphed into a harbor forged of pearls, she will surge into the air, her wings aloft, her magic at the ready.

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

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

      “The balance to be redressed, Gaia’s Way to overpower Sol’s with his blessing, but only with the second angel of our line.

      “So mote it be.”

      And like that, as soon as the words drifted toward me, the darkness was replaced with a blinding light, and I was tossed out of wherever it was my ancestor had dragged me and back into a world where, somehow, I was a catalyst.

      I wasn’t allowed to rail at a fate I didn’t want, couldn’t scream or freakout or have a meltdown—I wasn’t given a choice. One second I was with her, my dead ancestor, and the next? I was back.

      With them. My Virgo.

      First, I heard their voices, and then, second, as the darkness receded, I saw him. He wasn’t mine, wasn’t someone I knew and he was a danger to us. My wits were muddled, and I wasn’t sure how I knew he was dangerous, just knew that I did. He was in the distance. Miles away, so far away I shouldn’t have been able to see him in the sky, but I did.

      His wings were a beacon.

      He held them aloft as he flew toward us, and they were so bright and sparkled a white in the sunlight that they dazzled me until my eyes stung. I felt them drip with tears as my senses acclimated to the rays of Sol’s sun after that endless, impenetrable darkness I’d just endured.

      For a second, I just tried to figure out the male’s features, tried to reconcile them with someone I knew, but when I continued not recognizing him, every single piece of my being went on red alert.

      I surged upright into a sitting position, and I felt the muted conversation all around me stagger to a halt. My movements were slow, almost like my limbs were wading through oatmeal instead of air, but when I finally managed to point at the enemy in our midst, their attention turned to him and they leaped into the fray.

      Knowing the threat was being dealt with, knowing that, for the moment, we were safe as my Virgo would deal with him, I allowed myself to sink back into unconsciousness.

      “Duerme bien, mija, and do not fear the change. It will be the making of you and the undoing of the Assembly,” a voice whispered in my ear. It didn’t belong to anyone on this realm, but in another.

      My tatarabuela.

      I didn’t even have it in me to whisper my thanks for her reassurance, for the fact she’d brought me back to protect my family from a threat, just slumped on the ground and allowed my males to protect me.

      As they’d been born to.

      
        
        ❖

        Daniel

      

      

      

      One second we were in Hawaii, and the next we were elsewhere. It was a bright and sunny place, however, the exact opposite of green and lush. We were surrounded by the bluest ocean, but it was like a concrete jungle. Well, one that was made up of dust too. Dust and sparse green brush that formed an obviously uninhabited and isolated island.

      “Why are we here?” Matthew demanded of Linford.

      Under my breath, I muttered, “When are we here?”

      Seph grunted. “We jumped time too.”

      That made sense. It had been pitch black back in Honolulu. I doubted we’d traveled far, but somehow, it was daytime too.

      “Something went wrong with the portal,” Gabriella replied uneasily, and I turned to face my mate’s grandmother. She was watching Linford who, in turn, was staring up at the sky like it held the answers.

      I peered upward also, but my damnable sensitive eyesight worked against me. We’d gone from the dark of night to the brightness of a midsummer day. I’d had no idea Linford could do that, and by the looks of him and his confusion, he hadn’t known he could either.

      “What’s going on?” I rasped, feeling on edge because I could see how damn concerned Linford was. I didn’t like the man, thought he was rude and abrasive, but he was family now and that meant I had to put up with him. Still, from the little time I’d spent with him, I knew he had his poker face down pat.

      After a lifetime as a warrior, a lifetime staving off war crimes and having to deal with the Assembly, it was no small wonder, but his poker face was nonexistent now.

      In fact, he was downright worried. I could see that as easily as I could see the ocean surrounding me. Yeah, that was how small this island was. The sea was all around us in a 360-degree angle.

      “What is it?” Seph demanded, evidently sensing Linford’s distress too.

      “Someone hijacked the portal,” he grated eventually.

      As a troupe, our blades sang as we retrieved our swords from our belts. With them aloft, we moved into a tight triangular formation, each of us having the other’s back while we treaded in a slow circle to gain perspective of all angles.

      The light was working against us, though. It made it difficult to see that far ahead, meaning we were blinded from whoever had hijacked the portal Linford had crafted for our getaway from a Fae battalion.

      My eyes ached and stung from just how much the sun glittered, making it seem as though we’d walked from a dark room and out into the yard on a bright summer’s day. Worse still, of course, was the fact that since our eyes were more sensitive than a human’s, capable of seeing farther and with vivid detail, it made the pain more acute as we squinted into the blurring sky above, seeking a threat.

      I wasn’t sure whether I was relieved or not that Riel ruptured our focus by moaning, but the instant she did, we broke formation and turned to face her. She’d been slumped on the ground in the same position as when Linford had crafted the portal, but now she was trying to sit up. Her eyes were dazed, her face slack, and her body was limp except for where she was trying to force herself to sit up.

      She reminded me of a newborn pup who had no starch to her bones, flopping this way and that. Her eyes flared wide and finally, she managed to shove her arm upright. When she pointed, we twisted, and saw the male. Still dozens of miles away, his arms were aloft, his wings held wide open as he plunged, diving toward us at high speed as though we were a mouse and he an eagle.

      The second we spotted him, the second we registered the threat, Riel sank to the ground.

      “Go! We can protect her,” Gabriella ground out.

      There would be time later to ask Linford what the Sol had gone wrong, but I heard Gabriella’s confusion and irritation too, knew she was just as bewildered by the situation as we were.

      He’d said that someone had hijacked the portal, so that meant one of two things. That Linford had forged a portal that had dragged us to this place because he’d sensed someone’s interference. Or, the interference itself had brought us here—dragging us to a location where he could stalk us. I had no way of knowing which was the case, nor did I have any time to figure it out with this bastard intent on a cat-and-mouse chase as he hunted us from above.

      Knowing this wasn’t an exercise, well aware this fight would be to the death, I hollered as, wings apart, I surged into the air with my Virgo and troupe brethren beside me. Our war cries merged, forming into a single song that had the soldier staggering midflight.

      There was no time to be surprised by his response, no time to even wonder how in Gaia’s name our cries had harmonized like we were a choir, instead, we took advantage.

      Yes, we were three-on-one, and yes, Matt and Seph had been fighting since they were children, but I was late to the party—had only picked up a sword when I was fourteen and I’d plagued my mother for lessons until she’d caved in. We’d trained and trained, been instructed on the art of fighting, but we’d never engaged in a real battle. Had never had to sink our swords into another’s gut and end their time on this realm.

      Though Sol was the God to seek protection from in time of battle, I didn’t plead with him for his aid. Instead, I sought calm from Gaia, requested her gentle nurturing, and begged her to protect us all for Riel’s sake.

      With that prayer whispering in my mind on repeat, we converged on the male. He had two swords in his hands and he wielded them like the expert he was. Looking upon his wings, I felt his age and experience slash at me, for a Fae warrior in his prime was worth ten fledgling troupes.

      The blades sang in the air as he whipped them around, his hands circling as he spun them in a wide arc. The motion was one we mimicked as we prepared our wrists for the fight ahead.

      For a second, no one moved save for the circling of our hands. We just took the other’s measure. From his whiter than white wings and the faint crinkles around his eyes, I’d already registered that he was in his prime, maybe advancing toward retirement, truth be told, but that didn’t diminish his powers.

      Maybe because I was studying him, I saw the arrogant smirk ahead of the others. That faint twist of his lips told me what he was about. Before he could raise his sword, I darted forward, drawing his attention toward me. I stabbed at the air, whispering the tip of the blade near his chest, drawing both of his swords toward mine. When he used his in a scissor motion, the clang of metal against metal made my ears ring, but I felt Seph shift closer, and in a wide arc, batter him from the side with the flat of his sword.

      The warrior didn’t even grunt as he dragged his blade against mine to release them, but I dropped mine, letting it fall so I could jab forward, watching as Matt circled the warrior and approached him from the back. He lunged forth and, in a quick flurry of thrusts, had the warrior twisting around to engage us all. I knew the biggest danger here was to ourselves, with five swords in play, we could easily be injured in the melee if we weren’t careful.

      Our blades issued haunting cries as they jolted with each clash. The male held us off as we spun around him, turning the warrior in a circle he had no alternative but to follow as we messed with his composure. I wasn’t sure how we knew what to do, not when we’d mostly parried against one another—not having trained as a troupe to fight another since that didn’t happen until after we’d won our first trial—but somehow, we were in sync.

      The male wasn’t even sweating, he showed no signs of fatigue, and yet, I could sense his surprise. Each jab he made, each hit he took, he absorbed with slight exasperation, as though he wasn’t sure why he was allowing this to continue. We were weaker than him, less experienced in an art that took decades of warfare to hone, yet we managed to hold him off.

      He raised one of his swords and slashed downward. Seph groaned as the blade connected with his body. Twisting to face him, I saw the blood blossoming on his chest, the thick, dark blue liquid blooming through his shirt, almost purple in its hue. That the wound was deep was a given, especially when he cupped his arm against him, holding it pressed to his chest in a protective stance.

      The warrior, taking advantage of his first hit, leaped forward, his swords slashing at Seph in an attempt to take him out. Matt, spying this, thrust his blade at the warrior’s swords, knocking him off target. With his attention split in two, I charged forward and, with a move I was starting to think of as my signature, thrust the blade deep into his belly.

      As I plunged it all the way to the hilt, the warrior’s wings stopped fluttering. His body tensed, his entire being rejecting what had happened to him, almost as though he couldn’t understand why we had bested him, but best him we had, and in a shameless amount of time considering our youth in the face of his experience.

      With a smirk, I withdrew my blade, enjoying his cry of pain since his intent to harm us had been evident. Matt, feeling the bloodlust as well, grabbed the male’s hair and tugged it back. The white-blond locks spilled over Matt’s chest, as did the blood that gurgled from the warrior’s mouth as his body began to shut down from the fatal blow I’d granted him.

      “Did you bring us here?” Matt demanded, and I frowned at him.

      Of all the questions we could ask the warrior, that was the first he went with?

      The warrior’s eyes glazed. “Yes.”

      “How?” Seph quizzed, and though he should have been in as bad a state as this male, he evidently wasn’t. He was no longer bracing himself, his wings weren’t stuttering, and the bright blue blood wasn’t seeping through his shirt.

      Before I could eye that overlong, I turned back to the male who sputtered out a laugh. “The meteors bring gifts, gifts that are impossible for the imagination to even comprehend. You’ll see.” Another wet gurgle of laughter. “You’ll get the lion’s share, lucky bastar—”

      “Charming last words,” I muttered, watching as Matthew released the male’s hair and ceased holding him up.

      The warrior’s wings created some drag, but without any movement behind them, they were torn about in the wind as gravity took a firm hold of him. When he plummeted to the ground, his body a distinctly blue splat thanks to the height from which he’d dropped, I eyed him then turned to Seph.

      “You’re well?”

      He lifted his shirt, revealing a blood-smeared abdomen, but no cut.

      I frowned at the sight. “He almost gutted you.” Tucking my sword back in its sheath, I rushed forward and pressed a hand against his perfectly healed belly. “How’s that possible?”

      Matt’s focus was on the downed male. “He said it himself. The meteors bring gifts.”

      “Not even the healers can redress an injury that bad without requiring some time to recover,” I pointed out.

      Seph nodded. “I feel like I wasn’t hit.”

      “The lion’s share, he said,” Matt murmured, but then he twisted about and looked at the small circle of people who had become kin to us all. “But we all know Riel got most of it.”

      “Her magic—”

      “Exactly,” I interjected, breaking off Seph’s words. “The net she cast had to have absorbed the majority of it.”

      Seph’s jaw tensed. “We can’t lose her.”

      “She isn’t dead,” Matt rasped. “She’s the one who warned us about the warrior.”

      My brow furrowed. “She was unconscious. How in Sol’s name did she do that?”

      Matt’s unease was evident. He rubbed the back of his neck, inadvertently dredging himself in the warrior’s blood as he mumbled, “I don’t know, and I’m not even sure I want to find out.”

      Seph blew out a breath. “Me either.” He twisted around and asked, “Where the Sol are we, anyway? Why did he bring us here?”

      From this height, we could see the span of the island and it was beyond tiny. There was a long runway and it was dotted on either side with abandoned buildings.

      “I could be wrong,” Matt started, “but I read about an atoll in the Pacific. It’s one of a chain of minority islands that’s U.S. territory. I saw a picture once—” He shook his head, reached up to rub his temple, and caused more blood to decorate his skin—he looked like a warrior of old painted in his enemy’s blood. “Johnson Island… maybe? Something like that anyway.”

      “Wonder why he brought us here,” I called out, as we began to retreat toward the ground.

      “Because it’s nearby?” Seph peered up at the sky above. “The battalion will probably be on its way. We should move.”

      Linford, having heard the last of our conversation as we approached our kin, muttered, “My apologies—”

      “No need,” Seph rasped. “The warrior admitted to messing with the portal.”

      That didn’t soothe Linford. “My portals have never been hijacked before.”

      “There’s a first time for everything,” Gabriella murmured. “Let’s hope it’s the last too.” She sucked in a breath. “We need to get her to a bed, Linford.” She reached for his hand. “Take us home, mi amor.”

      Linford didn’t reply, just firmed his jaw, clutched his mate’s hand, and that was the last I saw of the island where we’d slain our first prime warrior.
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            Matthew

          

        

      

    

    
      The moment we landed after the duel, I knew where we were.

      It was fitting, considering Gabriella’s heritage. My grandmother-in-law was a cubana born and bred, and my mate, Riel, had been raised knowing of her heritage without ever having visited the motherland. But when I peered around the area we’d landed, I cocked a brow at the sight of neat rows of crops surrounding us.

      “The family holdings,” Linford explained, when he saw me staring at our location. “Cuba.”

      I’d been scanning the area not only out of curiosity, but for enemies too, and sensing we were safe, the fight drained out of me and my exhaustion reasserted itself—two portals in one go as well as the jet lag from our journey to Hawaii the other day, and then… everything with the meteor and the battalion. It was a wonder the three of us weren’t swooning around Riel like pussies. While I felt exactly like dropping to my knees, my fatigue didn’t stop me from noticing a few things though.

      I was a warrior. Born and bred. Maybe warfare hadn’t forged me, not yet, but it would in time, and until then, I knew my duty to my Virgo mate.

      There were no farmhands around, no one tending the soil and keeping the crops as neat as a line of ducklings. From the glint of gold in the dirt, something that was visible all the more thanks to the late hour, I realized this place was magically tended to—undoubtedly by Linford, unless Gabriella had another Fae mate stashed away somewhere.

      Since she’d been ‘dead’ for the past nine years, I highly doubted that was the case, but who the Sol knew? She’d already pulled the most epic rabbit out of the hat, so we would find out what else she was capable of soon enough.

      Though my body felt like it was caving in on itself after what we’d all been through tonight, instinct had me continuing to scan my environs. There was something in the air that told me this place was under protection of the magical variety, but I wanted to know the lay of the land better.

      A small, ramshackle, one-story house sat in the middle of the property, and I figured we were in its yard. In the distance, close at hand, I could see the ocean, which was close enough for a witch with an affinity for water to be at ease, and a great strategic situation for a family of witches who didn’t know if the tide of politics would turn against them.

      The scene had me relaxing some more. My woman was as safe as she could be.

      For the moment.

      We had a battalion of Fae sniffing after us, and battalions led by generals? They were worse than Sol-damned bloodhounds on the scent. Safety was, most definitely, a relative concept at this stage.

      “The de Santos del Sol family are farmers?” Dan asked, his brow furrowed, and his voice laced with a fatigue I shared.

      I felt like I’d been knocked on the head by the meteor we’d just prevented from connecting with Earth, when, in reality, I’d only helped absorb most of its extraterrestrial radiation.

      #lifegoals. Who said the Fae weren’t fans of Instagram?

      “We had to eat,” Gabriella retorted, her voice gruff. “Magical food sustains, but it barely nourishes.”

      Fast food never did.

      I reached up and rubbed the back of my neck as I stared at the hardy plants. “Tobacco or sugarcane?”

      Linford huffed out a laugh. “Trust a vil der Soe to know the main Cuban agricultural exports.”

      I shrugged, but my grin was wry. “It’s in the blood.” We were warrior caste, but we were also renowned for our financial wizardry. A talent that had nothing to do with magic, just a lot of insight and learning.

      I’d been reading boring, dusty tomes about capitalism and the stock market since I was five—old enough to pick up a sword without accidentally slicing my wing off.

      Ironically enough, our financial abilities were what had gotten my uncle into shit, and subsequently, had dragged the family kicking and screaming into exile. That’s what happened when you helped a warlord fund a war.

      My uncle was a very dumb financial genius, as well as deadly with a blade.

      “Tobacco,” Gabriella murmured. “Wish it had been sugarcane.” With a groan, she leaned over and scooped up some dirt, then rubbed it between her fingers. “See how it’s tinged red? Rich in iron.” She grunted. “That’s good for tobacco.”

      “Cuban cigars are worth more than sugarcane exports, even if they’re illegal to import into the States.” I eyed the acreage, still surprised by the size of the plantation.

      “Forty hectares,” Linford stated, sensing my curiosity.

      I nodded in thanks, then snorted when Seph mumbled, “If you’re done discussing our mate’s heritage, she’s stirring.”

      Instantly dropping down to my knees, uncaring of the dirt, I crouched over her. The beast inside me wasn’t happy at her lack of consciousness, but equally, I was relieved we were secured and away from the troupes back in Honolulu.

      There was the huge mess of Gabriella’s undead state to sort out, but for the moment, I needed to know what was going on with Riel.

      Her eyelids were fluttering and her wings, which had retracted the second she’d connected with the ground, popped out once more. The sight of them, fully black, had my eyes widening.

      As was the way with our kind, we were born with darker hued wings, and the more they were kissed by the sun, the more the rays bleached them. She’d only had hers out on display for the past nine or so months, so hers had started to streak with lighter colors, but said streaks of gold were no more. They were black, dense black, with only flecks of gray here and there. Each individual feather was rustling too, shifting like Riel was cold.

      “Is she hurting?” I rasped, asking no one in particular, aware that none of us really knew the answer to that.

      What we’d just done was unprecedented, and that I wasn’t feeling any of the backlash—aside from a desire to fall into a bed and never leave—told me that she’d taken the full whack of it.

      We’d caught a meteor. A fucking meteor. Like it had been slingshotted through space, just waiting for our makeshift catcher’s mitt to call out to the universe, “Strike!”

      Riel had concocted some kind of magical net, one that she’d used to harness the meteor. We’d each sliced into our forearms, allowed our blood to strengthen the net, and after, with it safely in our grasp, had brought it down to Earth where we’d been met with Riel’s supposedly dead grandmother and a battalion of Fae troupes who wanted to know where the meteor was…

      I blew out a breath and asked, “The kind of radiation she absorbed, that should have killed her. Sol, us.”

      “It’s not as the humans would have us believe,” Gabriella mumbled, but her brow was puckered in concern. “The radiation is not negative, but a positive.”

      “What do you mean?” Seph questioned, shooting her a look before reverting his attention to Riel, who was still fidgeting in her sleep. It was like a micro-seizure or something, the way she was moving. It had me on edge, no word of a lie.

      “Meteorites that fall to Earth and collide with it bring death, but they also bring powers. Every time one crashes into us, it brings us something. A gift from the universe. Sometimes, it’s something major. Virgo, human born Fae, a boost of magic. Sometimes, it’s a new talent. A new means of exploring magic.”

      “What kind of means?” I queried, frowning at her.

      “My ability to create portals, to erase minds,” Linford explained, “isn’t just because of my Fae blood and ability with the runes.”

      Gabriella snorted. “His troupe was in Russia, awaiting the Tunguska event.”

      I blinked. “I’ve heard of that. It was a massive meteorite impact.”

      “Massive? Nothing bigger for centuries,” Linford stated proudly. “Knocked over eighty million trees.”

      “They never found the impact site,” I said slowly.

      “Of course not. We hid it,” Linford murmured dryly.

      “You hid it?” I spluttered. How in Gaia’s name did you hide a meteorite?

      “Beneath a lake we fashioned.” He rubbed his chin. “Those were the days. Now, everything has to be accounted for on social media. Then, we did as we so chose, damn the consequences.”

      “Shut up, you old fool,” Gabriella grumbled. “You speak as one of the Fae and not one whose granddaughter is in danger.”

      Linford’s nose crinkled as she whacked him on the side. “True.”

      I blew out a breath. “Look, I think we deserve some answers here. Our mate is knocked out, we’re thousands of miles away after a battalion tried to… what? Detain us? You need to help us understand.”

      “I don’t need to help you do anything,” Gabriella countered snootily. “But I shall, because then you can explain things to Riel when she awakens.”

      “Thank you.” I think.

      Sol, it was quite easy to discern where our woman got her attitude from.

      “You’re supposed to be dead,” Dan pointed out, ever helpful.

      “As you can see, I’m not,” Gabriella replied, but she sounded amused now. “Nine years ago, Linny and I decided that it was time I left my family.”

      Linny?

      I shot the Fae male a look, but he didn’t seem perturbed at the butchering of his name.

      I hid my twitching lips and asked, “Why? What happened nine years ago?”

      “My daughter was being difficult. I’d lied to her for so long and my lies were coming home to roost,” Gabriella admitted. “I needed her to act, and she wouldn’t, couldn’t because I’d conditioned the fear in her.” She blew out a breath. “I’ve kept an eye on my nieta, but from a distance, it’s easier said than done.” When Riel moaned, she flinched and murmured, “We should get her to a bed. This discussion needn’t take place in the middle of our fields.”

      “How did you need her to act?” Dan asked as Seph carefully gathered our still twitching mate into his arms and, with his own wings, hefted them both upright.

      Gabriella pointed to the farmhouse, and a blue glow engulfed her hand as the door ahead burst open. The manifestation of her powers didn’t surprise me, not after what her granddaughter could do, but I certainly took note of it. I felt like Dan and Seph registered the blue haze too, because it had to mean something, didn’t it? Exactly what, of course, was a question I didn’t know how to answer.

      When we began walking toward the homestead, she explained, “Gabriella wasn’t very adept with magic. My daughter was ashamed of that. Instead of persevering as I wanted her to, she gave up and stopped teaching her the Way.

      “I couldn’t tell her why Gabriella was different. Couldn’t tell her what she needed to know to help her, but everything I tried, regardless, never worked.

      “Not being able to rely on the Conclave made things harder still, and I knew I was only going to make things more stressful for the family if I didn’t stop butting in.

      “When the AFata began sniffing around us again, then Linny and I knew it was time to scatter with safeguards in place.”

      I pondered that for a second, and decided she made sense. “Why do the AFata want you?”

      “They don’t anymore. They believe I’m dead, of course. But they wanted me because I can manifest. Not many can, and it’s not always something you can inherit. My daughter inherited the power, but it fluctuates around the equinoxes. Gabriella did—equinox or not. I saw a few flutters in her when she was young, even saw how she messed up our magic by just being around us and knew, one day, she’d be strong.” Though there was pride in her tone, she still shrugged. “But to manifest is to compound our powers in a way that few can begin to understand. It’s the difference between being able to light a candle with a single flick of my fingers and to set alight a forest.”

      Seph paused on his trek. “You can do that?”

      “Yes. Claro. And considering what Gabriella has just done, I’d imagine she can do a lot worse.”

      “What do you mean?” I rasped.

      “I mean, the power the meteor harnessed was something that the entirety of Hawaii should have felt. Honolulu would have been the epicenter of change, but it should have spread out, the radiation bleeding throughout the island and permeating the ocean, sending change to the four corners of the globe.

      “Instead, that all went into Gabriella. And you three.”

      Linford cleared his throat, then began, “I touched the Tunguska meteorite a few hours after it impacted. I was given the ability to erase minds and to craft portals through my Fae magic. That was a simple touch. What do you think Gabriella has gained by absorbing the majority of the meteor’s power? What do you think you’ve gained?”

      “Sweet Sol,” Seph ground out, staring down at our unconscious mate.

      “She wasn’t supposed to do what she did,” Riel’s grandmother whispered. “She was supposed to touch the meteorite after it had landed. That was it. That was my abuela’s vision. Gaia only knows what she’s done to herself by acting as she did.”
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      Several shards of sunlight pierced the dining room window, sending glittery rays dancing along the Formica table. It was scratched and scarred, just like everything else in the farmstead.

      I’d been raised in the admin caste which, to most Fae, meant I was poor. But poverty had a different standard in all the races. Poverty to witches and humans, I was learning, was nothing in contrast to a Fae’s notion of it.

      I hadn’t been raised in an estate, hadn’t had fighting lessons from my fifth birthday, and hadn’t been able to access a family tithe of magic from birth.

      In my world, that meant I was poor.

      In this world?

      Gaia, I’d been a millionaire.

      I’d been raised in a seven-bedroom house with a three-member family. My mother had worked, not because she had to, but to stave off boredom, and my father had a diplomat’s job that put us in the upper echelon of the admin caste, but it still hadn’t put us in the instructor one.

      My very middle-class upbringing had never been rammed home to me more than it was now. And from what Riel had told me about her childhood, with nine mouths to feed and her being the one who took up a lot of the childminding because of her gender, I figured that moving to the States hadn’t improved the family’s fortunes any.

      At least, I hoped for her sake it had, but somehow, I didn’t see it.

      Gabriella served us some coffee, thick and brewed from a pot on the stove that she’d used magic to start. I took a sip of the thick concoction and barely hid a grimace.

      “Azúcar?” she asked me, apparently sensing my distaste for the strong, bitter brew.

      Clearing my throat, I replied, “Please.” Lots and lots of sugar.

      Her lips twitched and with a wave of a hand, a bowl of sugar appeared. I threw in five teaspoons, well aware that not even that quantity would breach the acidic tang that was inherent to the drink.

      When I took a sip, it was salvageable, so I didn’t add any more, but the others did, and Sol, I knew that whatever we were doing tonight, we’d be up and about with little to no effort thanks to the caffeine and sugar high this concoction was bound to give us.

      The second we’d placed Riel on a rickety wooden bed, Linford had disappeared. Seph and Matthew had enhanced the bed to make it bigger, and as awkward as it had been—cleaned the mattress. We were all uneasy as we took in this place. Our standards were a lot higher than Gabriella’s, that was for sure, as she barely used her magic to clean the place up, but that didn’t mean we wanted to embarrass her with that.

      Riel was tucked into a bed that would fit the four of us, but the frame was just extended. It was as ramshackle as it had been before. Above the bed, there was a cross-stitch picture of a sunset, and a few rustic terracotta bowls on an old dresser that I tried to tell myself weren’t for washing. Because, sweet Sol, this wasn’t nineteen-fifteen. Who washed out of a bowl and jug these days? And where, oh where, was a functioning toilet?

      Wincing at the thought, I watched as Gabriella Sr. finally took a seat at the table and, resting one hand on top of the other, murmured, “You have questions.”

      “Yeah, quite a few,” I added wryly.

      She sighed but nodded. “It’s a shame Gabriella isn’t awake. She’ll need to hear this story too, but I was right earlier. She’ll take it better from her Virgo.” Reaching up, she plucked at her bottom lip, and I could sense that this wasn’t a story she wanted to drag up again.

      Because of that, I inquired, “Maybe tell us about Linford? And… I guess, Noa? Seph’s dad?”

      Gabriella pursed her lips, but I saw the relief and gratitude in her eyes as she shot me a look. “Linford’s troupe was at the Tunguska event, as we told you. It took place in 1908, before I was even born, but when we met, they had extra powers.”

      “What can my father do?”

      “He’s the flying equivalent of Usain Bolt,” she commented wryly. “His speed in the sky was incredible when he was younger. The magic he could make with runes was eye-opening too, but Linford erased most of that from his memory banks. Noa was always a dab hand with blood magic, even if he liked to think he was too good for it.”

      “Why? Why would Linford do that?” Seph questioned sharply, his curiosity piqued.

      “Because it was safer for him not to remember. It was by mutual agreement that we decided I wouldn’t claim them. They each had goals they wished to attain, and I didn’t like what the bond did to me. It took me from a strong and independent woman into this subservient little mouse—I couldn’t abide that.

      “I’d been raised in this house by a mother who’d been beaten by her partner. I’d seen what a man could do to a woman, even one as powerful as she’d been. She could have knocked him down with her magic, showed him true pain, but she never did. He was human, yet regardless of her abilities, you’d never have known she was the more powerful of the two.

      “I couldn’t stand the notion that they might make me like that, so I took my daughter and fled to the U.S. Linford knew, of course. We were always the closest—”

      “How is that possible?” Matthew rasped. “We’re all bound to Riel. Linford’s troupe was all bound to you. How isn’t that equal?”

      She tapped her fingers along the terracotta rim of the mug she’d reached for. “As with any relationship, you get back what you put in.

      “Your father, Seph, knew he had to marry up. Or, if not up, then into a line that was just as powerful as his own. He needed the magic. His father had wasted a lot of the familial treasure, and Landgow was barely standing under its own weight. He knew he could never get too close to me, even as the bond worked its wiles on us, he remained apart, as aloof as he could.”

      I couldn’t imagine being able to do that. To stand apart from this bond, to turn my back on it. I had definitely been raised differently, thanks to who and what I was, but I had a feeling Seph and Matthew, who’d been raised under the same kind of familial pressure as Noa vil der Luir, didn’t understand it either.

      “Linford had no familial pressures. His parents had died partway through his life and he was the head of his line. As an orphan, he wasn’t trusted, so he was able to do things most couldn’t. He has an estate of his own, but it was smaller than Landgow, and easier to maintain. Plus, he had fewer people to attend to. I’m aware of how large Landgow is, even if I was never invited to visit.” Her lips twitched at that, but there was a tension about her eyes that told me she wasn’t happy about never having been invited there.

      “Linford and I tried to stay apart for our daughter’s and her family’s sake, but it was difficult. The pull never died. It hasn’t with any of my Virgo, even the ones who perished long ago.”

      “My father said he felt the connection break years ago. He said he knew you died.”

      “Linford is to blame for that.” She rubbed her temple. “What he can do with the mind is rather concerning. If I didn’t trust him implicitly, I’d be quite scared of his talents.”

      If she was scared, then holy Sol, what should we be?

      Uneasily, as I shot her a wary look, I asked, “He messed with Noa vil der Luir’s mind?” Noa had once been a powerful Assemblyman—was still powerful, even if he was semi-retired. This knowledge alone would be enough to have Linford detained on trial for treason.

      “Yes. Of course. We had to. He had to know I was dead. It cemented things.”

      “What like?” Seph demanded, his voice hoarse.

      “Noa insisted on maintaining a bank account for my use. When I was dead, he closed it. A small thing, perhaps, but it mattered in certain circles who were monitoring such activity.”

      “The AFata?”

      “Yes.” She blew out a breath. “They are my one regret in life. Of all the many things I’ve done wrong over the years, they were definitely one of the worst.”

      “Why did you join them?”

      “Because the Fae were taking America’s side. They were quite content for the States to overrun Cuba, and the AFata was as against that as Che Guevara and Castro. I was never a communist, but a patriot? Sí. I wasn’t about to let America overrun my country, so I joined the fight and aligned myself with someone I would have ordinarily left well alone.

      “As a result, I’ve spent half my life in hiding, and I’ve ruined my daughter’s and granddaughter’s lives.” The lines around her mouth tightened as she shook her head. “But, there’s no use in self-pity, and no use in regrets or recriminations. At the time, I did what I had to do, and I’d do it again, therefore, I can’t castigate myself over and over, even knowing what happened.”

      Matthew’s brow puckered as he questioned, “When Linford and his troupe touched the meteorite in Tunguska, why were they there?”

      Her lips curved. “You’re really asking why there was a battalion of Fae in Honolulu, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” he admitted. “On our way to Riel, we came across a troupe of six. That’s unheard of in the States. But it makes sense now that I know there was a battalion stationed there. Even if a battalion being in a zone that isn’t exactly engaged by war makes no sense to me.”

      She nodded. “Honolulu definitely isn’t a warzone, but there are other reasons for the Fae to station a battalion of warriors there.”

      “Like what?” I demanded. Warriors weren’t just fighters, they could be peacemakers too, but I got the feeling she wasn’t talking about that. Just call me smart.

      “Like a vision,” she murmured, before taking a sip of coffee—unsweetened. Like mud. Ugh. “Before the Ch’ing-yang meteorite, there was a powerful witch. She predicted many things—the meteor itself as well as what it would bring. In her time, she detailed over ten more impact events that would happen between 1490 and 2490, and which would bring great change and power to our people.”

      My mouth tightened. “Let me guess. The one in Honolulu was one of those?”

      “Yes.” She blew out a breath. “Riel was supposed to be nearby… she wasn’t supposed to stop it. I don’t know why she’d have even imagined she could!”

      “She could and did,” Matthew replied coolly. “She saved thousands of lives.”

      “Tens of thousands without a doubt, maybe even hundreds of thousands,” Gabriella admitted. “But that is neither here nor there.”

      Sol, talk about ice cold.

      “It matters to the people who are alive now because of her,” Seph ground out.

      “Don’t be sentimental,” she snapped. “People die, it’s what they do. In the interim, we have to deal with a fallout I wasn’t prepared for.

      “I don’t even know if Riel will survive what happened tonight. She was fated to be strong, but not that strong.”

      “You took the weight of the meteor,” Matthew drawled but the tension bracketing his mouth said it all—none of us could deal with losing Riel. We wouldn’t let her leave us. “Why shouldn’t she have been able to?”

      “There’s a huge difference between taking a weight and catching something like that. The momentum alone must have nearly snapped her magic in two, and let me tell you, that’s damn painful.” She rubbed her cheek, her eyes clouded as she thought about the agony our mate must have been in. “Regardless, she did what she did, and now we can only wait to see if she survives the changes the meteor brings.”

      My heart went thunk in my chest, and I stared at Matt and Seph, unable to believe Gabriella’s words.

      “How can we be okay, but she isn’t? We were in the net,” Seph rasped.

      “I don’t doubt your magical talents will have been altered somehow, but yours will manifest gradually. Linford said his talents have grown stronger with time, but at first, they were definitely slow to stir.”

      I had to wonder if that was something to celebrate or fear, and my hand tightened around the handle of the earthenware mug as I contemplated our situation. Slowly, I stated, “Gabriella, we began the Claiming rite before the meteor struck.”

      Our woman’s grandmother sighed. “Ah.” And before our eyes, her shoulders slumped. She raised her hands to cover her face as a happy laugh escaped her.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Matthew demanded, his tone as desperate as I’d ever heard him. He wasn’t alone. Desperate wasn’t even the word. The beast inside me, the one Riel had stirred to life, was raging inside me. Chomping at the bit for more information.

      “It means you probably saved her life tonight. Without even knowing it.”

      My heart was in my throat now. “How?”

      “The Claiming rite is an exchange of energy. By triggering the Rut, you made her more Fae than she’s ever been before.”

      “We used blood to reinforce her magic,” Seph recalled.

      “Making her impromptu net more Fae as well,” Gabriella murmured, her tone thoughtful as she processed what we were saying. “The Fae are stronger than witches. Your natures are hardier. Witches are more human, you are not. If she survives the night, then she should live.” Her voice was choked, even if her eyes were dull and free from emotion. “If she does, we’ll deal with what the magic brings.”
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      There were moments in a person’s life when they felt fear. Fear was natural. It was even healthy. It kept us alive, kept us cautious, stopped us from being reckless with ourselves and those around us. But it seemed Riel wasn’t one of those people who feared to tread toward the unknown, and for it, she was…

      What?

      We didn’t know.

      It wasn’t like she was metamorphosizing into something else, but in the day since she’d harnessed the meteor, her wings had turned black as night, her hair had shifted to a white blond as pure as Sol’s light, and her nails? The tips that had once been a natural white were now etched with some kind of metallic sheen that certainly hadn’t been there before. When I touched them, it was like they were forged in metal, but not gold, because I knew that was the softest of metals.

      Worse than that, she still hadn’t awoken.

      Whatever the radiation was doing to her, it was taking it out on her, and considering we’d been there to help, the changes in us were disappointing. As far as we were aware, we’d gained no gifts or talents. At least, not yet.

      It wasn’t that I was jealous, but I was concerned. Had we taken none of the radiation? Was she spared nothing?

      As I lay on my side in the bed I was sharing with her, I watched her sleep. Her wings were retracted for the moment, but they had a habit of popping out of nowhere—last night, Daniel had fallen off the bed because of her wings, a thought that still made my lips twitch. He’d been fast asleep one second, and the next, he’d been flat on his ass beside the bed.

      She barely moved aside from the shit she pulled with her wings. Her body was limp and lax against the sheets as she processed whatever was happening with her. Whatever being the operative word.

      We had no idea what she was enduring.

      Had no idea if she’d even survive it.

      A thought that had me gritting my teeth because even if she wasn’t afraid of much, I was terrified of that fate. Gabriella had said that if she survived the night, she should be okay, but we were a few nights down the line, and she kept on living but never waking…

      How was it that we’d instigated the Rut, had started the path of the Claiming, and somehow, days later, we still weren’t hers?

      Knowing we’d saved her by beginning the Claiming was the only thing that was right in our lives at the moment, but until she awoke, that provided little to no comfort.

      A frown puckered her brow, and I watched the minute movements, finding relief in them even if she did weird stuff in her sleep. I wasn’t talking about sleepwalking or hogging all the covers, but the shit she pulled with her wings and the things she whispered in a voice that was so quiet it was almost soundless. We’d all been watching out for them, trying to find hope she was still with us.

      When a glow permeated the bed a few moments later, I didn’t move off the mattress, just carried on studying her. It was still pink, but brighter than before, and small speckles of dust marred what had once been a pure cerise. The dust wasn’t white or even silver, it reminded me of the platinum ring my mother wore—the vil der Luir emerald. A white silver that glinted in the candlelight illuminating the bedroom, giving a soft glow to what was, essentially, a sickroom.

      I reached over and stroked my hand down Riel’s arm, massaging here and there before bridging our fingers together. When the heat from her fingers transmitted itself to me, I winced at first, then was surprised when my body just absorbed it. The glow from her fingers grew hotter, flaring wider, the silvery-white sparkles becoming brighter too, and through it all, I just held her hand, watching as the magic covered us, spreading over our bodies like a gauzy blanket.

      When the door opened and Matt peeked his head through the gap, I saw him rear back at the sight.

      “A good sign?” I asked softly.

      “Let’s hope so.”

      Matthew came into the room and perched at the edge of the bed. He was nowhere near her, nowhere even close, and yet, like the magic knew, it began to ooze toward him, not stopping until he was also covered in its embrace. And yeah, I chose that word for a reason. It was an embrace, not an assault.

      As it enfolded us in its warmth, he shot me a look.

      “New development?”

      “Would appear so,” I muttered dryly, squeezing her fingers so I could silently tell her that all was and would be well.

      Matt toed out of his boots and climbed onto the mattress beside her. “Daniel’s talking to Linford.”

      “About blood magic?”

      “What else?” Matt snorted. “I think he’s disappointed the blood magic alone isn’t enough to open portals.”

      I snickered at that, then closed my eyes as the glow began to pulsate. It reminded me of those lava lamps humans liked. Gently moving, pulsing to a beat of its own, and strangely soporific if you were cocooned within it.

      Pressing my lips to her shoulder, I murmured, “Hope she wakes up in the morning.”

      “Me too,” Matt replied heavily, and I realized he was feeling as sleepy as I was.

      The next thing I knew, it was morning, and when I opened my eyes, Riel wasn’t separating Matt and me. Whipping around, I saw that she was sitting cross-legged at the foot of the bed. Her eyes were on us, but they weren’t chocolate like before. They were the same color of the silvery-white flecks in her magic.

      “You’re awake,” I rasped, as relief flooded me at the sight of her sitting up and aware.

      “I am,” she said with a soft smile.

      “You should have woken us up. We’ve been scared, Riel,” I chided, then felt guilty because Sol, it wasn’t like she’d tried to be malicious.

      “I wanted to watch you sleep,” she admitted. “I like it.”

      “That meteor turn you into a creep?” Matt asked around a yawn, as his eyes opened and he peered at her.

      “Maybe,” she replied, a soft laugh escaping her. “But I don’t think so. It was just… you were restful.”

      “You’ve been asleep for two days straight, Riel. Restful is the last thing you need.”

      “I feel like I haven’t slept at all,” she countered, reaching up to rub her eyes. “Did I dream it? The meteor, my grandmother? It feels crazy enough to have been a nightmare.”

      I shook my head and dragged myself up the bed so I could lean against the headrest. I wanted to go to her, but there was a reason she was holding herself aloof. She’d moved out of our arms and far from our touch. Though giving her space was the last thing I wanted to do, I’d do it if it made her feel better.

      Rubbing my bottom lip, I pondered what to say, but Matt beat me to it. “No. It was all real. We stopped the meteor and your grandmother helped us bring it to Earth.”

      Her jaw tensed. “I feared as much. That’s why I feel different, isn’t it? I remember Linford telling me about the other meteorite. The one that brought stronger magics, Virgo, and human born Fae.” She blew out a breath. “We absorbed the power, didn’t we?”

      “For someone who’s only been awake for a short while, you’re remarkably well informed,” I muttered with a snort, a little peeved—and not understanding why—at how calm she was.

      The last two days had been hell, and she was sitting there like she was waiting on a hair appointment.

      “The last thing I am, Seph, is well-informed,” she disagreed, then raised her hand, and within seconds, the glow formed. It manifested into a small vortex in her palm, a silvery-white flecked one. She cocked a brow at me, and within seconds, there was a flower on her palm.

      “Couldn’t do that before I assume?” Matt remarked, tongue-in-cheek.

      Her lips curved, twisted. “No. I couldn’t. The glow in itself was new. The flecks? Newer. And the flower?” She scowled at the small bud. “Do you know how hard it is to make something living?”

      I frowned. “Is it?”

      She gulped. “Yeah. It takes a very strong witch, and until recently, that wasn’t me.”

      “You had to be strong to manifest,” Matthew countered.

      “Sure, but I was useless. I told you, I did everything ass backward.” She bit her lip as the vortex stirred once more, and on her palm, two daisies made an appearance. Shyly, she reached out and pressed one to my lap and tossed the other onto Matt’s.

      I reached for mine, and the second I touched it, the delicate white petals began to change. Before our eyes, the small, silky fronds turned hard, and the silvery-white flecks from her magic began to overtake the daisy. Within moments, the little flower had become immortalized in, what I assumed, was platinum.

      “Take it you didn’t plan for that to happen?” Matt queried, his voice dipping as he stared at the daisy in his lap.

      “No,” I breathed, raising the once delicate flower that had weighed nothing and now had substantial mass.

      “Sol,” he muttered.

      The door opened, breaking into our tableau, and as we spun around to stare at the entryway, I saw Daniel take in the scene before hauling ass and rushing over to Riel. He did what I’d wanted to, but hadn’t been able to with her… I guess I felt like she’d been standoffish, the distance between us intentional, even if it was unwanted on my part. Daniel, either not caring or not recognizing her frame of mind, dragged her off the bed and whirled her in a tight circle as he hugged her firmly.

      “Thank Gaia, Riel, you’re awake.”

      It didn’t take much to see that she was clinging to him just as hard. I rubbed the daisy stem at the sight. A welter of emotions flooded me, ones I didn’t particularly want to name because they made me feel petty.

      Riel squeezed him back, then murmured, “Daniel, put me down.”

      “Don’t want to.”

      I snickered at his mumble, as did Riel and Matt.

      “Why aren’t you in your Rut?” he grumbled, patting her back. “Why aren’t you ripping our clothes off?”

      “It’s probably been delayed,” I pointed out. “She’s just been through something major, after all.”

      “True. I’m just ready for my Claim,” he murmured.

      Her eyes softened as she reached up and cupped his chin. “I’m ready for it too,” she whispered, “but everything will happen when it’s supposed to.”

      “If I hear more about kismet, I’ll go fucking nuts. I swear, what with those two and your grandparents—”

      Her jaw tensed. “My grandmother, what is she—” Her words broke off. “Never mind. I’ll learn the truth from her myself.”

      “That’s gonna be an awkward conversation,” I muttered quietly, and when Matt winced, I knew he’d heard me.

      “First things first,” she said after she blew out a breath. Lifting her hand, the vortex made another appearance, and a daisy appeared for Daniel.

      “Cool! You didn’t do that before.” His good cheer felt weird in the face of my soberness and Matthew’s cool regard.

      “No,” she agreed. “I have a few more tricks up my sleeve than before.” Her eyes darkened, and upon noticing it, I scrambled onto my knees and reached for her.

      “Riel, whatever it is, you’re not alone. We’re with you.”

      Her eyes closed tightly for a second. “I know. I know you are now, but what if I’m too much of a freak—”

      “Then you’ll be our freak,” Dan stated simply, and Sol, if that didn’t paraphrase it all.

      “He’s right,” I whispered. I knew it was strange that I felt like I needed to compete, but I couldn’t stop myself. The news that my father had cut himself off from Gabriella because of his situation was fresh in my mind. I didn’t want to be separated from her. I didn’t want her to favor one of us more than the others like her grandmother did. The very thought sent chills down my spine. “You’ll be our freak, and we’ll be yours, because as far as I’m concerned, no Fae can turn daisies into metal.”

      Dan’s eyes widened. “That’s definitely a new development. What the Sol have I missed?”

      I raised my daisy, twisted it in my fingers, and murmured, “Yup.”

      “Sol,” he breathed, stepping closer to the small flower and staring at it. “You think we’ll all do something weird to the daisy?”

      I cocked a brow at Riel. “She’s the one leading the show.”

      Riel’s smile was small, but I could see the pain on her face. I knew it wasn’t physical, but emotional. She knew something, knew it and wasn’t telling us because she was scared.

      Scared of herself? Of what she could do now? Had she been experimenting as we slept? Or scared of how we’d respond?

      I didn’t know, but I wanted to. Still, we needed to know what we were up against—we needed to have that conversation first.

      Dan, without further ado, grabbed his flower, and when he did, he almost dropped it. Light shone from the veins within the flower. Where chlorophyll lay, the pigment that allowed a plant to convert light energy into food, a white glow now burned hotly.

      “What the fuck?” he spluttered, raising it by the stem and twirling it so he could see the individual strands of light that had appeared upon his touch. When he placed it down on the bed, the light disappeared, then, when he picked it up again, the glow flashed once more.

      “You’re the Energizer bunny,” Matthew rasped, but his attempt to make a joke fell flat.

      “If that’s me, then what the Sol are you?” Dan challenged, his attention still on the gently glowing daisy.

      “I guess I’m about to find out,” Matt mumbled, and, sucking down a sharp breath, he reached for the flower.

      Which instantly disappeared.

      As we all gaped at his hand, he shook it, and the flower dropped to the sheets, once again fully visible.

      Gulping at the sight, I whispered, “Does this mean we have to wear gloves for the rest of our lives?”

      The uneasy silence that followed my question said it all—none of us knew the answer.

      
        
        ❖

        Riel

      

      

      

      The sight of my grandmother sitting at the kitchen table had my heart stuttering in my chest.

      After her death, there had been so many moments of regret. I figured it was normal for any sixteen-year-old though. I’d wished I’d spent more time with her. Wished I’d been more patient and had listened to the stuff she had to say.

      But all those regrets and recriminations had been for nothing, because those nine wasted years meant exactly that—nada.

      They’d been a lie.

      A big, fat, mean whopper.

      I just had one question, and she flinched the second I uttered it, “Why?”

      As she moved the mug in her hand, the earthenware scraped against the scored Formica table in a kitchen that made my battered family one back in Miami look posh. I knew from the guys that we were in Cuba, in the original homestead where my grandmother had been raised, but seeing was believing.

      How had our family been so powerful yet so poor too?

      The house was ramshackle to be sure, but the furniture was just as rustic. I figured the place hadn’t been lived in for a while, but it was like walking on to a Hispanic version of a Little House on the Prairie.

      And that wasn’t a compliment.

      The table was scratched. Deep gouges from only Sol knew what decorated the surface, and she made another scuff mark by rubbing the base of her mug against it. The chair was metal, rusty down the back, and the tiles on the floor, though bright and colorful, were cracked and dirty.

      The cupboards made the term ‘rustic’ sound romantic, and the stove looked like it was lit by frickin’ firewood, not gas.

      She fit though. Weirdly enough, she fit.

      When she raised her head, it was strange to see myself in her face. I’d looked into the mirror a thousand times and had never imagined how alike she and I were.

      Her lips curved like she could read my mind. “The de Santos del Sol skipped a generation in many ways.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your mother is beautiful, but she takes after Linford. Your mother is a strong witch, but she didn’t inherit my power—you take after me in both regards.”

      I gnawed on my bottom lip, unable to deny what she was saying. “Why?” I stubbornly repeated, not wanting to talk about power or my mother, just wanting to understand why she’d lied about dying. Why she’d put us all through that horrendous trauma.

      “I had no choice. To keep you safe?” She shrugged. “I’d do it again. A thousand times over in fact.”

      “From the AFata?”

      “Yes. They wanted your connections, and I wasn’t about to let them have you. Not until you gained entrance into the Academy, at any rate. At least there you were supposed to learn something, pick up some means of protecting yourself.”

      My nose wrinkled. “That didn’t happen.”

      “No. Linford told me.” Her brow furrowed with irritation.

      “How did you visit me in the bath? What was that about?” My mouth tightened as I thought about just how powerful I’d believed her to be by maintaining a spell throughout her passage across the realms, and instead, she’d been alive all along. I was annoyed about her lies, but more than anything, I was hurting. I felt like she’d made a fool out of us all, and that notion ran in complete contrast to what I’d always believed about her. For the first time in my life, I wasn’t sure exactly whose side my grandmother was on.

      She spoke the right words, and yet, by her actions?

      Though I was still uneasy, I shrugged off the thought. She was my abuela—I had to have faith in that.

      “Linford has friends at the Academy,” she admitted easily. “One of the healers. She’d kept me abreast of your situation, had told me you were agitated, and then, one day, she saw your magic manifest. I read between the lines and waded into the fray. I knew you needed me, needed guidance.”

      My eyes narrowed at her. “You’ve been spying on me.”

      “For years,” she said with no shame. “And you’ve needed my aid, our protection. And yet, when it came down to it, though you had more reason than most to be scared, you dove straight into the fray and caught a meteor like you were catching a ball, mija.” She shook her head. “This still makes no sense to me. Why did you do that?”

      “It called to me.”

      “In what sense?”

      “I knew it was coming, felt it. Something wasn’t right, and I knew I could stop it.”

      “How?” she pressed, but I got the feeling her question was aimed inward.

      I thought about those moments before I’d known about the meteor, and knew that the joining with my Virgo had helped open my mind to something I’d not sensed before.

      “Before we initiated the Rut,” I began carefully, “I didn’t sense anything. I was on edge, but I can’t say why.”

      “I knew you were supposed to be there. The portal bringing you to Honolulu was foretold, even if the hows and whys weren’t. But this?” She shook her head. “This wasn’t foretold.”

      “No Seer gets a true, all-encompassing vision,” I replied easily, my gaze on her as I stepped farther into the kitchen and took a seat. “You left us.”

      Her mouth twisted. “I had no choice.”

      “There’s always a choice.”

      “My lies had come home to roost, querida. I had no choice but to erase myself from the scene. You needed outside help, and yet, your mother was in the dark. I couldn’t tell her, not at that moment. Things had to ride out, otherwise the AFata would have come and taken you away.

      “They would have drawn you into their cause, and I wasn’t about to let you be tarred and feathered for my sins.”

      “What was that thing with the bath? Why did you visit me that way?” I rasped, pleating my fingers together and staring at my chipped nail polish with the nails that were tipped with some weird shiny foil stuff. With all my other changes, ones that had my Virgo gaping at me a little, I had to wonder when the last time I’d just sat down and painted my nails? The normal act seemed so childish now when I was faced with…

      I grunted.

      I didn’t know what I was faced with. Not after what my men had done back in the bedroom, and not after what I’d done too.

      Still, when she answered, I was glad she realized I wanted more than just a ‘why’ but a ‘how’ too.

      “I needed you to realize what the boys were to you. There was no time for you not to take them and start the Claiming process. As to the other ‘why,’ I’ve always had an affinity with water—that was why I used that medium. The only other way to visit you was in dreams, and that skill was never my forte.”

      “Why are my Virgo so important?” I shook my head, not understanding her logic. “You didn’t Claim yours.”

      “You were fated to Claim yours,” she countered. “I didn’t lie about it all. Just mixed things up. And look how things panned out? If Noa and I had stayed together, if I had Claimed them, then how could Seph be your Virgo?”

      My mouth tightened at that. Being without Seph? Never going to happen. Just the prospect of him not being in my life was an agony beyond compare. I mean, I guessed I’d have had a different Virgo, but it wouldn’t have been him, and I needed him to be the exact way he was. Dan to make my mood bubble, Seph to ground me, and Matthew to ask the questions that the answers of which would keep us safe.

      Because I couldn’t deny she was right on that score, I demanded instead, “Why couldn’t you tell me the truth? I’d have understood.”

      “Because the truth wasn’t something you could handle. Some things need to be learned when the dice fall.”

      I blinked at her. “That’s BS.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “BS it might be, but I’m your abuela and I won’t have you talking to me that way.”

      “You can’t pull that card on me. You’ve been dead for nine years. You’re a memory at this moment, and you’ve just come back into my life, lied to me about everything, and think you can pick up the pieces and demand to be reinstated as, what? My matriarch?” I scoffed at her, aware I was pushing things.

      Each line had a matriarch or a patriarch, depending on how the magic fell in each family. They commanded respect and were the head of the line. My mother currently held that position… sort of, seeing as Gabriella wasn’t technically dead.

      My grandmother gritted her teeth and muttered, “So obstinada.”

      “Exactly like you raised me to be,” I snapped.

      She sucked down a breath but her mouth twisted in a wry smile. “Perhaps. We must talk, Gabriella. Not about the past, but about the future.” She reached out and grabbed my hand, and even though I was mad at her, I slipped my fingers through hers and clung to her. She was safety, a line of normalcy in a world that had suddenly gone nuts.

      I needed my abuela just as I had when I was seven and my magic wouldn’t behave like my mama wanted it to.

      She twisted my hand around and stared at my nails. “This is new.” She tugged, with her spare hand, at one of my new blonde curls too. “And this. As well as this.” She cupped my chin, tilted my head back and stared at my eyes. A shake of her head said it all. “The magic manifests in many ways.”

      Nodding, I gazed at the foil-tipped nails that were half-metal. It was a strange feeling, one that was only augmented as she raked her fingertips along the edges.

      “Metal.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know.” How could I? Below those gilt tips, where the white crescent moons lay, there were still the remnants of my last manicure, and the contrast made my nails look like some crazy form of art. The kind of shit you saw on Instagram that went viral.

      She pursed her lips, her focus on the tips. “What you did will change you in ways that you can’t foresee. And I’m not just talking physically either. This is just the beginning.”

      I managed to answer calmly, even though everything inside me was roiled up. “I know.”

      “You can’t know.”

      It was my turn to blow out a breath. “I can. I just had a show in my bedroom.”

      “What kind of show?”

      With my free hand, I repeated the spell that I’d cast in front of my Virgo. Not that it was a spell, per se, more of a desire. But, unlike before when desires were just fervent wishes, this one was realized. When the daisy lay on my open palm, my grandmother hissed out a breath, and she slammed into the chair’s backrest.

      “Cristo.”

      I gulped, because that about summed it up.

      Magic could do many things, but bring life? Nope. Bring death? Nope. It could do no ill either. There was no bad magic, only the pure, elemental kind that called upon what Gaia gave us in abundance.

      “When did you learn you could do this?”

      “I woke up and felt different. I cast a few spells and…” I shrugged.

      “What made you call upon a flower?” she queried, her hand reaching out so she could pick up the daisy. As she stared at it, I thought about the moments that had followed my wakening.

      Two of my men had been there. I’d watched them sleep for a while, and even though something inside me had felt rested, another part had been tense, on edge. Waiting.

      For the other shoe to drop.

      Those minutes after my grandmother had grabbed a firm hold of the meteor had flooded my memory, as had thoughts of what my grandfather had told me.

      “I guess I was testing my limits.”

      “Why try to bring something to life?”

      “Because I wanted to rip the bedroom apart.”

      My words had her growing still. “You wanted to destroy?”

      “Yes.” Mouth dry, I thought about those crazy seconds where my skin had felt too small to contain me. I knew my Virgo had made a similar claim, and I felt for them because it was horrible. When your very skin didn’t fit you?

      Sol’s lair would be more welcoming.

      “So you thought you’d counter that by being creative?” she surmised.

      “Literally.” My lips were firmed as I dipped my chin.

      “Why? Why did you want to destroy something?”

      “I don’t know. I just felt like my skin was too tight for my body again.”

      “Again?”

      “That was how I felt when the meteor was crashing down to Earth.”

      “Can you kill the flower?” she asked in a hushed voice.

      I reached over, allowed the glow to form once more, then let the vortex reappear, except this time, it didn’t flow clockwise, but counter-clockwise.

      Within seconds, there was nothing but ash on my grandmother’s hand.

      “Hostia,” she spat, dropping the ash as though it were toxic. “How did you do that?”

      I understood her fear. I was feeling it too, but I’d also recognized there was no need to fear it. I wasn’t a danger to anyone.

      Not yet, at any rate.

      I thought about how to answer her question, before explaining, “The flower has life. It pulses through it.” That’s what Daniel had exposed with his magic. “I drained that.”

      “How?”

      “I called upon it. Just as I breathed it into being, I retracted it.”

      “But how?”

      I bit my bottom lip. “I don’t know.”

      “This is bad, mija. If you can do this, what else can you do?” she whispered, eyes wide and with something buried away within those chocolate brown depths, a color I’d shared with her, that had everything inside me freezing.

      Needing to connect, I reached over and cupped her cheek. “Are you scared of me?”

      The wrinkled face puckered as she stared at me. I knew she was taken aback at my touch, but she slowly shook her head. “Scared for you. There’s a difference.”

      There always was. Prepositions… the nuance maker in the English language.

      With my thumb, I rubbed the deep crevice that was a smile line at the side of her mouth. The glow appeared, and I began to trace the other wrinkles that had etched their path onto my abuela’s face.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Breathing life into you,” I told her simply.

      When she tensed, I half-expected her to grab a hold of my wrist and stop me, but she didn’t.

      “What will that do?” she inquired instead, and her words were shaky, filled with awe.

      “You’ll find out in the morning.”

      Her eyes were narrowed as she grabbed my chin and forced me to look at her. “You act as though you know, but if you do, why not tell me?”

      “I’m acting on instinct,” I answered her honestly, staring at her face and needing those wrinkles and lines to be gone. “An instinct that’s telling me to do this.”

      She frowned at me, but settled down and didn’t disturb me while I worked.

      I knew if Daniel was here, and if he held her, he’d illuminate every single ounce of life within her body, just as he’d done for the daisy. Matthew would make not only the wrinkles disappear, but her entire form, and Seph? Sol, he might just turn her into a statue forever.

      The meteor had changed us in ways that none of us could anticipate, and this? Gaia help us, it was only just the beginning.

      Still, I shoved that aside as I worked, needing to see my abuela without the lines of age marring her features.

      “You’re in danger, mija,” my grandmother whispered. “If you can bring life and death with the casting of a spell… there is no telling who will want you in their army.”

      Her warning should have filled me with trepidation, but it didn’t. If she’d tried to frighten me, she failed, because my lips curved.

      “They can try,” I murmured.

      But they wouldn’t succeed.
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      As I stared at Riel, who was looking out onto the field, I listened in on the conversation between her other Virgo.

      “She’s acting weird.”

      “She’s always been weird,” Seph countered, opposing Daniel’s statement.

      “He’s not wrong, Dan,” I added. “More interested in her cellphone than learning how to fight, you know that as well as we do.”

      “Until we started teaching her what she needed to be taught,” he argued. “It’s like she’s ancient or something now. The way she’s talking?”

      I knew what he meant. “It’s like she knows the answer to a question before it’s even spoken,” I mumbled, watching as she pressed her hand to a tobacco plant that was five feet tall. The thick leaves made the rows between other plants tight, but as she traced her hand around one leaf, it began to glow. Just as it had when Daniel touched the daisy she’d made for him.

      We’d swiftly learned that she, too, could do what we did.

      If I could make something invisible, that was a power she shared. And the way Seph had turned that daisy into metal? I knew she could do it also, even if she hadn’t displayed that particular talent yet.

      There was an otherworldliness to her that made the beast inside me that was forged from the Virgo bond stir to life with anger. It made her out of reach in a way I couldn’t abide. I was waiting for the Rut, waiting for it desperately, because I had a feeling that was the only thing that would bring her back to us.

      I didn’t know how or why I had that belief, but it was there at the forefront of my mind, and I willed for the Rut to commence. For her to be reminded of what she was—not a witch born Fae, not the savior of thousands, or the creature who had absorbed powers that were meant for many—ours.

      Our woman.

      Our witch.

      Our mate.

      A hand slapped my shoulder. “She’ll be ours soon, brother.”

      My throat felt tight. “Can you read minds now too, Dan?”

      “No. But that would be damn useful. Maybe that’s a talent that will develop.”

      He sounded so cheerful I could have throttled him. “Why aren’t you scared?”

      “For two reasons. One, she’s here with us. As long as we’re with her, then I’m okay. Two, she’s Riel. Whatever else she is, she’s that first. The Rut will start and she’ll be grounded. I know it.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know. I just do. I feel it in my blood.”

      I knew what he meant, because I did too—could feel something simmering inside me, waiting on the Rut to flourish—but that didn’t stop the uncertainty from flooding me simply because she was behaving so fucking oddly right now.

      Rubbing my hand across my chin, I murmured, “We need to figure out a way to control our powers before we can help her with hers.” When I looked down at his hand on mine, I could see that my arteries were alight. Only the arteries. The veins weren’t. I guessed that made sense, considering arteries carried oxygenated blood while veins were stripped of life-giving oxygen.

      “Maybe we should speak with Linford. He’s been controlling his for a lifetime,” Seph pointed out warily.

      “We need to watch her.”

      I shook my head at Daniel’s statement. “She’s the safest she’ll ever be, Dan. She might not be a warrior, but she has magic on her side now, doesn’t she?” Magic and a whole host of shit none of us understood.

      Sol, even her grandparents were eying her oddly, and the stuff they’d done in their lifetime would probably fit into several tomes.

      He grimaced. “True.”

      “The AFata are here on this island,” Seph cautioned.

      “They’re everywhere. She’s safe,” I repeated, knowing instinctively that it was true.

      Seph conceded that with a dip of his chin.

      “I think we need answers first and foremost. What use are we if you turn everything into metal, I make shit I touch disappear, and you make everything glow?”

      Dan snorted. “You’re just jealous because I can make a light show.”

      My lips twitched. “Yeah. Jealous. That’s exactly what I am.”

      He shoved my shoulder, and I took the hit with a grin, even as I cast a glance at my woman.

      She was staring out toward a barn that was thatched and managed to look like something the pilgrims on the Mayflower would have built. Gabriella had told us earlier that was where they cured the leaves.

      The fields were manned by a team of female farmers she’d handpicked. We’d seen a few of them tending to the plants early this morning, before they’d headed off and gone about their other business.

      When harvest came, they’d have to pick the crop, cure it, and then create the tobacco and the cigars the island was famous for.

      I’d half expected my grandmother-in-law to be running this place with magic, so to learn she used humans came as a surprise. Magic was a pest repellent alone, while the women did all the other work.

      My stance had been myopic, perhaps, but I didn’t pretend to know or understand everything.

      In the Fae world, we’d have used magic to run this place. My father had several farms that nourished the household, which ran on tithed power. No Fae would deign to farm. It was beneath us. The lowest caste was administrative for a reason—our people were born to be managers and higher, not worker bees.

      The elitist thought had me wincing, but I left it behind along with my mate as we traipsed through the small house to find Riel’s grandfather.

      He and Gabriella had been discussing something in a language none of us spoke for hours, ever since Riel had conversed with her grandmother after awakening from her long sleep.

      I wasn’t sure what we were waiting for. Wasn’t sure why we were staying here for the moment, but considering I didn’t have a clue what the Sol was going on, I figured I wasn’t in a position to question why.

      If I knew one thing, it was that sometimes Elders knew best.

      The cottage was small, five rooms at best, and we found Linford brooding in a small salon which could, I reckoned, be considered a formal sitting room for Sunday best.

      His wings fluttered as he stared out the window, and I saw that he was brooding over Riel.

      “What do you want?” he groused without turning to look at us.

      “Help.”

      “With what?” he quizzed, finally twisting around to stare at us.

      “Powers we’ve picked up since the meteor.”

      He huffed. “Those are the least of our worries.”

      “Seph can turn things into metal. The last thing we want is for him to turn one of us—”

      “How did you do it?”

      Seph shrugged. “The second I touched it, it just began transforming.”

      “Do it now.” He pointed to a wooden coffee table that sat between two high-backed chairs forged from a dark wood that was carved to appear like it was a rope, and was held together with tattered rattan, which looked the epitome of uncomfortable. “Make that metal.”

      Seph frowned but headed over to the table. He hesitated as his fingers hovered above the surface before he sucked in a breath and made the link.

      Nothing happened.

      Linford grunted. “Thought as much. Magic calls to magic, son. The daisy was forged from magic, therefore, you could manipulate it.”

      “So the magic didn’t create life?”

      He looked unsure, and that didn’t exactly put me at ease. “No, of course not.” Why did I think that was bluster? “Anyway, the daisy was inanimate. Living but not alive—was there a root system to this flower? From what Gabriella said, no, there wasn’t.”

      Because he had a point there, I let that topic drop. “That’s great for inanimate objects, but what about people?” I grilled, thinking about my own talent.

      “You can make things invisible, correct?” When I nodded, he motioned at the table. “Touch it.”

      I didn’t hesitate as I headed over to the table. When I touched it, it quivered for a second before disappearing from sight.

      “Touch Seph’s arm,” Linford instructed next.

      Nothing happened.

      “Dan made my arm glow earlier when he grabbed my shoulder,” I reasoned.

      “There must be a disconnect and a connect,” Linford mused, and I gathered that we’d gained his attention because we were interesting.

      Linford was old enough to be perennially bored. I knew my grandfather, Ril, was like that. It took a lot to entertain him, and usually, as a result, he was always grouchy—same as Linford. They’d probably make great friends if they ever met, I thought with an eye roll.

      His wings retracted as he leaned back against the wall. “We could fashion something to cover your fingertips, not sure fabric gloves would be enough, but either way, they could impede you in a battle, so that wouldn’t be useful.” He rubbed his chin. “Do you make your troupe brothers turn to metal, Seph?”

      Reaching out, Seph touched me, and when my arm began to turn a funny color and it began to ache, I pulled back, figuring we had our answer.

      “Interesting,” he murmured softly, and I could see he truly was intrigued. His eyes were alight, sparkling in a way I figured was unusual for him.

      “Always happy when you’re tinkering,” Gabriella commented from the doorway, her voice amused.

      When I turned to look at her, I gaped and quickly peered out of the window.

      “Holy Sol!” Seph rasped in unison with Daniel. They did as I had—stared out the window to make sure Riel was still standing out there and hadn’t walked into the salon to mess with our heads. Sure, her coloring was different now—like day in contrast to night—but we were still getting around that ourselves. To see the walking reincarnation of the woman we loved?

      Weird as fuck.

      Gabriella reached up and rubbed her cheek. “Takes some getting used to, I can assure you,” she murmured, a wry smile curving her lips. “A gift from my granddaughter.”

      Dan grunted. “That’s it. This is too fucking weird. What the Sol is going on with her? What is she? The sorcerer’s stone?”

      At his raised voice, Gabriella cocked a brow. “There’s no need for hysteria.”

      “Trust me, I’m not hysterical,” Daniel ground out. “I’m just confused as all Sol and I want answers. She’s made you younger, Gabriella. Younger. She’s reversed your aging. She can create things and kill things, turn stuff into metal, make it disappear—”

      “A wave of new powers that should have bled into the population, but instead have been forged inside her,” she ended for him. “There’s no point in fretting over what is. We must handle it and help her come to terms with her new gifts before they come for her.”

      “The AFata?”

      “If only.” She shook her head. “The Assembly. They haven’t come yet because this place isn’t on any map. This finca and the land we’re on is outside of Vinales. It technically doesn’t exist. It’s a part of another plot. But they’ll figure it out. They always do. There’s a reason I joined the AFata. The Assembly has far too much power and seeks more.

      “You think that battalion was there to help in the aftermath of the meteorite’s impact?” she scoffed. “They wanted to touch it, retrieve it, and study it so their soldiers could gain the powers themselves.”

      Linford cleared his throat. “She is correct. As was the way with the Tunguska impact, we were there to await the fall, and upon its occurrence, we retrieved it. The strongest touched it…”

      “It still bled out into the population?” I queried, trying to imagine how they’d contain the blast.

      “Of course. In that area, more villagers have the Sight than anywhere else on the globe. They’re well known for it, but are left alone only because they’re off the beaten path.”

      I rubbed my chin. “Where is the meteor now?”

      Gabriella shrugged. “Only my granddaughter knows the answer to that. She cloaked it. It could still be in the yard back in Honolulu or she might have sent it elsewhere.”

      “If we have that, maybe they’ll be happy to just take it—”

      “No. The power is drained.” Gabriella shook her head. “I touched it, helped carry it to the ground. I have gained no new talents. They would have manifested by now.”

      I swallowed. “Sweet Sol, she took it all?”

      “No. You did. Plural.” Linford sighed. “The Assembly will want the four of you. You’re a weapon they can’t afford to let fall into another’s hands.”

      “We’re not a weapon,” Dan snarled. “We’re people—”

      “You think the Assembly cares about that?” Gabriella snapped, her hands tightening on the thick cushions padding the backrests of the uncomfortable sofa she was standing behind.

      “They have to,” Dan whispered. “Or…” His brow puckered. “What will become of us?”

      Linford’s jaw clenched. “That’s something we’re trying to figure out.”

      “And we’re failing,” Gabriella added.

      I cut her a look. “You tried to stop Riel from having to run all her life—”

      Her eyes grew dark with emotions. “It looks like I failed, doesn’t it?”
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      I could feel their panic, and I could even empathize.

      I was an unknown. An entity that couldn’t be explained or understood. Not yet, at any rate. And even though I knew I should feel panic too, I didn’t.

      Before the battalion had come for us, in those moments when I wavered in and out of consciousness, I’d felt the Earth’s pulse beneath my feet, and I felt it now.

      It was there, comforting me, vibrating through me as I overlooked land I’d never thought to see, but was a part of my heritage nonetheless. There was the faint tang of ripe earth, heavily manured, with a tinge of greenness that could only be found around growing crops.

      My ancestors had worked this land for centuries. We’d farmed tobacco, had helped in the creation of a product that was famous the world over. Was it odd to feel pride in the production of a cancer stick? Or was it odder not to sense the resilience of the women in my family who had borne me?

      Through each female, they’d carried the line of magic that ended with me until I, too, could continue the family name. If I could do that. If I was given the gift of life from Gaia, and I wasn’t talking about the magic I could stir in the palm of my hand either.

      I pressed a hand to my belly where life wasn’t growing and wondered if that was a part of my future. I’d never put motherhood and myself in the same equation, had never felt a need to. I was free with my body because it was mine to be free with. I’d found pleasure with men and women in the past, had reveled in the liberty I had to self-explore in an age where that was encouraged before twenty-somethings settled down. Wasn’t it ironic, then, that I was choosing to settle down with three men?

      Three Fae males who wouldn’t know a single thing about self-exploration if it bit them in the ass.

      Or licked them on the ass…

      Lips curving at the thought, I inhaled deeply and closed my eyes. I could hear insects chirping, and overhead, there was a threat of rain. I felt it throbbing in the clouds above, and there was a density in the air around me that confirmed my suspicions. Whatever the meteor had done to me, it hadn’t turned me into the Weather Channel, but I could just feel the change in the atmosphere. Feel it and absorb it and read what that might mean for the near future.

      Behind me, in the small house that had been inhabited for centuries by my family, another branch of my line—both past and future—mingled together.

      Four Fae and one witch. A witch I’d believed was dead, a Fae I hadn’t known was tied to me until this week, and three who I’d pretty much disliked since the start of the term—who didn’t dislike kiss-asses?

      And yet, here I was, standing out here, waiting for Gaia to come to me. She had to. I needed the Rut. It was there, throbbing inside me just as the Earth was beating to its own pulse beneath my feet, but it wasn’t breaking free.

      Something blocked it.

      Something only Gaia, or Sol, could liberate.

      An urge hit me and my wings popped free. As they cloaked me for a second, the dense blackness of the feathers caught my attention and made me jump. I wasn’t used to them being so dark, nor was I used to my chocolatey black hair being blonde, or my coffee-colored eyes being a silvery blue. I was like another person, but I didn’t have it in me to hate the new me.

      I had more important things on my mind.

      My destiny was approaching in a flurry of wings, and I had a side to choose.

      Funny how the path that had been the most perilous now seemed the sensible option.

      Surging into the air, I marveled at my new strength. The magic gave me power, letting me tunnel upward, shuttling me amid the clouds until I could find the flurries of air like a bird would.

      As I allowed the wind to tug at me, to help me find my feet, I played. There was no other word for it. I’d never done this before, had never just flown for the sake of it. I’d always been either hiding my wings or trying to train while flying. This was for pleasure, and the freedom it gave me made me feel like a child again.

      A big kid, but one nonetheless.

      As I pirouetted in the sky, dancing amid the clouds, I felt them approach. A smile curved my lips as my heart began to drum. I didn’t need to open my eyes to know who was there. My magic spread from me, bursting out of each and every single pore to meet them, to cocoon them in its safety.

      The night of the meteor had proven that my magic was a harness of sorts, so why shouldn’t I protect those I needed the most?

      When Daniel pressed himself against me, I tilted my head back so he could find my mouth. Seph’s heat pressed along my ass before he settled between my wings, and I found a resting place on his shoulder to settle my head.

      As Dan kissed me, he and Seph kept me aloft, and I let them as he explored my mouth, his tongue thrusting against mine with an urgency that spoke of his worry, his concerns that still simmered from the time when I’d slept a healing sleep. I reached up and cupped his jaw, holding him close, letting him burn off his tension. When he pressed back, dipping small, biting kisses to my lips before dropping them along the line of his jaw, I grinned as I twisted my body, tearing myself free of their hold and plummeting through the sky.

      A mere week ago, terror had engulfed me when I’d been in a similar state. But now? I was in control. I could sense each and every airwave as though they were written in the sky before me, and I knew I could control myself and my descent.

      Still, that was for later.

      I whooped as I tunneled through the air, my legs held firmly together, toes pointed, as I enjoyed the sharp drop before I tumbled in the sky and plunged face first, then dipped through a flurry and soared forth into a glide. A hoarse bark of laughter escaped me as the joy of the moment filled me, and when I turned around, I grinned, seeing all three of my Virgo flying with me.

      How had I not known the joy that could be found in flying with them?

      How had I thought flight was a chore?

      I must have been crazy.

      I couldn’t imagine stopping this, couldn’t envision avoiding this side of my life anymore. My wings had always felt foreign to me, alien. They’d been something to hide, something to be ashamed of, but in this moment, I knew I could never feel that way ever again.

      They were as much a part of me as these men were, these men who, even though I was a freak beyond compare, still flew by my side, roaring through the wind with me.

      And just like that, something clicked deep inside me. A burning urge that had been lying dormant. A desire so strong, so fierce and ferocious, it was a wonder I wasn’t disintegrating into ash and slamming into the ground itself.

      I rode the air currents until I could soar upward once more, pointing my feet together and directing my way through the flurries like I was a dolphin riding the waves. When I was thousands of feet in the sky, I swirled around and hurled myself at Matthew. He jerked back, almost dropping me in his surprise, and I bellowed out a laugh as he grabbed a tight hold of me, finally realizing what I was about.

      The second I was in his arms, the sense of rightness hit me again. It was there, overwhelming my being, as need and want coalesced into a big ache that demanded they help me ease this curiously delicious pain that they’d caused and only they’d soothe.

      “You okay, love?” Matt asked, whispering the words into my ear. Of course, at this temperature and with the wind, the whisper was more of a shout, but still, it was sweet.

      “I need you,” I murmured, gripping his tee and hauling him into me. I didn’t let him reply, just pressed our mouths together, grabbed his hands and directed them to my ass. My legs were around his waist, my arms slotted around his middle so they didn’t get in the way of his wings. Holding him this tightly, I could feel all the good bits on his body. With my calves, I squeezed his ass. With my arms, I could feel the delicious muscles curving his spine, my belly pressed into his hard stomach, and my tits were bound against a wall of pecs that spoke of a lifetime’s restraint and training.

      How was this male mine?

      As I plunged my tongue into his mouth, the question reversed itself as he only allowed me so much freedom before taking charge.

      How was I this male’s?

      Shuddering at the thought, I whimpered as he thrust his tongue against mine, making little fluttering motions that had me humping him in response. That simple twitch of his tongue had sensation roaring through me, and Sol, I needed a damn sight more than what he was giving me.

      I reached between us to grab his dick. Sure, it was awkward, but that was bound to get the ball rolling, right? I rocked my hips, drawing my pelvis along his sex, and when he grunted, but clamped his hands down on my ass, I moaned. I loved how he owned my touch, how he reigned over my body—how they all did.

      I would grant this kind of liberty to no other male, but my males? Sol, yeah, I would.

      Every time.

      I didn’t care if it was kismet, a meteorite, or just dumb luck that had brought them into my world, I was just grateful. Grateful to Sol and Gaia, and whichever other deity might have had a hand in giving me the gift of the Virgo bond.

      He moved a hand, lifting it so he could grab my chin and angle my head to better kiss me. The move enabled him to tuck my face against his shoulder, further cocooning me in him.

      I’d never, not in all my life, been stronger. Both magically and physically. Whatever had happened in Honolulu had fundamentally changed me, and yet, here? I was exactly how I was supposed to be—protected by him. Shielded by them all.

      I shuddered, my thoughts working against me just as his touch did. When he pulled his mouth back to nip my bottom lip, I trembled and called on my magic to draw our clothes away.

      The second the cold air hit us? We both shivered, but deep inside, that frigid current that battered us both didn’t affect us. Being Fae, we were impervious to the various ways in which altitude could affect a human. The only thing we couldn’t do was soar past the lower echelons of the thermosphere, which was just past where a hot air balloon could float.

      So, even though we felt the cold, it didn’t hurt us. If anything, it made the internal fire within me seem all the hotter.

      I groaned as skin pressed to skin, and when I could feel his hardness against my belly, I rocked my hips up once more.

      “You’re so slick,” he ground out, his face stony, his features hard with tension. But his eyes? Sol, they glittered like blue diamonds. “So fucking wet.”

      Licking my lips, I whispered, “For you.”

      He grunted, reached between us, and dragged his dick through my folds. The pressure and the caress had my eyes fluttering closed as I rocked my head back, tilting it so the wind buffeted me slightly, giving me a sense of freedom I felt sure I could only experience because I was in the sky.

      When Matt used my movement, one that had my back arching upward, to begin nuzzling my tits, I whimpered, loving how he bit my nipples before sucking on them, how he laved his tongue along the ruched flesh before nibbling around the hard tip. When he drew me down onto his shaft, I cried out, my eyes clenching shut and my nails moving up to his shoulders so I could dig them into the fleshiest part there. The scent of blood filled the atmosphere around us, and I knew that was because whatever the Sol had happened to the tips made them metal now.

      His blood called to me in a way that nothing else ever had. My grandfather had told me that I’d need to bite them hard enough to break skin, and my nails facilitated that gesture. I dropped down, pressed my face to where I’d made the puncture marks, and aligned my teeth as best as I could to them. I wasn’t sure if it was the bite, or the fluid exchange that finalized the Virgo bond, but when Matt felt my teeth against him, a roar escaped him as he began to pump me up and down on his cock, using his grip on my hips to urge me to ride him.

      When he ground me down onto his shaft, making sure that he went as deep as he could go, I happened to open my eyes and saw Seph and Dan were watching us. They weren’t hovering in place like we were, relying on wing power alone to keep us this high. They glided as much as they could at this height, but they were observing us, waiting for me. For their turn.

      My tongue felt thick in my mouth, and I pushed it down against the salty skin of Matt’s shoulder as I rubbed the small marks I’d made there.

      When I happened to see Dan pull his cock out and start to jack off, the fire inside me exploded. The need from before burst into a cascade of furious desperation that had me fucking Matt back. I needed his cum more than I needed to Claim them all, and that was saying something.

      My hunger wasn’t infinite, it was definitely finite—for these three, and yet, I was rapacious in my need, ravenous for them in a way I wasn’t sure how to acquiesce.

      With a moan, I let Matt reach between us and rub my clit. I was so wet that even with my pulse roaring in my ears, even with the wind rushing against us, I could hear my sounds. I’d never, not in all my life, gotten as wet as I did with these three. It was a primitive, atavistic response that turned me on all the more. I loved that I drenched them, loved that only they could make me this wet.

      It was oddly empowering, and even odder still? Deliciously submissive.

      It was a reminder that they could do this to me. That only they could reduce me to this wet puddle of desperate hunger.

      I moaned as he frigged my clit and my teeth dug deeper into the soft flesh of his shoulder as he did so. When the orgasm rushed through me, my pussy clenched down on his shaft, pulling his seed from him, demanding it. Milking him dry, taking every ounce of him inside me.

      With a groan, he came, giving me what I needed, but it was only one third of what my body required to finally feel satiated.

      Even while I could breathe a little easier, the gnawing ache somewhat appeased, it wasn’t enough.

      It could never be enough.

      Not without my other Virgo.

      Never without them too.
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      The sight of her coming around Matthew’s cock would have, once upon a time, revolted me.

      The Fae were traditional, old-fashioned. We weren’t into group sex, into sharing our women, and considering our naturally ingrained arrogance, was it any wonder?

      We weren’t raised with the belief that sharing was caring, that it was important. We took without question—it was the way of our people and one of the major reasons the other species disliked us.

      But as I watched Matt pleasure our woman, I felt no jealousy. I felt only a hunger to be inside Riel, for her to give us what we needed, for me to give her what she craved.

      This was sex and lust at its most base form.

      These urges that were driving us were bestial, animalistic, and even though I knew I should hate them, hate what she did to me, I didn’t.

      I loved it.

      I thought I even loved her.

      This bond was raw and real, and for the first time in my life, it made me look outside the realms of what I’d been taught and into a whole other world. What I saw both thrilled and scared me, but I’d deal with both contradictory emotions with her, because we were destined to be as one.

      I inhaled sharply when she finally dislodged her teeth from Matt’s shoulder—little vampire. My lips twitched and she saw me smiling at her, saw me, and the flames in her eyes had me shuddering as I clenched my fist around my cock.

      She called to me with her eyes, enticed me forward, and like a lamb to the slaughter, I moved closer. This was in complete contrast to how I’d felt before—demanding and aggressive, needing her to submit to me. In this instance, she was in charge, she had the control, and I wasn’t averse to that.

      Not at all.

      When I flew to her, shifted around her so I had her back while Matt had her front, I ignored the fact that Matt had turned her ass invisible, and that all I could see was his cock fucking air, and I dropped my lips to her shoulder and licked my tongue along the sinews of her throat. She hummed under her breath, tipping her head back to fall against me, and I let her, I used the gesture that opened her to me to take advantage of her vulnerability. I nipped along the curve of her throat, sucked in certain places, loving the little shivers she gave, reveling in the fire she sent through my veins even though I was the one pleasuring her and not vice versa.

      Matt shot me a look, one I understood—he let go, and with the release of his touch, her ass and belly became visible once more. Where his hands had touched had disappeared, and before I could consider the ramifications of that, I pressed my leg between hers and murmured, “Twist around.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to,” she replied back, her tone sassy and sultry.

      “I’ll fuck you any way you want, baby,” I growled, that hitch in her voice making me so hard I felt sure I’d come the second I was inside her. “But how am I going to feel those sweet teeth in me if you’re facing forward?”

      She huffed. “Fair point.”

      As I grinned, and without further ado, she spun around, using my knee to help prop her up, then hitched her leg around my hip before doing the same with the other. Now my hands were on her ass and her arteries were glowing, making her look like a light show. But I wasn’t interested in my powers, all I cared about was her Claiming me.

      At long last.

      We’d known about this bond for barely any time at all, and yet it felt as though I’d been eating, sleeping, drinking, and breathing it all my life.

      I was ready to be hers.

      Ready for her to make that move.

      I slipped my hand between her thighs, and when I felt her arousal and Matt’s cum, I began to spread it over her pussy, using it to give me a lighter touch as I rubbed her clit. The way she was rocking against me told me that she was more than prepared for me to be inside her, but I needed her to be as desperate for me as I was for her.

      Her body arched against mine as I tormented her clit, flicking it gently with my thumb before rubbing it faster and harder, letting her feel the contrasting emotions—letting her know what it felt like to be her Virgo. Everything was a contradiction. The need to fuck but the hunger to savor. The desire to protect conflicting with the craving to bring her to her knees. It was a study of contrasts, and I’d have to make sure I was well read in the subject for the rest of my life.

      A prospect that made me smile against her lips as I robbed a kiss from her. She moaned, her tongue languidly thrusting against mine as I caressed her clit before speeding up in time to my fingers. Her arms came around my neck, clutching tightly to me, holding me fast and firm in her grip like she never wanted to let me go—and Sol, I never wanted her to let me go either.

      I’d die in her arms and be a happy man.

      Grunting at the thought, I pulled back, panting, and licked her lips with the very tip of my tongue. Her eyes were sleepy, but the silvery orbs within were glinting at me oddly. I was used to chocolate brown, not silvery-blue, but she was Riel. How couldn’t I adore her? How couldn’t I need her whatever she looked like?

      “Are you ready for me?” I rasped, my tone gritty and loaded with need.

      “Always,” she replied, her voice a whisper that felt like a roar to me.

      I thrust a finger into her pussy, testing her out, and when she clenched around me—not just her cunt, but her arms and legs too? I moaned, pushing my forehead against hers as I began to rub the front wall of her pussy, hooking my finger a little to give her maximum pleasure.

      When her hands came to my head, I wasn’t surprised when she grabbed a hold of my ears and used them to force me to look at her.

      Smirking, I asked, “You want something?”

      “Your cock,” she rasped, her eyes dilating before turning into pinpricks. “Inside me. Now.”

      “That can be arranged,” I told her thickly and, within seconds, I obeyed, thrusting into her was like coming home, yet equally, I needed more than just her body—I needed her heart, her fucking soul.

      As I slammed into her, using my brute strength to slide her up and down my shaft, I loved her cries, adored her hoarse screams as I gave her what she’d asked for. With each thrust, she drew nearer to Claiming me. I could feel it bubbling closer to the surface. She pinged my clothes away, so when her nails dug into my shoulders, I instantly scented blood, and like that, she was there, her teeth digging in where her nail tips had made me bleed. As she bit down, her tongue thrust against the thick flesh of my shoulder, and I released a roar as our bond began to finalize, as this link between us unified us for a lifetime.

      We were her Virgo, but more than that, as individuals, we each had our bond.

      I loved that it took all three of us to trigger the Rut, but when it came down to the Claiming, it was one-on-one. As she made me hers, I’d never appreciated that more. She was ours, but she was mine, and our individual bond was up to us to protect and cultivate.

      As she clamped down around me, her pussy fluttering worse than my wings ever could, I had no choice but to let go. My release exploded from me, bursting from my balls as though I hadn’t come in weeks and not days. It felt red-hot, like fucking lava, and as it soaked her pussy, I felt my claim settle into place.

      As she panted into my throat, her slick skin sticking to mine, in the distance, two things made themselves known to me.

      We were no longer alone.

      And the weather was turning.

      Any languid pleasure disappeared. My joy was there, a bubbling remnant of relief that came from the bond being completed between us, but also that shushing noise meant one thing and one thing only—the Fae were on their way.

      A lot of them.

      And those funnels in the sky? Those dark black vortexes that appeared out of nowhere in the navy expanse around us?

      I’d seen them before.

      The AFata were trying to take her away from us.

      Within a flash, I dressed us, making sure she was covered from head to toe in leather to hopefully protect her from blades.

      “What is it?” she rasped, her eyes peering into mine, her confusion and curiosity evident.

      “They’re here for you,” I grated out, my wrath making it hard to speak clearly.

      The rage that overtook me was like the desperate fury that had made me need her. The two were the sides of the same coin, and as I stared out, I knew I’d give my life to make sure hers was safe.

      Almost like she’d read my mind, her hands came to my jaw. She urged me to stare at her and not at the twisting funnels that appeared from out of nowhere, duplicating in number every time I looked. When she dragged my focus her way, she murmured, “Concentrate on keeping yourself safe. I’ll be well.”

      There was an aged wisdom about her tone, about her words that put me on edge. It was like by touching the meteor, she’d swallowed a pill that had revealed too much knowledge to her, and had made her excessively aware of what was going on in the Earth.

      She smiled at me, leaned down, and pressed a kiss to my lips. The next time I opened my eyes, I was encompassed in the glow of her magic, and I could hear Matt and Seph grunting as she drew them closer.

      “Riel! What the Sol are you doing?” Matt snarled, struggling to fight the glow so he could take off to surveil the area, and ascertain which direction that ‘shushing’ noise was coming from. It was a sound that always preempted disaster for whoever was on the receiving end of a battalion’s attention, and oddly enough, was enough of a tell to give the intended victim or victims a warning.

      Back in the day, it had been said that certain battalions could inspire heart attacks in humans who knew the skills of the Fae warriors in their region.

      I wasn’t scared, though. I was furious.

      And Riel wasn’t helping.

      With her Virgo tightly around her, I could sense an ease about her. In her eyes, there was no tension or fear, just a resolve that should have made any of our enemies fear her.

      “Help me. I need a better visual,” she instructed, retracting her wings for ease so I could take her in my arms. She pressed her feet onto mine as we twisted around so she could stare out at the source of the funnels.

      I wasn’t sure why her magic calmed me, but it did, and it enabled me to see something I hadn’t seen before—there was a pattern to the funnels. They didn’t just pop up out of nowhere, growing in fury as they merged with the current weather patterns. Indeed, there was a method to the madness.

      A single funnel dropped before it spawned four smaller ones that twirled in a circle at each quarter-hour point on a clock. Those four were then part of a quadrant of four more, so each quadrant housed sixteen small funnels, and with five quadrants? Sweet Sol, that was a lot of wind brewing.

      A curious helplessness filled me as I recognized that she didn’t need my help, didn’t need her Virgos’ aid. If anything, she was keeping us safe, and what that did to my pride, I wasn’t sure. Yeah, I was a modern Fae male, but even we needed to feel useful. Having her shield me wasn’t exactly how I’d figured our dynamic would pan out.

      Because it was a stupid train of thought, chauvinistic too, I kept my brain focused on the outer threat. Just because she was keeping us close now didn’t mean she’d be able to in a battle.

      This was, literally, the calm before the storm.

      She raised her hand, her blood-stained, gold-tipped nails pointing upwards. All around her, the silvery-white flecks in the glow ceased aimlessly floating, and instead, seemed to be attracted to each pointy nail. Within seconds, tiny phalanxes of platinum-esque metal levitated above the tips. She shifted her arm back, then hurled it forward as though she were throwing a ball.

      My eyes widened in surprise as the tiny bullet-like contraptions were projected forward. She did it several times with both arms, hurling the projectiles at the funnels. I wasn’t sure what she was doing or whether it was working, but when the pink glow around us began to pulsate, I called out, “What the Sol are you doing, Riel?”

      “Calling the magic to me,” she murmured easily, her tone that of her telling me she was taking out the trash.

      Before I could ask her to clarify what in Gaia that meant, she raised her palms and drew her fingers back until she made a clawing motion. With that gesture, I gasped as the funnels ceased moving within their quadrant and hurtled toward us.

      I’d admit to flinching as the brewing tornados headed our way, but instead of drawing us into their vortexes, we were buffeted by them, shielded by them on all sides.

      The noise was worse than a rock concert. My ears ached with the roaring of the wind that she seemed to have under her control. There was no way in Sol I could hear the shushing of the dozens of wings belonging to Fae warriors heading our way, so we were essentially blind.

      At least I was, and I figured Matt and Seph were too. She somehow knew what the Sol was happening, and just as my ears acclimated to the roaring of the wind, the funnels began separating themselves from us, breaking away as she called on the magic once more, creating more of the tiny projectiles and hurling them forth. Each time she did so, five funnels moved, breaking free, hurtling through time and space toward her enemy.

      With a small window now, I saw the battalion. Saw them flying toward us at breakneck speed, unafraid of what she could do… because they didn’t know what she was capable of yet.

      What had Instructor Leopold said that day when we’d first encountered this magic?

      It’s just a bit of wind.

      My brethren were about to learn that witch wind was nothing compared to what my mate could wield.

      
        
        ❖

        Riel

      

      

      

      I’d acted on instinct before.

      It wasn’t the first time in my life my gut had spoken to me. That weird shiver down my back when I felt a certain someone was watching me. The instinct to hurry down a darkened corridor in case someone might stop me. Women lived with threats every day, threats men couldn’t ever understand. We relied on our instincts in ways they’d never be able to comprehend either, so it wasn’t the first time I’d allowed them free rein.

      But when I realized we had two threats to deal with, I knew exactly what to do.

      Neutralize one with the other.

      It was amazing what the meteor had done to me. I couldn’t say it opened my eyes, because I didn’t know what it had done. Not specifically, at any rate. How could I? I’d absorbed the radiation and the powers meant for millions. That caused an adverse effect that was impossible to discount or to understand.

      But what I could say was that the first time I’d seen these funnels and had been attacked by them, I’d felt certain they were going to kill me. Of course, that hadn’t been the AFata’s intention. Their magic had been cast to bring me to them, but because I was witch born, my magic distorted their original spells and had it reacting badly around me.

      Which meant I’d been in danger.

      Today, I wasn’t in danger. Whoever was casting the funnels was. As were the Fae warriors who thought they could take me from my ancestral home, steal me away so they could use me.

      The Fae had a habit of collecting witches.

      What was one more oddity in their cirque du freak? It didn’t matter that I was Fae, that I had wings. I knew that without even having to ask.

      I was something to abuse. Something to manipulate and use. They’d do to me as they’d done to all witchkind for millennia—pilfer what wasn’t theirs to take.

      The interesting thing about the way my magic manifested now was the tiny flecks of metal. Before the Academy, my magic hadn’t manifested at all. Then, the glow had been tangible, but now? It had weapons, weapons I used to attack the warriors.

      Each Fae warrior was coated in tiny particles of magic, thanks to the dust they used to trap witch magic so they could use it in their day-to-day life. My projectiles weren’t magnetized, but I knew they’d be attracted to the magic coating the Fae—like called to like as always.

      From a distance, I watched as the funnels snapped up each warrior. Each one released a different noise—a shriek, a yell, a curse. Each noise traveled to me, telling me that they were captured. I didn’t stop until every single warrior—over seventy-two in total—was trapped within a funnel of their own.

      “It’s time to land,” I rasped, squeezing Daniel’s hand as I launched myself from his arms.

      I let myself be twirled around in the sky, not calling on my wings until I could see the individual rows of tobacco plants in the farm below me, and not just one big blur of green. Then, and only then, did I allow myself to fly to safety. The wind buffeted me into a graceful glide, helping me as I landed neatly in the front yard of the ramshackle farmhouse.

      “What the Sol were you doing?” my grandmother yelled at me the second I was on the ground.

      “Freefalling,” Linford replied, grabbing her and curving his arm around her shoulder. “She was safe.”

      I shot him an appreciative look, amused when I saw his eyes were twinkling at me in understanding—the wingless would never understand the joys of what I’d just done.

      Apparently, my men didn’t either.

      They were scowling at me as they landed, their wings fluttering with their outrage as they came to a halt in front of me.

      “Was that necessary?” Seph blurted out.

      I reached up to pat his cheek. “Don’t be jealous. I’ll Claim you as soon as this is done.”

      He blinked. “This has nothing to do—”

      My grin was swift. “Of course it does.” My eyes darkened as my amusement was swallowed whole by irritation. “They’ll pay for disturbing our Claiming.”

      His frown lessened some, but he shook his head. “You’re not strong enough to pull these stunts.”

      “Wanna bet?” I retorted, cocking a brow at him. “I wasn’t strong enough. Now I am.”

      The glow protected me, my magic was a shield I could never begin to describe because it hadn’t been like this just a few days before. How could I explain something that made no sense? How could I reason something I didn’t know how to justify?

      I couldn’t, so I didn’t.

      I didn’t waste words or time.

      Instead, I twisted around to face the sea of funnels that undoubtedly had every meteorologist the world over gaping at the unnatural phenomena—even scientists who knew about witches and their affinity at meddling with the weather would be aghast at this sight.

      “What are you going to do with them?” Matthew asked me.

      “Use them as leverage,” I told him, raising my palms outward once more and drawing my fingers in a come-hither motion.

      At once, the funnels moved toward me.

      “The plants!” my grandmother shrieked, and I grimaced, realizing that if I followed through with my plan, they’d be destroyed.

      With an internal shrug, I allowed the funnels to release their quarry. Though they’d only been within the vortexes for a short span of time, a few moments would be enough to knock anyone out, especially with the speed of the tornados.

      As the warriors dropped like dead weights, I let them fall, only calling on the wind, at the final moment, to let them drift softly to the ground.

      I lined them up in a neat row and headed over to them. Seventy-two males had thought to take me captive this day, and not a single one had gotten close enough to me to even damage a hair on my head.

      As I strolled forward, Matt grabbed my arm. “What’s the plan?”

      “We’re going to call on mine and Seph’s new talent.”

      “You’re going to petrify them into platinum?” Daniel rasped, his eyes widening.

      “Yes,” I murmured. “But don’t worry, I can bring them out of it.”

      “How do you know?” my grandmother inquired, her brow arched.

      “Because I can take away what I give.”

      Her eyes flared and I noticed her flinch as she huddled back into Linford’s arms. That I’d scared her with my words was a given. What I’d just declared was impossible, and yet I knew it was well within the realm of my abilities.

      I grabbed Matt’s wrist and, after squeezing it gently, said, “Let me go.” His sigh was one thing, but I saw the guilt in his eyes. “They were going to take us captive, Matt. You owe them no loyalty.”

      “My brothers will be amid the battalion,” Seph rasped. “They were there in Hawaii. I see no reason why this won’t be the same battalion.”

      I felt merciless when I argued, “They were going to detain us. Do you want that? Do you want them to run experiments on us? To use us as they’ve used witches since time began?”

      “We helped witches,” Linford corrected. “You were going crazy from too much power. Looks like it’s starting in you, my girl.”

      I shook my head. “Why? Because I’m thinking clearly and being rational? I tell you true—I won’t harm the warriors, but they would harm us.”

      “You know she’s right, Linford,” my grandmother muttered, her hands clinging to her Virgo mate’s. I had to wonder at their bond. I knew they hadn’t completed the Claiming, couldn’t since the Virgo bond was a collective, until the Claiming when it turned individual, but it seemed as though they were rebelling against that ‘law,’ or just living outside of its borders.

      “Show me what you will do, Granddaughter,” Linford ordered.

      I didn’t appreciate his imperious tones, but I was used to obeying my Elders—or getting a slap around the ear for my pains. With a huff, I complied. I knew they wouldn’t be satisfied with a flower, as had been the way before. They needed something conscious too.

      As I thought about my intentions, I held out my palm, and a small vortex started there. I called on the elements as I had always done, except this time I was channeling into a whole different collection of elements.

      I’d transcended the simple four of earth, fire, water, and air, and had merged into the world of the periodic table. That was the only way I could describe it. That was how I did what I did, and those bits and pieces of naturally occurring elements were glued together by a Sol-ton of magic which could only be a gift from Gaia herself.

      On my palm, a furry tarantula appeared. She was big and hairy, and I reached up and carefully ran my finger along her left hind leg. I knew from experience that gentle touch calmed the furry munchkins.

      “Is she petting a spider?” Dan whispered to Seph.

      I shot him a look. “A tarantula,” I corrected.

      My grandmother shuddered. “I’d hoped you’d have grown out of that habit.”

      “What? Of having spiders for pets?” My lips curved. “I did. When I moved to LA.” My life hadn’t exactly accommodated pets. Even ones that lived in terrariums. I’d been too busy for friendships outside of work, and even they’d been tense thanks to the competitive nature of the fashion industry, and boyfriends had been out of the picture too—casual hookups were all I’d had time for.

      Funny, wasn’t it? That only now I picked up on how lonely I’d been.

      A soft huff escaped me at the thought, and I raised my arm and let the tarantula move up and down it. There was always a bite risk, but I didn’t mind. It wouldn’t be the first bite I’d had.

      “You had a spider as a pet?”

      “Several, over the years,” I told Seph with a grin. When he pulled a face, I just shook my head at him. “Different strokes for different folks.”

      Seph rolled his eyes. “Okay, so what’s the plan?”

      “Grandmother, you can attest to how much I love tarantulas, correct?”

      “Yes.” She grimaced. “I can.”

      “Okay.” I sucked in a breath and stroked the creature’s hind leg once more. Except this time, my intent was different, and it was all about intent. That’s what I was understanding.

      If I intended harm, I could do harm.

      If I intended peace, I would make peace.

      Within seconds, the metal that was a part of my magic overtook the little beast. It was immortalized in the substance until my intent changed, and when I touched the spider once more, it retracted into the furry little beast it had always been.

      Of course, for messing with it, it bit me. I winced but took it as just punishment.

      “Rather fitting considering what the warriors will do to you when you wake them up,” Linford commented dryly, eying the bite.

      I called on more elements, silica this time, and crafted a rudimentary terrarium to house the spider in. It didn’t take kindly to its prison, but I couldn’t let it roam around the farm—only Sol knew if it might take a liking to the crop.

      “That won’t keep it contained,” my grandmother advised grimly, a look of disgust on her face. No one in my house had been happy when I’d found a terrarium at a nearby garage sale, and had then saved up for my first Tarantula—Ninny. I’d never really been a cat or a dog kind of girl.

      “I know, but it will for a while, and that’s all I need.” I allowed the wind to carry the box through the open doorway and into the kitchen. The wind, ever polite, closed the door behind it. The second it was shut, my grandmother shuddered.

      “She’ll be out before you know it.”

      Wincing, because she wasn’t wrong, I mumbled, “I know. Remind me to get her proper equipment.”

      Dan grunted. “You mean we’re keeping her?”

      My lips twitched. “Of course.”

      “Great. Just great,” he muttered, and I patted his arm in mock commiseration.

      “It’s a hard life,” I teased.

      His eyes were on the warriors. “And it’s about to get a lot harder.”
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      I blew out a breath as I stepped toward the downed warriors. When I saw four of my brothers, I winced and pointed to them.

      “My kin.”

      “They wished us ill, Seph,” Riel pointed out softly.

      “That I give a damn at all surprises me, Riel,” I replied uneasily. “We’re not close. We’re not like family at all. Just related by blood.”

      “I won’t harm them.”

      My thoughts returned to the spider. “I believe you.”

      “Then why the concern?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s different on something so much bigger.”

      She blew out a breath. “I can see why you might think that, and I wish there was a way for me to explain how I know I’m right, but there isn’t. You’ll just have to trust me.”

      “I do,” I stated instantly, and I meant it. The bond might not have been sealed between us, but it pulsed with life.

      “Then let’s do this, yeah?” she whispered, her hand reaching for mine so she could squeeze it.

      Sucking down some air, I nodded and began to move down the line. As far as I knew, this shit worked on intentions, so I figured I had better focus on wanting to turn my kin into this preserved state, otherwise it wouldn’t work.

      The grass was crunchy beneath my feet as I headed over to one end of the line of soldiers and she walked down the other side.

      Troupe warriors wore no real armor save for the novices and, ironically enough, the generals. There was no need for protection, but there was a need for a means of demarcating rank. There were ten generals, and each one answered to an Assemblyman. My father’s general, for example, was my brother, Sebastian, but he wasn’t in this line. Of course, my father was supposed to be semi-retired, but everyone knew that was bullshit.

      The general in the row was a man I didn’t know, which told me he was new to the position since I knew most of the officers thanks to my father’s role in the government.

      Whatever she’d done to them in the funnels she’d sent their way, it had knocked them out. I wasn’t sure if that was because they’d been spun around at such a speed, or if it was simply down to the fact that her magic had done something to them, but they were out for the count.

      I kicked the first man’s boot with mine to make sure, and when his body just flopped left and right, I knew he was definitely unconscious.

      Gulping and hoping this worked because Riel appeared to have a plan that she hadn’t involved us in—one I intended on finding out swiftly—I ducked down, pressed my hand to the male’s hand, and watched, stomach churning all the while, as he turned into that strangely odd metal that I sensed was neither silver, gold or platinum, just colored that way. For all I knew, it could have been mercury! It was silvery and shiny, that was the extent of my knowledge.

      Riel and I moved quickly as it took barely any time at all to stun the warriors. We met in the middle where, irony of ironies, the general lay.

      She dipped down and gave him the special treatment before smiling up at me and getting to her feet.

      As she went to move back to where her grandparents and the others were standing, I asked, “What next? What do you intend to do with them?”

      She blinked at me, then murmured, “We can discuss that as a unit.”

      The truth was, my train of thought had been running down the same path as Linford’s. It felt disloyal, but Sol, witches with too much power went crazy. All Fae knew that. And I highly doubted her being witch born Fae would help keep her sane, not with the amount of power she was packing.

      That she intended to share her game plan filled me with a small measure of relief as I had to believe that meant she wasn’t turning loopy.

      As we strode back to the others, hand in hand, I squeezed her fingers when she murmured, “It’s time we talked.”

      Gabriella nodded. “There is much to discuss.”

      Riel smiled then, still holding my hand, we walked over to her grandfather. She reached up with her free hand and stroked Linford’s brow. “Can’t have you looking so old while Abuela looks sexy.”

      Linford’s arm snapped out to grab her wrist. “You shouldn’t waste—”

      “It’s done,” she chided. “You’ve already wasted a lifetime without each other. I can’t allow that.”

      Linford licked his lips but there was hope etched there when he glanced at his mate. “You’ve no idea how much power you have. It might not be infinite.”

      “I hope it isn’t,” Riel instantly countered, her face set in somber, serious lines. “I hope it does have some limitations, but I hope they last until I’ve done what needs to be done.”

      Linford’s still-wrinkled features tensed. “And what is that?”

      Riel patted his cheek in a gesture that was odd, considering she was so young and Linford was so old, but at that moment, Riel didn’t feel young. Something about her felt timeless, and that something put me on edge.

      “We’ll discuss that inside.”

      She dragged me forward, her hand refusing to let go of mine as she took me into the kitchen. As everyone crowded around the small table, the chairs scraping against the scratched tile floor, she finally released me and headed for the stove where she began making coffee, shoveling the ground beans from a bag she found in the old-fashioned refrigerator.

      As she worked, she hummed, and the sound was like a lullaby. It was sweet and pure and made my ears tingle with its beauty. Gabriella hovered for a second before she moved over to Riel, placed her hands on either side of her arms, and murmured, “Mija, let me make it while you talk, sí?”

      Riel blinked in surprise but nodded. Then, after sucking down a sharp breath, declared, “While I was sleeping, I was thinking.”

      “You were thinking?” Daniel repeated bluntly, his eyes wide with disbelief.

      “Yes. I know it sounds weird, but I was. It wasn’t like a normal sleep. It was different. Unusual. I was thinking while resting. I didn’t know what was happening out here, but I was just processing.

      “That’s what led me to my conclusions.”

      “Which are?” Linford prompted, his tone wary.

      “Firstly, the Fae will never let me rest. Ever. I’m too useful, have too much potential to let me lead a regular life. Am I wrong?” she asked, her focus switching to Linford.

      “No. You’re not.” His reply was instant, but his tone was wooden with his displeasure at his own words.

      “That means we have to find a way to change the balance.”

      Linford’s brow rose. “And that’s why you petrified those warriors?”

      “If the Assembly had left me alone and hadn’t sent them, I wouldn’t have. Instead, they bombarded their way into my life while I was Claiming my men.” She sniffed, her metal nails further scratching the Formica on the table as she spoke. The noise was enough to have me cringing, but I just listened to what she had to say, content to do as she’d just admitted—process rather than judge.

      “There’s also the matter of the AFata, who still want me apparently. Enough to try to take me by force again. That in itself is rather inconvenient, but after using their magic against them today, I could say their interest in me came in quite handy.” Her lips twitched. “Talk about killing two birds with one stone.”

      “You probably hurt the witches who cast those spells,” Gabriella predicted over by the stove.

      “They wouldn’t be hurt if they’d just left me alone,” Riel reasoned with a shrug.

      Her grandmother’s mouth tightened, but she didn’t counter the argument.

      “The AFata are another issue entirely, but, and I have to believe this is true, Abuela, do they care for witchkind?”

      Gabriella frowned as she leaned back against the counter. Her hands bracketed her waist as she wavered back and forth, evidently contemplating the question.

      For a few seconds, she just stared at her granddaughter, then she nodded. “They do. They hate the Fae, and that’s their driving force, but other than their desire to do anything to mess with the Fae’s plans, their intentions are pure.”

      Linford snorted. “And what she means by ‘desire to mess with the Fae’s plans’ is tantamount to terrorism. Don’t be fooled by her romanticizing.”

      Gabriella scowled at him. “One man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter.”

      “Spoken like a terrorist,” Linford instantly retorted, his brow furrowed. “Before her Virgo, your grandmother did things that most people would be ashamed to confess to a priest.”

      “In the name of our cause,” Gabriella instantly dismissed. “You Fae have manhandled us for long enough and you know it, so don’t think about arguing. Not when you’re on our side now.”

      “I’m trying to provide a balanced picture,” Linford rejoined, spreading his hands wide as he leaned back against the spindly kitchen chair. “How can I do that if I allow everything you say to be sugar-coated?”

      He had a point.

      I shot him a look and was amazed to notice the stubborn tilt to his jaw, that twist to his mouth was pure Riel. Or, I guessed, the other way around. But still. The similarities were there, and they weren’t just skin deep. Apparently, obstinacy could skip a generation.

      “When it comes down to it, for all the shit they’ve pulled, who would you trust? The AFata or the Assembly?” Gabriella challenged, thrusting a spoon at her Virgo as she made the demand.

      Linford didn’t cower in the face of her fiery Latina temper. If anything, I could see she amused him, especially as her pure American tones were suddenly marred by a rolling of her r’s and a thick sultriness that came from her irritation, making her accent suddenly bleed thicker than before.

      He hitched a shoulder. “The AFata. Without a doubt.”

      She scowled at him. “So why the arguing?”

      “Because I can’t always let you get your own way.”

      A snort escaped her as she twisted around to sort out the coffee. “Because that happens all the time.”

      “You know it does,” he countered smoothly, but there was a small smile on his lips that told me this was a common argument.

      Deciding we needed to get things back on track, especially since Linford was eying his suddenly much younger mate with an expression I really didn’t want to focus on, I cleared my throat. “You’d truly turn your back on your own kind?”

      “I did a long time ago,” Linford countered. “The second I began helping Gabriella hide herself away, in fact.”

      “You were hiding her from the AFata then,” Riel pointed out.

      “Yes, but that involved turning my back on the Fae.” He shrugged. “Of course, it culminated with the AFata wanting to recruit a young witch born Fae to spy on my people. That spy was my kin. I wasn’t about to let that happen. Not through manipulation.”

      “So what’s changed? Why would you trust the AFata over the Fae now?” Daniel grilled, his brow puckered with confusion as he leaned forward, his elbows rubbing against the Formica as he slouched over.

      “She’s changed.” He gestured to Gabriella. “Look at her. Look what Riel did to her. Riel is no longer just a witch born Fae. She’s no longer just a student who’s trying to get through the Academy. She’s a powerful creature who just managed to fell a battalion of Fae troupes without even having to get her hands dirty.” Linford snorted. “If, assuming her plan is to overtake the AFata and use them to overthrow the Assembly, she wishes to, she could easily manipulate the AFata to do her bidding.”

      “Is that your intention?” I rasped, staring at my mate. “You want a coup?”

      My voice was hoarse because what she was suggesting was insane. Truly insane.

      “I do,” she admitted. “But not the way you think. I’m not saying I wish to overthrow the Assembly, but I want to approach them with a balance of power that’s in our favor.

      “You have to understand, Seph, we’re in danger now. Whatever we do, wherever we go, we’re under threat, and I have to think that all this has happened for a reason.” She bit her lip then blurted out, “Why me? Why us? Why all the hiding and the lying and the secrets if we weren’t supposed to change shit?

      “All the other witch born Fae have blended into the background. Linford says they’ve become Instructors and that’s it. I, we, weren’t meant for that.”

      “You were meant to be in Hawaii on that date,” Gabriella said firmly. “Your tatarabuela saw you touching it.”

      “Not catching it,” Linford clarified dryly, “but the devil’s in the details as the humans say.”

      I shot him a look, and even though I’d been expecting it, the sudden ironing out of the heavy wrinkles on his forehead was pronounced.

      He was starting to rejuvenate.

      The sight was both creepy as hell and fantastic. Like watching a miracle… also, kind of like watching one of those creepy time shot videos that showed a corpse decaying and morphing into a skeleton, but in reverse.

      Because I knew I was staring, I forced myself to look at the pot of mud Gabriella placed in front of me. Hooking the sugar jar my way, I poured nearly half of it into the mug and stirred the thick brew.

      “If that’s the case,” Riel began slowly, her frown telling me she was pondering the situation carefully, “then I have to believe I was always supposed to get one of these powers. Perhaps not all of them, but at least one. And for a reason. My Virgo too, otherwise they wouldn’t be a part of this entire farce, would they?”

      “Everything happens for a reason,” Gabriella intoned. “You know you’re not supposed to leave the Academy until you’ve graduated.”

      “Or been tossed out,” Riel muttered, her wistful tone a reminder that she’d longed to be thrown out not long ago.

      “Exactly. Which means you would never have been in Hawaii in the first place if the AFata hadn’t tried to bring you to them.” Gabriella sank down into her seat with a sigh. “It’s bizarre how things turn full circle and suddenly, everything makes sense.”

      “Nothing makes sense,” I countered.

      “It does,” she reasoned. “Every instance brought us to this moment, and this moment will lead us to a resolution.

      “Riel is right. I’m not saying she’s the second coming or anything like that, but she was supposed to be there for a reason. Just as the battalion was there for a reason. We have to assume that change is on the horizon, and it’s easy to believe that she might be the instigator of that. The catalyst.”

      Riel reached up and rubbed her bottom lip. “Does the AFata have a manifesto?” she asked quietly, seemingly ignoring her grandmother’s statement as her gaze was drawn inward, her attitude pensive.

      I felt like she was leaving Linford and Gabriella to argue around her while she contemplated our next move.

      Not having been raised to be so passive, to take the backseat, I didn’t appreciate the way Matt, Dan, and I were being pushed out of the decision-making process, but I also had to admit that I knew that was my ego talking. We knew jack shit about the AFata, knew nothing about this situation, and it sucked.

      Hard.

      “Of course, they have a manifesto,” Gabriella retorted. “What political group doesn’t have a manifesto?”

      Daniel snorted out a laugh. “She has a point.”

      Riel rolled her eyes. “Okay, so what is it?”

      “To redistribute the balance of power back to the witches. We’re the most powerful of the three species and yet, somehow, we’re in the middle with the Fae in charge.”

      “That’s it? That’s their goal?” Riel argued, her words beyond disappointed.

      “No,” Linford replied, “it’s what they want to happen, but their goal is to make the Fae pay for their magic.”

      My eyes widened at that. “Impossible!”

      “Never gonna happen,” Matt agreed.

      But Riel’s smile was slow. “Then that’s exactly what we need to change.”

      I sputtered, “What? Didn’t you just hear me? The Assembly will never go for that!”

      She grinned. “Trust me. I have a plan.”
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      The portal dropped us right in the center of the AFata’s Havana HQ.

      The sight of us had screams of surprise stirring from different points of the large quarters, but I ignored them, intent on looking around.

      My grandmother was at the head of our group, and from what she’d said, her ex was still the leader of this bunch of ragtag witches and we were hoping he was going to be our in.

      The room was about the size of a small café, and there was barely anything to it. Thirty by twenty feet max. On the front door, there were political slogans that were anti-communist—American agenda, which from what my grandparents had said told me that the Fae were pro-communist—and other posters and graffiti illustrations that made this place look like a grassroots political party.

      The walls were painted white, but there were water stains on the ceiling, and all the corners were moldy from dampness. There were about twenty desks, ten to a row, filing down the front of the building, and then there was a kitchen area and a door, which I assumed led to a back office.

      In the kitchen area, there were four witches who were knocked out.

      “Your work, I guess,” Matt whispered, the words dropping into my ear and making me shiver as his breath trailed along the sensitive flesh there.

      “I think so,” I agreed, eying the way they were slumped over, their faces pale, and their bodies twitching every now and then as though an electrical current was being passed through their limbs.

      I felt no guilt, not when they’d been trying to sabotage me. But here I was, offering a truce. On my terms, of course.

      There were many things I didn’t understand about what was happening, but what I did know was that we’d never have any peace, and that was all I wanted. I didn’t want to be at war, didn’t want to be a fugitive, and in all honesty, I could only see this situation panning out into an all-out battle if I didn’t take charge now and stop the bleeding from the source.

      I was no Seer, but I knew I could call an army to me. How couldn’t I? I just had to offer youth and good health to dying men to have soldiers who would lay down their lives for me—because I could make them live again. Why wouldn’t they join my fight?

      But I didn’t want that.

      That way would lead to disaster.

      Linford wasn’t wrong. Well, he wasn’t right either. I didn’t have to worry about my powers being drained, at least not on a small scale, so en masse, there could be an issue, but more than that I did have to worry about their repercussions.

      To fight the Fae, I’d need to make a lot of witches and humans young once more, and that would screw with the planet’s population dynamics if we were to fight the Fae on all fronts. The Earth was overpopulated enough as it was without tens of thousands of people suddenly reverting to child-bearing age once more!

      So, no, I didn’t want to go to war. Not only because I didn’t want to go down the road of making my own soldiers, but also because I wasn’t a warrior.

      Never had been, never would be.

      It wasn’t in my nature, and even though it was in my Virgos’, I had a feeling that wasn’t our path. We were a troupe, after all, before we’d been anything else, we’d been a unit, but real Fae warriors went to war. They weren’t peacekeepers. I knew that like I’d once known my face in the mirror. Huh. I really needed to get better acquainted with the new me. It was like going Goth. Except with blond hair and no piercings.

      Approaching the AFata would give us numbers. Linford said there was an AFata group in every nation, sometimes several groups, so they’d be our means of inviting change in every country, and they had a manifesto that made sense—fair trade between the species.

      I was certain there’d be a lot of other crackpot shit. When wasn’t there with these extremist groups? But I could tame that, just as I’d tame the Assembly.

      I knew it was bigshot talk for a little witch born Fae, but fuck, I had to fake it until I made it, right?

      The barrage of Spanish finally slowed, but I knew the second I retracted the pink glow surrounding us, the witches that had approached us would take advantage and attack. There were twenty in all—including the four felled ones who had to be the wind witches—and they were eying my silvery pink shield with wide eyes, even as they were hurling very inventive insults at my grandmother.

      When the back door to the office opened and an older man stepped through, his mouth dropped at the sight of my abuela.

      “Gabriella?” he whispered, his voice misty and wistful as well as bewildered. “Am I the only one who sees her?”

      “You old fool,” a woman snapped at him, as she waved a fan in front of her. The lack of air conditioning in the building was definitely evident, even through my shield, and the gleam of sweat covered us all. “Of course she’s there.”

      “But she’s—”

      “Carlos, we need to talk,” my grandmother murmured, her voice husky.

      If I thought about it, I’d probably call that her come-to-bed voice, but yeah, no granddaughter needed to go down that route. I already knew way too much about her sex life, thank you very much.

      “If you need to talk, then you can do so in front of us,” the woman with the fan snarled, her hands dropped to her denim-clad hips. She wore a baggy white t-shirt that covered a rounded belly and was damp at her throat and armpits.

      In my ear, Seph whispered, “The witch who helped us, the one from my father’s cirque du freak, she told us a woman led the magic behind the raven and the storm that came for you. That she was the leader.”

      My brow puckered. “You didn’t think to tell me this before?”

      He shrugged. “I forgot.”

      Casting all my males glowers, and receiving sheepish grins for my pains, I rolled my eyes but took the information to heart. Carlos wasn’t in charge, but the lady with the fan.

      A flurry of Spanish escaped her, so fast even I couldn’t understand it, then she ground out, “This is another level of sorcery.” With the butt of the abanico, she pointed to the women who were slumped over on the kitchen table. “You’re responsible for this, I assume?”

      “No, I am,” I declared, not willing to allow my grandmother to take the blame for something she definitely hadn’t done.

      The woman narrowed her eyes as she cut me a glare then glanced at my abuela. “You’re the granddaughter.”

      Not a question. A statement. And it figured, considering how alike we looked. “Sí, I am.”

      “You come here of your own volition after nearly killing our witches?” Carlos murmured, his eyes still loaded with confusion as he traced them over Gabriella.

      “You thought I was just going to let you take me hostage?” I retorted angrily, irritated at their myopic stance.

      What did they expect me to do? Thank them for trying not once, not twice, but three times to snatch me away?

      Yeah, like that was going to happen.

      “We wanted to talk to you. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      “The witches don’t understand the witch born Fae, Riel,” Linford reminded me calmly. “They didn’t know their magic would react differently around you.”

      I huffed as I folded my arms across my chest. “If you say so, Abuelo.”

      A ghost of a smile whispered over Linford’s mouth. “I do.”

      Rolling my eyes, I ticked off on my hand. “Your raven nearly blinded me, and then the initial storm you sent to snatch me almost killed me. If it weren’t for the fact that I had safeguards in place”—I didn’t want them to know about Linford’s ability with portals. Not unless the AFata member of staff who had infiltrated the Academy had told them first—”I’d have smashed into the ground. I highly doubt I’d have survived such a fall.”

      “We just wanted to talk to you,” Carlos argued stubbornly.

      “Sway her to the group’s way of thinking,” my abuela retorted. “Manipulate her and use her. Put her in danger—”

      “We’re all in danger in the AFata. You know that, Gabriella. We put our lives on the line so that the next generation might have more freedom than we do ourselves,” the woman interjected, glaring at my abuela.

      She narrowed her eyes at the woman’s pious tone. Each word was punctuated with a twist of her fan that had her coal dark hair flopping in a limp breeze. “You always were melodramatic, Josefa.”

      I reached for my grandmother and squeezed her arm. “Tranquila,” I whispered, but she just huffed and shot me a disgruntled look.

      “I never thought to see the day you’d be back here, Gabriella,” Carlos mumbled, evidently still taken aback despite the argument going on.

      It was quite clear to me that he was still as in love with her as he’d ever been, and it was also clear that Josefa and Carlos were together now…

      Awkward.

      “Full circle, no, Carlos?” Her lips twitched.

      “What happened to you? Is this a—”

      “No magic. Not regular magic anyway.”

      “Sorcery,” Josefa snarled, her fan quivering in her hand, almost in time to her outrage if she had a heart that shivered and shook like that.

      “Sorcery is nonsense,” Gabriella snapped. “You always were tonta.”

      Josefa stepped forward, her mouth curling in a snarl until one of the other females grabbed a firm hold of her and held her back.

      “Call me stupid one more time and I’ll start casting some sorcery of my own.”

      “I’m shaking in my boots over here, Josefa,” Gabriella countered, her eyes darkening a second with her irritation before she twisted and grabbed my hand. “Riel is my granddaughter. She managed to touch a lodestone.”

      A lodestone?

      I frowned at her—she’d never called it that in my presence before now. My tatarabuela had called it Sol’s stone. At least, she’d called it that in her vision. Within my vision… Sheesh. Talk about Inception. This shit would have confused even Leonardo DiCaprio. But still, that was a new one on me.

      “A lodestone? Madre de Dios,” Carlos rasped, his eyes wide as he strode closer to us. When my glow didn’t dissipate—if anything, it spread farther out, oozing like it could sense an inherent danger—he came to a halt about eight or so feet away. “What talents did she pick up?”

      “Aside from the same gifts a plastic surgeon has,” Josefa spit.

      “No plastic surgeon required,” I murmured, shooting the other woman a wary look. Though she was evidently a bitch, I couldn’t exactly blame her—not with the way Carlos was gawping at Abuela. Sol, any woman in their right mind would have been jealous.

      Raising the palm of my hand, I did as I’d shown my Virgo and family. A small vortex appeared as I called on the elements, both natural and chemical, and when a small mouse appeared on my palm, the dead silence lasted a few moments before someone gasped and swooned.

      Literally fucking swooned.

      “Either she’s scared of mice or you just stunned them silent,” Dan commented dryly.

      When no one replied, when the entire room carried on staring at us, mouths agape, I ran my finger down the mouse’s back.

      “Let me guess, you like mice too?” Seph groused.

      I shot him a wry grin. “And rats. They make the best pets.”

      He shuddered. “Next it will be snakes.”

      “Of course it won’t,” I told him cheerfully. “They eat mice. It would be weird to like predator and prey.”

      “Would it? That’s the weird part of this conversation?” Matt queried, his lips twisting in a sardonic smirk.

      “Plenty more where that’s come from. Seph, you might want to take the time to run away now. You know, what with the fact I haven’t had a chance to—”

      His eyes darkened. “We will soon enough.”

      Heat swirled inside me, and the hunger that had been staved off thus far reasserted itself with a vengeance.

      He knew too. There was a cocky slant to his mouth as he smiled at me. “Later,” he promised.

      Ohhh boy, there was a definite reason this shit was called the Rut.

      Someone cleared their throat, reminding me that we were in the middle of a political organization’s office in downtown Havana.

      I turned my attention that way and, dipping down into a crouch, I allowed the mouse to run off—what was one more in this vermin-infested place—as I murmured, “You have questions, of that I’m sure, but I have no answers, only a means to an end.”

      Carlos tipped his head to the side. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I have no idea how I can do what I do. I’m tapping into a vein of magic that is both of this Earth and not.” I shrugged. “But—”

      “Sol and Gaia,” one of the women breathed.

      The notion was quaint, but everyone knew our deities weren’t really like that. They were like the Christian God. They didn’t tend to get involved in our shit, and their names were mostly invoked in blasphemy.

      Regular religious stuff.

      I shook my head. “I doubt it,” I said dryly, even if her statement did ring along the same lines as my great-great-grandmother’s vision. A notion that had a shiver rushing down my spine.

      Hadn’t I thought it myself?

      That these gifts were Gaia-granted?

      But I’d meant it as a kind of phrase. Here, now, it felt like more than that.

      Like maybe Gaia really was getting involved in my life. Sol, too.

      “Sol is not of this earth while Gaia is purely from this realm,” Josefa muttered, her tone still pissed, but I sensed her curiosity and her desire to know more. That edged over her jealousy where my grandmother was concerned.

      “We don’t even celebrate them anymore—”

      “They do in the Conclave,” my abuela murmured. “You’ve never led a Conclave-centric life, Riel. For a reason.”

      “The God and Goddess are central to everything we do,” a woman chimed in.

      Well, I’d lived without them this long. I didn’t intend on changing stuff now. Arrogant, sure, but Sol, it was going to take more than one conversation to turn me into a rabid believer.

      Seph’s hand cupped my elbow. “We don’t practice like the witches do.”

      “No, you just steal the benefits of our practice,” Josefa snarled, her eyes on my Virgos’ wings.

      “What does she mean?” I asked my grandmother.

      “The quarterly rites occur at equinoxes and solstices. During those rites, we celebrate Sol and Gaia—”

      “She’s never attended one?” Carlos inquired, his brow puckered.

      “No, because we were too busy trying to escape you,” she snapped.

      Now that I thought about it, this ramshackle office didn’t feel particularly threatening. And yet, my grandmother had helped stave off the Bay of Pigs’ invasion… so her fear would be justified. It wasn’t like she was afraid of a fight. Something didn’t add up.

      Then, I almost had to laugh, because what else was fucking new?

      Carlos narrowed his eyes at her. “If we’re the enemy, why are you here? With more of our enemy?”

      My grandmother sniffed. “After Riel touched the lodestone, her gifts have developed to the extent where she thinks she can help the cause.”

      “The cause?” Carlos questioned with a huff. “Érase una vez, it was our cause, Gabriella.”

      “Once upon a time,” she clucked, “many things held true, but they don’t anymore, and you know it, Carlos,” she finished barking at him.

      Carlos’s attention swerved to Linford whom he studied with a disgust that was evident in every move he made—from the sneer on his lips to the malicious narrowing of his eyes. It made me very grateful for the magical net I’d cast around us.

      Grandmother hadn’t said anything about Carlos being powerful, but I had to assume there was a reason for her running scared all these years, and while Seph had indicated that Josefa was the leader of this ragtag bunch, he definitely had some power, so it fit that he was the one she’d technically been avoiding. Well, ones. I’d hazard a guess she’d been avoiding Josefa too.

      “How can you help?” Josefa demanded, her focus drifting over all of us as she honed in on what truly mattered here.

      “I have to believe I can do what I can for a reason,” I murmured, and even though I felt like a pretentious prick for saying it, I knew I was right.

      Why was all this happening if there wasn’t a point to it?

      We didn’t have to understand our destiny to be on the path to fulfilling it, and even if I failed, at least I tried. That had to count for something, right?

      “You give life and can take it away?” Josefa asked, stepping nearer to us, but halting at the closest desk so she could lean back against it. When she settled in, I could tell she was here for the long haul.

      “I can. There are other things I can do too, and I’d like to use them as leverage for our gain.”

      “You’re a witch born Fae.” Her gaze drifted over to my men. “With Virgo. Just like your grandmother, your alliance has shifted.”

      “Didn’t stop you from trying to seek me out at the Academy or just a few hours ago,” I retorted. “Alliances can be swayed, can’t they?”

      “We didn’t know about the Virgo.” Josefa shook her head. “That changes things.”

      Abuela reached over and grabbed my hand. “Usually, it does,” she agreed. “Josefa is right to query this.”

      I shrugged. “I’m sure she is, but I’m a little bit different, aren’t I? So, even though you’ve wanted me on your side for years, because I have Virgo, you’re no longer interested in me?”

      Carlos grunted. “Isn’t the question why you’re interested in us? It’s suspect that you’d switch allegiances when you have four Fae in that protective circle.”

      “They’re in as much danger as I am,” I reasoned easily. “Look, I don’t have to help the cause, but all I know is that witches have always had a shit time of it. I didn’t have to be an integral part of the Conclave to know that, and the second I learned how the Fae mine magic, I was agitated from the very beginning.”

      “Agitated?” Josefa huffed.

      “You know full well that if the magic isn’t drained, you start to deteriorate,” Linford snapped, his control snapping too by the sounds of it. “You make it sound like we’re beasts for helping you out when—”

      I reached around my grandmother to grab his arm. “You’re not helping.”

      He huffed. “While my kind do many things that are wrong, and I will attest to that, the mining was started with good intentions.”

      “And we all know the path to hell is paved with those,” Josefa countered easily, but I could tell she was still interested in what we had to say, and considering my glow was getting stronger and was starting to pulse, I figured that someone here was trying to attack my magic while she kept our focus averted.

      Sneaky SOBs.

      When I felt one of my men brush up against me from the back, I settled into them, unsurprised that it was Matthew.

      “The one near the office. The male,” he murmured softly in my ear, covering it with a soft kiss to my temple.

      Considering he’d have used Carlos’ name, I scanned the back of the room where the office Carlos had stormed out of was situated. Seeing a male standing there, his eyes closed as he leaned back against the wall, his feet crossed at the ankle, I focused on him.

      The pose looked relaxed. Had he been on a break from work, I’d have believed it, but as six people had just popped in out of nowhere, six men and women who were technically this group’s enemies, it didn’t exactly seem appropriate for him to be having a siesta right about now.

      Calling on the silvery metal within my manifested magic, I did as I had in the storm. The little projectiles gathered, levitating above my fingertips. Instead of hurling them, I raised my hand to my mouth and blew them forward.

      They reacted as though they’d been slingshotted across the room. Parting into a pattern of their own design, they pinged into the wall behind the man, leaving holes around him that outlined his head. It reminded me of a knife-throwing act I’d seen on TV.

      If shit truly went to shit, maybe I’d make a fortune on the carnival-front.

      He jerked in shock, his eyes wide, but when he couldn’t move away, I smiled.

      “Que hiciste?” he snarled at me.

      “Only what you deserved,” I replied to his demand to know what I’d done. “Don’t try to attack me and I won’t attack you.”

      “I have never seen any magic like that in my life,” Josefa whispered, and even though I knew creating the mouse had shaken her, somehow, what I’d just done had truly rocked her world.

      “The lodestone changed us,” I told her simply. “It’s what happened to your witches. I used their wind to trap some Fae who were intent on attacking me. That’s how you know we’re not enemies…”

      “The enemies of my enemies are my friend,” Carlos stated grimly, his focus on the little holes in the damp plasterboard around the other male witch’s head. “What have you done to him?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know?” Josefa repeated, a scowl marring her forehead. “How can you not know?”

      “I just don’t.” I shrugged. “It’s instinctive.”

      “Bull,” she retorted. “Magic doesn’t work that way.”

      “Magic doesn’t create life or take it either. Magic doesn’t make old men and women young again, nor can it make things invisible.” My grandmother shrugged. “You know as well as I do that the lodestones are beyond our understanding.”

      “That’s why the Fae hoard them for themselves,” Linford inserted easily. “They wish to keep all the interesting new talents for their own. In this instance, they were late to the party.”

      “You got them all?” Carlos asked, his attention still on the witch who was pinned in place.

      “We did,” I replied, “and now they’re after us, and they’re not going to stop until they have us. I don’t want that. I don’t intend to be on the run for the rest of my life, and I know that if I have to, I’ll need to fight. I don’t want that either.”

      “If you don’t want war, then you want peace,” Josefa murmured, “but even in politics, that isn’t simple.”

      “No, but they don’t have our leverage.” Nor did they have a trick up their sleeve like I did.

      “You want our help?”

      “I need your manpower. Grandmother says you have groups in every country.”

      “We do,” Josefa stated proudly. “But we’re the original group. Every other is a sister to this one.”

      “Are you just terrorists or do you want reform?” I probed softly, aware my words were incendiary and not giving a damn.

      “We’re not terroristas,” Carlos snarled, fury making his own magic manifest in a spooky green haze that swirled around his fingers.

      “You attack indiscriminately,” Linford pointed out bluntly, but his tone was bland. He was stating a fact, not trying to cause a war.

      “We attack anything we can that has Fae backing,” Josefa argued.

      “Even if it makes sense? Or is intended for good?” I shot back at her and she instantly snorted.

      “The Assembly does nothing that doesn’t benefit itself. If you haven’t figured that out by now, then you’re slow.

      “Political tides turn every day, and we look at the bigger picture. That’s why we wanted your help. Inside eyes make for more accurate responses.”

      “Help? You were going to bring me here by any means necessary. My grandmother has been running from you for a lifetime—”

      “She’s been running from herself,” Carlos sneered, and around him, a few of the women nodded in agreement. “She knows exactly what the Fae are, and she turned her back on our group, the one alliance in the world who actually isn’t corrupt, because she was given a set of Virgo.”

      “You wanted me to kill them,” my abuela snarled. “You wanted me to—” Her mouth tightened. “I wasn’t going to do that, Carlos, and you were the one who had an issue with that.

      “I knew you’d forever question me and my loyalties, and I knew if you dragged my daughter into this mess, you’d make her pay for who her father was. Not just because he’s Fae either, but because you were jealous.

      “I ran because I had to. Because—”

      “Your allegiance changed.”

      Gabriella’s chin tipped up. “It did. I changed. I became a mother. That changes your priorities. I wanted my family raised without the corruption of the Conclave infiltrating our lives, I wanted my hija to grow without fear from you too. I’ve wasted a ton of years hiding out from the Conclave, the Assembly, and the AFata, but I told Riel the truth when she asked what your purpose was.

      “I wouldn’t have brought her here, period, if I didn’t think this was meant to be.”

      “You just want us to keep her safe,” Josefa retorted.

      “And that’s weird?” I replied, brow puckered. “It’s weird that my grandmother wants me to be safe?”

      Her cheeks puffed out, but her dislike was a storm in her eyes. “I suppose not.”

      “Of course it isn’t. But this is a moot point. We’re arguing for nothing. You’re a two-bit group who’s got one foot in the freedom fighter ring and the other in the terrorism ring. You’ve brought no real change since your inception because, if you had, I’d have learned about you at the Academy, so to the Fae, you’re not even worthy of being in their history books.

      “You may be spread across the world, but hatred does that. People with similar sentiments will always find a home, but I’m telling you, I can make a difference now. You can either believe me and we work together, or we can leave and you can go back to doing what you were doing—trying to get students to spy for you.” My lips curved in an arrogant smirk. “The choice is yours.”
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      “The choice is yours.”

      I almost snorted at Riel’s words, but I had to appreciate her ability to work a room. She was a drama queen, that much I’d known for a while, but I did enjoy how she had all these much older witches staring at her, and moodily assessing whether or not they could read her mettle.

      I could pretty much assure them they couldn’t.

      It seemed to me that my woman was working on pure instinct, relying on kismet, and allowing a magic we didn’t understand to dictate her next moves.

      I didn’t like it.

      I didn’t trust it.

      But also, I didn’t have a say in the matter. Not because she wasn’t giving me one, but because she was right.

      That a battalion had come after us told me all I needed to know—the Assembly wanted us. What they wanted us for was up for interpretation, but I couldn’t imagine it was to give us chocolate and candy.

      As the AFata pondered her declaration, I had to wonder just how long Riel would wait and how long the group would dally.

      I knew Riel was right on another matter too—the state of this office alone told us that the AFata wasn’t a well-funded organization. Of course, funds weren’t always monetary, and power was more important in an organization such as this, but it did help pay the bills too, and it looked like this place had needed condemning thirty years ago when Gabriella had been a part of the group.

      As I eyed the dump we were standing in, speculating if we’d contract some kind of disease from the black mold growing on the walls, Carlos finally grumbled, “How can we help?”

      The woman, Josefa, glowered at him, but she didn’t argue. Their dynamic was curious, even more so when she demanded, “Are you going to let him go?” She beckoned at the back wall where the witch was still pinned in place with whatever Riel had done to him.

      “Is he going to carry on trying to attack me?” she countered, and I eyed the male who, only Sol knew how, I’d sensed was working magic.

      Okay, that was bull.

      I knew how I’d figured it out, but that didn’t make it freak me out any less.

      It sounded like an even bigger pile of bullshit to claim that the energy around him had changed, but that was the only way I could even begin to describe what I’d felt.

      Everyone else, sure, they’d been transmitting heavy emotions—confusion, fear, and anger. But his? It had been weird. Malignant, almost.

      I didn’t trust the male, that was for sure.

      Because we were still touching, I murmured, “No,” too softly for the witches to hear.

      Josefa cut the male a look and barked something at him, but his reply was more of a grunt than a reassurance. Not that he could have reassured me. I knew whatever had worked him up enough to attack was still baiting him.

      “He’ll be fine,” Josefa replied.

      “He won’t,” I told my mate firmly, glowering at the other woman’s lie.

      Riel rocked her head back against my shoulder and gently pressed into me, letting me know, silently, that she’d heard me and was listening.

      “Fine isn’t enough of a reassurance. We won’t be here long,” she stated firmly.

      That was the first I’d heard about this, but Sol, this was definitely Riel’s show. I was pretty certain none of us had a clue what was going on, but she seemed to have more direction than the rest of us.

      As it stood, we couldn’t return to the Academy, the Conclave worked with the Assembly so there was no recourse there—even if they would help out an unlicensed witch, which I highly doubted. The humans were a potential ally, but I’d prefer not to muddy the waters with them unless this meeting went to shit.

      Humans were dangerous. No, they didn’t have the weapons we did, the numbers, or even the magic, but they still somehow managed to cause more chaos than any other species on this planet.

      I wasn’t about to trust them with us when they were as volatile and fickle as they’d repeatedly proven themselves to be.

      Rubbing my chin along her shoulder to ease my concerns, I listened as Josefa spat, “We need to talk. There are things we must discuss.”

      “No. There aren’t,” Riel countered instantly. “I’m here because if my original plan goes wrong, I’d like backup.”

      “We need to discuss what this backup entails,” Carlos agreed, siding with Josefa—unsurprisingly.

      “It entails us going to war with the Fae,” she murmured, and the simplicity of her words, the lack of emotion in her statement, had me wanting to wince.

      But, the AFata weren’t wrong.

      The second a Virgo bond came into play, loyalties changed. Allegiances were suddenly no longer as important as once they were.

      No bond could outweigh this one.

      Not familial, not racial.

      I was living proof of that.

      And Noa vil de Luir was a punk and unworthy of the Virgo bond for having thrown his life away for an old ancestral pile of rocks.

      At her statement, the AFata grew a little more excited. It was easy to see that they liked the idea of that, and considering they were terrorists—linking myself with the group made me feel unerringly like my uncle who’d had the whole family shunned for his political alliances—violence was in their nature, and they would and could use it to their own gain with no shame.

      Great allies, huh?

      “But you don’t think that will be necessary?” Carlos probed, his tone less enthused than the interest his people were radiating. Either that, or he was a better poker player than he was an organizer of a political freedom-fighting movement.

      “No, I don’t,” Riel answered simply.

      “Why not?”

      “That isn’t for you to know.”

      “We’re going to tie ourselves to you—”

      “With a reward in mind. I’m a witch before I’m Fae. My duty rests with my kind.”

      “We only have your word on that,” Josefa hissed, her hands clenching at Riel’s obstinate refusal to share her plans.

      I kind of understood how the strange woman was feeling. Seph, Dan, and I weren’t exactly in the picture, and we were her Virgo!

      “My word is all you’ll get out of me,” Riel said bluntly, her tone a mite arrogant and all the hotter for it.

      I might be confused, a little wary about my newfound abilities, and a lot in the dark, but seeing her take charge was like my version of porn.

      “Do we have an agreement?” Gabriella rasped, finally speaking up. “Your numbers if things turn to war?”

      Carlos looked at Josefa. “You might not need to talk about this with us, but we need to discuss it among ourselves, as well as the other committees.”

      Riel shrugged. “Get busy then. We’ll be back before the end of the day is out.” To Linford, she murmured, “You know where my family lives?”

      He blinked at her. “Of course.”

      “Can you take us there, please?”

      He didn’t bother replying, but he did summon a dagger and nick his arm. It figured he hadn’t been totally lying about using runes to craft portals, but the magic was there only because of the ‘lodestone,’ as Gabriella had called it, that he’d touched over a hundred years ago.

      As I’d discerned with the witch at the back of the room, I felt the energy begin to gather as Linford called on a portal to transport us to Riel’s family home.

      Unlike the witch’s, this wasn’t red, it was a bright shade of blue. Almost a cyan, but lighter. It pulsed for a few moments until it morphed into a silver color. There was a flash, a bright glow, and like that, we’d been transported across the ocean to Miami.

      As a method of transportation, portals really couldn’t be beaten. No wonder the Fae were keen to get early access to fallen meteorites if such potential magic was locked into each one. I had to wonder if my family had even touched a lodestone. My grandfather would know, but he’d never told me of anything like that—nor would he. We were close, but disclosing such information would undoubtedly breach Assembly laws, and our family, shunned as it was, was careful to live within the Assembly’s might.

      We landed in a foyer. Smart, considering it wouldn’t be wise to land outside a house or in the street, but still, it came as a surprise to be inside someone’s home without having been extended an invitation.

      Riel’s hand grabbed mine, she squeezed then murmured, “Home.” With a smile, she headed off down the hall, leaving the rest of us behind as she went on, what I could only assume, was the hunt for her family.

      Without her looking on, I took the opportunity to take the place in. My first impression wasn’t great. Sure, it was better than the Cuban homestead, but that wouldn’t have taken much. I mean, I’d known there were major differences between her childhood and mine, but even though my family was in exile, our wealth by contrast was huge.

      Granted, the place was as neat as a pin. The wooden linoleum floor was old and a little cracked at the edges, but shiny from being cleaned so much. On the wall beside the door were several coat hooks that were loaded down with jackets, a reminder of just how many people probably lived here still. I knew Riel was the second eldest, so that meant there were probably at least five kids running around, depending on the age gaps between siblings.

      The foyer was small, narrow, and light came through windows that lined the doorway, sending shards of summer sun into the hallway, which was open plan and led into the living room.

      Old-fashioned leather sofas, scratched here and there, were aimed at an old, silver box TV. No plasma screens here. There was a nineties-style fireplace that had a traditional Gaian candelabra on top of it. But as far as I could see in a quick glance around the room, that was pretty much it where the Way was concerned.

      There were no tapestries on the walls, no paintings of the traditional scrollwork I knew witches often used to decorate their homes. Just that singular candelabra. Forged from brass, it was a single stick with three offshooting arms. The single stick represented earth, and that was etched with leaves and branches. The other three arms represented fire, air, and water, and each one was decorated with similar motifs.

      I knew from just looking at the piece how old it was. Sol, it was an antique. It radiated history and age, and I wasn’t sure if that kind of patina was something that would have registered with me before, or if my new powers were picking up on something within the metalwork.

      I couldn’t stop myself from heading over to the mantelpiece, and when I reached out, I paused at the realization I’d make it invisible. I willed myself not to pull a magician’s act on the antique, and when I touched my finger to the surf that decorated the candlestick which represented water and it didn’t disappear, relief settled inside me.

      This new ability was useful, but it would be useless if I couldn’t control it.

      As I traced the surf that looked as frothy as it felt under my fingertip, I felt Gabriella approach me from behind. “I wasn’t sure if she’d keep it.”

      I frowned. “Why?” It was an heirloom. That much I could sense. This piece was probably worth more than all the furniture in the room, Sol, maybe even the house.

      Gaian candlesticks were common among witches, since it was something they used to initiate their rites as well as a way to bless the house every Friday before the start of a new week, but though they were common, they were still special, and could be costly.

      “She avoided magic as much as she could when she grew old enough to be able to control it. She taught Riel what she had to, and when Riel showed little aptitude with it, I knew that even though a part of her was ashamed since our line is strong and Riel wasn’t, I sensed she was also relieved.

      “It’s easier to hide weaker powers than it is strong ones, after all, and because of my foolishness, Luisa wanted nothing more than to hide. If she could turn herself human, I feel sure she would.”

      Cutting her a look, I felt Daniel’s approach. “What is it?” he asked.

      “Just something we pass down to the girls in our family,” Gabriella stated softly.

      He hummed. “Pretty.”

      “Very.”

      “Where’s the Sol salutation?” he inquired, peering around the walls. “They usually come together, don’t they?”

      “How do you know that?” Gabriella countered, cocking a brow at him.

      “I’m a diplomat’s son. That might not mean much to my people, but it does to human’s and witches,” he said dryly.

      “He’s a middleman for the Conclave and the Assembly?” Gabriella questioned, and I could hear from her tone she was impressed.

      Daniel nodded. “Yep. I learned a lot about witches from him.”

      “What like?” I demanded, suddenly feeling like a large chunk of my education was lacking. Which, I guessed, it was, considering I was now related to a family of witches and, Sol, if I managed to beget a child with Riel and that child was a girl? She could be a witch too. I wasn’t sure how that would work, if the child would have wings as well, but we’d find out…

      At least, I hoped we would.

      Gaia, I was far too young—Riel too—to be thinking of children, but the notion of her carrying my young was definitely something that appealed to me.

      The Virgo bond was turning me into a Neanderthal, that was for sure.

      “Sol salutations are the natural counterpoints to the Gaian candlestick,” Gabriella explained. “The candles cleanse the house, purify the air on a weekly basis. When a candle burns, and the caster utters the cleansing spell, we believe we’re connecting with Gaia, asking her to call on the elements to bless our homes.

      “Sol salutations aren’t a blessing. They’re not supposed to purify the house, if anything, they’re supposed to protect the people within.” She cut me a look. “What do you know of the witches’ beliefs on Sol and Gaia?”

      “You mean, do we know that our beliefs are different than yours?” I asked, my tone wry.

      “Yes,” she replied, her eyes somber. “There’s a great difference. For the Fae—”

      “Sol is a warrior, Gaia an instructor. That’s why those two castes are the most important. They emulate the God and Goddess’ natural traits.”

      Gabriella nodded. “But for us, they weren’t just that. They were married. The elements were their offspring.” She rubbed the base of the candlestick, her fingers tracing along the hundreds of little leaves that were etched into the brass. “It’s considered bad luck to have this in a house without the Sol salutation.”

      “Papa!” Riel’s happy squeak had my lips curving, even if her outburst did break into her grandmother’s explanation. I had to admit to being interested in what she had to say. Interested where, before, I’d have been bored.

      Sol, how I’d changed.

      “Nena!” came the deep, melodious reply. “I’ve missed you.”

      She grunted. “You could have called me.” There was a distinct whacking sound, and I assumed she’d just hit him on the arm.

      “Your mother was mad. For good reason. Years of lies, mija.” He tutted.

      “I meant well.”

      “No good deed goes unpunished,” he replied, and even though I could hear the genuine emotion in his voice that told me he was pleased to see Riel, I could also hear a latent anger in the words that told me her mother wasn’t the only one who was angry.

      “Anyway, what have you done to your hair? And are those contacts? Your mother is going to go mad when she sees you,” he spluttered, evidently registering her newly platinum locks and the silvery eyes that were still taking me some time to get used to.

      I wasn’t surprised when she cleared her throat and changed the subject. “What are you doing home at this time?”

      There was a loud sniffing sound. “Bad head cold. You know how I am in summer. Always the same.”

      Footsteps sounded next, and through the open archway that led into a small dining room with a too large table, which I presumed connected with the kitchen, a large man walked through.

      Riel’s father had to be over six-six in height, and he was built like a bear. From his speech, I’d assumed he was Latino, but call me prejudiced, I’d just never seen a Latino guy this damn big.

      With his arm hooked around Riel, she looked dainty and petite. As small as Gabriella and, I assumed, the absent Luisa.

      Gaia’s tears, the man was massive.

      He had Riel’s eyes, but that was it. His face was craggy, his eyes dark and chocolate-like, as had been Riel’s before the meteor, and he still had most of his hair even though it was fine and thinning out on top, and it wasn’t due to the low buzzcut he had either.

      His throat was as thick as a six-pack of damn beer, and just as I finished gaping at him, he noticed us. His gaze drifted around, catching sight of the wings, as well as the fact that there was a woman who was Gabriella’s twin standing in the room, and he reared back, braking to a halt.

      “Who are these—?” He blinked, then shook his head as he looked at Gabriella. “Who are you? Why do you look like my daughter did before she had a stupid hair cut?”

      “It would have been a dye, Papa, not a cut. My hair’s the same length,” Riel complained—because a conversation about her hair was really important right about now.

      He waved a hand. “Who are you?” he repeated, then he shook his head like he’d been swimming and was trying to get water out of his ear. “Who are all of you?”

      Gabriella stepped forward. “You know me, Ernesto.”

      He blinked. “I do?” When he reached up and rubbed his temple, he didn’t shock me by murmuring, “I thought I was getting better, but I must be dreaming.”

      “No, Ernesto, I’m Gabriella.”

      “You’re not Gabriella.” He grunted. “I’m seeing double.”

      Riel snorted. “How can you be seeing double when we don’t look the exact same?”

      “I had a bad fever. You can have hallucinations in a fever. This—”

      “No, Dad. This isn’t a hallucination. You’re not dreaming either. That really is Grandma.”

      Gabriella blew out a breath. “I have a lot of explaining to do.”

      Seph huffed under his breath. “You think?”
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      Convincing my father that he wasn’t lucid dreaming took a lot longer than it should have, and when he learned my grandmother’s reasons for faking her death, it didn’t lessen his scowl any.

      He’d always liked her. My abuela hadn’t exactly been the archetypal mother-in-law, and I knew he’d probably liked her more than my mom actually had. They hadn’t had the best of relationships, and I knew a lot of their arguments stemmed from me and my inability to cast the simplest spells. I’d always figured it had always been dicey between them. Papa said they were like chalk and cheese, and he wasn’t wrong.

      My mom’s relief when Abuela had died was twofold. One, I knew she was happy she didn’t have to worry about her being shipped back to Cuba. Two, she’d taken it as an opportunity to cut out what little magic we had in our lives.

      Gone were the weekly house blessings, and she’d thrown away the Sol salutation on the wall even though I’d sobbed when she’d tossed it in the trash.

      Eradicating magic from our lives had hurt, and knowing she did it because my beloved abuela had died and I was useless with casting spells had made me feel even shittier.

      I’d been at that weird age of sixteen where it was easy to feel like the world was against you, and where no one and nothing could ever possibly understand what you were going through. Sure, I could see it was the height of selfishness now, but back then? I felt like my world was crashing in on me.

      It was one of the reasons I’d cut and run from Miami to LA. Why I’d decided to go to college there. There’d been other reasons, of course. Not wanting to be a free babysitter had been one of those reasons. Not wanting to be the one my mom always called on to help out with the kids—even if I was busy at work or studying, and even if my brothers were just hanging out and messing around.

      Escaping to LA had taken a big weight off my shoulders because it had removed some of my resentment since my newfound freedom had given me a joy I hadn’t had before.

      Looking back, my selfishness resonated on a whole other level, but I was a kid and I was young, and my mother’s choices weren’t my own, even though she’d tried, repeatedly, to thrust them on me.

      And a few hours later, when she returned home with two of my brothers in tow, I was reminded of why we butted heads. Reminded of just how dominant a woman she was when my brothers tried to run toward me and she stopped them by resting her hands on their shoulders.

      The second she did that?

      I knew my coming here was futile.

      I’d thought to start mending bridges, but that wasn’t going to work. Not even bringing Abuela back would do much. I didn’t need the Sight to see that.

      As loneliness filtered through me, as well as regret for a mother-daughter relationship that was never going to happen, she sniped, “What are you doing here? I thought you couldn’t leave until you graduated?”

      “No ‘welcome home,’ Mama?” I queried with a scowl.

      She stared at the men at my side. “Who are they?” she asked, ignoring my sarcasm. “Apart from Fae.” Then she lifted her chin. “Your Virgo?” Her hand tightened on my brothers’ shoulders as she shook her head. “Are you trying to bring attention to the family? Fae dropping in is only going to cause gossip, Gabriella!”

      Because she always made me so mad, I blew out a breath and sought patience—it took too long to come my way. “We sneaked in.” That was all she cared about. Hiding in plain sight. Sure, it was probably ingrained in her, but Sol damn it, didn’t she even give enough of a shit about me to come and hug me?

      “They did, Luisa,” my father agreed. “They surprised me too.”

      Her nostrils flared. “Well, that’s something.”

      “We have news,” I told her, wishing we had the kind of relationship where I’d go to her for a hug upon greeting. Truth was, that was the kind of thing I’d done with my abuela. It was why we’d been so close.

      “What kind of news? If it’s about the Academy, I don’t want to know.”

      “You made that clear last time we spoke,” I rasped, my irritation surging once more. “But this is about Abuela.”

      My grandmother had been standing over by the window since we’d heard Mom’s key in the door, now, she twisted around and walked over to us.

      The first sight of her had my mother frowning. “Who are you? Is this Fae magic?”

      Abuela scoffed, “No. It’s your daughter’s magic.”

      Luisa’s eyes widened. “You sound—”

      “That’s because I am.” Gabriella swallowed, and I saw the traces of pain and shame on her face. Sure, she’d done it out of what she considered the best intentions, but those intentions sucked. “I didn’t die, Luisa,” she said, her tone so apologetic that with her words, I wanted to release a bitter laugh. Abuela knew my mother wasn’t going to be happy about her not being dead… How sad was that?

      Seph, who was standing close to me, squeezed my shoulder, almost like he was reading my mind. Either he wanted to laugh too, or he was telling me not to. I wasn’t sure which, but the little squeeze kept me in line.

      “What kind of locura is this?” Luisa spat, her gaze narrowing on me with the precision of a set of crosshairs because, sure, this had to be my fault.

      “I haven’t done a damn thing here. This particular craziness has nothing to do with me.”

      Grandmother shot me a look which required no translation—stop with the attitude. I just huffed and folded my arms across my chest.

      As she explained what happened, my mother gradually took steps back and away from her, until she was pretty much in the hall again.

      That she wanted to run away was a given, but when she caught sight of Linford, her mouth dropped wide open and her eyes sparkled with tears.

      “Hola Luisa,” he told her softly, a gentle smile on his lips.

      “I remember you,” she whispered, her mouth trembling.

      “You would. I used to visit when I wasn’t supposed to.”

      My grandmother rolled her eyes. “I always knew when you’d been around.”

      Linford stepped forward, his wings trailing a path as my brothers steered around them to avoid him and edge away from my mother. When he reached out, his hands cupping her shoulders, he chivvied her, “Today is a good day. You have more family than ever before.”

      The tears in my mother’s eyes had me biting my lip. Luisa wasn’t the kind of woman to cry. She was hard and could be mean sometimes. I had to figure there were moments where she could be soft because surely my father wouldn’t have stuck with her if she was always a pain in the ass, but Sol if I knew.

      She reached up and cupped his chin. “How do you look as young now as you did back then?”

      Of course, that drew the explanation of the meteor back into the equation, and had me fidgeting around like someone had dropped a shit ton of itching powder into my pants.

      “How is this possible?” Luisa drawled, her tone irritated once more as she repeated the question. “Riel finds it hard to make even the most common spells come to life.”

      “Because she’s witch born,” Abuela reasoned. “She was always strong, but her magic reacts differently than ours. She has the Fae’s magic to contend with as well. It changes things.”

      My mother narrowed her eyes at me. “You did this?” She gestured at her parents’ faces. “You made them young again?”

      Wasn’t it weird how a part of me felt like I’d been force fed the world’s encyclopedias, how that part was throbbing with knowledge I didn’t understand, but could somehow tap into, and yet my mother always managed to make me feel like a twelve-year-old? A twelve-year-old she’d accused of cheating from her friend’s test.

      “I did.” I kept the answer short and sweet to stop any of my irritation from leaking out. Digging the metallic tips of my nails into my palms helped some, but not totally. I was careful not to draw blood, so maybe that was why it wasn’t as satisfying as I’d hoped.

      “Why?”

      “Because I could.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “You always did like the easy way out. Have you never stopped and thought of the repercussions of the magic?”

      My nostrils flared at her criticism. “In the hundred plus years you’ve been creating portals, Linford, have you suffered for using the magic?”

      He hitched a shoulder. “No.”

      “Portals?” my father blurted out. “They’re a thing?”

      “A rare thing, Ernesto,” my grandmother explained, casting a look at my bewildered father whose mouth was agape. “That’s how we made it in here today without your knowing.”

      “Your magic is evidently different than his, so you can’t use him as a comparison,” my mother retorted.

      “There is nothing I can compare myself to. Maybe it will kill me in the morning. Maybe the radiation was too much for me to absorb and I won’t be here to piss you off much longer, Mama, but while I am here, I’m going to take advantage of what I can do.”

      “Short-sighted as always,” she chided.

      How I bit my tongue, I’d never know. The desire to spew a life’s worth of bitterness at her bubbled up inside me. Not only from how she’d thought me useless as a witch and had let me know it, but from the way I’d been free childcare for seven kids.

      My men seemed to sense the breach in my control because they came to stand around me. Daniel grabbed my hand on one side and Matt the other. As they squeezed my fingers, I whispered, “I think it’s time to return to Cuba, Abuela.”

      My grandmother’s eyes were sad as she switched a glance between my mother and me. “I think so too.”

      “Why are you going there?” Luisa demanded, for the first time taking a step forward. My little brothers, ever her puppets, shuffled a few steps forward too.

      “That has nothing to do with you, because you don’t consider witch business relevant to your life.”

      I turned to my papa and hurried over to him. He’d been mad at me when I’d arrived too. I knew why—he caught the backlash of the shit Mama spewed on me, so I wasn’t mad. Instead, I just hugged him hard, not giving him much say or much of a chance to pull me off him.

      When he curved his arms around me too, I sighed, loving the scent of him. He always smelled of laundry detergent and mint Altoids. “You in danger, mija?” he rasped into my hair.

      “Maybe.”

      He jolted at that, probably taken aback by my candor. “Do you know what you’re doing at least?”

      “Nope,” I admitted, squeezing him one last time. “But I’m doing what I think is right.”

      “And what about what everyone else thinks?” my mother demanded, her voice angry, but I ignored her.

      “She’s doing the right thing, Luisa,” Gabriella stated softly, but I ignored her too.

      Stepping up onto tiptoe, I pressed a kiss to my papa’s cheek and said, “Te quiero, Papa.” Then, to Linford, I murmured, “I think Carlos and his people will have had enough time to discuss the situation, don’t you?”

      We’d been here for over three hours, after all. Three long, bitter hours that made my stomach ache with tension.

      My grandmother nodded, and she did as I wouldn’t—went over to my mother and hugged her. The embrace was very stiff. Understandable, considering my mother had to be both angry and confused. Sol, I was still feeling the same way, deep in my heart, so I didn’t blame her even if the sight agitated me.

      I worked my jaw, but quickly hugged my two youngest brothers before my mother could stop me, then I turned to look at my men. Their concern for me was evident, written into every line on their face. I reached up to rub Daniel’s scowl away from his brow, and as Matt curved his arm around my waist, I tugged Seph’s hand into mine. Today hadn’t gone according to plan. My father didn’t understand these guys were my mates, thought they had something to do with astrology, and my other parent had looked at me as though I were shit on her shoes…

      Definitely not what I’d intended.

      When the portal started, I didn’t even bother looking at my mother. There’d be a reckoning between us one day, but today wasn’t it.

      Was I disappointed? You bet your ass I was.

      Neither was I surprised.

      I’d come here to lay foundations. My mother needed to know about her parents, and that had to start somewhere. At least now, my family could start to heal, even if I wasn’t involved in that healing. I couldn’t say why that was important to me, just knew that it was.

      Maybe it was a portent of things to come, or maybe it was just the action of a daughter who’d once tried to please a mother who was impossible to please—kind of like banging your head against a brick wall and expecting not to get bruises.

      The portal was like a door into space and time. We didn’t fall to the ground as we landed, didn’t even stumble. One second we were in Miami, in my parents’ too small, one-story house, and the next, we were back in the office.

      I half-expected more AFata to be there waiting on us, an attack imminent. But the second I landed, I allowed my magic to diffuse around us. It was a second that could have gotten us injured if that was the AFata’s intent. Seemed like it wasn’t, because there were more people in the office than before, but they were waiting on us.

      “You’ve reached your decision?” I asked softly.

      “We have,” Carlos uttered, his tone firm. “We’ll join you if you start a war.”

      My lips twitched, but I controlled my smile. “I’m glad to hear it. The AFata will be the first to know if the Fae want my blood.” I sucked down a breath, then to Seph, murmured, “I think it’s time we spoke with your father, don’t you?”

      His eyes caught mine. “You sure about this?”

      My tone was cheerful as I declared, “Nope, but we’ve got to start somewhere, and if the Assembly wants me enough to send a battalion of Fae out to grab me, then I think we’ll save them the bother by going to them first, don’t you?”

      I sensed his unease and understood it. He didn’t like or trust his father, and dealing with the Assembly was like putting your hand in a pool of piranhas and expecting not to get bitten.

      Still, we had to make a move before I had another battalion stored away in the closet space I was making in the ether, along with the original set of warriors and the lodestone, and I wasn’t afraid to play white to their black in this particular game of chess.

      Their queen was mine, and they didn’t even know it, but they would soon.
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      “Father.”

      Noa’s brow was furrowed as he stared at me. “You’ve been ignoring my calls.”

      Nonchalantly, I shrugged as I set the comm unit on the scarred Formica table in the kitchen of the family finca. As predicted, the tarantula had gone walkabout so my focus wasn’t on the glass box my mate had fashioned for her new pet—just the thought made me want to puke. Sol, I’d always hated spiders. The prospect of the damn thing walking around the kitchen didn’t make me happy either. I leaned on Gaia’s mercy and prayed it had left through the open kitchen window.

      Barely refraining from shuddering, and cutting a look at the window with hope, I mumbled, “My phone remained in Honolulu while I was elsewhere.” Funny how his rebuke meant nothing to me now when, days before, it would have crushed me.

      Looked like Riel wasn’t the only one whose powers were getting to their head.

      “How unapologetic you sound,” he murmured, his annoyance evident. That was something Riel and I appeared to have in common—the ability to piss off our parents.

      “I’m not calling to apologize,” I told him bluntly. “A lot has happened—”

      “I know. A Virgo bond that has come to fruition as well as a battalion seeking entry into Cuba and subsequently vanishing.” He pursed his lips, his gaze taking in the changes in my nature. Maybe I was a little less servile than usual, and maybe he was right—the Virgo bond had changed me in numerous ways. My bond with my family was no longer the epicenter of my life. He sighed when he saw exactly how unapologetic I was, then muttered, “I assume the missing battalion had something to do with you?”

      I dipped my chin, but I was surprised at the lack of ire in his voice. Especially considering my brothers were in that battalion… “Kind of.” For a second, I wondered what the general had leaked to the Assembly, and subsequently, my father, then I shrugged it off when Riel snorted, shoved me out of the way, and moved to take the central focus of the comm unit.

      “Hello Noa,” she chirped cheerfully, and I had to shake my head in amusement at her rude greeting.

      My father narrowed his eyes at her. “Hello, Gabriella.” Then his eyes narrowed even farther until he was practically squinting at her. “You look different.”

      My lips twitched at that definite understatement. “A lot has happened since last we spoke, father.”

      “Indeed,” he intoned grimly, his gaze still drifting over the many changes in my mate’s appearance.

      “I’m Riel,” she stated on a huff at his prolonged stare. “Things got a little complicated on the name front when we found out my grandmother isn’t actually dead. So, she’s Gabriella and I’m Riel.”

      My father’s face blanched. “Gabriella lives?” Then his mouth tightened. “This isn’t possible. I sensed her passing.”

      “You sensed my interference,” Linford interrupted, popping up behind Riel to utter those words.

      “Linford!” My father gaped at his old troupe brother like a koi seeking food at the surface of a pond. Did it make me a mean bastard if I enjoyed seeing his discomposure? After a lifetime of pristine perfection, witnessing him acting this way made me feel like he was human and not the robot I’d always thought him. “Impossible! You’re older than I!”

      “Our granddaughter touched a lodestone.” Noa’s hiss told me what he thought about that. “This is one of her abilities.”

      My father shook his head. “This isn’t possible.”

      “Oh, it is. Very possible,” was Riel’s happy reply, and though I knew the cheerfulness was fake, I could definitely sense her amusement. My father was set in his ways, ultratraditional and ultraconservative. Riel, being the pain in the ass that she was, probably appreciated blowing his mind.

      “She used her gift on us both, Noa,” Gabriella murmured softly, stepping into the screen too.

      The way he looked at her was all the evidence I needed to see—he still loved her.

      I wanted to ask him what the Sol he’d been playing at by consorting with my mother, by refusing the Virgo bond in favor of a dynastic match, but he’d made his mistakes and I hadn’t been foolish enough to follow in his footsteps.

      “Gabriella,” he breathed, his heart in her name.

      “Hola, Noa,” she replied softly.

      “Good Gaia, it’s been a lifetime since I last saw you in the flesh.” He swallowed thickly. “I’ve missed you.”

      “And I’ve missed you.” She blew out a breath. “I missed you all, but the ache becomes bearable with time, doesn’t it?”

      “Not for me.” Noa firmed his chin. “When you died, I thought I was—” He shook his head. “But you didn’t die.” He cut Linford a look. “You always were a sly bastard with those machinations you could pull.”

      Linford shrugged. “It’s a gift.”

      “I’d like to know how you did it, dammit,” Noa grumbled.

      “I can implant suggestions and erase memories, you know that, Noa,” Linford retorted. “I waited on a funeral—Silke vil der Hunst had just died and you’d attended that day. A little erasing here and a little suggesting there, it was no longer Silke’s funeral but Gabriella’s.”

      Mouth flattening into a sneer, my father rasped, “I’d kill you for that.”

      “But you wouldn’t survive the duel.” Linford smirked at him. “There are advantages to having a talented granddaughter. Perhaps, if you’re kind to her, she’ll treat you thusly.”

      Noa glowered at his troupe brother, but he surprised me by not jumping on the offer and grabbing it with both hands. When I studied his face in the screen though, I saw his focus was on Gabriella. The yearning there was enough to make me uncomfortable.

      No man should see his father’s response to another woman and feel no guilt or regret on his mother’s behalf. But I didn’t. I just felt sorrow for the wasted life my father had without Gabriella at his side.

      But then, when I thought about it, really thought about it, I realized everything happened for a reason.

      Had my father not married my mother, I’d be tied by blood to Riel, and that blew my mind.

      Kismet, whether I liked it or not, had made the move for a reason, and my parents’ misery was just a casualty in its ever-moving, ever-changing path.

      “Noa,” Riel called, drawing my father’s attention to her. It didn’t take a miracle worker to see that she was feeling sorrow for the broken Virgo pair, so I curled my arm over her stomach and hauled her into me. The bond between us was still unsealed, and I felt it like a raw, gaping wound in my soul, but survival mattered more than that.

      Maybe the Virgo bond, the rabid beast that took up a great chunk of space in my head, had some semblance of self, had some understanding of the consequences of our actions because even though I wanted to fuck her raw, have her Claim me, I knew we needed to act first.

      What would her Claim even mean if she died hours or days later?

      “Yes, Riel,” Noa murmured eventually.

      “I need to speak with the Assembly.”

      His scowl was instantaneous. “Why?”

      “I have something they want, and they have something I want.” She smiled. “I won’t cause too much trouble.”

      Daniel snorted at that, and I shot him a thunderous look over my shoulder—just in time to see Matt punch him in the arm in a silent warning to shut up.

      Noa rolled his eyes. “You’re Gabriella’s blood. You were born trouble. What kind of war are you bringing to the Assembly’s doorstep, Riel? We are family now… Would you leave kin out in the dark?”

      I grunted. “She’s left her Virgo out in the dark, Father. None of us truly know her game plan.”

      Noa cut me a look. “That must be killing you.”

      Baring my teeth at him, I retorted, “It is.”

      Riel’s hand covered mine on her waist and she squeezed gently. “I’m not doing it to be difficult. I’m not being secretive or purposely trying to hide anything from you—”

      “No? Then what are you doing?”

      She blew out a breath. “Following my gut.”

      A short, poignant pause followed that statement. “Indeed,” my father answered bluntly. “I’m not sure whether I should be more terrified or not.”

      “Have faith, Noa,” Gabriella stated. “Her power makes her unstable, but the boys are balancing her.”

      My brows lifted at that, and I felt Riel’s tension at her grandmother’s words. “I’m unstable?” she blurted out.

      Gabriella shot her a look. “Incredibly.”

      She huffed. “Thanks.”

      With a small smile gracing her lips, Gabriella murmured, “Will you help us?”

      “What reason do I give to call a session?” Noa asked instead of replying.

      Riel grinned. “That’s the easy part.”

      “It is?”

      “Tell them you have someone in your custody who can share information on the warriors’ whereabouts.”

      My father stiffened. “You know where they are?”

      “Well, no, but I know they’re with the meteor they were so angry they missed.”

      Frowning, Noa shook his head. “Is that supposed to make sense?”

      Gabriella chuckled. “Probably not, Noa. But you have your reason. Will you help us?”

      He stared at her. “Was there any doubt?”

      Well, Sol yeah there was doubt. I’d doubted he’d help period. But apparently, where Gabriella was concerned, nothing was too much, and as a Virgo, I could understand that even if, as a son, I was pissed.

      “How long will it take for the Assemblymen to gather?” Riel questioned.

      “It will be in the morning, at the latest.” He shot me a look. “I’ll notify you of the Assembly’s location.”

      Considering that was a secret known only to the Assembly and their aides, I knew he was bestowing an honor on us… if I’d given a damn about that, of course.

      “Thank you, Father,” I told him formally.

      He dipped his chin, but his gaze was still on Gabriella, to the point that I backed off, drawing Riel with me.

      As my father and her grandparents spoke, she twisted in my arms and lifted hers to twine around my neck.

      “It’s time, Seph,” she murmured, a twinkle in her eye that had me forgetting about the others in the room.

      “It is?” I rasped in surprise. Sol, I’d been waiting for this since the battalion and AFata had bludgeoned their way into my Claiming, shit, since way before then, but I’d thought there’d be other tasks to fulfil, something else to interrupt…

      “You’re mine,” she breathed, invading my thoughts, “and it’s time I showed you that.”

      

      
        
        ❖

        Riel

      

      

      

      It was weird.

      Shit was going to hit the fan soon, and yet, there was a lightness to my heart. A buoyancy which told me that I was on the right path.

      Sure, I didn’t know how I was on this path, but it didn’t matter. I was taking steps in the right direction, and I had the right people at my side.

      My Virgo included.

      I grinned back at him as I tugged him down the narrow, low hall and down into one of the two tiny bedrooms on the property.

      As I glanced around the grim interior, I had to admit, and not for the first time since visiting the finca, that it made my home back in Miami look glamorous—which was really saying something.

      Shoving thoughts of the family home aside, because now really wasn’t the time for that, I squealed as I launched myself onto the bed and with starfish arms and legs, bounced once, twice, and a third time.

      “Sexy, Riel. Sexy,” Seph commented, but I heard the laughter in his voice and tilted my head forward to grin at him.

      “You know it’s true.”

      “Anything that makes your tits jiggle like that has to be sexy,” he retorted, folding his arms as he hitched his shoulder and leaned against the doorjamb.

      Sexy was him at that moment.

      Sol, he looked like walking sin. His cornflower blue eyes seemed to glimmer gold as he stared at me, and the sharp angles of his cheekbones and jaw were like stone even as they made up a face that could be described as pretty.

      His lush mouth was tipped up at the edges in a smile, and the way the corners of his eyes crinkled just made me feel connected to him.

      It was such a private, knowing look. One that we wouldn’t have shared not even a month ago. So much had happened in such a short space of time, yet here we were in a room that neither of us had known existed, a gazillion miles away from Eight Wings, and walking down a completely different route to the one he, and the rest of my Virgo, had been on at the beginning of the semester.

      A part of me, the human female part, wanted to know if he had regrets. With each step I took down this path, I was leading us further and further away from the Academy, and yet… he was still here. Looking at me like that. Standing there as though he had all the time in the world when I knew, point blank, it had to be eating at him that he hadn’t been Claimed.

      The other part of me, the one that wasn’t a human female with issues, recognized that something big was going to go down when my third and final Virgo was Claimed, and the way my heart raced in anticipation was enough to have me crooking my finger at him and beckoning him close.

      When he cocked a brow at me, I bit my lip. “You know what you’re inviting, don’t you?”

      I smiled at him. “You?”

      “I’m not going to stop until you Claim me,” he rasped. “So, be very sure that’s how you want the evening to end.”

      He jerked forward when Daniel shoved him deeper into the room. “There’s a line out here just waiting to get in, dumbass.”

      Seph grunted as he stepped deeper inside with Dan and Matt following him. Matt shut the door behind him, closing me into this tight space with my males.

      Ugh. They were so gorgeous together. One so pretty, the other so handsome, and the final one so frickin’ fine that I had a whole trio of hunks to salivate over.

      I must have been a very good girl in a past life.

      With another nibble of my bottom lip, I cast a spell and dispersed with my clothes. Sure, I wasn’t exactly playing hard to get, but Seph had been waiting all day! We’d been in negotiations for hours, he’d even met my family, all while my Claim was burning its way into Dan and Matt’s systems while he was out in the cold.

      Well, no longer.

      I was about to make it up to my final Virgo and then some.

      He sucked in a breath at the sight of me on the white cotton sheets that covered the bed. There was no comforter now, just a sheet, and with the lackadaisical fan that spread sticky hot air around the room, there was a sultriness to the moment that I knew I’d never forget.

      As he willed his clothes away, he climbed onto the bed and crawled toward me. The move was pure predator. If I’d had somewhere to go other than the headboard, I’d have let him chase me, would have played. But now wasn’t the time.

      A switch had been flipped in his head, and the Virgo in him was out and ready to party.

      Good thing I was down for a wild night too.

      He didn’t stop until he crawled over me, until his face was hovering above mine, until his body covered me. His hands rested on either side of my head, and he waited there, almost in a plank pose, as he hovered above me, looking down at me as though I were the sun and the moon to him.

      Sol, maybe I was. I knew he was that to me.

      When he sucked in a deep breath and closed his eyes, I knew he was savoring my scent. Licking my lips at the sight, I cast a quick look at my other Virgo and saw they were standing sentinel at the door. Their hungry eyes were watching every move we made, and I knew, with anyone else, it would have felt super creepy to have them watching, but this? They were keeping guard. They were protecting this moment, Seph’s right to take me and have me make him mine.

      My smile was shaky when he opened his eyes and looked at me, his heart buried deep in them. It was too soon for love, that much was obvious. We were still learning one another, still getting to know each other’s quirks. And yet, it was close. So close. I could feel it hovering in the near distance, almost like it was waiting for me to reach out and grab it.

      Weirdly enough, I was hesitant to do so. Something like this couldn’t be grabbed. It took time and patience. For the moment, the Claim was enough for me. It didn’t matter how much time I had left on this realm, it would be enough. They would always be more than I ever expected, and that was the truth.

      When he dipped down, jerking me from my thoughts, I jolted in surprise, then moaned when his tongue popped out and trailed over the curve of my jaw, down my throat, and along to the ‘V’ of my collarbone. When he moved up the other side, I groaned as he bit me hard enough to sting, then sucked down. Knowing he was leaving me with a hickey, I was well aware I should have shoved him off me, but I didn’t want to. Didn’t need to.

      I was one of those weirdo women who loved to be bitten. Who loved the visual reminders of sex and intimacy. Throughout the day, I’d look at them and be transported back to the moment when they’d happened, and that had been before sex meant anything to me.

      Now?

      When I thought about seeing the marks and being reminded of this exact minute?

      Sol.

      I instantly spread my legs and arched up to cup his hips with my thighs. When I hauled him down, I heard Matt and Dan chuckle a little, but I ignored them. My focus was on Seph now, and he was all I saw.

      As I stared into his eyes, I leaned up and nipped his bottom lip. A growl escaped him, a deep, rumbly one that seemed to vibrate through my body. I felt it deep in my core, right where I was supposed to, and the second it resonated with me on a base level, I felt the slick gather.

      With a shudder, I whispered, “Are you mine, Joseph?”

      His lips curved. “I was born to be yours.”

      If they weren’t words made to make a woman whimper, I didn’t know what was.

      Leaning up again, this time to lick that smile of his, I whispered, “You know what that means, don’t you?”

      “That you’re mine too?” His cocky grin had my nails digging into his bare back. He rocked, pushing his dick down against my sex in response to the movement, and I moaned, loving the glide of his shaft through my already wet pussy.

      “Always,” I breathed back, meaning it, knowing it to be true. Everything that made me me resonated with everything in him. I was made to be his, made to be theirs. I’d just never known it… until now.

      Reaching down between us, I grabbed his cock. He tilted his ass back and up, and I took advantage. Rubbing his dick in my palm, I peered down between us when he pushed higher so I could touch him better. He wasn’t being all growly, not as much as I’d expected, not like Dan and Matt had been earlier, but I wasn’t disappointed, not if it meant I could touch him this way.

      With the two inches of air separating us, I used that precious space to arch my pelvis and tap the tip of his shaft against my clit. I loved that. The visual in porn always blew my mind, and seeing it in the flesh with his dick and my pussy? Definitely mind-blowing, except it rewrote the definition of the term and gave it a whole new subsection.

      Licking my lips again, this time with hunger, I stroked his shaft down until the tip was at my center. A part of me wanted to use his cock to get off, to rub my clit until I was begging him for more, but I liked this sense of control. Up until tonight, I’d felt like I was being ravaged, pinned down, held down, taken and claimed in their own way.

      Tonight was different.

      Delicious. Dark. Decadent.

      I moaned as his thick tip pierced me, and when he just stayed there, motionless, I used my heels to try to get him to move. No matter how hard I dug into his ass, he wouldn’t budge.

      “Jerk!” I exclaimed on a grunt, pissed even more when he laughed at me.

      “Who’s in control here?”

      “I’m doing the Claiming,” I pouted.

      “Who owns you, Riel?” he rasped, his voice suddenly like silk being dragged over gravel.

      “You do. My Virgo does.”

      His smile hit his eyes, along with a fire that threatened to scorch me. “Exactly. I do.” With those words, he thrust into me hard and fast. Hard enough to make me scream, fast enough to make me cream.

      He stayed there, unmoving, letting me feel his thickness, letting me absorb his presence. Panting, I tried to get my breath, but he’d taken me by surprise and I was still reeling, my pussy fluttering anxiously around the invader it wanted but was still taken aback by—yes, pussies could totally be taken aback when a Fae Virgo male decided to plunge into you without warning.

      I dragged my nails down his spine, making sure to leave marks for the morning. I wanted him covered in them, tagged in my ownership.

      As I dug the tips into the base of his spine, just above his ass, I whispered, “Are you going to move?”

      Rocking my hips to urge him on, I clasped him tighter too. Fluttering the muscles around him as I tried to get him to shift, to buck into me, to fuck me as I needed.

      “I never expected you,” he breathed, looking deep into my eyes. “I couldn’t have expected you, because you were everything I didn’t know I wanted.” His lips twitched into a smirk. “I’ve never been so glad to be wrong.”

      Before I could reply, before he could say another word, he pressed his mouth to mine. I parted my lips instantly, letting him in, welcoming him, and clinging to him as he began to thrust, slow and deep at first. Tiny twitches of his hips that made me feel him all the way in my core. Then long retreats that had him almost leaving me before plunging in hard and fast yet again.

      As he dragged me up the mountainside, taking me to my peak, I tore my mouth from his and tipped my head back. I needed the space, needed the moment to catch my breath. He bowed over me, his lips kissing my throat once more, and the urge was there—just as it had been earlier.

      I needed his taste in my mouth. His pure essence.

      My nails scraped up his back before settling at his shoulders where I dug in deep. He hissed, and jerked a little in surprise at the move, but before he could pull away, I dipped down and pressed my teeth to the marks.

      The taste of him exploded on my tongue. Sweet Sol, it was like I could taste his personality as I absorbed his flavor. It wasn’t the first time I’d tasted it, but this way it didn’t taste of iron or that odd metallic tang that came when you sucked a cut on your finger.

      This had character. A body, almost. Like a fine wine, rich in flavor and smoky with it.

      As I sucked, I moaned as he began to thrust into me. The time for toying with me, teasing me, was gone, and I’d never been happier for that.

      When he dragged me toward my orgasm, all I could taste was him. I wasn’t even focused on my pleasure, just his, just him.

      He was right.

      I’d never expected him, them. Yet here they were.

      Changing my life, one day at a time.
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      A soft chuckle jerked me from my slumber. It was raspy, deep, and so weirdly unique that I both recognized it and didn’t.

      It was warm, reminiscent of piping hot spiced cider on a cold winter’s day, and it had a similar effect on me.

      When I opened my eyes to that all-consuming darkness, I didn’t fret. That laugh wouldn’t let me. That laugh told me all was well, told me that I was safe and cosseted even if I didn’t register where I was.

      “Mija, so soon you forget about me.” A tsking sound. “After we met so recently.”

      The voice, tinged with the huskiness of a lifelong tobacco smoker, imbued with the lilting rhythm of a Latina, was amused enough for me to blink. Of course, I saw nothing. There was nothing to see in such Stygian gloom.

      The darkness, more than the voice, brought the memory back to me. It was only a few days ago, barely any time at all for me as I’d been unconscious throughout most of the hours that separated our initial meeting, but it felt like a lifetime since I’d last encountered such a vacuum of space.

      “Tatarabuela?” I guessed, wincing as I sat up. My skin felt overheated as it connected with whatever it was I laid upon. I felt hypersensitive, the very hairs on my body seeming to house a million nerve endings, each one sending the message that something was different, I was different.

      “Sí, it is I.” That soft, raspy laugh made another appearance. It wasn’t delicate, wasn’t elegant. It was wholesome and full. And I knew it was nuts, but I could only compare it to a consommé, so clear and pure, fragrant with flavors but the exact opposite of a hearty and warming stew.

      One so gentle. The other earthy.

      “Why did you bring me here again? Are we in danger?”

      “Sí, you’re in danger. You’re walking toward a goal with no path in sight.”

      My throat clutched at that because I knew she was right, but I had no idea what else I could do to protect my family from the looming Fae threat. “I’m working on instinct,” I corrected, needing her to know there was some method to my madness.

      She snorted. “That’s one way of putting it.”

      Temper whirled inside me, flashing so quickly out of nowhere that it was like a wildfire in a field of deadwood. “Instinct is all I have to work with,” I stated grimly. “What would you have me do when there is no one I can ask about my situation?”

      A hum. “Your Virgo can aid you if you allow them to.”

      My brow puckered. “How can they help me? They’re as—”

      “You’re going into Rut,” my great-great-grandmother snapped. “You must allow them to ease you, it will help you harness your powers. But not yet. Not now.”

      “What? You mean, I haven’t already,” I winced, “rutted?”

      “Hostia, no. It still burns away deep inside you. The metamorphosis you underwent put it on a slow burn. Your Rut will be like no other, but you must wait until you allow yourself to fall to its powers. The Rut can be appeased, and it must be until you do as I say.”

      I bit my bottom lip. “Is the Rut why I feel like fire ants are crawling over my skin?”

      “Yes,” came the sad whisper. “I’m sorry to hear it pains you so, mija.”

      This time, I didn’t just bite my damn lip, I gnawed on it like it was a steak and I hadn’t eaten in days. “This feeling will grow worse with time, won’t it?”

      “Sí, and that’s why you have to act fast, mija.” A shushing sound appeared, and like a phantom, I felt the whisper brushing over my skin. It soothed the strange ache inside me enough to have me moaning with the relief. It was like pouring a vat of calamine lotion onto poison oak—a relief but not a cure. “That may buy us time.”

      Reflecting upon the fact my dead great-great-grandmother had just cast a spell on me, I blew out a breath and whispered, “Time in which I can do what?”

      “Linda y lista,” came the soft words with another chuckle. Pretty and clever.

      “I aim to please,” I half-snapped.

      “Good, if that’s true, you will do exactly as I say.” The sudden harsh tone reminded me of a general rallying its troupes. “Time is precious, mija, and your instincts are not totally wrong. It was genius to capture the battalion, even more genius to get the AFata on your side in case things devolve, but I have no wish to see our brothers and sisters suffer in a pointless war. I know that is a desire you share.”

      I gulped. “Yes. I don’t want a war. The AFata do.”

      “That’s because they’re short-sighted. They’ve been waging terrorism on the Assembly for so long that they’ve become blind. They believe acts of aggression are the only ways to succeed, but they’re wrong.”

      My brow puckered. “I’m glad to hear that. I don’t want to fight, but neither do I want to be hunted for the rest of our lives so I can be experimented on.”

      “Of course,” she murmured. “No child of our line could survive such captivity. We are too elemental. It would kill us.”

      “Salvation through death,” I muttered. “At least if they do catch me, I wouldn’t be held for long.”

      A snort sounded. “Let’s not be pessimistic, child.”

      Wasn’t it strange how, back at the finca, I felt like a stalwart strength in the face of my mates’ and my grandparents’ confusion, but here? I recognized that show of strength for what it was—someone walking in the dark, trying desperately not to fall over.

      Just because my instincts guided me more than theirs did, it didn’t mean I was in the know.

      “I feel pessimistic,” I admitted, my shoulders sagging as I whispered, “I have no idea what I’m doing.”

      “Claro que no,” was muttered around a soft laugh. ‘Of course not.’ “You are young, child. That’s why you have me. Even my granddaughter is young in comparison to me, and it is the ancestors who will help you, it is the old lines that will take you forth and have you succeed where Sol and Gaia wish you to reap change.”

      My eyes stung. “Gaia and Sol?”

      “This is a quest from them, is it not? Only they could put you on such a path and give you the means with which to succeed.”

      The gentle chiding had my bottom lip quivering. “Is this hopeless, tatarabuela?”

      “Not if you do as I say.”

      Her resolve would have concerned me if she was anyone other than a child of my line. The de Santos del Sol were powerful. Generation after generation of witches who were celebrated in their homeland.

      “If you can find a way for me to live out my life with my Virgo—” Sol, how I wanted that. Every single one of my days had been a black hole of solitude without them in it. I hadn’t known differently back then, but I did now. I recognized that we were still new to one another, still very much in the learning curve of a relationship that none of us had anticipated, but I wanted it so badly the ache in my body was nothing compared to the one in my heart.

      My tatarabuela shushed me. “That was always your destiny, mija. You were born to be theirs as they were born to be yours, and together, you will reap a change that has been written in the sands of time since Sol and Gaia granted us that lofty thing called fate.”

      “Tell me, what do I do,” I whispered, hope fluttering through me where there’d only been determination before—a determination to survive, something I was intent on achieving through sheer bullheadedness and instinct.

      “What is a Gaian candlestick?”

      The black darkness swarmed around me as I gathered my thoughts together. “The means with which we bless our houses, our families. Each point represents an element, but earth is at its center for that is where Gaia’s true strength reigns.”

      “True, very true. All children learn this and they wouldn’t be wrong, for that is what it has come to represent. What they don’t know is its origins.”

      “Origins?” I rasped. “We’ve been blessing our houses since the beginning of magic. Our hearths need cleansing—”

      “That they do, but who came up with the notion of cleansing our hearths? Sol and Gaia touch us each and every day, but they have only ever communicated with the first families.”

      My mouth ran dry. “The first families?”

      “Sí.”

      “You’re not serious.”

      “Oh, but I am. Deadly.”

      Heart pounding, I whispered, “They’re a myth.”

      “Of course they’re not, mija. Now who’s being short-sighted? Magic has its roots as does any flowering plant, for that is all magic is. Another of Gaia’s creations that grows with time once properly nourished.”

      Thoughts racing in time with the dull beating of my heart, I murmured, “What nourishes magic?”

      “The meteors.” A hum. “The Fae.”

      I jerked upright and instantly regretted it. The jolt set all my nerve endings alight once more, and only the whisper of a breeze in this seemingly airless place calmed the licking fires that bit at me like a rabid dog in need of blood.

      “Calm yourself, mija,” my tatarabuela chided. “There is no point in agitating yourself.”

      There wasn’t?

      Far as I could tell, I was being dealt more life-changing blows with every word she whispered.

      I snarled, “The Fae do not nourish. They are pirates. They steal from us. They take our magic and—”

      “The meteors bring Sol’s powers to Gaia’s land,” she interrupted, her voice calm and soothing, talking over mine as though I hadn’t spoken at all. “But even the Gods err. We are their children, incapable of dealing with their raw powers, and our suffering was something that even Gaia and Sol did not foresee. As the power from Sol’s stone spread across the Earth that first time, the magic overpowered us, and so another of their children came to our aid.

      “We work together in harmony, sowing the seeds of magic as a team but, along the way, that has been forgotten and that is what must be redressed.”

      My throat tightened. “You’re damn right it must,” I rasped.

      A chuckle. “All in good time, child. Before Sol enriched our magic and changed things for us, there were those who were the first to be granted Gaia’s Gift. Four in all.”

      “One for each stick on the Gaian candelabra?” I hazarded a guess.

      “Sí. One for each element. We, my child, are wind.”

      For a second, I could do nothing but gape at her. “What?” I shrieked. “We’re a first family?”

      “Sí.” The calm voice did anything but calm me down.

      “My mother lives in one of the shittiest neighborhoods in Florida. She works two dead-end jobs and my kid brothers haven’t had a fresh pair of clothes between them that aren’t hand-me-downs—”

      “Magical wealth and personal wealth are two separate things entirely, Gabriella,” came the instant reprimand. “You know this. Even you, who are the de Santos del Sol witch with the least knowledge of your powers thanks to your destiny, know this.”

      I did, but holy Sol! This was too surreal to be true.

      My parents lived in abject poverty. We’d been seconds away from food stamps almost all my life, and only my mother’s sheer will and certainty that the Conclave would find us had stopped her from seeking federal aid.

      We’d been living like humans without the full benefit of humans all my life, and we were a first family?

      Even before Eight Wings, where most of my knowledge banks on my kind had begun to fill up, I’d known what they were.

      My mouth quivered as I whispered, “I have no affinity with the wind.”

      She snorted. “Your abilities with the weather make a liar out of you. The AFata approach you with wind. Not only does the Fae part of you polarize their magic, but they cannot capture you with your own elemental power.” A laugh escaped her. “My darling Gabriella was always a canny one. All that time in their midst and she never let on, not once, that she had witch wind in her arsenal.”

      The pride for my grandmother was evident in every word.

      “You must approach the other families, mija. They will be waiting for you.”

      Bewilderment whispered through me. “You want me to go meet them?”

      “Why would that surprise you?” she rasped. “They are the root of Gaia’s flowering Gift. With them at your back, you have no need of the AFata, and with their support, no Assembly in the world could ignore you.”

      “What would you have me do, tatarabuela?” I asked shakily. “Am I going there for tea and conversation or with a purpose in mind?”

      She tsked. “Such sass.” A laugh fell from her lips. “We always were blessed with an attitude…” She sighed then. “You will encounter the others at the cardinal points. Some believe that you would find earth in the North, but, instead you will find water. In the South, they believe you’ll find fire, but you’ll find earth, and in the East, you shall find fire when most believe that to house wind. We westerlings should house water, but, as you know, we are wind. Sol and Gaia have a canny way about them.” More laughter tinkled into the vacuum. “Only in death can one appreciate their smarts.”

      I scowled at that. “Why the misdirection?”

      “For our protection, of course. We are the most precious of their lines.”

      I heaved out a sigh when she went quiet on me. “That’s it? That’s all the clue you’re going to give me?”

      “I have no need to give you more. Gabriella already knows their location, just as they know hers. Only four people knew your grandmother was truly alive. Her Virgo mate, and the heads of the fire, water, and earth lines… She could not keep herself hidden from them, not when she is the matriarch of the line.

      “You will go to them, and they will be ready… as must you be. Now is the time to act, my child. Go with Gaia and know your family is proud of you.”

      Tears instantly burned my eyes. She had no way of knowing how much that meant to me.

      “W-Will I see you again?”

      “Yes. Our time together is not over. Now go. You have much to do.” A light laugh tittered along the airwaves. “Oh, and mija, their seed will ease your suffering.”

      Before I could die of mortification, I closed my eyes to blink, and when they opened again, I was back in the farmhouse. Back in the bedroom, sandwiched between my Virgo, their sweating forms clung to mine in a union that could not have been more perfect had I tried.

      My ancestor’s words whispered into my mind, the purpose she’d given me resonating on a level that ran close to soul deep. Duty wasn’t something I’d had. Not like my mates. Family loyalty was the only thing I’d been taught, and I’d even turned my back on that when I was old enough to go to college and get away from all my kid brothers.

      All my life, I’d considered my family a burden. All my life, I’d failed to trust them with the true me. The saddest thing of all was the fact that a part of me knew that, if I could live my life again, I’d live it no other way because I knew my mother wouldn’t either.

      She’d still end up with so many boys for sons in an attempt to have another daughter who was a better witch than me.

      And I’d never be able to trust her with the true me because what I was threatened her very existence.

      Guilt, unease, and the inherent belief that I was as selfish as she was shimmered through me when I turned on the mattress. The second I did, Seph grunted and turned with me, not stopping until every inch of my back was connected with him.

      He didn’t care, at least not in his sleep, that we were sweating buckets in the tropical climate. He didn’t care that tomorrow we’d be glued together, and I couldn’t find it in myself to care either. If anything, he brought me comfort, dispelled the thoughts that were sprinting through my mind, and eased the inherent ache deep within me.

      The sensation of fire ants running under my skin was tamed with him so close and Matthew and Daniel just scant inches away, and I knew, without my great-great-grandmother’s warning still drifting in my ears, that somehow, the biggest challenge ahead of me lay in holding off the Rut until the duty to my line was done…

      But she’d had faith in me, and that meant I had to have faith too.

      
        
        ❖

        Daniel

      

      

      

      The second she’d claimed him, I’d felt it.

      Deep in my bones, in my soul, I’d felt it. There was a bond uniting us, tying us together. It had seemed to sink into my DNA, merge into my being.

      I’d closed my eyes at the feeling, aware of the sensation, but aware, also, of something else.

      Of something more.

      If I’d tried, really tried, I could feel what Riel was. Could experience the satisfaction Seph was experiencing. It had been bewildering, but more than that, it had been intoxicating.

      My tongue had felt thick in my mouth as I’d allowed the sensations to permeate my being, and instead of getting riled up, I’d been awash with the feeling of satiation, of relaxation and comfort.

      Bizarre, to be sure, but it had felt good. Right. That was the only way I could describe it. Like I’d been waiting to feel this way all my life.

      As the connection had settled, I’d sighed, releasing some of these sensations, but mostly letting them percolate. Almost like letting a fine red wine aerate by leaving it to breathe, that was how I’d felt.

      When Seph had sagged into Riel, his body coming to rest atop her, I’d felt the drugged delight whirling around his system. Had felt it and experienced it myself. As he’d slumped to the side of her, I’d glanced at Matt, had seen his eyelids were heavy, and that he looked just as dopey as I felt. Both nodding at one another in agreement, we’d come to the mutual decision that we needed to be on that bed too.

      I cast my clothes aside, leaving only my briefs on as I climbed onto the bed. I flung myself back, let myself get comfortable, and the next thing I knew, it was the next morning and there was a whistle sounding from somewhere in the bedroom.

      Blinking, I stared up at the ceiling. Shards of sunlight penetrated the heavy shades, allowing bright bands of gold to streak along the uneven surface.

      “What the fuck is that whistle?” Matt rasped groggily.

      Riel moaned. “Sounds like a phone. Shut it off,” she mumbled, turning her face and hiding it in the closest available object, which happened to be my arm. She lifted it like it was hers then placed it over her face to hide from the relatively small amount of light that filtered into the room.

      My lips curved at the ridiculousness of the position, but I didn’t move. I liked how at ease she was with me, how she felt she had the right to do that—and Sol, if she didn’t, then I wasn’t sure who did.

      When Seph scrambled off the bed, he grunted, prompting me to tip my head forward so I could monitor him. He glowered down at his screen then grumbled, “Father?” as he answered it before immediately starting to pace back and forth at the foot of the bed.

      Matt shuffled on the bed too, hitching higher so he could sag against the pillow, and when that didn’t work, he hooked his arm beneath his head to prop it up as we watched Seph’s one-way conversation.

      “Can’t you just send me the coordinates?” Whatever Noa said had him rolling his eyes. “Google sees all. Unless you’re managing to hide from satellites, then they’ve caught the location on camera.”

      He rolled his eyes again then pulled the phone away and put it on speaker.

      “—if you think we’d allow Google access to the Assembly’s HQ then you’re insane.”

      “Is it hidden with magic?” Seph volleyed.

      “No.”

      “Then how can you hide it?” he grumbled. “Father, you’re showing your age. Are you at the Assembly now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then send me your live location.”

      “What’s that?”

      Seph’s nostrils flared. “Is Christopher with you?” At my cocked brow, Seph mouthed, “His PA.”

      “Yes,” Noa mumbled. “I’ll ask him.”

      “When you send it, we should be there soon. Okay?”

      “That would be appropriate considering this meeting is for you,” Noa replied dryly. “We only met last week. My fellow Assemblymen are not content with my drawing them away from their games of bridge and golf again.”

      “Semi-retirement is a tough life,” Seph groused wryly. “Thank you, Father, I’ll see you shortly.”

      As he cut the call, he stared down at his screen and nodded in satisfaction as he received a message with what he needed.

      “We’re good to go,” he said, his focus on Riel.

      “What time is it?” she mumbled.

      My lips twitched. “Don’t you want to save the witches from the Fae? Should time matter?”

      “Time always matters when it’s morning.” She peered at me from under my arm, shifting it around so I could see one eye. “You’ll learn that any time of the morning is too early for me.”

      I snorted. “It’s your ill luck then that you’re fated to be with three Fae.”

      She moaned. “I know.”

      The Fae were notorious for being early risers. Our days didn’t commence as humans’ did at eight or nine in the morning. We were often awake at four and heading to our offices at five, preferring to work to Sol’s hours rather than Gaia’s as was the way with the rest of the world.

      “Come on, lazybones,” Matt retorted, slapping her on the ass. “We need to get moving.”

      A grunt escaped her. “How come you haven’t asked me what the plan is?”

      I tensed. “You don’t know what the plan is, do you?”

      That had her wagging her finger. “That could be considered a fair point.”

      My lips twitched. “Do you know some of what you’re doing, at least?”

      She sighed. “I didn’t, but things changed last night.” As she curved upward, I forced my gaze away from her tits and up to her eyes—in my defense, her tits fit my palms more than generously. They were mouth-wateringly hot. And I’d have to be a real douche not to appreciate such a sight first thing on a morning. “Well done for remembering where my face is, Daniel,” she mumbled, but I saw the twinkle in her eyes and grinned at her with no apology.

      “What happened last night? Aside from the Rut?” Matthew demanded, evidently intent on getting to the subject at hand. Good old Matt. Always ready to keep us in line like we were rebellious sheep and he the shepherd.

      She blew out a breath. “That wasn’t the Rut.”

      Matt frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “What do you mean, what do I mean? That wasn’t the Rut.” A frown appeared on her brow. “Makes sense, really. I was hot and horny but not overtaken with need. Not like how you’d imagine when the word ‘rut’ comes into play.” An interested hum escaped her at the thought, and I barely refrained from heaving out a sigh in response.

      “How would you know?” I asked instead of huffing at her.

      She swallowed. “You know that day? With the meteor?”

      “How could we forget?” I replied wryly.

      “Not like you can forget something that makes you turn shit invisible,” Matt pointed out.

      “Or the day you think you’re going to die,” Seph grumbled.

      “Yeah, well, I woke up and we weren’t here. We were somewhere else.” Her scowl appeared again. “I don’t know where, just that we were in the middle of the ocean. It was so blue,” she murmured, her voice waning.

      I frowned. “You remember that? We were there for barely any time at all.” Just long enough to kill a prime warrior, but because she’d fallen asleep for all that time in that aftermath, I guess I figured she’d forgotten about that.

      She licked her lips. “I remember we made it through a portal but as we crossed from Linford’s home to wherever we were, I had a vision. I guess that’s what you’d call it. It wasn’t like a glimpse into the past or the future, it was just—well, it was nothing. I’ve never been anywhere so utterly without light in all my life.” The breath that exhaled from between her lips shuddered through her, and she grabbed the sheet that had, over the course of the night, been pushed down to the baseboard at our feet.

      Dragging it up and higher over her body, she cuddled into it, and I reached for her, tucked my arm over her shoulder and murmured, “Hey, what is it?”

      “Just… that place. My tatarabuela was there. She was warning me. Telling me about how I was going to change. She showed me the warrior.”

      “You pointed at him,” I murmured, remembering Riel’s struggle when we made it onto the tiny island in the middle of nowhere.

      “Yeah. Because she guided me.”

      “You’re only just telling us this now?” Seph remarked, his scowl firmly in place.

      “There’s been a lot of other stuff to discuss first, and I’m only telling you this now because of last night. She visited me in my dream.” She raised a hand and rubbed her temple. “She warned me that the Rut was coming, and I’d only be able to stave it off for so long, but before I did anything, I had to—”

      “Had to what?” I questioned uneasily when she broke off.

      When she explained about the first families, I knew I wasn’t the only one gaping at her. I didn’t even have to look at the others to know that.

      “You’re from one of the first families?” Seph rasped, staggering forward and plunking himself down at the side of the bed. He didn’t even care that he was sitting on my foot, and the fuck of it was, I didn’t care either.

      “Apparently,” she murmured, tucking a loose lock behind her ear. “This is the first time I’ve heard of it, but she said that we have to visit each one and they’ll know what to do.”

      “How do we know where they are?”

      “She said my grandmother knows. That she’s always known, and that they’ve always known she still lived too.”

      I sucked down a breath. “Why?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m not sure I even want to know either, but on our first meeting…” When Riel cleared her throat, it wasn’t because her voice had gone, instead, it was because I figured she was trying to work out what to say.

      She closed her eyes and on a low hum intoned,

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

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

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

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

      “The balance to be redressed, Gaia’s Way to overpower Sol’s with his blessing, but only with the second angel of our line.

      “So mote it be.’”

      “What in Sol’s name does that mean?” I ground out, finally tearing my eyes from her to demand it of my brothers.

      Seph’s phone was in his hand, and as he called on Siri, the question he asked wasn’t exactly the one that was burning on the tip of my tongue, “Pearl Harbor, Wikipedia.”

      I frowned at him as he began reading, tapping here and there on the screen before he shot us a look. “Honolulu’s old name was Kou.”

      “That’s what you fixate on?” Riel grumbled. “Of all the shit I just said, that was what mattered to you most?”

      He shrugged. “I was curious.”

      Riel grunted in disgust. “My tatarabuela said I’d been fated for this since the day I was born.” She licked her lips. “Said that you’d been fated to be at my side throughout it too.”

      I tightened my hold on her, and simultaneously, Matt reached for one of her hands and Seph, even though it was awkward, reached for the other.

      With us all holding on to her, she released a shaky breath. “You’re not upset?”

      Scowling at her, I mumbled, “I think I prefer it when you’ve more attitude than tits.”

      She blinked up at me. “That has to be the weirdest insult ever.”

      It was my turn to shrug. “Just calling it like I see it.”

      Huffing, she mumbled, “Sexist prick.”

      “Feel free to compare the size of my ego with the size of my c—”

      “Let’s leave it there, shall we?” Matt groused. “I think we have more important matters to discuss.”

      I cleared my throat. “True. I just don’t like to hear her talk that way. She’s not lesser than us. She sounded like she was scared we were going to disagree or something.” I twisted so I could look at her better, then I cupped her chin and tilted her face so I could look her square in the eye. “Riel, I accepted your claim for one reason only—not just because of kismet, but because you were made for me. Because you fit me better than anything or anyone else I could even begin to imagine.

      “Kismet did have a hand in this, but that same celestial body that put us on this path also made it so that you have an attitude that won’t quit and a pretty large chip on your shoulder.”

      “You had to ruin it,” Seph commented on a sigh.

      I ignored him, carried on staring down into the weird, silvery-blue eyes that were pretty creepy to behold, truth be told. She’d gone from being the color of cafe latte with espresso brown hair and eyes to being the exact antithesis of that. All white hair and big, blue-silver eyes that were almost mirror-like in their reflective capabilities.

      Those eyes of hers were proof that something supernatural had taken over her, and I didn’t like it. Not one bit.

      “I do have a chip on my shoulder,” she admitted softly, her eyes still on mine. “I appreciate your honesty, Daniel. I-I won’t doubt the bond again.”

      “You should never have even begun to fret,” Matthew rasped. “He’s right, Riel. This goes beyond the superficial kind of relationship I think any of us are used to.

      “We’re with you. Until the end. Come what may.”

      She gulped, her gaze drifting from me to Matt and onto Seph. “That’s just it,” she whispered.

      “What is?” Matt insisted.

      “This is about making sure the end is far away in the distance, some years in the future, and not tomorrow or next week.” She shivered. “I’m not ready to die. Are you?”

      “Is that a trick question?” I retorted, then chucking her under the chin, I carried on, “I think you need to tell us what your great-great-grandmother had to say.”

      After gnawing on her bottom lip for a second, she murmured, “We must visit the first families before we attend the Assembly.”

      “Shit. I just told my father—”

      “He’ll have to wait,” Matt interjected. “It’s not like we can ignore someone speaking to us from beyond the grave, Seph.” He scrubbed a hand over his hair. “Your grandmother knows where they are, and Linford will be able to take us. Maybe if we work fast, we’ll be able to get this done within the day?”

      She hitched a shoulder. “I have no way of knowing how much time it will take. I just know that I can’t go to the Assembly without having visited the first families first.”

      I cut my brothers a look. “I think it’s time to get this show on the road.”
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      It would have taken a lot of convincing, I’d seen that from the firmness in Gabriella’s face, but the second Riel had mentioned the first families, it had been the equivalent of, ‘open sesame.’

      I’d never seen someone’s expression morph so quickly.

      From stern resolve to outright astonishment, the fact that Riel knew about the first families at all seemed to be enough to make Gabriella believe that her own grandmother had somehow been in contact with Riel.

      Of course, both her grandparents had been stunned by our words, but that was nothing compared to our reaction to them. Linford was young once more thanks to Riel’s touch, and paired with Gabriella? It was weird as Sol to be looking at a couple who were in our fucking age group for guidance on a matter such as this.

      We were raised with the knowledge that the Elders knew best. That was why our Assembly was full of wrinkly-assed, crotchety old bastards, after all. So knowing that the wisdom of a lifetime was housed within a couple who looked younger than the rest of my troupe?

      Mind fuck.

      Of the epic variety.

      When we found ourselves in Norway an hour later, I had to admit to a fondness of using portals as a mode of transportation. No pollution, swift, efficient, and free? What more could anyone else ask for?

      Though we spent most of our time in autonomous flight, even we needed airplanes occasionally—just as we had to get to Honolulu—and no one needed the backlog of traffic, the endless lines, and waiting at an airport.

      Sol, Linford could earn himself a fortune as a portal chauffeur. I knew I’d be willing to pay him. Sheesh.

      The town was odd. Not in an ugly way, just like nothing I’d ever seen before. As a member of a shunned family, I’d done ridiculously little traveling outside of the States, and this place was both alien and yet reminiscent of somewhere in the Pacific Northwest. Lots of green, gray skies that were bogged down with clouds that moved sluggishly across the sky, and plenty of low-lying buildings that were all a kind of bright maroon.

      It was no concrete jungle, however, and that I did appreciate.

      In the distance, I could see the houses, and while there was a road close by, Linford had brought us to a parking lot for some kind of business. Since we were to the side, it didn’t raise suspicions by us just popping up out of nowhere, I couldn’t see what it was. There was a pole out front, though, and a red flag flew in the wind.

      “What’s a Coop?” Riel quizzed, her head tilted to the side as she eyed the flag too. There was a nasty wind brewing and the Coop part was the only legible words I could read as well.

      Daniel squinted. “I think it says ‘marked’ underneath. Maybe it’s a store?”

      “It’s a grocery store,” Gabriella answered. As our attention fluttered her way, we saw that her hands were suddenly coated in the gaseous blue glow of her magic.

      For a second, I tensed at the sight, certain this was a trap, that she’d brought us here to do us harm. Then, I felt instantly guilty when my shorts and tee were replaced with heavy-duty jeans, a Henley, and a coat that cut off the bitter wind. My sneakers were replaced with boots too, and the second I was covered, I felt instantly better. I could have magicked the outfit up myself, but wasn’t about to complain—though the quantity of magic I was tithed had increased since I’d become a warrior, it wasn’t an endless source. I tended to use it frugally, most of it spent on flying and training.

      Studying Riel, who sported a similar outfit but with a feminine cut, I nodded at her grandmother and murmured, “My thanks.”

      Gabriella shrugged. “No need.” She tipped her face back and as the wind buffeted her, a smile curved her lips—the first since Riel had told her what she’d learned from her tatarabuela.

      I guessed it figured considering she was a wind witch.

      Like a lightbulb pinging on, a thought occurred to me, and I blurted out, “I thought you helped with the Bay of Pigs invasion.”

      She didn’t open her eyes. “I did.”

      “How?”

      “Used the wind, of course.”

      “Huh,” Seph mumbled. “I figured you’d used water.”

      “I did, but the wind was the catalyst. You can’t create a storm without it, after all.” Her eyes opened, and she pinned me with her stare. She looked so much like my Virgo mate for a second that it was uncanny, then when she blinked, I saw the wisdom buried within those depths, a wisdom that came from a long life lived. Maybe not well, maybe not even happily, but certainly lived. “You have a problem with this?”

      “No, of course not.” I shrugged. “Just surprised, that’s all.”

      Linford grunted. “Let’s get a move on. It’s getting cold.”

      “True,” she mused. “Odd, really. We look like we’re young again but are still sensitive to certain things.”

      Riel frowned. “Like what?”

      “Nothing really. Not in the grand scheme of things,” Linford said dryly. “But I can feel the weather in my knees and my back is starting to ache.” His lips twisted. “The usual just to a lesser degree.”

      Brow puckering harder, Riel mused, “I wonder why.”

      “Because you somehow gave us the fountain of youth, Riel, but that doesn’t mean you gave us a complete overhaul,” Gabriella stated around a soft laugh as she curved her arm around her shoulder. “We should get going. This is where we usually land.”

      “You come here often?” I asked, as we rounded the side of the building and came across the biggest clue to what the business was—image after image of produce and groceries.

      “Often enough to know the way by heart,” Linford reasoned.

      As a car trundled past, Seph laughed. “They really do all drive Volvos.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Volvos aren’t Norwegian. It’s a Swedish company.”

      He shrugged. “Either way, it figures.”

      Daniel snorted. “Does it? Does it really?”

      Riel laughed, but Seph flipped us the bird as we trudged down to the curb. There was nothing more than a grass verge separating us from the road itself, but it was quiet. Even the parking lot of the store had no vehicles there.

      To our right, there were several plateaus of flat rock that made me think they’d chiseled straight into it to craft the road itself.

      Curious now as our feet stepped into a thick and lush grass that was somehow crisper than our own—odd adjective to be sure, but that was how it crunched underfoot—I stared around at the endless vista of fir trees in varying shapes and sizes and inquired, “Where are we? Precisely, I mean.”

      “A little island just off the peninsula,” Linford explained. “It’s called Hitra. We’re in Fillan.”

      “And the water first family lives here?” Daniel questioned.

      Gabriella nodded as we all fell into single file and began to walk down the road. “Sí. Wouldn’t make sense to put a fire family here, would it? Not when half the year the place is covered in snow.”

      “That’s how it works?” Riel queried quietly. “Each family is tied to the land?”

      “Sí. That isn’t to say we don’t use all the elements. It doesn’t work that way. We’re wind elementals, and yet, historically, we’ve had a brilliant green thumb, and I use the water and wind to help drive storms away,” Gabriella reasoned.

      “What makes you one over the other then?” Daniel grilled.

      “An affinity. Nothing more. Nothing less.”

      My eyes were glued on the back of Riel’s head. “That’s why you could use it to help you train back at the Academy.” Sol help me—how could a handful of days feel like a year ago?

      She twisted around to nod at me. “Seems so.”

      I tilted my head to the side and took advantage of the fact she was right there—in front of me. “You okay?”

      “Will be when this is done.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “Why? Are you concerned?”

      Seph snorted. “I know I am. We’re wandering into the unknown without a plan.”

      “Just because instinct cannot be quantified, just because the five senses cannot justify it or credit it with merit, does not mean that it shouldn’t be trusted,” Linford intoned sharply, his voice free and clear of the tremor of age.

      I cut him a look. “You’re right, but that doesn’t mean we’re not on a fool’s errand.”

      “We are all fools for the Gods,” Gabriella replied, her voice moody now. “We fulfill their errands and hope that we fulfill them in a manner which suits them. That’s all we can do.

      “For my abuela to contact Riel tells me that we are on the true path. She had the original vision, after all. She guides us now.”

      A dead woman was guiding us.

      Great.

      It was easy to see that she found comfort in that, but me? I preferred my guidance to be offered by people who were still roaming the land of the living.

      That wasn’t to say I didn’t feel bad for doubting, because I did, but I just wasn’t about to put all my faith into a spirit who kept on visiting my mate when she was asleep or unconscious.

      As we traipsed around a corner, we found an oddly constructed wooden house. Painted a dark red, it stood out like a beacon. Sitting on the water’s edge, I wasn’t sure how the place wouldn’t flood when the rains came, but considering the witches here were water witches, maybe that’s what they wanted. Or, maybe, they just diverted the water and sheltered themselves from the inundation.

      Because that would be pretty fucking nifty, I eyed the crops around the homestead, and wondered if all the houses of the first families were so basic. It was easy to see the people within weren’t rich, and the crops alone told me their garden was for food. The way the earth was tilled was indicative of more magic because it was too perfect for a human hand or even a machine to have arranged.

      There were low wooden partitions that separated certain areas from others, and as we approached, the scent of manure told me why.

      Bearing down on my nose to evade the stench, I saw the small cluster of pigs and noticed there were a few filthy piglets in the pen.

      My lips curved at the sight of their dirty hides and the little squeaks they made, before my gaze drifted over another pen that housed a couple of goats who were gnawing on some grass.

      “They’re self-sufficient,” Gabriella murmured softly. “As are all the first families. We know not to depend upon the vagaries of society.”

      My brow puckered. “Do you expect the apocalypse or something?”

      She snorted. “No. At least, not like anything that belongs in The Walking Dead.”

      “You watch that?” Daniel blurted out, his astonishment evident.

      My lips curved as she declared, “I’m old, not dead. Even witches appreciate the joys of streaming.”

      Daniel snickered at that, but Seph muttered, “What kind of apocalypse then? Or should we just be relieved that zombies aren’t on the cards for us any time soon?”

      “What is vital to society today might not be vital for society tomorrow,” she replied calmly, unmoved by his sniping tone. “A hundred years ago, a machine to till this land would have been considered revolutionary. Now, I can access the world’s data banks on a machine the size of my palm. Things change. We evolve. Witches move with the times but retain our connection with the past. We can only remain grounded that way.”

      As she finished speaking, the door to the red house opened. It was a squat, one-story structure, but it was long and wide. The only word I could use to describe it was functional really. There wasn’t much artifice or decoration. Even in the opening of the doorway, I could see that, and it was only confirmed when the male stepped out in workworn jeans and a thick flannel shirt. His beard was bright red, his hair more strawberry blond, and his eyes were a glinting green as he took us all in with a glance.

      “Blessed be, Lars,” Gabriella called out.

      He dipped his chin in greeting. “Blessed be, Gabriella,” he replied, his English perfect, with barely a hint of an accent. “Why are you here?”

      She sighed. “It’s time.”

      Time? Time for what?

      The other male, who was only fifteen or so years older than me, tipped his head to the side. “So soon? I didn’t expect the call in my lifetime.”

      “Who knows why the Lady and the Lord time things the way they do?”

      His puckered brow relaxed somewhat, and I realized that was as much of an answer as we were going to get.

      “You’re younger than I expected,” Lars murmured as he approached us, his head tilted to the side. “When my father passed last month, he told spoke of you and said to expect you—”

      She raised a hand to stall him. “My blessings for your family in your time of grief, Lars. Ulric was a good man, and I should have attended his burial but life got in the way.” When he dipped his chin in understanding, she carried on, “The reason for my youth is unusual, but as always, it is tied to Sol and Gaia.”

      His narrowed eyes flared at that. “Of course. As is their way.”

      It took me a second, dumbass that I was, to figure out he’d been expecting Gabriella to be older, not Riel.

      Lars shoved aside my curiosities by raising a hand, then tipped it palm facing upwards. When his magic began to manifest, I canted my head to the side at the cyan color. It was rich yet began drifting into a silvery white that reminded me…

      “It’s water!” I blurted out, watching as the color dispersed and sank into the liquid that was whirring above his palm like a puppet on a string.

      “Never let it be said you don’t have a brain between your ears,” Linford grumbled, his tone caustic.

      My cheeks pinkened at the accusation, but I just hadn’t expected him to do this. I’d seen many things in my life, had seen a shit ton more since Riel had become my mate, but this? This was new.

      Gabriella turned to Seph. “You need to touch it.”

      Lars tensed. “Why?”

      “He was gifted,” she said simply.

      Gifted?

      Hardly. At least, not to me. And by their unimpressed faces, not to my brothers either.

      “What will he do with it?” Lars rasped, eying the offering that rested on his palm.

      Gabriella just smiled. “Your guess is as good as mine.”
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      The other man eyed me warily as he shoved his hand out in front of me. “Go on then,” he ordered, his face suddenly drawn into a rictus that took me aback.

      It wasn’t as easy as ‘go on’ because I had no idea what I was supposed to do.

      “Just touch it, Joseph,” Gabriella encouraged, but this Lars guy’s wariness put me on edge.

      It was like he expected something to happen, something I was totally in the dark about.

      I licked my lips and cut my troupe a look. Riel’s newly silvered eyes were glinting like a new penny as she eyed the water whirl on Lars’ palm, but when she sensed my attention, she turned to me.

      “What is it, Seph?” she asked softly, her voice low.

      How could I answer? I didn’t know.

      “Lars… I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, boy,” Linford chided, making my eyes round.

      “What do you mean? I have no grievance against the witch. I have no desire to harm him.”

      “All first families are in peril,” Lars stated firmly. “We have known that since the dawn of our lines. We’re here to serve, and we do so even if it means sacrificing our lives.”

      A sudden loud squawk sounded from inside the house. It made me jump, especially because it was in time to Lars’ words. The second he heard it, he winced, his face blanking of all color as resolve settled on him like a heavy weight. Just as acceptance flowed through him, we all processed exactly what the noise was, and the baby began crying.

      “You think I could hurt him?” I bit off, angry now as I turned to Gabriella. “He’s a father. I can’t do—”

      “He knows his duty,” she rasped, her tone darkening. “Just as I know mine when it’s Riel’s turn to take it from me once my usefulness has come to an end.”

      I blinked at her, then at my mate. “Did you know this? You’ve been keeping shit from us—”

      “This is exactly why communication is important,” Daniel ground out, evidently just as mad if he was throwing up the past at her.

      “What’s to communicate?” Riel retorted, eyes flashing with irritation as she jerked back at my words like I’d hit her. “I know as much as you do!”

      “You acted on your own, without any of our input when it came time to deal with the battalion. Then that crap with the AFata—”

      Riel’s mouth pursed. “The battalion was coming to capture us. The AFata provided me the means of capturing them, for Sol’s sake! I had to act, I had to deal with them. I wasn’t cutting you out of the process to be unfair,” she ground out. “As for last night, how am I supposed to bring you into my dreams?”

      “It wasn’t a dream, querida, but a vision,” Gabriella corrected calmly, and the serenity on her face pissed me off all the more.

      Lars burst in, “What’s she talking about, Gabriella? Battalions? AFata? I want no part in any of that.”

      “Calm yourself, Lars. It isn’t what you think,” Linford inserted drolly. “My granddaughter brings chaos with her. Just consider her the Pandora of our time. She does what she oughtn’t and yet, she is the harbinger of change.”

      Daniel shifted on his feet, his wings rustling with displeasure. “This is nuts.”

      “He isn’t wrong,” I muttered, my eyes on the still whirring waterspout flittering about Lars’ palm like it was on LSD.

      “It isn’t crazy,” Gabriella denied. “You just don’t know your witch lore.”

      Lars’ brow puckered. “They might not, and their wings tell me why, but I do, Gabriella. Before you take my powers from me, at least explain—”

      “Take your powers from you?” Riel burst out, her eyes wide with horror. “That isn’t what we’re about to do!”

      “Hush, mija, you speak of what you don’t understand,” Gabriella chided.

      Riel’s nostrils flared. “No. No. Maybe I don’t understand,” she ground out, “and maybe I don’t because that’s your fault for leaving when you did. Instead of teaching me what I needed to know, you left. Abandoned me. Well, it was your loss too, because you missed out on watching me become a stubborn pain in the ass who knows her own mind.” She glowered at her grandmother, the two likenesses glaring at one another was like Riel standing in a mirror and frowning at herself.

      “I can attest to the fact she’s a stubborn pain in the ass,” Daniel chimed in, but his lighthearted joke, intended to break the stalemate, did little other than glance off the two females who made the term headstrong look weak.

      “You’d have him lose his powers over a hunch?” Riel spat. “We have no idea what we’re doing.”

      “Your tatarabuela told you to come here, said that the first families would know what to do—”

      “That isn’t enough. He looks like he’s waiting to die!”

      “I give my life and my power freely,” he whispered.

      “You don’t mean that,” I grated out.

      “A life without magic should be no life at all but I’d settle for a half-life to remain with my wife and son, that much is true,” Lars inserted calmly, and perhaps it was apropos that his words were like throwing water onto a fire—considering his gift, and all that. “But I must act as Gaia wills it.”

      Riel’s mouth flattened as she turned to him. “You knew, when we arrived, what we wanted?”

      “Of course.” He tipped his head to the side. “The families have long since spoken of a day when…” The water ceased to stir as he raised his hand and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Perhaps we should go inside? Where it’s less cold and more comfortable and I can explain?”

      Riel dipped her chin. “I’d appreciate that.” Before he could turn around, she grabbed his arm and, face to face, murmured, “I mean you no harm, Lars. Nor does my troupe or my family.”

      His gaze drifted over us. “They’re Fae. You’re Fae. You always mean my kind harm.”

      “Not this child,” Gabriella insisted. “She’s the change we’ve been waiting for.”

      “Pandora,” Linford muttered.

      Riel ignored them both. “I swear to you that I mean neither you nor your family any ill will.”

      Lars’ mouth softened a touch as his glance drifted over her features. “I believe you mean that.”

      The inference being that even if she meant it, he didn’t think she could keep to the vow.

      Riel faltered. “I don’t understand.”

      “You will. Soon.” Lars cleared his throat. “Come, it’s brisk out here today. The weather is changing sooner than it should. It has been a wet summer, too wet even for my taste.” He peered up at the sky then grimaced as he set off for the doorway.

      Her anger with us apparently forgotten, Riel headed after him, only glancing back to connect with each of us. It reminded me of a duck keeping her ducklings in a row, and even though the notion should have irked me, it actually amused me.

      Matthew, Daniel, and I were the most powerful warriors of our class, and yet, here we were, being herded.

      Only a mate could ever put one in one’s place so thoroughly.

      Shaking off the amusement that was inappropriate at this time, I trudged after her. The ground outside was a bit like wet slurry thanks to a recent rainfall and the mud on the ground. As we stepped inside, there was a door straight ahead and a bench where Lars sat down to toe off his boots. Following his lead, we hovered, waiting our turn before we were all barefoot. By this point, he and Riel had already headed into a room that though open planned, was cozy.

      It also let me see, very quickly, where my woman was.

      One half of the space was dedicated to a kitchen. It looked like it belonged in a magazine with its scrubbed wooden cupboards and a center island that gleamed thanks to spotlights overhead. The other half of the room contained an overlarge, brushed brown leather L-seater and faced a large screen TV. But what interested me was the fire. There was a deep hearth, large enough to almost stand in, and beside it, there was an old woman. She was sitting in a wheelchair, her mouth slack, her face free of expression, but the only part of her that moved were her eyes.

      They darted left and right, here and there, taking everything in. Absorbing it like she was a sponge and we were dishwater.

      I licked my lips, uneasy with the sight of her. The Fae weren’t often ill, and we were unaccustomed to diseases that the healers couldn’t fix. There were a few out there, granted, and the healers couldn’t repair old age, but this level of sickness was beyond my grasp.

      At my side, Daniel and Matthew were also shuffling around, fidgeting with their discomfort, but Riel showed no such awkwardness. She moved over to the old woman, asking, “What’s wrong with her?”

      “She had a stroke a long time ago,” Lars murmured, his surprise at her interest evident.

      Riel’s brow puckered. “She’s lived like this for a while?”

      “Yes. My great-aunt has a very stubborn nature,” Lars murmured.

      “You didn’t think to put her in a nursing home?” Riel queried, her focus half on him and half on the old lady.

      “Of course not. She does well here at the homestead. We never do well far from it.”

      Riel’s eyes widened. “Why?”

      Gabriella cleared her throat. “Our homesteads are our hearts, Riel. No first family strays far from it.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

      “The houses are imbued with ancient magic,” Lars reasoned. “From the dawn of our lines, we’ve lived here. Someone has kept the fires at the homestead burning. Renewing our connection with this land, in this hearth. It is our center, and we all must live here for most of the year. Our family was many, and that’s why the property is so big.

      “Leaving, even for college, can be painful.”

      Riel scowled at her grandmother. “We don’t live at the homestead.”

      “We couldn’t,” was all Gabriella said.

      “How long have you been away from it?” Lars asked, his curiosity and his horror evident.

      The presence of the latter indicated more than anything else could just how bad it was for a first family to be away from their homestead.

      “I’ve never lived in it. Nor has my mother.”

      Lars’ eyes widened. “Sol’s teeth. You must—”

      Riel’s mouth worked. “Must, what? Be suffering? If I am, I don’t know it.”

      “Why would you? You’ve been suffering since you were born,” Daniel reasoned. Unhelpfully, I thought.

      Riel gulped. “I guess.” She cut her grandmother a look. “Is this why Mama is such a bitch?”

      Gabriella snorted. “No. The homestead isn’t a cure-all, mija. It doesn’t change our personalities.” She hesitated for a second, then sighed with relief when Linford approached her. I watched as she leaned into him, appeared to gain strength from his presence, then murmured, “But it would have helped you with your magic from a young age.”

      “The homestead centers us. Especially when we’re young, and especially if we’re powerful,” Lars explained, then he beckoned to the island and murmured, “Would anyone like coffee?”

      Riel scowled. “I’d like answers.”

      “To which questions?” Lars reasoned.

      “That’s the trouble. There are too many.” She reached up and rubbed her temples. “There’s so much white noise in here.”

      My eyes widened at that and I headed over to her, just as I’d seen Linford do to her grandmother. The second I approached, she sighed with relief and fell into me.

      Lars, spying the gesture, murmured, “There is much power in here. It calls to the strongest of our lines.”

      “Did you feel this at your homestead?” I questioned softly.

      Riel shook her head. “No.” The bleakness to that one word hit me hard.

      Gabriella whispered, “The homestead dies without its family. Just as the family dies without its homestead.”

      I tensed, waiting on Riel’s explosion, but she didn’t say anything, just grabbed my hand and held on as Daniel and Matthew moved toward the kitchen with Lars. When Gabriella and Linford did too, she turned around and stared at the old woman.

      Unable to stop myself, I, too, studied her. She was heavily lined, her body frail and infirm with her stooped shoulders and crumpled form. But what made me uneasy was the way her eyes were alive with awareness. Her body had failed her, but her mind certainly hadn’t.

      “I can’t leave her like this,” Riel rasped, her voice low.

      “Then don’t,” I encouraged softly, understanding her reasoning.

      “I’m not sure if I’m supposed to,” she whispered back. “I don’t know what I’m doing here.”

      “Following the vision. It led you here—”

      “It led us here. This is about all of us. Grandmother knows more than she’s saying. She wanted you to touch Lars’ magic first. What stopped you?” she probed, tipping her head up to look me in the eye.

      As always, the connection flooded me with sensation, and there was no greater feeling than seeing her being staggered by the link too. Sol, she was so ‘staggered’ that her knees buckled. I grabbed her, quickly hauled her into my body, and wrapped my arms around her.

      “You’re unwell?”

      She released a shaky breath. “Remind me not to have eye contact with any of you.”

      My mouth twitched. “I wondered why you hadn’t been looking fully at us. Not really. Only little glances here and there.”

      Pushing her forehead into my chest, she whispered, “It’s there.”

      “What is?” I asked with a frown.

      “The Rut.” A shudder washed through her. “I can feel it. It’s growing in power, but if I don’t look at you, it’s better.”

      Wondering why that was, and realizing I needed to steer things away from this topic because I had a hard-on and that was always going to be awkward in a stranger’s house, and in front of his infirm great aunt, I whispered, “Lars looked as though he was preparing to die. That’s why I couldn’t touch him.”

      She didn’t reply, just seemed to absorb the words.

      “Then I heard the baby, and I couldn’t hurt him. Not when we don’t know exactly what’s going on. What if I did something wrong, or…?”

      That had her tensing. “Exactly. We don’t know what’s going on, and I’m sick of it. Acting on instinct only gets us so far. How do we move forward without anything to guide us?”

      “Instinct and kismet go hand in hand,” Gabriella murmured, breaking into our conversation. “You’d be surprised what you open yourself up to if you just channel what the Goddess desires.”

      Riel tensed in my arms and, unfortunately for me because I was using her to shield my erection from the room, pulled away. “The Goddess can desire it all she wants, but I need answers.”

      Gabriella’s lips twitched. “You want to cure her, don’t you? Take away her suffering?”

      Riel winced. “Of course, I do. I’m not a monster. Of course, I want to help. If I can.”

      “Oh, you can,” Gabriella assured her, but there was a slyness to her tone that put me on edge. “But just because you can, doesn’t mean you should.”

      Riel’s brow puckered. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing. It means nothing. But it could mean everything. What does your instinct say?”

      “To heal her.”

      “And yet, logic says what? That you don’t know how infinite your powers are?”

      Riel’s mouth worked. “The Fae say that a witch’s magic can be drained. That’s how they mine it, after all.”

      I frowned at that, because she’d seemed so certain before that her power wouldn’t falter. Was this just insecurity and nerves talking? Or had she kept something back from us? Something from her vision?

      “Yes, but you’re not a regular witch, are you? You never were.” Gabriella eyed the old lady. “You can help her. And even if it did drain you, which I highly doubt, maybe that was the exact amount of magic you weren’t supposed to have.”

      Riel’s hand gripped mine. “Tatarabuela said that when you work on instinct, you—”

      “It’s far more complicated. Naturally, child, everything happens for a reason, and coincidence is something the humans crafted to make themselves feel better about the poor decisions they make every day of their lives—”

      “Gabriella, leave the girl. Let her think,” Linford called out, but there was a warning in his voice, and that was the first time I’d ever heard that.

      Stiffening, I watched as she obeyed—that was another clue that something weird was going on here. Both grandmother and granddaughter weren’t exactly known for their obedience, after all.

      “Is this a test?” she rasped when her grandmother had returned to the station where Matt and Dan were sitting. I glanced at them and saw they were watching us, watching even as they maintained conversation with Lars and Linford.

      It felt good that they had our backs, good because… Sol, I didn’t have a clue what was happening here. I didn’t feel like I was in danger, didn’t think Riel was either, and yet there was an undertone to the entire situation. A feeling that set me on edge more than if Lars was holding a sword to my back.

      And that?

      Said everything.
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      The noise was intense. Ever since I’d made it onto the homestead, I’d heard it, but once I’d wandered inside? The noise had grown louder. It was at war with the turbulent emotions that were running around my body thanks to the Rut, and the dueling powers, one physical and one magical, made me feel like my knees were about to give out.

      Seph’s presence at my back helped me. It soothed the Rut’s power over me, but the white noise was intense. It talked at me in a language I didn’t understand, and the worst thing was, I felt like I should know it. Like I should be as fluent in this language as I was English and Spanish.

      But this tongue was like no other, and it felt old. So old. Beyond ancient. Maybe even timeless.

      I gulped at the thought and stopped looking at the old woman who, the sight of, hurt my heart.

      There were consequences to my actions, regardless of whatever my grandmother said. I’d told her I was concerned about draining my magic, but I wasn’t. My magic burned hotly inside me like I had a ball of power as large as the sun in my core. The magic wasn’t what concerned me, it was the power that did.

      The Earth existed on a tenuous balance. Already, we were overpopulated. Already, we were straining at the seams with our numbers. Gaia’s natural resources were stretched thin, billions around the world were food poor, and with the planet beginning to fight back against our numbers, I had to be cautious.

      Didn’t I?

      I’d already done something to my grandparents that would see them live longer lives. Longer lives in which they would further strain the cycle of life because they were anomalies. They should die when their time was right, leaving room for another child, a younger one.

      That was the cycle, wasn’t it?

      Death and rebirth?

      I’d dragged two people away from that cycle, and now I was contemplating a third. But when would it stop? I could recruit an army of people who’d fight in my name, for my honor, but what kind of damage would that reap upon Gaia’s true gift to us?

      Not our magic.

      Our home.

      But this woman… she called to me. Just as noisily as her house did.

      The old woman’s eyes darted to mine, like she knew I was thinking of her, and there was such knowledge within them that I felt sure, if I did nothing, that knowledge would be lost. Forever. She couldn’t write them down, evidently couldn’t speak thanks to the way her mouth was slack and free from any muscle tone… how else could she impart her knowledge if I didn’t liberate her from the prison her body had become?

      “Can you heal her?”

      I jerked in surprise, not having realized Lars was standing so close to me. He held out two coffee mugs and Seph reached for his, and slowly, I grabbed mine.

      The move was instinctive, and I had no idea where the instinct came from considering I’d never been poisoned in my life, but I raised the cup to my nose and scented it. There were strains in that scent that didn’t belong to coffee, and I frowned at him.

      “Why have you dosed it with chamomile?”

      Lars’ lips curved. “You scent it?”

      “I do,” I said coldly.

      “Chamomile can calm you down, even as the coffee riles you up.” He shrugged. “It’s my wife’s concoction. Sip it. There’s no taste of the flower.”

      Seph frowned. “Why would you mix herbal tea with coffee?”

      “My wife’s ways are unusual, but trust me, it tastes good. I just thought this situation is evidently very stressful for you, so it would be beneficial.” He shrugged. “No harm, no foul.”

      Seph’s hand tightened around mine. “I’ll try it, Riel.”

      Lars shrugged. “As you will.”

      He wandered away, not waiting for his earlier question to be answered, and I eyed him, then my family. I saw that Daniel and Matthew had glasses of water in front of them, and something inside me eased before I said, “Don’t drink it, Seph.”

      “Why not?”

      I shot him a look. “I don’t trust it.”

      He raised the brew to his nostrils. “I can only scent chamomile.”

      “Me too,” I whispered, unease filling me.

      Was this all a lie?

      Why had my grandmother brought me here?

      I was trusting her with me, with my mates, and yet… was I churlish to trust in her? To have faith that she could help? It was strange to doubt everything at this exact moment, but there was so much at risk. My tatarabuela had told me to trust in my abuela, but that was just it.

      I didn’t trust her.

      Not her intentions, not her word. I didn’t know her anymore. Didn’t know Lars. Didn’t know what I was doing save for following a vision an ancestor had thought important enough to bestow upon me. But something wasn’t right here. I couldn’t put my finger on it, couldn’t sense it because my senses were reeling. Not just from the Rut but from that interminable noise.

      Sol, how my brain buzzed with it.

      Warily, Seph grabbed my coffee cup and placed it on the small table beside the woman’s wheelchair. She watched him move, her eyes never leaving him as he pressed the mug to the table’s surface, and each second he was away, my heart pounded in my chest and the white noise in my head trumpeted fiercely.

      He was out of reach for a handful of seconds, and I felt each and every one of those seconds in my head. My heart slowed, my lungs seemed to freeze, and just as he began to move, I saw it.

      The magic.

      It surged out of her, as powerful as she was powerless. The bright turquoise gusted around Seph, netting him in her magic. Capturing him.

      “Get back!” Matthew roared, the stool he was sitting on toppling over as he leaped to his feet.

      But it was too late.

      Mine.

      Inside, I screamed. The part of me that was theirs roared out in fury and my own magic snapped out of me without conscious thought. The pink, so bright, wasn’t gossamer-like as it usually was. It was viscous. Thick and soupy almost. Those silvery metal flakes swimming around in the quagmire as it shrouded the other woman’s magic and quenched it before she could do anything to my mate.

      My heart started again when she sagged in her chair, but I shrieked, “Seph!” as he staggered to his knees and fell back against the floor at her feet.

      My wrath surged out, unbidden, and the old woman’s chair rolled back, slamming hard into the wall behind her. Plaster burst free around her, showering her in dust, but I didn’t care about that, didn’t care if she was hurt. My magic stayed swirling around her, and I knew I could trust it to keep her contained.

      I dropped to my knees, moving until I was straddling my Virgo. He was unconscious, his mouth slack, his…

      A scream escaped me as I turned to look at the woman. She was young. Young when I hadn’t touched her. Her face was immobile thanks to the surge of power I’d given her, and she would be unconscious for a long time if I had my way, but where she was suddenly in the prime of life, Seph was…

      “Sweet Sol,” I moaned, seeing her infliction imposed on his body. Around me, Matt and Dan skidded into place, surrounding him with our protection.

      Knowing they were there filled me with the warmth that had been drained from me when I’d seen the other woman’s magic flood from her, as strong as she was frail.

      “You never could do things the easy way, Riel,” my grandmother snapped. She’d moved too, coming to a stop at my side, but at her words, I not only sensed my mates’ tensing, their tempers surging, I felt my own rise in me in a way that not even the Norwegian witch had just experienced.

      “You think you can harm my mate?” I ground out, each word throbbing with my ire.

      “You had to awaken her. She is the oldest of us all. Her knowledge would—”

      “Riel, no!” Linford screamed, as I blasted my grandmother with my magic. Only when she crumpled to the ground, hazed in pink as my power swirled around her, keeping her contained, did I swerve around to face the other half of my treacherous family.

      In my hands, I wielded my powers as though they were missiles, and my fingers twitched with the need to punish someone, anyone, who thought they could harm me or my men.

      “You can cure him, dammit,” Linford bit off, face strained as he stared at his mate. “Just make him better.”

      “Making anyone better is my choice, Linford,” I spat, my face snarling and hitching with the true force of my wrath.

      I’d never felt anything like this before.

      Nothing could compare with the sheer torrent of black energy that was fueling me.

      A burst of Norwegian sounded from behind me, but I ignored the intrusion, heard the squall of a baby, and instead, sent magic to encompass the strangers. There was no way I was going to take my eyes off Linford. I knew he wouldn’t transport himself out of here, not without my grandmother who was still trapped by me.

      “Don’t hurt them!” Lars cried out.

      “I don’t hurt the innocent,” I shrieked at him. “Only you do that.” My mouth tightened. “You will tell me exactly what is happening here. You will tell me or I will hurt your family because they’re not innocent if they’re a party to this travesty.”

      “She’s the oldest,” he spat out, shooting a glance at the woman in the wheelchair. “The oldest of our kind. Not just of the first families, but of all witchkind.” His mouth trembled as he cast a look at his family behind me. I could only assume it was his wife and his baby from the terror that was written all over his face, a terror that I could use to my gain.

      “So? What does that matter?”

      “It was foretold that an angel would bring her back to us. She was trapped in her body. Trapped with only her mind as young as you. She’s been like this for decades. I’ve never even seen her move.”

      My eyes widened. “What are you talking about?”

      He shrugged. “Trude uses magic for everything. She’s either beside the fire, waiting for you, or she’s in her bedroom, resting. Her magic tends to her.” Lars licked his lips. “She’s like a piece of furniture to me now. She’s there, but she might as well not be.” He whispered, “She’s important, Riel.”

      “Why? Why is she?”

      “Because she has the answers you’re waiting for,” Linford ground out, his gaze on my grandmother. “She’s the greatest Seer…”

      My mouth worked as something occurred to me, something my grandmother had said. “No. No, that can’t be.”

      Lars frowned. “What? I don’t understand.”

      “The witch. The one who predicted the meteorites…” I shook my head, the wild action making me feel like I was going insane. “That was, you said that was hundreds of years ago.”

      “And so it was. She predicted them all, Riel. All of them. But she has more to share. More to give.” Linford’s mouth trembled. “You had to free her.”

      “It was my choice,” I snarled at him. “My choice to help her. My choice!” Around me, the earth began to quake. Behind me, the baby began to squeal, but I ignored it all, ignored them all as my terror and my temper entwined, morphing into a single unit until I didn’t know where one ended and one began.

      “Love.”

      I tensed as Daniel’s arms swept around my waist.

      “Calm down, Riel.”

      Matthew approached from the front, sandwiching me between them, surrounding me with them. My tension eased somewhat, but it was only then when I realized I was sobbing, sobbing like my heart was breaking. And maybe it was.

      “Heal him,” Daniel crooned into my ear.

      “You can do what you did for your grandparents.”

      “How c-can I-I?” I shrieked, the words garbled. “I wasn’t going to heal her because there’s a natural order to things. If I keep on ignoring that then I’ll only cause more harm than good!”

      “You can’t live without him, Riel,” Linford called out, just loud enough for me to hear over my sobs. “You need him. Just as much as you need Trude.”

      I pushed my face into Matthew’s chest, rocking my forehead back and forth against his shirt.

      It was so simple.

      Save Seph.

      There was no simpler action than that. Linford was right. I couldn’t live without him, couldn’t endure this life without my Virgo, and yet…

      What had my grandmother said?

      There was no such thing as coincidence.

      Was I supposed to die after this whole thing was over?

      Was I supposed to survive only long enough to make things right? To fulfil the vision that my tatarabuela had seen and no more?

      If everything happened for a reason, why had this happened at all?

      Shivering in my mates’ arms, lost and frightened, with so many different directions to take, I swiftly came to terms with the fact that if this Trude had predicted each and every one of the meteors, if she’d been hanging around, subsisting on her magic for this long, then she was the only one who truly would have any answers for me.

      I tensed, stiffening inside and out as I thought about releasing her from my magic.

      I wasn’t comfortable enough with it yet to understand the nuance of my powers. I didn’t know everything, after all. Just had a feeling for what I could do. But thus far, everything I had done was with the grace of a warrior wielding a mace rather than a surgeon with a scalpel.

      How to liberate her while keeping her contained should have been my biggest obstacle. Instead, I was worrying about Seph. I wanted him here with me, sandwiching me between the three of them, and yet…

      Principles.

      I clenched my jaw, hating the situation I was in. I’d never asked for any of this crap, but here I was, knee deep in a pile of shit that had nothing to do with me or my mates.

      Since when were we the road sweepers or the trash collectors of the world? Clearing out the detritus everyone else had tossed out, uncaring where it landed?

      “Tell me your reasoning, Riel,” Matthew whispered in my ear, but even though the way he spoke felt intimate, his question was cold and hard.

      I thought about a moment’s silence. A moment’s peace for us to talk, focused on it, concentrated on it so I could will it into being.

      Just a sliver of time.

      That was all I needed.

      Licking my lips, I twisted my head to look at Lars. When I saw that his hand was hovering in midair and Linford was frozen in place too, I released a breath that was loaded with relief.

      “I extended two people’s lives. By doing that, I messed with the balance of the world. I did that because I wasn’t thinking. I was feeling. I’d been without my grandmother for so long when she was the only one I believed understood me. As for Linford, my reasoning was both selfish and romantic. I wanted him to have more time with my grandmother, but also, I’d never had my grandfather before, and I wanted him. I wanted him close to me. He understood the other half of my nature, a part that no one else ever had, a part that I’d hidden all my life.” I sucked in a shaky breath, but even that wasn’t enough to empower me to say the next words.

      “It’s okay, Riel. They’re your family. It’s only natural to—”

      “But that’s just it,” I whispered. “What I’m doing is the exact opposite of natural. It’s the exact opposite of a power that shouldn’t be in the hands of a single person. It’s a power that belongs to Sol or Gaia. Not a single witch.”

      Matthew, his somber eyes trained on me, dipped his chin with a solemnity that had me wanting to clench my own shut.

      He understood.

      And I hated that he understood, because that meant my reasoning made sense, and if that was the case…

      I gulped as the endless white noise surged louder than ever, making me feel like I was drowning in a white sea of it.

      “Your grandmother said everything happens for a reason,” Daniel pointed out, his voice as earnest as the way he hugged me to him. The hug did more to battle the sounds tearing at my senses than anything else could. “You obviously had to do—”

      I felt dazed by what I was enduring, but what he said no longer fit. Maybe once I’d felt that way, but the vision with my great-great-grandmother had changed that. Had changed me because she’d opened my eyes.

      “No. I don’t agree with her.” When he tensed in surprise at my words, I squeezed his hands. “I mean, she’s right, but if I live my life that way, if everyone led their lives that way, no one would ever be held accountable for their actions.” I shook my head “I don’t believe that’s right. My powers are—”

      “Your powers are tied to us,” Matthew pointed out. “We’re a unit. Trust me when I say, Riel, that you don’t want to live without Seph. We’ve seen the witches in his father’s cirque du freak. Even though Noa’s intentions with them appear to be pure, their misery is unreal. Their powers are there, just as strong from what I gather, but that’s not enough to make them want to live.”

      My mouth tightened. “Maybe this is the stepping-stone to the fate that’s been awaiting us all along.”

      Matt scowled at me. “What fate is that?”

      “Maybe this is the first step on a path that leads toward all our ends.” As the words passed my lips, my knees almost crumpled when that horrendous noise burst into my brain, overtaking every single one of my senses until I felt like I was going to swoon.
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      I could see she believed it. Could see that she believed every word she’d just uttered, and considering what we’d been through lately, I couldn’t exactly blame her.

      Any normal humanoid who’d touched that meteor would never have survived the radiation that seeped into them as a result of coming into contact with an extraterrestrial object.

      Instead of being afflicted by some terrible infirmity, we’d been granted powers.

      Powers that existed for a reason.

      While I could see her point, I could also see something that she couldn’t.

      “I think we need to drain your magic a little,” I rasped, and when she tensed, I stared at her calmly. “You’re talking crazy, Riel. We don’t plan missions with the assumption we’re going to die. We don’t leave fallen comrades to suffer and perish—we heal them. We do everything we can to save them. To the best of our abilities.”

      “This isn’t a stupid mission the Assembly has sent us on!” she ground out, shoving away from me and Matt. I watched as her hands came up to cover her head a second, she plucked at her ears, making me wonder what she was doing—could she still hear that noise? When her fingers scrabbled at her hair, I thought she was going to tug at it, but then Seph released a low moan and it distracted her from whatever was afflicting her. The second he made that sound, her own discomfort was forgotten and she headed over to Seph. Squatting beside him, she traced her fingers over his brow.

      What once had been free from lines, the golden silk of Fae skin, was now withered and creased. In a handful of seconds, I’d watched my troupe brother morph from a handsome bastard into a male so old he looked like he could turn into dust if we so much as breathed on him.

      How, in Sol’s name, had the old bitch managed to do that? How had she transferred her sickness onto Seph?

      The thought had me frowning. “Guys, if Trude could do what she did to Seph, why hasn’t she done it before?”

      Matthew tensed, then, slowly reasoned, “If she’s been living here all these years, she’d have had ample opportunity, Riel.”

      Her brow puckered. “You’re right.”

      “She did it for a reason,” I murmured uneasily, tossing a glance at the witch.

      To be honest, I was surprised Riel had managed to fell her. Especially since this woman was so damn powerful that she had managed to outwit time itself.

      Yet, when I looked at her, she was frozen. There was no feigning it either. I wasn’t just talking frozen like whatever the Sol Riel had done to the clock which let us speak as though a second was an hour. There was something about her and about Gabriella that spoke of… My mind caught on a pair of words that made me feel even worse.

      Rigor mortis.

      Lars and Linford were frozen in place. Whatever they were doing, they’d carry on doing it until Riel let them go—Linford was wringing his hands and Lars was holding a cup.

      But the pink haze of Riel’s magic did something to the two females. It seemed to be using their muscles against them—they looked like they were in pain, whereas Linford and Lars didn’t.

      They weren’t suffering.

      The women were.

      My throat felt tight at that, and the ordinary Dan wanted to feel pity. But Seph was down, Riel was stumbling, and all because those two witches had misled us. How could I pity them when Gabriella had brought us to this situation, intentionally leaving us in the dark? How could I wish they weren’t suffering when Seph was suffering thanks to both their actions?

      My mouth was tight as I stepped away to crouch at Seph’s side. He wasn’t frozen in time. Whatever Riel had done, she’d included him in the circle. It figured. Riel would never forget about him. Not even in a panic.

      He was breathing, deep, drawing rasps that made my ears hurt.

      “You can’t function without him, Riel,” I reminded softly, unsure why I even needed to say that. But Riel wasn’t functioning normally either. Her eyes were glinting more than usual, and I had a feeling that whatever she could hear that we couldn’t, was fucking with her head somehow.

      Making her judgment questionable?

      Evidently so from her hesitation to save Seph. Then, I looked at the two witches and reasoned that some part of her was in full working order.

      What the fuck was this place doing to my mate? We needed to get out of here, but with things as they were, that wasn’t looking likely, was it?

      “You think I needed you to tell me that?” she growled.

      “Why did she steal Seph’s youth from him? Why not yours? Why not anyone within the years she’s been chained to that chair?” Matthew pointed out calmly, so damn calmly I wanted to smack him.

      He spoke like he was a lecturer just waiting for the students to call out the answer to a question they should have studied the previous night.

      When neither of us replied, he murmured, “She must have done it because you weren’t going to help her.”

      Riel’s head whipped around to stare at him. “So this is my fault?”

      I cringed. “No one’s allaying blame here, Riel.”

      Her mouth pursed into a tight ring. “I wouldn’t blame you. All of this, all this shit, it is my fault. All my fucking fault.” She reached up and scrubbed her hands over her face. “This is—”

      “We wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you,” Matthew stated, more collected than ever. “But how many times, Riel? We are creatures who are versed in kismet. You are our destiny. We were born to be here. By your side. Acting as your…” He sighed. “I don’t know what we’re supposed to be. Since the meteor, everything’s changed. I figured we were supposed to be your protectors. But you don’t need us for that. You don’t—”

      She rushed over to him and before he could do more than blink, her arms were around his waist and she was huddled into him. “Don’t say that.”

      He pressed a kiss to the crown of her head and closed his eyes. I watched the intimate move with no distress. I wasn’t even jealous, because there was nothing to be jealous about.

      If any woman alive needed three males to keep her on the straight and narrow, it was Riel.

      Being her Virgo was a full-time job, and Sol, even the Fae needed to sleep. I needed Seph and Matthew’s help with my Virgo. I saw that now. She wasn’t a regular female, and she would never be satisfied with a regular male.

      “He’s right,” I said softly, breaking the love-in, because Seph’s breathing was making my own chest hurt. I’d never watched anyone die, but that was a death rattle if ever there was one. “We’re not your protectors. We’re not your warriors, which, sweetheart, means we’re something else entirely.”

      Matthew caught my eye. “What?”

      “We’re to help her. Gabriella wanted Seph to touch Lars’ wind for a reason. Whatever we’re supposed to do here, she knows. What do you reckon that all three of us are vital to doing whatever the fuck it is she wants?” I bit my lip. “I think we’ve been played. I think, all along, Gabriella has known what we must do, and she’s let us think we’re in charge. Has let Riel have her way, gone to the AFata to deal with them because, let’s face it, they’re allies now. She has no reason to fear them.”

      “But if it weren’t for the vision, we’d have been with the Assembly now,” Riel rasped, twisting in Matt’s arms to look at me. “What would have been her purpose there?”

      “I don’t have all the answers,” I stated. “I just think she knows more than she let on. She knew that old witch there. She wanted you to save her. Her motives are compromised.”

      Matt rubbed her arm. “He’s right. We can’t trust her. Whether she wanted us to go to the Assembly or whether she had a vision herself about us coming here, either way, I feel like she’s using us.”

      “My tatarabuela said the first families will know what to do when I come to them,” she said quietly, her eyes distant. Gaia help me, they were so distant they were on another plane entirely. “Lars wanted to offer his magic.”

      “He looked like he was offering his life,” Matt declared. “He looked scared. I was glad when Seph wanted answers first. That wasn’t right.”

      “Gabriella could have told you that she was the head of the first family, but she didn’t. She also said that she comes here often enough to know the way, but Lars didn’t know her, did he? You could see that. So who was she visiting?” My gaze drifted over to the witch, because I had a feeling I had my answer.

      Riel sucked in a breath. “What do I do?”

      “You save Seph,” Matt and I said in unison, but I carried on, “You save him because without him, you’ll be an empty shell. You save him because he is integral to you, and for whatever reason, you’re integral to a plan that has been centuries in the making.

      “I-I applaud you, Riel, for trying to stick to your guns. And sacrificing Seph is definitely one way to stick to your principles, but what are principles if you don’t have him?”

      She clenched her eyes closed. “How am I even questioning losing him? Why didn’t I instantly save him?”

      I licked my lips, treading warily now because the last thing you did when dealing with someone on the edge was point out how close to the edge they fucking were.

      But there was no prevaricating where this was concerned. There was no soothing ruffled feathers or trying to make her feel better.

      “I think your magic is going to your head.”

      For a second, the silver in her eyes glinted, then she whispered, “Maybe.” She pressed her knuckles to her temples in a way that had to hurt. I wanted to reach for her hand, wanted to kiss the knuckles she was scraping across that tender cartilage, but instead, I gave her free reign to act and move as she wanted—Riel was listening to us. I didn’t want to give her leave to stop.

      “You know things you shouldn’t, Riel,” Matt inserted, his gaze drifting to mine in approval—he agreed with what I was saying. “It’s there, in your eyes.”

      “I didn’t know this, did I?” she whispered. “Didn’t envisage this.”

      “No, but somehow you knew how to catch the AFata’s wind and use it to trap the battalion. Somehow, you knew where to put them. Somehow, somehow, somehow.”

      “It’s almost like your brain knows something but your hands are working separately,” Matthew mused, his brow puckering as he thought about what he was saying. “I don’t mean that to insult you, love, it’s just… something isn’t in sync.”

      “Probably because the power inside her wasn’t meant for one small, human frame.” I cut Gabriella a look. “She was genuinely taken aback when she realized what you’d done with the meteor, Riel. Whatever you were supposed to do, it wasn’t that.”

      Matthew’s nod was slow. “He’s right. She was surprised. She was angry. I think she thought it had killed you.”

      “So, whatever she wants, she doesn’t want me dead,” Riel spat bitterly. “At least, not yet.”

      I winced, wished I could smooth over that for her, but couldn’t. “I think that’s a fair assumption.”

      Seph punctuated my remark by releasing a shaky, soughing breath. The noise was loud enough to have Riel jerking, and when I looked, I saw her eyes were a bright blue. She rushed over, skidded onto her knees at his side, and then pressed her hands to his face. As I watched, curious now, I saw her eyes flitter over to the silver glint I was coming to recognize, and watched as she healed Seph, drawing the malady the old witch had cursed him with, and shedding it from him as though he were sloughing off an old skin.

      When he started coughing, he twisted onto his side. He was the same Seph as before, but what he coughed out was, in a word, gross.

      The black smoke spewed from him like it was a dark ribbon he’d somehow ingested. It was dense and pure in its color, and he choked on it as he hacked it out. Only once he was free from it, his face a bright red, did he throw himself onto his back and try to catch his breath.

      For a second, Riel watched him, and I took note of her eye color—silver.

      Her regard was clinical. It wasn’t Riel. There was no affection as she stared at him, there was no caring, no recognition even. Then, slowly, before my eyes, the silver began to recede to be replaced with the blue, and the second the blue was in play, the recognition was there.

      “Seph!” she sobbed, hurling herself at him, wrapping him up in her until he got enough strength back to lift his arms and curve them around her.

      I got to my feet, wanting to give them a private moment, then headed over to Matt.

      “What is it?” he asked quietly, his gaze focused on them.

      “The magic… it overtakes her.”

      He nodded. “I know.” Reaching up, he rubbed his chin. “When her eyes are silver, it’s like she’s not in there.”

      I tensed. “You noticed as well?”

      “Yeah. I did. When I approached her to hug her, they were bright silver. Shining like a new coin. They were like that all through that little speech about how she couldn’t save him.” He released a shaky sigh. “The second they were blue again, she began to show emotions.”

      “What do we do?” I asked uneasily.

      “Keep her grounded.” He bit at the inside of his cheek, pulling the skin taut until I could see the small cavern he made. “The Rut… her tatarabuela said to fight it, but I don’t think she should. I think the Rut will unite us, forge us together.”

      “You’re only saying that because you don’t trust—”

      “And do you?” he blurted out.

      “No.” The answer was easily given, but nothing about this was easy. I thought about what had just happened, then something crossed my mind that prompted me to ask, “How did you know Trude was going to attack?”

      Unease passed over his face, tightening his lips with his misery. “I don’t know. I think it’s just another ‘gift.’ I sensed it back in the AFata’s office when that witch was going to attack us, and I did today.” He shrugged. “What use was it though when it was too late?”

      Empathy on his behalf filled me, but because I could see he wanted to wear a hair shirt over it, I didn’t linger over it, and went back to the original conversation—that was complicated and confusing enough to take anyone’s mind off things. Sweet Sol, a limerick had more reason and rhyme than what was going on here.

      Breath billowing out of me, I asked, “Riel’s great-great-grandmother can’t lie to us, right? She’s dead. For whatever reason, Riel is having these visions, surely the intention behind them is pure.”

      He winced. “True. But Gabriella definitely can’t be trusted.”

      “Agreed.” I thought about it for a second, then murmured, “Maybe the Rut is what brings Riel back to us. Maybe that’s the link. It would make sense, Matt. We have to believe the visions are Gaia granted, free from human taint.”

      This time, he didn’t just bite the inside of his cheek, he gnawed on it. “Yeah. I think you’re right.”

      I blew out a breath. “Look, if we truly believe in kismet, then we have to believe that everything really is happening for a reason. Not like with how Riel said, where it means we do whatever the fuck we want, but because our path was set in stone long before we were born.”

      He caught my eye. “Go on.”

      I dipped my chin. “Gabriella was surprised over Riel catching the meteor, but maybe Gaia knew that all along. We’re her Virgo, and we thought we were her protectors, like you said, but maybe Riel was always supposed to catch that meteor, maybe we were always supposed to be there at her side, helping her. And now, as we act, we’re there for her, grounding her, stopping her from going nuts, keeping her tied to us through our bond because that’s the only way to stop her from going completely off the rails.”

      For endless seconds, he didn’t say a word, then he nodded. “You’re right.”

      My eyes flared wide at that. “Sol help us, I am?”

      Despite the seriousness of the situation, his lips curved and he snickered. “You’re the one who came up with the theory. Why are you so surprised?”

      I shook my head. “I was hoping I was wrong.”

      “Maybe you are, because it is only a theory, but it ticks all the boxes, and it explains why Riel thought first instead of reacting when Seph was taken down.” His lips twisted into a snarl. “What better way to sabotage her than by taking one of her Virgo out of commission? By taking away the one means she has of staying grounded?”

      I tensed. “You think you, Seph, and me are in danger?”

      He stared at Seph and Riel who were still hugging. “I do.”
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      The white noise was louder than ever.

      It felt like I had a beehive taking root in my skull. The worst thing was, not even Seph was helping ease the noise. Earlier, being wrapped in Matt and Dan’s arms had helped, but something was different here.

      Something was still wrong.

      I pulled away to look at him, and saw his eyes were closed. His face was young again, and his body was no longer ill, but he was still plagued somehow. That had to be the reason why that incessant buzz hadn’t dissipated.

      He sensed my attention and opened his eyes. They weren’t the usual bright blue. They were darker.

      Smokier.

      Like the crap that had spilled from him when he’d hacked up his guts.

      “What is it, Riel?” he asked softly, sounding exactly like my Seph but somehow not.

      My mouth tightened. “Nothing.” After clearing my throat, I murmured, “We need to get you onto the sofa. Somewhere more comfortable.”

      He grimaced, a flash of pain creasing his brow. “I feel like I’ve been run over by a truck.”

      I clambered off him, then leaned down and helped haul him into a sitting position. By that point, Dan and Matt were there to help him, and their presence aided with the white noise between my ears.

      With that working theory, I released some of my magic’s hold on the old witch. Although my Virgo’s attention was elsewhere, their proximity to me eased that buzz, and I felt a little more in control than maybe I was supposed to be.

      Trude’s eyes flared open the instant I relinquished the full hold I had on her. If the guys had asked me to explain that, I wouldn’t have been able to. I had no idea how I’d been able to freeze time, no idea how I could knock her out while imprisoning her, and also, how I could relinquish a part of the hold I had on her while maintaining everything else on lockdown.

      I was well aware, from my own experiences, how far magic could travel. I knew she could get to us from here, and it wasn’t like she needed her fingers to do the pointing. Just releasing her to this extent was enough to put us all in danger, but, and call me crazy, I had a feeling of the two of us, I was the most dangerous.

      “It takes some strength to control me,” Trude grated out, her voice itching with annoyance at a thought process we were sharing.

      “If you don’t answer me, then you’ll be back right where you were,” I spat at her, feeling my Virgo tense up behind me.

      I received a cold scoff for my pains. “As far as I’m aware, you have yet to ask me anything.”

      Staring at her, just as cold as she, there was only one question to ask. “Why?”

      “That’s a loaded question. So many whys to query what I did with my life.” Her lips pursed. “Let’s start off easily. Why did I stay in this half-life for half a millennium?” When I nodded, her eyes burned with an inner fire. “That one is simple. I was waiting for you.”

      My throat closed at that.

      “Not the answer you wanted to hear?” Her lips curved. “Since the first of Sol’s gifts hit the Earth, the Fae have overtaken us. Run roughshod over our powers. Gaia and Sol seek equilibrium in all things. It was my duty to remain until someone was born who could see that through.”

      “Equilibrium?” I rasped.

      She blinked. “A world where the Fae aren’t lording it over the witches. A world where the witches take their rightful place. The Conclave have abused their position for too long by allowing the Assembly to get away with it. It is time we regained what was rightfully ours.”

      “And how can I do that?” I quizzed shakily.

      “You’re a child of three worlds. Born witch and Fae, raised human. But where the ‘angels’ are concerned, you’re one of the few who could gain access to the Assembly,” she sneered. “You think they allow witches anywhere near the hallowed halls of their government? Of course not. You have wings, and while they may think you lesser, they think more of you than they do the likes of the witches and humans.”

      “Why did you do that to Seph?” Dan snarled, his hands curved into fists as he faced the old witch. “What did injuring him have to do with any of this?”

      “Because she wasn’t going to help me, and I needed to be liberated,” she said simply.

      I turned to look at my mate. “What have you done to him?”

      Seph’s eyes drifted open, the move was languid, soft. He was awake but not alert. “What do you mean? I’m fine.”

      Everything inside me recognized that for the lie that it was—Good Gaia, even the white noise agreed, because it soared into a climax before settling into a deep buzz as I grumbled, “You’re the opposite.”

      “She’s right.” She caught my eye. “Consider him collateral.”

      “In what? You want me to do what you want?”

      “What I want is what Gaia wants. How do you think I survived this long? My magic is strong, always was, but enough to survive five centuries?” She sniffed. “The gods intervened. They knew you’d need help, and help I shall.”

      It was unwise to show her any weakness, so I scrubbed my hand over my face and hid my features from her for a blink of the eye.

      “How can you help me?”

      “You need guidance to craft the greatest weapon this planet has ever known.”

      Eyes flaring wide at that, I asked, “What? Why?”

      “The Fae respond only to might, so that is what we will give them.”

      “Explain,” I demanded.

      “Rude, isn’t she?” the witch said to my mates, but from their silence, I figured they weren’t going to apologize for my lack of manners.

      “If you prefer to return to the rictus I just imprisoned you in, then that can be arranged,” I warned.

      Her top lip curled in a sneer. “Think you could trap me in that once more?”

      “Oh, I know it.” And I did. I wasn’t sure how I did, granted, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t feel the power inside me.

      A breath gusted from her. “That’s the problem when you put the power of two gods into one being.” She rolled her eyes. “Arrogance.”

      “Hardly. You attacked my Virgo. You admit to using him as collateral to leverage me into doing as you bid. Which part of that should make me trust you?”

      Her lips flattened. “That was most unfortunate, but needs must.” She cut a look at my grandmother. “I see you treat all in the same manner. Friend or foe.”

      “Hardly friend,” Matt pointed out. “She plotted against us.”

      “For your own good,” she countered. “Even if you don’t know what your own good is.”

      “I refuse to harm anyone,” I argued, inserting that into the conversation, raising my voice until that was the only thing that could be heard.

      “Liberation comes at a price,” Trude murmured softly, but I saw the sliver of unease in her eyes.

      “It’s not a price I’m willing to pay. I won’t hurt anyone. I won’t have anyone die for a cause that isn’t of their own choice—”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. This world that we live in is the way it is because of every single person who allows the status quo to continue.” Her nostrils flared. “This rebellion has been centuries in the making and you will comply.”

      “Regardless of what you say,” I spat. “I will do as I will. My loyalties lay with no one except for my Virgo. They’re the only ones in my life who haven’t turned their backs on me. Everyone else has either abandoned me or just decided I’m unworthy. Everyone except them… unfortunately for you, you targeted the wrong person as collateral.”

      Trude released a sigh. “If you approach the Fae with anything other than all the power on your side, they won’t listen to you.”

      I appreciated her cutting through the bullshit, but I didn’t like what she had to say. “I have collateral of my own.”

      “I’m sure you do. It won’t be enough.”

      “A battalion of warriors?”

      She frowned. “You have a battalion of warriors imprisoned?”

      Smugly, I told her, “I do.”

      A snort escaped her. “Impressive, to be sure, but hardly enough to corral them. They send them into battle like chess pieces for their own gain, girl. To the Assembly, they’re expendable.”

      Inside, I stiffened, because she wasn’t wrong.

      “Why did Gabriella want Seph to touch Lars’ magic?”

      Trude’s gaze drifted over to Matt. “I had many visions in my youth and that involves one of them. I foresaw the meteors that would bring changes…” Her jaw tightened. “Of course, they were for witch and human gain, not the Fae, but when did that ever stop them from abusing their position?”

      “You mean the Fae were the only ones who weren’t supposed to touch the meteors?” I queried.

      “Indeed.”

      “But if they were for everyone else, how would humans and witches have survived the radiation?”

      She sniffed. “You think Sol and Gaia would grant us a gift that would harm us? Harnessing the gift is one thing, but being outright damaged by the blessed vessel is another matter entirely.” She cocked a brow. “Aren’t you all fine? Do you suffer from ill health? Or just a surge in powers, unusual ones at that?”

      I blinked. “I suppose. I don’t feel ill.”

      “Nor should you. You are well. Strong. Growing stronger with time… That was foreseen. All of this was predicted, and we have been working toward it ever since.”

      “Who’s we?” Daniel rasped.

      “The first families, of course.”

      Uneasily, I folded my arms across my chest. “How have you been doing that?”

      “Waiting, mostly. Preparing our children for the day when the Redeemer would come.”

      My brow puckered. “The Redeemer?”

      “Your title.” Her lips twitched. “We knew many things, but we could not foresee your name.”

      To these people, I was the Redeemer?

      I shivered with relief when I felt Daniel approach me, his hand settling at the bottom of my back. I had to admit to feeling better at his touch, and I twisted slightly to move closer to him.

      When I didn’t reply, when none of my Virgo said another word, Trude carried on, “Lars was prepared, as was his father and his father before him. The Redeemer, we all knew thanks to one of my visions, would come from the air branch. The fire, earth, and water families all knew to expect a visit from the Redeemer at some point, and they were to facilitate her wishes, offer their powers to her for her to do as she would with them.”

      Matt grimaced. “That’s why he tensed as though he were about to die.”

      She winced. “Indeed. The message, as is often the way, does get diluted with time. A little like a game of Telephone. The story changes over the years.”

      “Figures,” Daniel muttered.

      “What is Riel supposed to do with Lars’ magic?”

      “That’s the most interesting thing of all,” Trude replied, her voice loaded with relish now. “She wasn’t to do anything. Her Virgo were. The Redeemer is Virgo-bound, after all. One would use Sol’s energies to take the metaphysical and make it physical. The next would find the remaining life within the physical, and the last would drain anything that was alive and remove it from the ore.”

      My brow puckered. “What? Why would they do that?”

      “What remained would be pure, harnessed, undiluted, simmering water magic.” Her eyes were alight with excitement. “Do the same with the air, fire, and earth offerings, and all of a sudden, you have the makings of the weapon we need to take down the Fae.”

      “How? How would we do that?” I whispered, taken aback by the zealous nature of her tone.

      “By hurting them where they’d hurt the most—resettling the balance among witchkind, easing their power surges.”

      Dan gasped. “That’s impossible.”

      “Is it? The first families are unique. Their magic is the strongest. They were the ones who connected with the first of Sol’s stones. Lars is a descendant of that first man. That power is harnessed through the generations, not growing weaker but stronger.

      “We’re unlike other witchkind. Most will allow the magic to pass to either sex. But first families are different. Only one gender receives the gift, and that gender occurs only once per generation—that is the head of the family. Your grandmother is the head, and when she dies, your mother will be, and when she passes, you will be too. When you have a daughter, the mantel will pass on to her. As is the way with Lars…”

      I frowned. “That makes no sense. You’re not a man.”

      She snorted. “You noticed that, did you? I married into the first family. My child became the head. I was powerful in my own right, but he was incredible.” Pride glinted in her eye. “Gaia granted me life to instruct you. I am the strongest Seer ever to grace this realm, and she has told me how it must be.”

      “No,” I stated, refusing to listen. “There is free will in all things—”

      “Not where you’re concerned, there isn’t,” she ground out, and this time, it wasn’t pride that glinted in her eyes, but rage. “Gaia and Sol have been working to right the wrongs they committed for centuries. Those plans will not grind to a halt thanks to a stupid witch who doesn’t know her place!”

      “Nice to know what you really think of me,” I snarled, folding my arms across my chest.

      “You never mentioned how you’d achieve this plan to dominate the Fae,” Daniel pointed out.

      “I was interrupted, wasn’t I?” Trude snapped. “Our powers are pure, and the ore would be condensed.” She closed her eyes and, in a different tone, one that had the white noise in my head surging ever louder, recounted,

      “In the Amazon, place the Water stone, to stir the beginnings of change.

      “At Suswa, place the Earth stone, to help change grow.

      “Upon the Himalayas, place the Air stone, to let change spread.

      “Within Heklugjá, place the Fire stone, and from the ashes, change will be born.”

      The shift in her voice wasn’t new to me. I knew what it meant, and I was getting sick and fucking tired of it.

      A vision.

      She was speaking words she’d learned in a vision.

      Pinching the bridge of my nose, I sought patience and failed to find it. I hadn’t asked for any of this. Hadn’t asked to be a Redeemer.

      I was a fashion designer, for fuck’s sake.

      Not a harbinger.

      And yet, deep inside myself, what she said resonated on a different level because that white noise?

      It had gone silent.

      The magic within me, the magic that was Sol-granted and Gaia-gifted, was in total agreement.

      It wanted what Trude said to be realized.

      There was no argument.

      No reasoning.

      No logic or rationale.

      This was our path, and our free will wasn’t worth a damn.

      
        
        ❖

        Matthew

      

      

      

      I saw the irritation on my mate’s face, but more than that, I saw the agitation. The two emotions might have seemed alike to anyone else, but to me? With Riel? I sensed them for what they were.

      Irritation at being cornered.

      Agitation because she knew we had no choice.

      “The battalion,” I stated, giving my mate time to come to terms with being walled in.

      “What about it?” Trude asked, her eyes drifting open, and I saw the fatigue within them. That simple recitation had drained her more than I thought Riel knew.

      What was it Linford had said earlier? That even though he was young, he still felt the same pains and aches as he had when he was old?

      I couldn’t even begin to imagine the discomfort Trude was in when I considered just how damn long she’d lived on this realm.

      “How are they a part of the Gods’ plan?”

      Top lip quirking, she murmured, “The Assembly needs to be informed of the new world order, don’t they? What better bargaining power to reach them than the returning of their own? For certain, they are expendable, but if there is hope of their return, a move facilitated by others of their kind, they will surely open their doors to receive news of their fate.”

      Riel’s mouth was a tight purse. “What do I do?”

      “You allow Seph to crystallize Lars’ magic—”

      “Seph is injured. Whatever you’ve done to him—?”

      Trude sighed. “Child, you have to learn to stop interrupting. Seph is strong enough to fulfil his part in this. As for after, I am here now, but I won’t be for long. Though you purged most of my magic from him, there is still a seed within him. That will remain for as long as I live—I must help you see this through. Once my purpose is fulfilled, I will pass on, and the seed will die.”

      Dan frowned at that, and his hand tightened around Riel’s shoulder. “You can’t survive without Seph?”

      “He is, for all intents and purposes, a symbiont for me. My magic and Gaia’s Will kept me alive, but for me to be of any use other than just to remain breathing and subsisting? I need help.” Trude sighed. “Truly, I mean you no ill, and Gaia doesn’t either. Every step you have taken, every choice you have made has led you to this moment. To a moment where change is needed.

      “If the Fae continue on in their current vein, they will overrun the witches and the humans, and without us, there will be no balance in this world. If they are allowed to carry on, within generations, magic will die out. The meteors are not for the Fae. They are for the witches and humans,” she urged, imploring Riel to believe. “Their numbers increase every year whereas ours are stagnant. The imbalance is ruining our world. Destroying Gaia’s gift to us. You must see that I speak true!”

      I wasn’t stupid. I knew her argument was aimed at my mate and not at me, and though I didn’t appreciate her attacking Seph the way she had, I had to admit I believed her.

      “The Fae are too cocksure, too cemented in their power, but they have disrupted the natural order for too long. If they remain on their path, they will destroy our kind. Riel, you have to see that?”

      Riel scowled at her. “Why will the witches die?”

      “Because magic is not without end. It is a resource just like anything else. The meteors are Sol’s means of seeding Gaia’s soil, as it were. When the Fae capture them before they have a chance to disperse into the environment, robbing the stones of their powers for their own gain, they are robbing themselves.” She cut the still frozen Linford a look. “The gifts they achieve are incredible. Just look at what Linford can do, and even that was foreseen, for how would you find yourself at the top of Everest without the aid of a male such as he? One who can ping you into place just long enough to see Gaia’s task through.”

      “I don’t want anyone to get hurt,” Riel gritted out, her hands fisting at her side.

      “Then you must do as I say,” Trude replied softly, “for there will be millions hurt if you don’t act now.”

      Silence fell at her final words, and I watched Trude’s face pale and saw just how far the drain on her reserves was now.

      “Everything you would have us do requires nothing from Riel.”

      It was Seph who spoke out, Seph who made me recognize that Riel, whose role was apparently so important, didn’t actually play a part in anything Trude had mentioned.

      “No.” Trude’s mouth twisted. “It doesn’t. Her part comes once the ore is in place. She must activate them.”

      “Activate them? How?”

      “Sol’s stone gave you the ability of each of the elements, but he gave you more than that. You can call on every element in the known universe. In the Amazon, you must call on a tide so strong, the banks of the river bloat. At the top of Everest, you must call on the wind—a wind so fierce that no one can sustain it. Suswa is a caldera—fertile and fecund. You must sink that ore into its crust. Heklugjá is an active volcano. Once the ore is within its mouth, you must trigger an eruption.

      “Only you can do this, Riel. Only you have the powers to do this—”

      “You want her to trigger natural disasters,” Dan ground out.

      Trude cut him a look. “The biggest natural disaster is on its way if she doesn’t act.”

      “We only have your word on it,” Dan retorted.

      “And why would I endure a half-life for centuries if it were not to impart this information to you and your troupe?” Trude snarled. “Do you think this was a pleasant existence? I could have passed with my husband, instead, I endured. And I didn’t subsist to be questioned by the likes of you.” Her mouth firmed. “You must act, Riel. Whether you like it or not, this is your destiny, and only once it is fulfilled will you have any peace.”

      At her words, Riel stunned me by screaming. Her hands came up to shield her head, her fingers pulled at her ears as though she could make whatever the Sol was happening to her stop.

      “What are you doing?” I cried, rushing over to her and hauling her into my arms.

      Trude’s gaze was calm. “I do nothing. The Goddess does.”

      “Bullshit!” Dan yelled as his hands came up to cup her shoulders so he could draw her against him. “Stop it, Trude! Stop it!”

      “Only she can stop it by allowing time to pass once more,” Trude replied, as calm as ever. She was done. That was clear to see. In her mind, the time for talking was over and action was required.

      When Riel’s knees gave out, and she slumped in Dan’s arms, I had to wonder what in Gaia’s name was happening to her.

      “Enough!” she screamed. “Enough!”

      “You must act,” Trude intoned, her voice deep, too quiet to be overheard by Riel who was still shrieking, and yet, Riel must have heard, or at least understood because the sound of a coffee cup breaking drew my attention to Lars, telling me she’d unfrozen the clock.

      Lars gaped at us all, his attention switching between his relative in the wheelchair, my mate who was wilting in Dan’s embrace, and Seph who was leaning against the wall as though it were the only thing keeping him upright. Linford, on the other hand, was focused on Riel.

      “What’s the matter with her?” he demanded, striding forward.

      “The noise, the noise,” Riel whimpered, her face burrowing into Dan’s shirt. “Stop, make it stop.”

      “Only action will make it stop,” Trude declared. “Lars, boy, prepare yourself. Joseph, only you can start to ease your mate’s suffering. You must do as I said or she will be plagued until she obeys.”

      My mouth curved into a sneer, but I ordered, “Lars, you must go to him. Whatever your bitch of a relative has done to him has made him weak.”

      Lars’ eyes flared wide at the insult, but Trude just cackled. “Been called worse than that in my time, boy.”

      Nostrils flaring wide with anger, I said nothing, just watched as Lars began to move over to Seph with caution. On his way, he paused and, to Trude, inquired, “Will my family be well without me?”

      “Where is your family?” I questioned uneasily, displeased at the notion that someone could jump us.

      “We heard the baby before…” Dan began pointing out, then when he tried to explain how Riel had controlled time, I watched him give up and mutter, “But they’re gone now.”

      Lars just shrugged. “My wife ran off with my son. I saw her go.” He swallowed. “You mean them ill?”

      “No. We mean them no ill, and we mean none to you either,” I said simply. “None of this is our choice.”

      His gaze drifted over to Riel. “No. That is quite evident to me.” He sucked in a breath and hustled over to Seph. Within seconds, his palms were loaded with the whirlpool we’d seen before, the miniature waterspout that, for all its small stature, housed such a welter of power that it felt as though every molecule in the room was turbocharged with that unique energy.

      Seph tried to raise his hand, but even that was too much for him. Lars, frowning at the sight, lowered his palms so Seph only had to flop his wrist forward to connect with the element.

      The second he did, both he and Lars grunted. Agony flashed across both men’s faces, and then there was a crack of lightning, a sharp blast of power that made those turbocharged molecules seem a thousand times more pressurized. My hair stood on end, but with that flash of light and energy, two things happened.

      Riel’s low, pained moans ceased, and the water stopped churning on Lars’s palm. Instead, there was a large, shiny rock.

      Lars’s eyes were round as he stared at the hunk of metal. “I’m alive.”

      Seph’s lips twitched. “So am I. Even if I feel like death warmed up.”

      “Your death was never required, Lars. That wasn’t a sacrifice Gaia would take from you, but your magic is another thing. You have none now, but the line will be granted a gift for your sacrifice.”

      Trude’s words had Lars twisting around to face her. “A future without magic is a future I can handle,” he murmured calmly, then he cut us all a look. “You may stay as long as you need, but I have a feeling I’m not needed here now and my wife will be worrying.”

      “All is well, Lars,” Linford stated. “We’ll be leaving shortly. Won’t we, Riel?”

      Before Lars left the room, he tucked the stone into Seph’s limp hand, but even as I noticed that, I heard the tone of command in Linford’s words and stiffened at it on my mate’s behalf. “You have no say in what we do or which direction we take,” I snapped.

      “If anything, consider yourself nothing more than the damn driver to get us where we need to go,” Dan spat, distaste crossing his face as he eyed the older man. “You betrayed your granddaughter. You don’t get to issue commands.”

      “Betrayal is a harsh word for someone who has acted his role in Gaia’s play,” Trude chided.

      “Then loyalty isn’t something Gaia understands,” Riel rasped. “I’ve been fed lies since I was a child. My mother too. Guidance isn’t a dirty word.” She squeezed Daniel for a second before, sucking in a sharp breath, she forced herself upright. Licking her lips, she shot us a shaky smile then murmured, “It’s your time to act before the noise returns.”

      Daniel’s hands hesitated in front of her as he sought to reassure himself that she could stay upright without his help. “How bad is it, love? I mean—” He winced. “What if this doesn’t work?”

      As Trude murmured confidently, “It will,” Riel’s whisper was pained as she explained, “It’s a buzzing in my head. Like a thousand voices—”

      “Gaia’s voice cannot be heard without crushing the mind of any who are blessed enough to be spoken to.”

      I shot a dismissive glance at Trude. “Some blessing.”

      “She speaks a tongue we cannot translate. That is why she sends us images, visions.”

      Riel rubbed her temple. “Let’s get this over with, guys. The second Gaia leaves me alone, the better.”

      I couldn’t argue with that.

      Dan and I moved over to Seph, who was clutching the stone as though the relatively small rock was too heavy for him to handle. Whatever Trude was doing to him was decimating his strength, and that was no mean feat with a young Fae male. The second she was dead and Seph was back at full working order wouldn’t come soon enough.

      I cringed as I watched Seph try and fail to raise his hand, Dan grabbed it, then eying me with concern for our brother, whose eyes were closed and his skin gleaming with sweat, he tugged the stone into his clasp and turned his focus onto the stone. Already, his bizarre magic was at work. Four veins ran throughout the silver rock, each one glowing a vibrant red that would leave its mark on my eyes like it would if I’d been looking up into the sun itself.

      With those four lines glowing, merging until they sectioned the stone into four, I reached forward and pressed my finger to the shiny metal too. Within seconds, the light disappeared, and a cracking sound filled the room. Those four veins ceased to exist, as did the material they’d used as a conduit, and the ore was sliced into four, each surface cross-sectioned as though a laser had cut through it.

      Dan eyed the four chunks on his palm and murmured, “Phase one is complete.”

      “Seven more to go?” I volleyed at him.

      “Minimum,” he muttered gruffly.

      We turned to Trude. “What now?” I asked, my voice low, angry.

      “Now you must visit the other first families, and once you have those pieces, you must go to the places I detailed. The deepest part of the Amazon, the center of Suswa’s crater, the summit of Everest, and to the mouth of Heklugjá.

      “Once there, Riel, you must call on the corresponding element, and since they do your bidding, they will take the ore from you and your work will be done.” She released a tired sigh. “As is mine now. My task is complete, you are aware of what you must do, and I can return your Virgo to you. Go with Gaia, Riel, and she will not fail you.”

      I eyed the old woman warily, but it was too late. Her face grew slack, the deepest of crevices once more etched onto her skin, and just as Seph was gasping like he’d just been given CPR after almost drowning, she took her final breath.

      Within seconds, her body began to dry out, turning into a husk of its former self, and, in the blink of an eye, what had once been a woman was suddenly nothing more than dust.

      “That isn’t something you see every day,” Seph rasped, reaching up to scrub at his sweaty forehead.

      His words had Riel scurrying over to him. When they hugged, they both sighed, but their tension didn’t dissipate.

      How could it?

      Our work had barely begun.
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      “You’ve ignored me all day, Riel, don’t you think it’s time you cut me some slack?”

      Twisting around and almost getting swatted in the face by a leafy stalk, I sent my grandmother a look and sneered at her. “The only reason I didn’t leave you behind is because Linford refused to travel without you. You lied to me. You’ve been lying to me all my life, and I don’t need that or you anywhere near me.”

      Before we’d even left Lars’ homestead, my Virgo had collected the Air stone from her. A sacrifice she’d made without uttering a peep of protest because she was so fucking giving all of a sudden. But as for me? I’d felt bitterness spread through me like poison as I’d watched. Seph had still been shaky on his feet thanks to a treachery she’d taken part in, and when I thought about how I’d almost lost him? Even now, hours later, I was unwilling to say anymore to her. She’d betrayed me. She’d thought more for Gaia’s plan than her own granddaughter’s welfare and sanity, and that was all I could see and hear and think where she was concerned.

      Turning my back on her, I sighed with relief when I saw a ranch-style house in the distance. We’d been walking through the corn fields for what felt like a lifetime, but then, this day had felt like one too. The sun beat down relentlessly on our heads, and the stalks of corn were irritating as fuck. They tickled and scratched simultaneously as we forged a path ahead of us, and the tight confines were enough to make anyone claustrophobic.

      As much as I sniped at my grandmother, I had to admit, without her, today would have been inordinately longer. Lars had registered who she was and what her presence and ours meant for him, and the previous head, the witch of the earth element, had granted us his powers with little fuss too.

      While Lars had only owned a small homestead, the earth family had been in charge of a rice paddy forty minutes outside of Bangkok, and here, in what Linford assured me was a province called Mpumalanga in South Africa, we were in a massive maize field.

      More than anything, I was hot, tired, and horny. Never the best combination at a good time, so to say that my temper was being stretched was an understatement. I felt like a tightrope that was on the verge of snapping in two.

      Seph had, thankfully, returned to normal, which eased the strain I was under somewhat, but he was definitely feeling the pinch of whatever the Sol Trude had done to him—his skin was pale and if I studied his fatigued features, looked deeply into his eyes, something he didn’t allow too often without glancing away, I felt certain he was faintly feverish.

      I felt like we were all keeping things contained as best as we could, and because I felt sure my men were hot, tired, and horny too, our best wasn’t that far a stretch.

      When I really thought about it, I could feel their cocks sliding into me. My pussy ached for them, and my mouth? I practically began drooling if I eyed them up for too long.

      Even now, just thinking about it, I broke out into a sweat that had nothing to do with the already simmering temperatures out here.

      The door to the homestead opened, breaking into my needy thoughts, and a woman stepped out in a kaftan that drifted down to black feet, which peeped out from under the hem, revealing a neon pink nail polish that I wanted to know the name of. She had a bouncy afro, a face like Beyoncé, and a figure that would make any man drool. But her eyes were watchful. They contradicted her fun and relaxed outfit, as well as her stance—she was leaning against the doorjamb, waiting for us to trek over to her.

      “I felt the shift,” she remarked as a greeting. “Only one left to go. Should I be offended you kept me until last, old friend?”

      Gabriella snorted. “Less of the old, Casima.”

      “You’ve certainly had a makeover, Gabriella.” She eyed her up and down. “The last time I saw you, I didn’t think you had long for this realm, but of course, having the Redeemer for a grandchild comes with perks.” She tipped her head to the side. “It is time, I assume?”

      My grandmother sighed. “The time we’ve all been waiting for.”

      Casima pursed her lips. “Some more than others.”

      “You don’t approve?” Seph interrogated, leaping onto the topic with both hands. I understood why as well—everyone was so fucking happy to serve Gaia. It was irritating.

      “She doesn’t approve of the aftermath. Casima, Gaia love her, can be a selfish beast when she wants to be,” Gabriella said wryly.

      Dan sniffed. “Takes one to know one.”

      Casima smiled and pointed at Dan. “This one, I like.” She beckoned us forward. “I prefer to do this inside. I don’t want to perish in front of my staff. Bad for morale, you know?”

      “There’s no perishing,” I murmured uneasily, staring around the entryway to take in a very nice open-planned house. It wasn’t what I’d expected. I’d thought it would be bright and colorful with comfortable furnishings—her kaftan said a lot, after all. Except it was anything but. There were pieces of furniture that belonged on a spaceship, and the only thing that was halfway decent was the navy on the walls, because it made things naturally cooler in here thanks to the darkness it brought with it.

      “No? That’s a relief,” Casima said dryly. “Then I’m sure there’ll be some other payment. Gaia always gets her own way and it’s never totally painless.”

      Considering she was the first witch we’d approached to ever speak negatively about Gaia, I’d admit to liking Casima more and more.

      Before I could say a word, my abuela murmured, “Your magic is taken. As we suspected.”

      Casima rolled her eyes. “Well, living without it won’t be fun, but at least I’ll be alive.”

      That had been the attitude of Chaow, the Thai earth head too.

      It came as a surprise, honestly. These people were powerful enough to reap change on a global scale with their sacrifice, with their offering. Yet they’d live without it just to carry on walking this Earth.

      Maybe that part shouldn’t have come as a surprise—death was death, after all. But magic was integral to these people. Even my mother, who did without, wouldn’t be parted from it completely. That was why she’d kept the Gaian candlestick on her mantel. She’d done away with tradition by not having a Sol salutation on the wall, but the Gaian candelabra was both a connection to her magic as well as an heirloom.

      There were people who’d prefer to lose an arm than lose their magic, just as there was, I felt sure, someone out there who’d rather die than live without it.

      I guessed we should be grateful that we’d encountered only the former during our trek across the globe and not the latter.

      The proceedings took place quickly. There was little to be done, after all. Casima created a ball of fire that reminded me of the flame emoji, except it had a ball as a base and the spitting tongue of the fire leaped two to three feet high. Parts of her afro were caught in the blaze, but instead of sizzling and catching afire, if anything, it made the black strands of thick hair glow with heat and then gleam like silk as though her fire had conditioned it.

      “Who first?” Casima inquired casually, surprising me with both her candor and her lack of fear. Chaow had been a little more hesitant, and Lars had shown the most discontent, but Casima appeared bored. Like she had things to do and we were interrupting.

      Seph cleared his throat as he stepped deeper into the foyer. There was a large square rug in the center. It was made of a kind of straw that squeaked slightly beneath his feet. In the center, there was a large vase filled with dried stalks. The type of stuff you found in a fancy decor store, but never knew where the original flowers came from.

      “It hurts a little,” Seph mumbled, his eyes on Casima’s.

      “The good stuff always does, honey.” She winked at him, and despite the tension coming off of Seph, I had to stifle a laugh.

      Seph’s smile was more of a grimace, but he raised his hand and pressed a finger to the fire. This was the only one that could have potentially injured him. Wasn’t like you could get a blister or burn your finger from earth, was it? But he didn’t even wince as his finger connected with the flame, and as he did, Casima hissed out a long, low breath, and murmured, “You weren’t wrong about the pain.”

      I bit my lip, hoping she wasn’t suffering too much as her inner fire was extinguished and replaced with a chunk of silvery ore that had my other Virgo mates traipsing over to do the deed.

      With Casima’s fire collected, that was it. Done. Before we’d left Lars’, we’d harvested the wind from my grandmother, so we were technically ready for me to do my part.

      Whatever that bit entailed.

      It was all well and good being told to ‘bloat’ a fucking river, but how exactly did one go about doing that?

      Each of my Virgo carried the individual pieces of ore, and I had my grandmother’s in my pockets. The four pieces of rubble felt at home there, touching me, and that was undoubtedly because they were my element. I would, in time, become the head of the first family, after all.

      Maybe I already was, considering my mother appeared to have no interest in magic.

      “What are you going to do now?” Casima asked, her voice husky with discomfort as she eyed the ore. Her fingers rubbed against her palms, almost as though she was feeling the loss of her magic like a physical ache.

      “We have a quest,” I murmured softly, naming the challenge ahead of us in the only way I saw fit.

      Somehow, we had to achieve a miracle without a fucking clue how to do it…

      To be fair, it sounded about right with the shit show my life was turning into.

      “A quest? What type of quest?”

      Gabriella raised a hand. “The Redeemer must earn her stars.”

      My mouth tightened at that and, ignoring my grandmother, I turned to Linford and said, “Time to begin?”

      He dipped his chin. “I’d say it was a pleasure as always, Casima, but—”

      She smiled. “I know what you mean, Linford.”

      How well did the first families know one another? Casima was another who was on first name terms with not only my grandmother but my grandfather too! Lars was the new head of his line thanks to his father’s recent passing, but I had a feeling his dad and my abuela would have been friends. In time, maybe Lars would have come to know Gabriella too, if it hadn’t been for the fulfilling of his duty. Maybe, in time—depending on how long my grandmother lived after my magical plastic surgery, that is—I’d come to know his son, for he’d be the next head. It was something to ponder, something to hold on to in an everchanging future.

      “Do you mind if we travel from here?”

      “Of course not.” She hesitated. “Shall I leave?”

      “Might be for the best,” he told her kindly.

      She nodded, then stepped over to me. Reaching for my hand, I felt her soft palms and the callused tips of her fingers. “Go with Gaia, Redeemer. I’ve never known what you were supposed to do, and I doubt any of us were totally sure, but I know that my sacrifice won’t be in vain.”

      I stared deeply into her eyes and lied, “I’ll make certain of that.”

      Of course, I wanted to be certain, but how could I be? I had no idea what we were going to do. Trude had lived a half-life for centuries to pass on what was essentially a verbal treasure map. But Casima had just drained her magic for us to use, so I couldn’t, wouldn’t, throw it in her face.

      Squeezing her fingers, I murmured, “My thanks.”

      Her smile was shaky in the aftermath of being purged, but she cast us all a look before retreating out of the foyer and going somewhere else in the house.

      “Seems a bit rude to toss her out of her own hallway,” Dan muttered, making my lips twitch.

      “Better that than the workers see us disappear. No one understands my gift. I’d prefer not to be stoned to death before I can fulfill my role.”

      The idea that, a hundred years ago, Linford was granted this ability just so that he could chauffeur us around the planet with ease put me on edge, but I said nothing, just turned and waited for him to take us to the first step of our quest.

      The Amazon.

      “How do you know where to take us? All you have is a place name—” And hadn’t sharing Trude’s vision with my grandparents been fun! “—that’s hardly enough, surely?” Matthew questioned, his tone harsh now that Casima was gone.

      My distrust for both my grandparents had spread to my Virgo. Who could blame them? They weren’t on our team, if anything, they were on the Redeemer’s team, and though I was she, I wasn’t. Not really. Sure, it might be a title that was being forced upon me, but the key word there was forced.

      “I’m going to will myself to each location, and the Goddess will guide me to where we need to be.”

      More kismet.

      I was getting really sick of the stuff.

      Sighing, I closed my eyes, and the second I opened them again, gone were the minimalist lines of Casima’s room. Gone was the rug, the artful floral display, and the simple paintings that were visible in the lounge. In their stead was a sea of trees, loam, and a bright jade green river. The noise was immense. The tide wasn’t, if rivers even had tides—sue me, I was a girl from Tampa and geography hadn’t been my strong suit at school—but the sheer mass of water created a counterpoint that was, truth be told, anything but restful.

      “Where are we?” Daniel questioned, eyes alight with interest as he peered around our new location.

      “I don’t know,” Linford admitted. “I just pointed us at the Amazon.”

      I cut him a look. “How do you even do that?”

      “How do any of us do what we do?” he replied. “It’s a blessing.”

      “Curse more like,” Seph mumbled.

      “Not for our intentions. Everything is unfolding as it must,” my grandmother intoned, and my mouth twisted into a sneer at that.

      Ever since she’d sacrificed her magic for the cause, she’d been even more irritating. Each step we took forward, a bewildering serenity overtook her, making her seem so fucking Zen that it just stressed me out all the more.

      The waters weren’t helping solve that problem either. Not when the area we were standing on was narrow enough for me to see from one shoreline to another, and from there, I could even see another island ahead of me.

      I wasn’t the only one discomforted. Seph turned in a circle and murmured, “We’re surrounded by small islets.”

      “Where we stand is of no import,” Gabriella stated calmly.

      “How do you know that?” I ground out, irritated all the more by her piety. “Did Trude tell you something she never told us? As far as I’m aware, we’re the ones who had a conversation with her. Not you.”

      My grandmother guilelessly said, “She’s communicated many times with me over the years. Bursts of images here and there…” She closed her eyes. “I recognize this place. This is where we must begin.”

      Feeling like a grump, I held out a hand to Seph. “The water ore, please?”

      He reached into his pocket and retrieved the four pieces he’d been storing in there. Giving them to me, I stared at them, faintly mesmerized by the clean lines on either side of the ore. It was as precise as if they’d been shorn through with a laser.

      Shaking my head at the sight, I leaned over and placed the ore on the ground, muttering, “In the Amazon, place the Water stone, to stir the beginnings of change.”

      “She said you had to bloat the river,” Matt reminded me, coming over to place a hand on the bottom of my back. I wanted to lean into him so badly, but he’d played his part now, as had my other Virgo, and this was all down to me.

      “How do you do that?” Dan asked, also stepping toward me.

      “Rain?” Seph suggested, moving to stand beside Matt.

      “It’s the only way, I guess,” I muttered, not entirely happy at the prospect of getting soaked through for nothing.

      With a sigh, I let my magic spill from me, and only when it had touched all my mates and my grandparents—treacherous though they may be—I called on the rain.

      It was weird because calling on it was simple, and yet so complicated too. I didn’t know how to seek out the lifegiving waters, but something in me did. Something that was Sol-granted and Gaia-gifted, something I no longer particularly wanted.

      Still, I sought the rain and it found me.

      Overhead, the relatively sunny day suddenly turned dark and overcast. The clouds began to churn, morphing from a bright white and sinking into a deep, gloomy gray. In seconds, the cheerful weather turned dusky and grim before the heavens opened and rain began to fall.

      I stared up at the sky then down at the ore. With no goal in mind, other than to make the river bloat, I studied the silvery pieces but saw not even a glint of magic that was supposed to somehow redress the balance between Fae and Witch society.

      A thought that made me roll my eyes.

      How was I, standing here in the middle of the Amazon rainforest of all fucking places, supposed to do any of that?

      Beneath us, the loam on the ground stayed dry, but the water began to make our area bog down with its weight. The chirps and songs from the birds disappeared too, and it was weird because I only realized just how much activity there’d been when the rain took over everything.

      As I stared at the river, the whooshing sound made a reappearance, and I realized why the birds and local wildlife hadn’t been that loud to me… the Goddess was in my head once more.

      Sandwiched by my males, I closed my eyes and tried to focus on what she was saying. It reminded me of when I was a kid and the station broke up, leaving a static screen of white and gray behind. There’d been that buzzing noise back then, but it was like someone had turned up the volume to the extent where I felt like I needed noise protection earphones on.

      The pain that followed was like a punch to the temple. I cried out as I raised my hands to my ears, but it was no good. My men stopped me from staggering to the ground again, but the noise just wouldn’t stop.

      “Something isn’t right!” Matt called out, his voice louder than the rain, but like a whisper over the sounds in my head.

      “No shit, Sherlock,” Dan grated.

      My eyelids began to flutter, almost as though they were trying to decide whether to help me pass out, but as they began to move, it was like an old-fashioned projector. With each flutter of my lashes, I saw an image.

      The ore we’d gained from the witches had been shapeless to me. But in the image? They had a definite form.

      Each piece had a distinct pattern on it, and when those patterns came together?

      That was what brought light.

      The noise stopped, and the sudden cessation made me feel like I was going deaf.

      I stared up at my mates, and saw my grandparents hovering nearby with panic on their faces—undoubtedly for the ‘cause’ and not for me—and whispered, “The ore isn’t right.”

      Matt scowled. “It has to be. Seph took Lars’ ore. He has the Water stone.”

      “Yes, but it’s just…” I licked my lips, wondering how I could be surrounded by so much water and yet feel so parched.

      Dan cupped my chin. “What is it?” To the others, he said, “Her eyes have turned silvery.”

      Matt and Seph grabbed at my hands, squeezing them like his words meant something. Uncertainly, I frowned. “Silvery?”

      “It started back at Lars’. They change color when you’re under—” He hesitated. “—pressure. Are you okay?”

      Standing upright took more focus than it should have because I just wanted to melt into them and let this day be over, but when I was finally back on firm ground, feeling shaky for it too, I whispered, “This is wrong. Put all of the ore on the floor. Each one has a pattern on it.”

      Reaching for the Air stone that I’d been carrying in my pocket ever since my grandmother had been purged, I tossed it on the ground while my Virgo did the same, but they scowled when they looked at the silvery rocks.

      Dan was the first to comment on the obvious: “There’s nothing, Riel.”

      “There is.” There had to be. I frowned at the shiny surface, not seeing what I had a moment before. “Dan, touch one of them.”

      He shrugged but pressed a finger to a stone. When a little marking appeared, my eyes widened, and we all shuffled in place, excited at seeing something that hadn’t been there earlier.

      “What is it?” Seph asked.

      “I think it’s going to make up a rune.” I reached up and rubbed my temple again. “I-I saw a picture. It reminded me of the runes you were teaching us, Dan.”

      “Trude said this was the place that required the Water stone,” Linford stated, his voice hushed with concentration. “The water rune is a like a lightning bolt on its side.”

      “Touch them all, Dan. We need to find that symbol.”

      He did as I asked, and we all stared when, on the final piece of ore, we found two inverted triangles set like a lightning bolt.

      “Find the other three,” Linford told him, and Dan complied, reaching over to touch the other set of stones, not stopping until he found the three remaining pieces that fit this particular puzzle.

      “One from each element,” Seph whispered as I picked up the last three Air stones and set them in my pocket, a move they copied.

      “It fits,” Matt remarked with a gusty breath. “Now what?”

      Nervously, and hoping Gaia wouldn’t start with her shit in my head again, I licked my lips. “Now we call on the rain again.”
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      This time, when she called on the rain, it was like the storm of before was a little shower. Water flooded the skies until seeing into the distance became an impossibility.

      The islets that had surrounded us might as well have not existed for all we could see of them, but what I did see was exactly how the river was bloating.

      By Gaia’s grace, that was an understatement.

      “Is that it? Do we get out of here now?”

      Dan’s question was a valid one, and as he was staring at the river, which was beginning to roar now with its tide, I felt his concern as if it were my own.

      “Look at the ore,” Matt directed, and I realized that Dan and I had been so focused on the river, we’d forgotten what we were here for.

      Just as when Dan had touched them the first time and after, when he’d been seeking the pattern on them, the rune began to glimmer, but as we retracted the others, stuffing them in each of our pockets, the edges of the ore, so smooth and perfect, began glowing a bright red. The edges’ glow was so hot, in fact, that it made my eyes ache, but even as the pattern made itself known once more, I saw the four pieces of ore were drawn together like an unseen hand was bringing them into one unit.

      With a clank, they united. A bolt of lightning soared overhead and a rumble of thunder had us all jerking in place. Just as we looked up, the newly formed ore surged upward too and, hovering about six feet above our heads, we watched as it pierced Riel’s magical protection and headed into the wilds of the storm above.

      Except, instead of being lost to the rain, or flung into the river, the metal began to become thinner. Flatter. Almost as though the rain was beating it into a shape.

      I frowned as the small ore that was the size of my palm became as flat as a pancake, but bigger even than that. Two feet in diameter, three. Four.

      It seemed to hover at that point, quivering in the air as water still attacked it, and out of nowhere, the sun pierced through the clouds. The ray was so pure, so white, that I had to look away, and when I did?

      I saw the river which had been about eight feet away was merely inches now. “Linford!” I screamed over the noise of the raging tide. “We have to get out of here.”

      But his focus was elsewhere.

      Overhead, the sun collided with the disc, creating a reflection of light so unadulterated that, once again, I was forced to look away.

      “Linford!” Riel screamed, and I realized she’d seen the rise of the river too. She rushed over to him and grabbed him by the arms. “You have to take us from this place!”

      He shook his head as though he were dazed, then, blinking at her, nodded.

      And like that, the roar of the river was no more, the rain had stopped, that beam of light overhead had disappeared, and we were in the middle of a forest.

      A different one this time. This wasn’t boggy or humid, and the chatter of the animals around us was dissimilar too.

      Still surrounded by the pink haze of Riel’s magic, I ground out, “What the fuck just happened?”

      Gabriella, with tears in her eyes, whispered, “It worked.”

      “You didn’t think it would?” Riel snapped, her fury brimming from her, making the pink haze around us pulse with her temper.

      “I wasn’t sure. How could I know?” the older woman sputtered, but that was no defense. Not for me or for Riel by the looks of it.

      Riel’s mouth tightened into a line, and she turned away from the pair of them, dismissing them in deed rather than word. Focusing on us instead, she stated, “We have to assume we need to do the same thing here, right?”

      “Well, yeah, but without the rain. ‘Help change grow,’ was what Trude said,” Dan commented warily, as he peered around us, trying to get a read on our location.

      That was easier said than done, considering the density of the trees. There was little open space here, not unlike the islet we’d been on, but what was different was the lack of a river.

      “What even is Suswa?” I asked Linford. When Riel had recited Trude’s words back to him, he’d nodded as though he knew Suswa well.

      “It’s a special crater. It was a volcano once upon a time, but where the mouth was, it collapsed. Not just once, but twice. So it’s a crater within a crater.”

      I frowned at that, but then, looking around the area, I had to admit it was fertile as all get out here. I knew that a large chunk of Africa was pure arable land, a lot of it wasn’t farmed thanks to drought, and plenty of it was farmed but actually leased to other nations. My business studies had even focused on how Saudi Arabia had leased a shit ton of agricultural land from the Sudan, but I had to admit to being surprised by just how fecund this place was.

      “The Maasai guard this land. I know they set up sentries sometimes to make sure visiting tourists pay their tolls.”

      “Pay their tolls?” Riel frowned. “You make them sound like trolls guarding bridges.”

      He snorted. “You pay or else. They make a tidy sum on guiding tourists around the crater.”

      “Why do people visit?”

      Hitching a shoulder, he murmured, “Why does anyone visit anywhere? This is a beautiful spot. It’s as good a place as any to visit.”

      Because I couldn’t exactly argue with that, I peered around and saw a family of fucking leopards watching us from their perch on a tree. Pointing to them, I murmured, “We have guests.”

      “Technically,” Dan said with a small laugh, “we’re their guests. Let’s just hope it’s not for dinner.”

      Riel grimaced. “Will my magic keep them off?” Her mouth softened when her gaze drifted over the family, and I couldn’t blame her—the cubs were cute as fuck.

      “It kept off those storms. We’re all dry.”

      “Big difference between the rain and a mama cat protecting her cubs.” She let a breath gust from her lips. “Let’s get the ball rolling.”

      Pretty much as one, we set the ore on the ground. Peering at them as Dan crouched down and pressed a finger to each piece, Linford was the one who murmured, “Our earth rune is an upside-down triangle with a ‘T’ shape crossing through it.” He pointed to the ones he thought matched and said, “Them. Just turn them upside down.”

      Riel cut him a look. “You’re sure?”

      He shrugged. “As well as I can be.”

      We each retrieved our ore and stored them in our pockets, then Riel, biting her lip all the while, pressed them closely together so there was a three-inch gap between each piece. Crouching down with her knees in the ashy soil, she stared up at us and muttered, “The only way I can grow something is to literally grow something.”

      “You can bring life, Riel. Create a seed and have it grow.”

      I frowned at her grandmother. “You want her to grow a plant?”

      Gabriella shrugged. “Or a tree. Whichever she feels best. Go with your instincts, Riel.”

      Unsurprisingly, she huffed at that. I didn’t think Riel had ever been a particular fan of kismet, and our recent past didn’t exactly seem to have made her appreciate it all the more.

      She opened her palm, closed her eyes, then sucked down a breath of air. The next time she opened them, there was a single seed in her hand. Her Virgo all grinned at one another, but her grandparents were goggle-eyed at the sight. Considering what Riel had just done was pretty much impossible, their pride was understandable. Sure, we’d seen her create daisies and a tarantula—cue grimace—but it was still a miracle to behold.

      She tucked the seed into the soil and hovered a hand over it. This time, it wasn’t as clear as it was in the Amazon. The sky didn’t turn from a cheery blue to a grim gray, and no rain fell in response to her magic. As she crouched there, shrouded in the pink haze of her power, nothing seemed to be happening.

      Nothing at all.

      Then, out of nowhere, a tiny sprout appeared through the soil. Bright green and gleaming with new life, it began to move. I’d seen videos of bamboo shooting upward, growing fast enough for the eye to behold, and this was that, just turbocharged.

      As the sprout grew, the plant morphed. The stem grew thicker, wider. Broad enough to connect the four ores with its reach. As it shot up, the ore moved with it, and though I reached out to move them out of the way, Gabriella grabbed my hand and stated, “No. This is the way forward.”

      With the plant or tree or whatever the Sol it was growing nice and healthily, Riel got to her feet and straightened. She tipped her head back as the tree began to surge upward, moving faster now that the ore were lodged into its stem.

      At a similar height to the Water stone, the tree came to a halt about twelve feet from the ground. The ore began to glow once more, the seams a bright red that, unsurprisingly, cleaved through the tree until they were linked together. Before our very eyes, the damn tree carried on growing, except, instead of growing up, it grew out. Branches appeared, leaves morphed into being, and with it, they shrouded the silver ore… until they did as the rain had with the other. Somehow, the branches encouraged the disc to grow, to widen until the tree’s canopy had a broad circumference, about thirty feet across.

      And just as that happened, the tree itself began to glow, burning hotly, brighter and brighter, as bright as the laser light of earlier, and in a flash, the tree was no more. Ruptured apart as it turned to dust, covering us in the ashy loam.

      “Bleugh,” Riel spluttered, dragging her hands over her face to get rid of the ash. The rest of us did the same, leaving behind dusty streaks on our faces. Truth was, we were more focused on that than on what was going on above us. Wasn’t difficult to blame us considering I felt like I had half a ton of crap in my eyes.

      “Your magic doesn’t stop dust,” Dan grumbled, but his words came to an abrupt halt. “Hope it stops leopards though.”

      I stilled, peering in the same direction as him.

      “Nice, kitty kitty,” he cooed, eying the leopards who, save for the cubs, were standing a few feet away now, hissing at us.

      When I reasoned that a tree had just shot up out of nowhere and then had disappeared in the blink of an eye, in their paws, I’d have been feeling pretty gnarly too. Especially with cubs nearby.

      I licked my lips and mumbled, “Why isn’t that beam of light thing happening?”

      Sol must have heard me. The second I uttered that?

      Thank fuck, the sun concentrated itself, found the floating silver disc, and boom.

      The blindingly strong light, exactly like a laser cannon outside of a club but a thousand times brighter, shot forth.

      Just as the leopards did.
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      As the leopards leaped at us, evidently pissed at our presence, I hissed at them to get them to back off, but wouldn’t you know? Wild leopards didn’t respond to hisses.

      Saying that, did housecats?

      I doubted it.

      They were royal assholes in the best possible way. When I was a kid, my friend had a cat. Best pussy ever. Ate her weight in turkey and was a total badass around my friend’s twin brothers when they were babies.

      I seriously doubted a hiss could have made that cat back off from her protection detail.

      Still, just as I hissed, Linford spun us out of nowhere, and where we landed wasn’t much better.

      “You have to be shitting me,” I ground out, but fuck, the wind snapped up my words, tearing them from me just as it ripped at my magic.

      The cold sank through the pink haze, and the guys forged us some fresh clothes, thickly padded stuff that kept us from losing extremities. Dressed like the Michelin man, and without another word, I quickly dropped the remaining pieces of ore to the ground. As did the others. This place was intolerable, and the sooner we were out of here, the better.

      Without prompt, Linford screamed over the wind, “The air rune is a triangle with an ‘L’ running through its tip.”

      Daniel pressed his fingers to the ore and quickly found the Air stones. His hands shook from just that minimal exposure, and unsure if we could store the Fire stone together, I ducked down, grabbed a piece, and handed the others back to my men just in case.

      When that was done, the wind slipped through my magic and grabbed a firm hold of my hair. Now, I wasn’t averse to some hair pulling, but this wind nearly tore at the roots.

      “We’re not dressed for this shit!” I grumbled, calling on my magic to cover my head with a balaclava. I quickly cast another spell and made sure our whole group was covered appropriately—I swore, men didn’t know how to dress.

      Who would travel to Everest without being swaddled in a thousand layers?

      Shuddering into my down coat, and shuddering even more at the thought of what I had to do, I place the Air stone close together and, over the wind, shouted, “If this wind isn’t fast enough then…” We were already being buffeted, but behind us, there was a rock face we could cling to.

      I wouldn’t exactly have said that we were in a protected pocket, because on Everest, where in Sol’s name was protected? But we were in a kind of clearing. I’d kind of expected to be dumped on the summit, but I knew from an article I’d read only recently—an article that had cemented my desire to never climb Everest—that the summit was really fucking narrow.

      Maybe I should be grateful that Linford’s Goddess’ guided coordinates didn’t take us to the peak where we could be swept away.

      Shuddering at the thought, I pinged some stakes into place on the wall behind us, and then crafted some rope. It was rudimentary, but aside from willing our feet to be superglued to the snow, I couldn’t think of what else to do.

      Did superglue even work in minus temperatures?

      “We need to tie this around our waists,” I called out, “and then tie it to the rock face. The wind I brew might—” There was no need to carry on. Everyone knew what might happen, and no one argued because no one here was a fucking moron.

      I figured after the rainstorm, and then, ya know, growing a tree in a handful of seconds, they could predict with little to no issue just how much of a clusterfuck the wind I was going to brew would be.

      Just thinking about it made my skin crawl with misery at how cold the temperatures were going to dip to. I already felt like my bones were in the deep freeze. Any colder? I wasn’t going to be a happy bunny.

      As I knotted the rope around my waist and passed the rest to Daniel, I waited for everyone to link up. Staring overhead, I winced at the sky which was almost white, it was so pure. Our feet had left tracks on the pristine snow, and I eyed that then the Air stone.

      Calling on the elements was easier now, but calling on the wind when I knew it could blow us off the fucking mountain was sure as shit no fun.

      Still, if we were all tied together, then Linford could ping us out of here… Didn’t mean I had to like it though.

      When we were tied together as one, and the guys were clinging to the metal posts in the rock face, I summoned the wind.

      No surprise, it came to my call like I was born to cast it, which, go figure, I was.

      I shivered as it caught onto the existing wind and slipped in seamlessly. At a guess, I’d have said the ‘breeze’ was approaching hurricane level-force before we arrived. Now? I wasn’t even sure if our minimal safety guards were going to save our asses. As Fae, we had inbuilt protections against flying in these winds, but standing still was apparently a whole other ball of wax. Figured there had to be a catch.

      My only consolation was that if anyone was going to die today, it wasn’t innocent Sherpas and stupid tourists who wanted to climb the mountain. That article I’d read had said there was a narrow-as-fuck window for climbing Everest and that was back in May.

      As the wind brewed, the way it whipped at the few locks of hair that slipped through the holes in my balaclava stung as they lashed at the exposed skin with the silken strands. I truly resented having long hair at that point as I called on more and more, not stopping until the wind sapped the very breath from my lungs and the snow on the ground beneath us stirred.

      Maybe that was the catalyst.

      The ore was suddenly swept away by the snow. My grandmother screamed, just loud enough to be heard over the wind, but Linford, thank Sol, caught her and held her back.

      Within seconds, the glow from the ore began, and it melted through the snow that had grabbed it. It was picked up by the wind, then tossed into the air until it was about twelve feet from the ground—there was definitely a pattern there—and like that, it was hurled around like pizza dough being tossed until it was wider and wider, getting thinner and thinner, spread flat until it was as wide as the others.

      The wind had been howling piercing sounds that hurt my ears, noises that would make me shiver forever. I’d been in the eye of a storm, I knew what it sounded like, but this? Nothing compared. It was wild and raging, and, I’d admit, terrifying. Clinging to the metal post made my hands ache from how hard I was clutching at it, and my eyes streamed as I waited for the bolt of sunlight to appear, to take us from this misery.

      With an eerie whistle, the wind came to a sudden halt. In contrast to the bullet blender of seconds before, there was only silence, because the bolt of light appeared, streaming through from out of nowhere and colliding with the disc.

      Linford didn’t need prompting. He got us out of there before I even took my next breath, and it was with relief that we were away from that hellhole—who knew hell was cold as fuck?—and onto the final stop in our journey.

      Our quest.

      I gulped at the thought because, whatever life changing crap was about to go down, we were going to get a bird’s eye view of it. The other stones had evidently been ‘activated,’ but it would undoubtedly require the fourth and final one for any affirmative action to take place.

      I gnawed on my bottom lip as I looked around the area. The sky was just as white as it had been on Everest, but it was different here. There were trees and shit, lots of different colored rocks, and, thank Sol, in the distance, I could see evidence of life. Granted, the distance was well away, but it felt less isolated than the place we’d just left.

      Why anyone wanted to go there and spend thousands for the privilege had me wondering at their sanity.

      Shivering still because though it was definitely warmer here, I felt like I was defrosting, I turned around, whipping off the balaclava I was wearing, and came to a startled halt when I saw my Virgo and grandparents were staring at me.

      “What is it?” I rasped, my voice hoarse from having to scream so loud back on the mountain.

      “Your hair,” my abuela muttered. “Your wings.”

      “What about them?” I scowled, peering over my shoulder, trying to see what the problem was.

      “They’re glittering,” Daniel whispered, and his voice was low, husky, and I recognized that tone, recognized it deep in my core.

      Fuck.

      What a time to be horny.

      The Rut reared its ugly head. Thus far, the entire clusterfuck of my life had kind of taken precedence. What with being threatened with being swept away by the Amazon, eaten by leopards, and destroyed by wind born on Everest, I’d had other priorities.

      Now?

      Sol’s teeth.

      My subsequent shiver had nothing to do with the cold. Nothing whatsoever. I tore my gaze from his and, knowing what I’d see in the face of the others, ignored Matt and Dan because I couldn’t handle seeing their arousal and not being able to act on it.

      Instead, I just asked my grandparents, “Why?”

      My grandmother shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s not a bad sign. If anything, I think it’s proof it’s working.”

      How glittery hair was proof, I had no idea, but I wasn’t about to question something so unimportant.

      Shrugging it off, I also willed away my Michelin-man coat because suddenly, I was nice and toasty—helped that I was near a volcano, I guessed—and decided to get down to business. The sooner this shit was over and done with, the sooner I could have an orgasm.

      Or ten.

      If that wasn’t enough to make me enthusiastic, then nothing else was. The deep tremble in my belly made itself known in the form of a gnawing ache that tore at my insides, but I had to focus.

      Linford’s magical coordinates had brought us here for a reason, so it figured this was the place shit was about to get real. But exactly why was another matter entirely.

      “This is an active volcano, yeah?” I questioned him, focusing on the here and now, not later.

      “It is.” He peered around. “I don’t know if there’s a mouth. I’d assume it has one, but we’re nowhere near it. At least, I think we’d feel the heat.” He shrugged. “Volcanoes aren’t exactly a part of my expertise.”

      I turned to my Virgo, but stared at their noses rather than their eyes because that was one way to Sol’s lair in a handbasket, and mumbled, “Okay, let’s get started.” I tossed the remaining piece of ore in my pocket onto the ground and my men did too.

      Daniel didn’t have to touch them this time, but almost as though there was a magic in place that did so for him, the rune made itself known without him even having to brush it.

      Maybe it figured it was the simplest rune of them all. A triangle. Thick and glowing, it seemed to respond to whatever was in the air as I settled them into a circle so that each seam was close to the other.

      Standing back, I called on fire, and allowed two flames to settle into my palm. I placed the flares above the discs, allowing them to hover and hopefully heat the discs, but when nothing happened, when the glow actually died, I shuffled forward and stared down at the ore, willing them to do something.

      “What did Trude say?” Dan murmured after my staring at the ore did fuck all. “Place the Fire stone within Heklugjá?”

      I cut him a look. “How am I supposed to do that?”

      “She said change would be born, so maybe there needs to be another eruption or something,” Matt muttered.

      “Okay, so that’s like even harder than what you said, Dan. How in Sol’s name can I trigger an eruption?”

      Almost as though the words were the catalyst I needed, beneath our feet, there was a rumble. I jerked in surprise, because the rumble wasn’t enough to shake me on my feet, to make me fall over, but I felt it. Knew the earth beneath me was stirring.

      “Did you feel that?” I gasped, gaping at my group with round eyes.

      “Feel what?”

      “Huh?”

      When everyone gave me pretty similar answers that asked me without saying a word, ‘What in Gaia’s graces are you talking about?’ I shrugged it off, then as if that wasn’t enough, the pulse that reminded me of the night we’d caught the meteor, the night this whole mess had begun, the white noise reappeared.

      I screamed as it surged into my brain, louder than ever, louder even than the rapids of the Amazon, than the winds on Everest. It tore through my senses, ripped them to shreds. This time, I didn’t feel it when my knees collided with the mountain, didn’t even sense that I’d crumpled into a pile of nothing as the sound shredded my being. My eyes began to flicker and I saw it.

      Saw it.

      And just like that, the noise disappeared, and I was left staring up at the sky. As I did, I saw the faint metallic shimmer in the air around me. It was like nothing I’d ever seen before. Think NYE at midnight when someone had blown a shit ton of glitter into the air. That was the only way I could describe it, but this glitter was micro-small. Not enough for the average eye to see. It reminded me of…

      Magic.

      The golden gleam that surrounded the Fae. That filled the walls of Eight Wings Academy.

      Magic was here.

      The only question was why?

      My mates were around me by this point, and their proximity didn’t stir arousal in me this time. I was too wrecked, inside and out, to even ponder the Rut.

      I blinked at them, then whispered, “Help me up?”

      Dan grabbed my hand and steadied me on my feet once I was standing. The second he moved back, my knees gave way. “Your eyes are silvery again,” he told me as he supported me.

      “When I’m under p-pressure, you said?” I stuttered around a choked laugh. “Understatement.”

      The noise that had fucked with my head had gone, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t left shaken by it. I felt like my brain had been raped—and that was no small statement. I truly felt like I’d been violated, and I didn’t give a shit if that was by Gaia or not, I just felt torn apart inside.

      I leaned against Matt and stayed propped up against Dan as Seph moved the ore. I didn’t realize it, but I’d actually collapsed on top of them, shoving them apart. He moved them together again, and I watched with dazed eyes as he did so.

      Then, I thought about that rumble beneath my feet, and I caught onto what had stirred it. I could only assume there was a lava chamber underneath me, and the thought that somehow the ore was supposed to be in that, told me the ground beneath us was either going to get fucking hot really quickly or it was going to crumble away.

      I turned to my grandfather. “You need to get her off the mountain.”

      My grandmother scowled at me. “Don’t talk about me like I’m not here—”

      I ignored her and caught Linford’s eye. “What’s about to happen… she doesn’t have wings. She won’t be able to save herself,” I informed him simply.

      He blinked at my explanation, but nodded. “I’ll be ready.”

      Would I be?

      I sighed, and to Dan, mumbled, “You might have to help me. I-I don’t feel too well.”

      “Okay, babe. Don’t worry. We’ve all got you.”

      And they did.

      I felt their support like a wall at my back. It bolstered me, gave me strength when I was feeling truly decimated.

      That thing Gaia did to my mind fucked with me in ways I couldn’t describe. It was like everything that was me was torn from me, ripped out of my grasp and…

      My throat choked as I dipped my head. There was no point in focusing on just how badly my free will had been torn from me, instead, I only concentrated on that rumble from before. I channeled power into it, not really knowing what I was doing, but aware that I was doing something right as the rumble grew stronger. I felt my mates shifting around me, standing tall and straight so as to absorb the tremors in the ground.

      My mouth worked for a second, noiselessly, as I focused on creating heat from beneath me. That was the only way I could describe it. The earth had guided me, told me where to focus, where to channel my magic, but otherwise, it was in Sol’s and Gaia’s hands.

      A second before the ground gave way, I knew it, and screamed, “Now!” My wings fluttered, but they were useless. My Virgo grabbed me as they jerked me into the air.

      “Farther away,” I shrieked. “Too close!”

      I was relieved when Linford grabbed my grandmother, even more relieved when he stayed close to us. I had a feeling we’d need to get out of here quickly, especially when I saw the ore disappearing as it tumbled through the rift that had appeared from out of nowhere.

      The ground cracked and creaked, shards of bright molten hot light spilling between each crevice. The silver orbs were gone, but not for long. Just as the ground totally caved in, crashing down until it was like that big, gaping hole had always been there, a pure spout of lava soared upward.

      If I hadn’t seen it for myself, I would never have believed it.

      It reminded me of a geyser, except for the fact it was molten fucking lava. It was so bright that I could feel the damage to my eyes, and just as I thought about looking away, I saw that the ore was perched atop it. This time, the lava spout climbed almost as high as us. About forty feet in the air. The ore, hovering on it, began to be beaten into shape, the lava pummeling it with its strength.

      Within seconds, that fat piece of ore was shaped into a disc, and when the expected bolt of sunlight hit it, my body shuddered as the gold in the air seemed to be polarized, magnetized until it was clinging to the stream of light.

      Around me, my men shrieked, and Linford too—he howled in pain. I couldn’t speak though. Couldn’t ask what was going on. The bolt of sunlight collided with the disc, staying pure and true, and just as the ground rumbled once more, I saw the bubbling lava begin to surge from deep in the volcano’s belly.

      “Get us out of here!” I screamed at Linford, but whatever was making him shriek in pain, making my mates yell too, took all his attention. I stared at him, saw he was struggling to hold my grandmother in place.

      Calling on the wind, I sent a surge toward them, letting it settle under her feet, propping her up to give him some relief. The desperation on his face, the sweat on his brow, told me how he’d been struggling, and the instant relief told me I’d helped him.

      As the lava began to spit and spurt upward, I realized I’d triggered the volcano’s eruption. What didn’t make sense was why my men were howling and looking at their fucking arms as though they were about to drop off…

      Of course, that was when I saw their gold bands. They were alight with heat, shining just as hotly as the lava, and as they scrabbled to remove them from their wrists, tearing at flesh to relieve the pain of the burn, I knew it was useless.

      In the distance, so far away that I shouldn’t have been able to notice them, I heard similar screams. There were so many of them, so fucking many, that I knew this wasn’t happening only to my grandfather and my Virgo.

      It was happening to all Fae in the vicinity.

      Maybe even everywhere.

      What I’d just done…

      It was the start of change.

      The catalyst.

      Only the gods knew what lay next for us.

      Only they knew what they’d truly started.

      
        
        ❖

        Dan

      

      

      

      The pain was like nothing else I’d ever known. It tore through me, burning me as though the heat didn’t just come from an exterior source, but from an interior one too.

      I’d grabbed a hold of Riel with Seph, and though she was tightly held between us, sandwiched almost, I struggled to free my wrists from the gold band that I felt sure was trying to amputate my fucking hands. No matter what I did, though, nothing worked.

      Nothing helped me get rid of the bands that were the instruments the Fae used to call on witch magic.

      As agony tore me to shreds, I didn’t even really notice when the light around us began to pulse. It might have even been a trick of my eyes, because all I was focused on was the sheer, gut-wrenching pain that was centered around the bands.

      Just as the throbbing began to disperse, it was like someone had turned off the light switch, turning our world from bright sunlight to endless darkness. It was like night had fallen, as though…

      But the sun had been nowhere near setting!

      If anything, it had felt like it was midday.

      With the sudden pitch-black having overtaken everything else, I gasped, “What’s happening?”

      The ache was still there, the burn as prominent as ever, but I could speak. My tongue felt too thick in my mouth, and damn, everything hurt, yet I managed to work those words out of my throat.

      “I think this is what was always supposed to happen,” she whispered, and when I stared at her—my eyes blurry as I tried to focus—I saw enough to realize her head was tipped back. When I followed her line of sight, I blinked, certain my eyes really weren’t working this time.

      The night sky wasn’t dark. In this light-poor place, somewhere with very little light pollution, I knew the sight of the stars would be phenomenal. But this? These things… they weren’t stars.

      “A meteor shower,” Riel rasped, her voice thick and husky as she watched the display overhead.

      I’d never seen anything like it, and I remembered the Leonids shower back in Tucson when I was a kid. I’d only been like six or some shit like that, but Sol, I’d been old enough to remember just how awe-inspiring that had been. Over a thousand meteors soaring through the night sky in an hour that evening, yet this? It was enough to make me think Sol and Gaia were having a firework’s display of their own.

      Maybe they were.

      If this was what they’d been working toward for centuries, maybe this was their idea of a party.

      I just wished that idea didn’t include me feeling like my hands were being lopped off with a poorly sharpened meat cleaver.

      “Can you get us out of here?” Matt screamed at Linford, and I realized why.

      The scream was because the eruption was noisy. Noisy as fuck. I blinked down at the volcano, saw that it was definitely not dormant, and understood my troupe brother’s agitation.

      Linford, who along with his mate, had been gaping up at the sky, jolted at Matt’s holler, then muttered, “Certainly.”

      And like that, we were no longer at the volcano. Instead, we were…

      I frowned.

      Where were we?

      My confusion outweighed even my discomfort, and I kept a firm hold on Riel as we all fluttered down to the ground as he’d transported us midair, I guessed it made sense that we’d arrive midair too.

      “Where are we?” Matt demanded, whirling around a garden that looked vaguely familiar.

      “My home,” Linford muttered, sounding perplexed as Sol, and I couldn’t blame him.

      “We’re in Honolulu?” Seph asked.

      Linford blinked. “I-I thought we were.” He eyed his wrists, then raised them. “This happen to you as well?”

      I stared at the scorch marks on my wrists. Literal burns from where the gold had… My stomach churned as I rubbed a finger down the small length of skin that had gold bubbled into it. Figured that’s why it had hurt so fucking much.

      Shuddering at the sight, I cast a glimpse at Seph and Matt, saw they were similarly afflicted, and mumbled, “What in Gaia’s name is that about?”

      “I don’t know,” Linford inserted, “but this was my home. I figured maybe the band had messed with my magic, taken us someplace else, but that kukui tree is mine. Definitely.” He pointed to a tree he was scowling at.

      “So where’s the house?” Riel questioned, her voice low and hoarse.

      “I don’t know,” Linford drawled, before tipping his chin back and saying, “It’s dark here too, and look at the sky. Full of meteors. That can’t be a coincidence.”

      “Thought coincidences weren’t even in your vocabulary,” she sniped back, but there was little heat in the words, and I knew that for a fact because her focus was on the sky too, and there was no way, in the face of such beauty, that anyone could start bickering.

      “It worked,” Gabriella breathed, out of the blue.

      “I have to think it did,” Linford concurred. “I just never imagined when you told me what you were bound to do all those years ago that this would be the end result.”

      I cut him a look. “What did she tell you?”

      “She’s my Virgo mate. We share everything.”

      “Hardly,” Seph retorted. “Don’t think my father was—”

      Gabriella snorted. “Of course he was. I told them everything. Every last thing. But when Noa decided he couldn’t handle the mate bond, and when I agreed that I wasn’t a natural fit for the Virgo connection either, Linford did a little magic of his own. Everything was cleared from my mates’ minds. It was safer for them that way. Safer for you too, Riel.”

      She pursed her lips, not giving her grandmother any quarter, and considering we’d been working blind when Gabriella had evidently known some of what was ahead of us, I couldn’t exactly blame her.

      “What now?” I muttered, staring up at the sky once more.

      “I don’t know,” Gabriella admitted.

      And wouldn’t you just know it?

      Kismet got involved again.

      The ringtone from Seph’s phone burst into the clearing where Linford’s property had once stood. He cut Riel a look. “That’s my father’s ringtone.”

      “Pick it up, then,” Gabriella told him softly. “Let’s see what he has to say.”

      The second Seph connected the call and put the phone on speaker, Noa was screaming, “Son? Your wrists, did they…?”

      “Yes, Father. They did. Is it dark where you are now?”

      “Yes. It’s dark when it most definitely should be early morning. The sun had just started to rise, and from out of nowhere, it grew dark. Have you seen the meteors?”

      “Can’t miss them, Father.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Hawaii. The same thing happened here.” He hesitated a second. “Pitch-black all around. What about the buildings around you? Are you at Landgow?”

      “No. I’m with the Assembly still.” He grunted. “I appreciate you asking me to gather them together then failing to show up—”

      Seph rolled his eyes. “Something came up.”

      “Something more important than the Assembly?” Noa probed, his tone dangerously low.

      “Yes. Way more important,” Riel retorted waspishly.

      Seph talked over Noa’s bluster by saying, “Father! Did the same happen to you? Our place just… disappeared.”

      Noa cleared his throat. “Yes. It’s pandemonium here. The Assembly moves, you know that. It’s a Fae construct. It disappeared about ten minutes ago. We… we can’t seem to reconstruct it.”

      Seph shot Riel a look. “And the gold bands are burned into your wrists too?”

      “Yes,” Noa hissed. “What in Sol’s name is going on?”

      “We’ll get the first flight back. Is the Assembly still at the same coordinates you sent earlier?”

      “Yes.” He huffed. “We’ll be heading to the local town hall though. The humans have agreed to let us work from there for the moment.”

      “You arranged that in ten minutes?” I demanded.

      “Every city in which we work knows that we may overtake their main administerial building in an emergency. I think this can be considered an emergency, don’t you?” he retorted dryly, but there was no panic in his voice… I guess that made sense. Only Sol knew what Noa had seen in his years as a warrior and head of his family.

      Still, I’d have thought this beat all that.

      “We have news for the Assembly,” Riel butted in, her voice cool and calm… It was also loaded with an authority that was bound to get Noa’s back up. “It would be wise if you give us an audience. We’ll travel to you now and should be with you in the morning.” She eyed Seph who, ignoring his father’s spluttering, disconnected the line.

      “Was that wise to rile him up?” Matt queried.

      Her lips curved. “I don’t have to listen to the likes of him anymore. Nor does any witch.” She sighed and closed her eyes. “Look around you, boys. There’s no magic in the air.”

      “What are you talking about?” Seph insisted.

      “I’m talking about the gold that’s everywhere… it’s nowhere in sight, is it? I’d seen it before. How couldn’t I? But back at the volcano, it was in the air like a stream of glitter. Then it wasn’t. Now I know why.” She reached down and grabbed my hand. Angling it so she could see my wrist, she murmured, “Does it still hurt?”

      I blinked. “Yes.”

      She winced, then began to trace her fingers over the band. When I felt heat from the tips sink into my skin, I yelped, and she jerked back in surprise.

      “I hurt you?” Her eyes were huge in her face. “I’m sorry! I meant to ease the pain.”

      I reached for her shoulder with my good hand. “I know. Don’t worry.” I shook my fingers to dispel some of the ache. Not that it worked.

      What she’d done had made it burn as badly as it had before.

      Her face was pale when she looked at me, and I sensed she knew what she’d done without me having to say a word.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered, reaching up to cup her chin. “You meant well.”

      “I hurt you.” Her bottom lip quivered. Fucking quivered. I stared at it, and her, aghast. Was she about to cry?

      Unsure of what to do, because I’d seen Riel do a lot of shit, most of it pretty kickass of late, so I just gaped at her, then, because I was at a loss, I pressed my mouth to hers to stem that tremor.

      The second our lips connected, I breathed into the kiss and felt like I was coming home. I grunted, tilting my head to the side, and slipped my tongue into her mouth. As she accepted my caress, I began to flutter mine along hers, tempting her away from tears and urging her toward a different kind of emotion.

      Her hands came up to hold my waist, and for a second, I tensed, waiting for pain, but when none came, I relaxed into her kiss once more.

      A groan escaped her, and in my periphery, I saw Linford and Gabriella step away, their feet brushing at the leaves and soil on the ground as they left us alone. Around me, Seph and Matt circled us, and Riel sighed into my kiss before relaxing into them.

      When their hands moved between us, one to shape the swell of her breast, the other going for gold right off by aiming between her legs, she squirmed in place. The air felt turbocharged for an instant, and the next thing I knew, we were naked.

      That sensation of ‘turbocharged’ was weird though. Weird because I knew she’d just cast magic, and yet my body had responded to it as though it were alien. I might not have had much of the witch’s magic tithed to me, but I knew it well enough for it not to come as a surprise…

      Pondering that thought then shoving it aside when she pushed into me, her hands moving down over my hips to cup my ass so she could haul me into her, I ground my dick into her belly before separating our lips.

      “You sure you’re ready for this?” I rasped.

      “I’ve been burning alive all day,” she growled, arching her hips when Matt’s fingers rubbed her in just the right spot.

      I beamed at her. “You behaved very well. I thought the Rut would be a lot more…”

      “Bestial?” She cocked a brow. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”
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      She threw down the words like they were a challenge, and maybe they were. She shifted then, lifting one leg and hooking it onto Dan’s hip before hauling herself upward until she was leaning back against us and had mounted Dan—not that he looked too perturbed by the situation.

      With their sexes aligned, it figured that Dan was going to thrust into her, but when he did, I swore to fuck that I could feel the instant their connection bloomed to life inside my very being.

      I shuddered, my semi going to full mast in an instant. Arousal no longer just twitched inside me, but became as much an agony as what had happened to my wrists.

      For a second, I focused on that pain, thought about how alien it had felt, then Riel moaned, her head tipping back as she began to ride Dan.

      There was no doubt in my mind that she was in charge at that moment, no doubt that she needed this more than she needed anything else.

      I realized that Linford and Gabriella were just as aware of that, because I didn’t think it was likely they’d let us get away with a quickie if it weren’t imperative.

      We still had shit to do. That much was evident from my father’s call.

      A deep, low moan escaped Riel, forcing my concentration back to where it should be. I groaned as I reached down and grabbed my cock, squeezing it to stop myself from getting overexcited, when a scent suddenly blossomed through the air.

      She smelled like fire and rain, wind and earth. It was insane, I knew that. How could she scent of the elements? And yet, that fragrance felt like it was keyed into me. Keyed in like it was a code to unlocking the very heart of me.

      And maybe that was fitting, considering she was my heart.

      I sucked down a breath, trying to get a handle on things, but the more of her scent I breathed in, the more I felt like I was going to lose it.

      When Matt growled and began pushing them forward, Dan staggering from the move until he was pushed up against a tree, I wasn’t surprised when he leaned against Riel and ground out, “Now would be the time to will some lube into being.”

      His request had me frowning. I went to will some of my own into being, and when I couldn’t, when the magic wasn’t there, I realized Riel was right.

      What the fuck?

      Where was the magic? Where had it gone?

      I stared up at the meteors for a second, watching the strange phenomenon that came with the lack of light. Was that our magic being seeded back into the soil? Soaring overhead only to hit the ground to change the way the world worked?

      The lack of balance between the Fae and the witches was beginning to be redressed, but that brought with it a shit ton of problems that I couldn’t even start thinking about now. Not without getting a headache, and I already had enough aches to worry about.

      With a grunt, Riel did as bid, and a bottle appeared in Matt’s hand. When he greased up his shaft, I watched as he moved to part her ass cheeks and slipped his finger down the crack of her butt. When she tensed, I knew he’d hit gold, and I smiled a little as she moaned deeper, working herself on Dan’s cock until Matt controlled her movements by sticking his cock against that tight pucker.

      Despite myself, I had no choice but to watch, to revel in what I was seeing. Weeks ago, this would have been repugnant to me, but now, this was everything.

      My whole fucking world.

      Everything narrowed down to this, and I watched in delight as Matt slipped into her ass and began to fuck her. Slowly at first, making her take every last inch. When she was speared on his shaft, I felt the moment her body aligned. It was a weird way of phrasing it, but it fit.

      Made sense.

      I knew the exact second when she began to orgasm around Dan’s cock, and I waited for his hoarse hollers as he, too, exploded into her. Impaled on Matt’s cock, she was going nowhere, but I headed over to the fray, and said, “Help me, Matt.”

      He grabbed her legs, kept them spread wide apart, as he pulled her off Dan’s spent shaft. My brother stood there looking dazed but happy, his smile an amusing mixture of cocky and dopey. I laughed at him, then shoved at him to move him out the way. He staggered over to another tree, his cock still dripping from Riel’s slick and juicy sex.

      My mouth watered, and maybe it was gross, but I couldn’t stop myself from dropping to my knees and giving her what I needed—a taste.

      As I licked her clit, she screamed into the quietness of the garden, and it felt so right for her to be shrieking her pleasure as the Gods watched over us, anointing us with whatever those meteors were spreading around.

      When I sucked down on the tiny nub, and slipped a finger into her pussy, I rubbed the tip in a downward motion, putting pressure on her and, simultaneously, feeling Matt up. That wasn’t my intention, but when she blew up, when her cunt clamped down on my finger and she cascaded into another orgasm, I grinned and leaped upright, then stuck my dick straight into her core. The muscles protested my invasion, but fuck, it felt so good to force my way inside her, especially as she clung to me, needing everything I had to give her.

      When she was stuck between us, her body one pulsing mass of sensation, Matt and I fucked her between us. We were sticking together, our bodies one big pile of sweaty muscle, and I loved it. Loved every fucking moment of it.

      I came to the pressure of her climaxing once more, and to the sound of Matt grunting out his own pleasure as well.

      As we came down from the high, I sank into the tree, and Matt and Riel did too. After a while, she began to giggle, and I felt the vibrations around my shaft.

      Lips twitching, I asked, “My pride is offended, Riel. A woman shouldn’t giggle after she’s been so thoroughly fucked.”

      “I’m laughing because the world is changing around us, and all I can think about is the next time you’re inside me.” She sighed, but as she pressed a kiss to my chest, I felt her smile.

      “That will have to suffice for the moment,” Matthew rasped, his tone dark and husky, redolent with pleasure.

      “You’re mean,” she lamented, and I could hear her pout.

      “I’m practical,” he retorted, but I heard his amusement now. “We need to get back to the Assembly.”

      She sighed. “They’re going to be pedantic. And that’s why I told them we’d be there in the morning. So we could play tonight.”

      At her pout, and deciding to ignore her other comment because I wanted nothing more than that but knew the timing wasn’t right, I just said, “Pedantic is what politicians do best. Trust me, I know. Anyway, you need to return the battalion back to them at some point. What better moment than now?”

      “What of the new status quo?” Dan inquired, shuffling over to us and helping us lower Riel to the ground when she wiggled between Matt and me.

      “What about it?” she grumbled. “If they can’t figure it out themselves—”

      “I think you’re supposed to at least tell them what’s going on, Riel,” Matt chided.

      “How can I? I don’t know myself.”

      I chucked her under the chin. “What happened back there, Riel? You collapsed. Again.”

      “You heard what Trude said. The Goddess talks to me, only, when she does, it makes me feel like my ears are about to bleed.” Any softness about her that had come after her climaxes disappeared at my mention of that, and she tensed up. “Look, I’ll return the battalion and the damn meteor to them, but there’s only so much I can do.

      “You and I both know that they won’t believe me anyway! I’m just some hybrid they don’t trust.”

      “She has a point,” Dan conceded grumpily. “Might be best if you tell that particular tale.”

      And, a few hours later, that was exactly what I did.

      In front of my father and the other Assemblymen, I shared the exact details of everything that had happened to us in the past twenty-four hours.

      Not unsurprisingly, they weren’t pleased at our involvement, and I couldn’t exactly blame them. Not while we were learning of the ramifications of our actions.

      “You mean to tell me that you facilitated this?” my father ground out, his hands taut fists at his sides as he clambered to his feet to stare down at me.

      They’d taken over the local town hall in Birmingham, but it was definitely more human than Fae, even though they were seated on some pretty ornate chairs on a dais that put them at a different height to us.

      “They had no choice,” Riel interjected coolly, her lack of respect and the fact she had zero fear for the Assembly’s might resonating through each and every word.

      When she’d done what she had, with the power she possessed at her fingertips, she had every right to speak as though she owned the room but it certainly wasn’t easing our conversation.

      “Everyone has a choice,” my father spat.

      Her lips curved. “Of course, and most of us make the wrong decisions.” Her eyes flashed. “As my grandmother would attest to.”

      He staggered back and slumped in his chair before running a hand over his face, unable to deny her words. Especially considering the miserable existence he’d endured without his Virgo.

      I’d taken point on this, while Matt, Dan, and Riel stood behind me, so I was at the tip of our triangle, but I shuffled back, allowing Riel to reign over the proceedings now that she’d found her voice.

      I wasn’t at all surprised that she hadn’t said a word since we’d arrived, but now? I knew we’d have a hard time shutting her up.

      “How dare you speak to an Assemblyman like that!” Jarvic burst out, one of the youngest on the Assembly. My father often griped about his attitude. It was far too traditional for Noa’s taste, so what that said about Jarvic, I had no idea.

      “I speak like that,” she retorted with a bite, “because I can. You, my dear Assemblymen, have no power here. You forget yourselves and your current position.”

      “Y-You, you terrorist!” Humphreys shrieked at her, a politician who my father called an idiot on the best of days.

      She twisted around to grace us with her smile. “I may be a terrorist to you, but to the witches, I’m not, am I?” She raised her hand, let it hover palm down, then swept it from left to right. The instant she made that motion, the guards around the room jerked to attention, and the Assembly simmered down in fright.

      When the bodies of the battalion she’d taken down made an appearance, shocked gasps rang around the hall.

      “What has the witch done to them?”

      “What’s going on here?”

      “What in Sol’s name has she—”

      “How did she do that?”

      The variations were many, but the theme stayed the same. Riel twisted around and sliced her hand in front of her again. This time, the guards that were protecting the exits froze in place, genuine icicles dripping from their noses as she encased them in ice.

      There were no gasps now, only quiet. A simmering, seething quiet that existed because these, the most powerful Fae in North America, knew they were powerless, knew they were at her mercy. I eyed the Assembly, saw just how deeply they were stunned into silence, and watched as Riel took control of the room once more.

      “Your days in power are over,” she declared, tucking her hands into the pockets of her jeans. “Whether you like it or not, the state of play has changed.

      “Your fancy architecture, your powerhouses. The entire construct of your lives was fabricated out of magic. Something you stole from the witches, taking and taking without ever giving them anything in return.

      “This situation is down to you. I acted on Sol’s and Gaia’s will. They wished to redress the balance, not me. I only did as they wanted. Apparently, they wished to see you on your knees.” She smirked, then walked to the end of the line where the first of the bodies that were mummified in the silvery metal lay. Dipping down into a crouch, she murmured, “The witches have always worked against you, but with no success. The AFata were a thorn in your crown, but they were acting in witchkind’s best interest—”

      Humphreys’ spluttered, “Trust you to side with an extreme organization—”

      She shrugged. “I side with no one. I side with the truth. With equality. You’re not without magic of your own, and yet you waste ours. Use it as a currency.” Another shrug. “Well, no more. You’re going to have to learn how to adapt… only the strongest survive, after all.”

      Riel leaned forward and touched the toe of the warrior. In an instant, the wave of metal retracted, leaving behind the flesh and blood male of before.

      Perhaps it was fated that my brother’s face would be the first to make an appearance. My father staggered to his feet. “Is he ill?”

      “He’ll recover. None of them were harmed… I hurt no one, but they’d have hurt me. In a flash.” She clicked her fingers, and a wind shifted into the room. It swept the chairs the Assembly were seated on into a tight corner, pushing them together in a way that was most undignified. Then, she smiled and where they’d been seated, the meteor that had started it all suddenly popped into being. “I’ll give you your warriors back, leave you with your meteor, and give you some time to think about what must be done. Noa knows how to get in touch with me… I’ll be waiting.”

      “You’ll wait a lifetime before we get in touch with you,” Jarvic ground out.

      She smirked. “Oh, really? Just think about the brave, new world you’re stepping into, and consider this… which side of things would you prefer me to be on?”

      My father frowned. “I think you’ve made your allegiance quite clear, Gabriella.”

      “It does seem that way, doesn’t it? But I owe neither witch nor Fae any favors. My Virgo are all Fae, and technically, I belong to a troupe—unconfirmed by trial or not.” She hitched a shoulder. “The witches have enough power of their own. You, on the other hand, have nothing. When you figure that out, and try to pull any remnants of a magic that doesn’t belong to you from the meteor, finally hitting rock bottom, as I said, you know where to come.”

      And with that, she drifted down the line of petrified warriors and returned them to their original state.

      Only as she headed toward us, pushing us forward toward the exit, did we hear groans as the warriors awoke. When we stepped out and into the bustling human town hall, the ice locking the guards in place began to crack as it ruptured open.

      “Was that wise? Baiting them like that?” Matt asked in a low voice as we headed down the busy corridor and toward the external exit.

      “Maybe not, but nobody ever said I had to be wise, did they?”
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      With my cell phone in hand, I hurried out of the doors that led to the newly constructed Eight Wings Academy, and grunted at the sight of a few thousand warriors in the courtyard where, all those months ago I’d been dropped off, and saw they were, to a one, ready to attack.

      Weary with boredom at their inability to add two and two together to get four, I stared at them, well aware that they weren’t here to defend me. If anything, they were prepared to hurt me to access my power, and I knew that Matthew would forgive me my broken promise.

      In the aftermath of the meteor shower, when daylight had fallen once more, a full twenty-four hours after our visit to the volcano Heklugjá, we’d begun to realize how difficult it was for them to function without magic, and Matthew had had me promise that I wouldn’t abuse my powers against my Virgo’s kind.

      Of course, he hadn’t expected the Assembly to send a few thousand troupes my way, had he?

      I, on the other hand, had.

      I knew they wouldn’t take things lying down. They were so accustomed to the belief that ‘might was right’ that they couldn’t possibly understand that Gaia and Sol had worked together to combat their might, and had used me to do so, had used me to make things right.

      Two months on, I was as unhappy about my situation, as I had been at the very start, but some things you just had to suck up. I had a role to play now, a role I didn’t want, but it was important nonetheless.

      Someone had to teach these fools how to live without magic, someone had to act as an intermediary between the Conclave and the Fae, and that someone was actually someones. Daniel, as well as a lot of the admin caste, had been hauled into Eight Wings, not only to instruct the warrior and instructor castes as to how to use their blood magic, but my other Virgo were helping the cause too. Helping in a field that definitely wasn’t their expertise.

      Eight Wings had reared warriors, made fighters into an army. But what use was an army without a power base? As it stood, even though they outnumbered the witches, the witches could decimate them in an instant. Without magic to shield them, they knew they were at an immediate disadvantage, so my mates had hauled in more admin caste, and were assigning a kind of triage to the Fae people—discerning who needed to be taught first at the Academy—while also creating satellite schools with Fae who’d never thought they’d have to teach males and females who they’d always considered their betters how to use their magic.

      It was a complicated time, boring too. Every night, I craved my drafting board, craved my design tools. Sol, I missed my sewing machine so badly that I’d almost willed one into being last night, but only knowing we could be free once all this shit was in place had stopped me.

      The Fae and the witches needed me at this moment.

      The Fae to help guide them into a new future, and the witches to help steer them in the right direction.

      In the aftermath of that day, a day the Conclave was starting to call the Day of Redemption—I had no doubt the Fae would grant it a far less polite title—Fae society had crumbled.

      The magic they had stored, what they used as currency, had reverted to the simple metal that had facilitated their tyranny—gold. They were cash-rich, but that was of no use to them. Money meant nothing to the Fae… at least, it hadn’t until recently.

      Now, with no magic, and the witches magic-rich, there was a new business opportunity for witches. Which, to my mind, was how it should have always been.

      A fair exchange.

      Nothing about the Fae’s earlier actions had been fair. But that was how they rolled. Until now. When things would definitely be changing.

      Eight Wings was crafted out of witch magic this time, not Fae illusion, and it had cost the Assembly a pretty penny to build. But by that point, they’d been desperate. The richest, the most powerful of their kind, had been useless without magic, while the poorest and the most ‘menial’ of Fae hadn’t felt the pinch thanks to their blood magic.

      Swiftly, they’d seen why the Academy needed to be reopened with a different curriculum, and the Conclave, now filled with AFata, had strong-armed the Assembly into letting me be the principal—along with my mates—by promising to build them an Assembly House that made the White House look shoddy.

      Still, even though things were starting to work out, that didn’t mean people were happy about it. Case in point, the Fae standing in front of me with war and blood on their mind.

      A smile creased my lips at the thought and, calling on the wind, I yelled out, “All these warriors for little old me?” Fire sparkled in my eyes. “I consider it a compliment.” And with that, I let my magic loose.

      I had no intention of harming them, even though their intent had been the opposite, but I instantly felled half by sending torrents of water at them. The floods formed into a single flow that had them drifting downhill away from me. I had no doubt they’d return, so I made sure to send ice down that flow to keep them in place.

      Next, I captured a good many of those who were flying in the wind. I’d learned from the AFata who’d attempted to capture me and used dozens of twisters to tear hundreds from the sky, letting the storms toss them out and away from my sight.

      In a matter of minutes, I’d done away with over two-thirds, and the warriors who remained downed their swords to gape at me.

      When I saw a dozen of the Assemblymen standing at the back of the warriors, I tutted under my breath. “You shouldn’t fight me, boys. Not when it’s a battle you can’t and won’t ever be able to win.”

      I surged upward, flying away from them, not even bothering to look back to see if anyone was following. They could follow me, but they’d rue the consequences.

      Eight Wings wasn’t as big as it used to be, but it was plenty big enough. One side of the ‘U’ shaped campus was for admin, the other was used as dorms, and in the middle was where they held all the classes.

      I didn’t get involved in that stuff. Mostly, my Virgo dealt with that because I didn’t have the patience. My major role was acting as a go-between. Dealing with the Conclave, who was still coming to terms with their sudden strength as well as a shuffle at the top to weed out those witches who were in the Assembly’s pocket, took up the largest part of the day. Why? Because I had to make sure certain rules were implemented.

      Without me, the witches would take advantage of the Fae’s situation. Just as the Fae had the witches’. If I wasn’t careful, in five hundred years, it would be the Fae who’d need a Redeemer to save them from witchkind’s tyranny.

      The AFata I’d come across did have their uses however. Those strong witches were willing to protect the Conclave from Fae attacks as, dumbasses that they were, they carried on trying to use their might to overpower us…

      Like they could.

      I wasn’t sure how long it would take for them to finally figure shit out, but until then, we’d all have to be on our guard. Only yesterday, I’d read a report of a young witch who’d been kidnapped by a group of Fae males. I knew those situations were going to surge into being more and more often as the Fae tried to redress the balance in their own favor, but until they understood that there was no favor, just equality, we were going to be bashing our heads against a brick wall for a long time to come.

      As I soared through the wind, enjoying the moment of freedom, I dove down sharply as I made it to the residential wing. My descent was too fast, but I loved the feel of the wind in my face, and I kept it a little too close for comfort as I braked to a halt within inches of smashing into the balcony outside our quarters.

      The second I heard voices inside, I groaned. I’d wanted to fuck my mates, not deal with family shit, but before I could even think about retreating, the doors to the patio opened and Matthew was there.

      He looked hot. As always. And his eyebrow was cocked as he ran his gaze over me. “Been in the wars?”

      I peered down at myself, grimacing when I saw how windswept I looked. “You could say that. The Assembly tried to attack again.”

      Matt frowned, but it was Dan who rushed forward to grab me and haul me into a hug. “Are you okay?” he demanded, peering down into my eyes with a face that was loaded with concern.

      Matt snorted, ever secure in my abilities. “Of course, she is. You shouldn’t be asking if she’s okay, but if the Assembly is.”

      “They’re better off than they should be,” I muttered with a sniff.

      Dan was always the first to hug me, and Matt was always the first to have faith in me and my strength. Both sometimes grew annoying. I didn’t always want to be hugged, and contrary creature that I was, I didn’t always want to be thought of as strong. Still, with Seph to act as intermediary, things didn’t blow up too often.

      It was handy having three mates, especially as my fiery Latina temper had only grown more volatile in the aftermath.

      Squeezing Dan for a second, I sought out Seph with my gaze but he wasn’t there to soothe my ruffled feathers. Instead, when I found him through the open door, talking to his father in the other room, I grimaced. “What’s he doing here?”

      “Noa wants you to make him young again.”

      I rolled my eyes. “What makes him think that I’m going to say yes this time?” He’d already asked about twenty times, and I’d said no. I wasn’t about to reverse my principles, not when it could cause chaos.

      “He says that he and the rest of your grandmother’s living Virgo want to make another go of it.”

      Arching a brow, I pulled myself out of Dan’s arms—the only place I really wanted to be at that moment—and headed into our private office. It had four desks in here, since each of us preferred to deal with the shitshow that was our lives in a private space.

      It was weird to think that only two months ago, I’d been a student within these walls, and now I was faculty, but Sol, it wasn’t like it was my choice.

      I wasn’t happy with my position. Not at all. The only thing that was bearable about my life was the fact that I was doing all this crap with my Virgo.

      I’d never wanted power. I’d never even wanted to be a part of either witch or Fae society, yet somehow, I was both. Integral to peace on both sides.

      It sucked, and yet, it seemed that was the Redeemer’s destiny.

      “Noa,” I said in greeting.

      He turned to me, his eyes pleading. “Please, Riel.”

      I frowned at him. “Why? Why should I?”

      “Because I want a second chance.”

      I snorted. “Don’t we all.” Heading over to Seph’s side, I pressed a hand against his shoulder, and dipped down so I could kiss the top of his head. It wasn’t the type of kiss I wanted to bestow upon him, but beggars couldn’t exactly be choosers, could they? “You know as well as I do, Noa, that if I did something like this for you, then—”

      “I’d move away. I’d leave the Assembly.”

      Seph stiffened. “And do what? Where would you go? How would you hide?”

      “I’d go to Honolulu. Linford and Gabriella have said I’m welcome there. Darwich wants to as well.”

      I narrowed my eyes at that. “So he wants a free pass at another youth too, does he?” I scoffed. “Going to Hawaii isn’t enough. You’re Noa vil der Luir, Noa. It’s not like you can just disappear. Anyway, what about your wife? And Landgow?”

      “Yes, what about Mother?” Seph retorted, but I heard the wryness in his tone and knew he found this situation amusing. I wasn’t sure what was funny about your father wanting to abandon your mother, but I was mostly just glad that he wasn’t distressed.

      Considering Matt and Dan had told me more about his mother’s frosty reception all those weeks ago, maybe it was fitting. Seph wasn’t close with either of his parents, after all.

      “She’s as unhappy with me as I am with her,” Noa ground out. “You know that, boy.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, a thought occurring to me. “Nothing comes for free in this world, Noa.”

      His mouth tightened. “I come here knowing that you’ll want something from me.”

      Lips twitching, I murmured, “You could say that.”

      “I’ll pay whatever price you ask of me.”

      I heard the plea in his voice then, heard it and knew it was genuine. He wasn’t trying to play me, he genuinely did want to be with my grandmother.

      My relationship with her and Linford hadn’t improved really. I still couldn’t get over her lies, over her absence in my life when I’d needed her the most, and the fact that she’d withheld so much from me—to the point where Seph had suffered because of it.

      Since the Day of Redemption, I hadn’t spoken to my family either, and I knew I’d need to rectify that at some point. While the magic wasn’t turning me nuts, it was isolating me. My power hadn’t lessened in the aftermath, and when all was said and done, at the end of a long day, I wanted nothing more than to be with my Virgo.

      Preferably with one or more of them inside me.

      The last thing I wanted was an argument with my brother or to bicker with my mother. That was the kind of relationship we had. It wasn’t bad, per se. It was just how we rolled, and at the moment, that was more than I could deal with.

      Thinking of them made me feel guilty though, and I mumbled, “I will grant your wish, Darwich’s too, if—”

      At my hesitation, he eagerly asked, “If?”

      “You have to work on the Assembly. That’s the fourth time in the last two weeks that they’ve tried to attack me. It’s getting boring.”

      He winced. “That’s not as easy—”

      “Who said anything in this life had to be easy?” Matt inserted drolly. “I think that’s a fair exchange, and we’re all about the exchange now, aren’t we?”

      Appreciating his wit, I grinned at him, and an hour later, when Noa had left and we were alone, I appreciated him some more as I widened my legs and let him feast on my pussy like he was a starving man in need of sustenance.

      When Dan approached me, cock in hand, and I felt the tug of Seph’s lips on my nipple, I had to reason that it wasn’t a bad life.

      Sure, nothing was how I’d ever imagined it.

      I was in charge of a school I didn’t know how to run. Was an intermediary between two bodies of government I’d never respected, and had more power in my little finger than my Fae mates had, and yet…

      I had my Virgo.

      Gaia and Sol had taken much from me, but by bestowing these three mates on me?

      They’d given me the Earth.

      Literally.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Two Decades Later

          

        

      

    

    
      As I stared at the Thanksgiving table, I had to hide a grimace. I was supposed to be cheerful and thankful today, but into my forties now and with more sass than ever, I never really appreciated having to force those feelings. 

      Call me the Thanksgiving Grinch, but I was okay with that. 

      Hovering around my family, with all their heathen brats screaming and playing, I was grateful there'd only been one 'accident' over the years. With zero maternal instinct in my body, I'd had my tubes tied after, and had thanked Gaia all the way to the doctor's office that Olivia was a girl and that my duty to the line was completed with her birth. 

      It figured that Olivia would be the complete antithesis of her bratty cousins, though. Maybe that was also kismet. Gaia knew I couldn't put up with any of the shit my brothers or my brothers-in-law did with their horrible children.

      “Stop scowling.” Dan grinned at me, so fucking cheerful that I wanted to scowl all the more. Only when he dipped down and pressed a kiss to my lips did I stop glowering, and then I sighed into the kiss and purred a little when he slipped his tongue into my mouth.

      Sure, I was in front of family, but did I give a fuck?

      Nope.

      When he pulled back and nipped at my bottom lip, I mumbled, “Later.”

      “For definite.” His eyes twinkled as he stared at me, and Sol, if I didn’t just fall that little bit more in love with him.

      He, Matt, and Seph were the exact reasons why I didn’t need Thanksgiving. Every Sol-given day I was grateful for them. Thankful for their presence in my life.

      They grounded me.

      Kept me sane.

      Without them? I wasn’t even sure what I’d have done. Not just with the Assembly and Conclave crap, but with Olivia too. Without them? I’d have been dust.

      I reached up and cupped his chin, letting my fingers drift over the stubble gathered there. “You growing a beard again?” I complained half-heartedly.

      “Maybe.” He squinted at me. “You got a problem with that?”

      I sniffed. “Well, if you want me to go numb when you go down on me, then yeah, we’ve got a problem.”

      One thing that hadn’t been foreseen?

      That little ‘Rut’ thing?

      The one that had been triggered then put on hold thanks to my turning into the fucking Redeemer?

      Yup, it hadn’t gone away.

      Ever.

      In most relationships, after twenty years, I knew things got stale. Women sometimes stopped wanting sex, men started getting wandering eyes. Not with us. If they didn’t fuck me every day? Twice a day? I stopped looking like the Redeemer and started looking like a She-Devil.

      “Get that look off your face,” he growled playfully. “You only just came, baby girl.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “That was a quickie.”

      His eyes rounded. “Bullshit. There is no ‘quick’ way to have a foursome. Stop being greedy.”

      “What’s this I hear about being greedy?”

      I sighed with delight as Matt’s dulcet tones slipped into my ear and a deliciously hard cock nudged against my butt.

      The Rut wasn’t exactly how any of us thought it would be. Instead of just being like animals twenty-four-seven, their sex drives were tied to mine. So if I was horny? Their cocks got hard.

      Pure magic.

      The best magic ever, in fact.

      Gaia must have known I’d be a real bitch when my sex drive reached the point of no return, so she’d put a safeguard in. That safeguard involved lots of yummy erections.

      Seriously, their dicks were better than peanut butter cups.

      “She’s horny. Again.”

      “That’s because it’s easier to be horny than it is to be nice to people,” Matt said wryly, making me pull a face.

      “Stop knowing me so well.”

      I felt his smile as he pressed a kiss to my cheek. “Well, that’s a little hard to do. I mean, you’re mine so I was born to read you. I can’t forget what I read.”

      Stupid photographic memory.

      Heaving another sigh, I whispered, “I really am horny, though.”

      “Stop pouting. We’ll take the ache away later. For now, you have to eat turkey, stop being a grouch, and be nice to people you won’t see again for another year.”

      “But that’s a lot to ask!” I whined, hiding a smile when Matt tweaked me on the ass before copping another feel.

      “Which part?” Dan retorted with a laugh.

      “The ‘being nice’ part. I love Seph, guys, but sheesh, his family are dicks.” And mine weren’t that much better.

      Their mutual grimaces said it all, though, when I cast them both looks. There was no denying that truth, and what sucked the worst was the fact we had to come to Landgow to partake in the meal because it was the only place big enough to fit all of us. What with Darwich, Linford, Noa, and Gabriella, as well as my mom and dad, my brothers, their wives, and then their heathen spawn, throw in Dan’s parents, Matt’s mom as his dad had died about eighteen years ago from the pox, and his siblings, then Seph’s horrendous brothers? Sol help me, it was a trying time.

      Genuinely, genuinely, the only person I liked around the table were my Virgo, my kid, Ril, Matt’s grandfather who I might have helped by extending his time on the mortal coil because he was too cool to die, and then my dad.

      That. Was. It.

      Everyone else?

      Yeah, I wasn’t grateful to be eating dinner with them.

      Nope.

      Call me bitter, call me too hard, and say that I held a grudge… whatever.

      The past twenty years of ass-licking and butt-kicking politics had forged me, made me into the woman standing here today because those two decades had been the opposite of easy.

      We’d fought for the peace that was around this table. In fact, my Thanksgiving table was like a bubble, a glance into society as a whole. Thirty years ago, the witches would have told the Fae to go fuck themselves before they could even have taken a seat, and the Fae would have asked the witches and the humans where the next course was because they’d have been the servers.

      Instead of warring over politics, it was one big mash up of races, where the arguments were about who had hogged all the cranberry jelly and the usual BS that families tended to fight over.

      We’d done that.

      This table, the miserable day ahead of me, wasn’t racial. It was about family, character. Personality. I didn’t dislike my in-laws because they were Fae, I just hated them because they were assholes. Simple.

      “Why do I have a hard on?”

      The words came out of nowhere, but they made me snicker because Seph sounded perplexed as all Sol.

      “My dick is literally still wet from the last time you were riding it, Riel. Gaia help us, do the doctors even prescribe Viagra for the Fae?”

      I pouted. “Most people wouldn’t complain about their wives wanting them.”

      “None of us are ‘most people,’ Riel,” he said dryly. “And you more than want us. I swear, you’re starting to strain my dick and I didn’t even know it was possible to get whiplash in your cock.”

      Though the other two snickered, I frowned at him, then turned to glower at them all. “That isn’t funny.”

      “It is,” Dan said around a laugh.

      “Yeah, it is, babe, because he’s right,” Matt retorted with a snicker.

      My lips pursed, but my cheeks grew hot at their amusement. Uneasily, and with my gaze still on the cacophony ahead of me, I fidgeted.

      Was I hornier than usual?

      I mean, I didn’t think I was. I just wanted them.

      Okay, so I wanted them all the time. But not like that aforementioned beast who needed sex twenty-four-seven… Although… Just the thought made my nipples bud and my belly burn.

      A groan escaped Dan. “Stop thinking about sex.” His cock dug into my side, thick and hot and hard and so perfectly ready to ride.

      As slick gathered between my thighs, my brain came to a mental halt.

      Shit.

      Was there something wrong with me?

      “I’ll try,” I mumbled, suddenly feeling guilty. I’d never thought too much sex would be a problem.

      Turns out I was wrong.

      I sensed my guys realized they’d hurt my feelings, but before they could say a word, either in apology or justification, Ril called out, “Riel, girl. Help me to the table.”

      Matt grabbed my arm as he snorted. “Old bastard doesn’t need your help.”

      I pulled away from his grasp, though. “Can I help that I’m his favorite?” I retorted, relieved to have an excuse to get out of here and away from this conversation. That wasn’t something I was used to, either. Most of the time, I couldn’t get close enough to my Virgo!

      I slipped away, aware that they were watching me, and if I punished them by swinging my hips that little bit harder, then so what? They deserved it.

      What kind of man said their wife wanted them too much?

      More than a little pissed now, I stalked over to Ril but my mother grabbed my arm along the way. She had a glass of white wine in her hand, and the sight of that made me want to groan. Shove a little Chardonnay into her and she made sour Altoids look sweet. “You act like a slut when you’re around them.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “They’re my Virgo. How would you like me to behave? Like a frigid bitch with a block of ice up my ass?”

      Luisa’s mouth pursed. “There’s no need for such crudity.”

      “There’s every need.”

      I remembered last Thanksgiving when she’d chided me for getting my tubes tied, and I sought calm and quiet. The last thing we needed was a repeat of that when she’d stormed out, my father chasing after her, because I’d told her opinions were like assholes, and hers was bigger than most.

      Determined not to ruin this Thanksgiving, I sighed, “Ril wants me.”

      “He covets you.” My grandmother tinkled a laugh as she shimmied up beside me. “Luisa, are you making mischief again?”

      Relieved that she’d saved me from my mother, I cut her a grateful look. My abuela and I didn’t always see eye to eye, and I did hold a grudge against her, enough to always call her Gabriella to her face, but we were a united force against Mama.

      “Yes,” I grumbled, at the same time as my mother blurted out, “No! Of course not.”

      “Apparently I’m too lax around my men,” I informed her grandly.

      She immediately scowled. “They’re her Virgo,” Gabriella repeated, pretty much as I had. “She’s supposed to—”

      “Oh, I knew I’d get no sense of decorum from you! You’re just as bad with those three old perverts.”

      “My three perverts look younger than your husband!” was her instant retort, which drew every ounce of my mother’s attention from me and onto my grandmother—just as she’d intended.

      Taking full advantage of that, I slipped away, shooting my abuela a grateful if apologetic look, one that was received with an amused smile she sent my way.

      That, right there, was my Christmas and birthday present all in one.

      I swore, no matter how much my mother and I tried, we were destined to never get on well.

      Sliding between two of Seph’s brothers who were arguing about the cost of doing business with the witches, a group of kids who smelled like sick—I really didn’t want to know why—and Dan’s parents who were the only ones I actually liked—enough to swerve in and give them a quick hug—I eventually made it to Ril. Who, when he looked at me, cocked a brow.

      “I know being with these asses isn’t great for the digestion, but what’s put you in a snit? I could see it from all the way across the room.”

      I huffed. “Your grandson.”

      He waved a hand. “Husbands do that.”

      “True.” I bent down and helped him up. My control had grown over the years, so I could ease pain and extend life without making someone twenty again. I’d done that with Ril half a decade ago when I’d sensed his time on this realm was drawing to a close.

      Not only would my ever-serious Matt have been devastated, so would I. Ril was sense and sarcasm amid the chaos of our extended family.

      I cut my mates a look, saw they were watching me, and I noticed their concern. That alone had me sighing. Matt hadn’t calmed down over the years, he was still as logical and rational as ever, but he’d been cheerful before I’d derailed things. That I’d taken that rare smile of his and turned it upside down pissed me off because I hated feeling guilty.

      Blowing them a kiss to prove that I wasn’t that mad at them, I focused on Ril who did like to hog me.

      We were in the massive dining hall of Landgow. It was like something from a castle, with its walls lined in armor, oil paintings of hunting dogs that were standing on poor stags they’d just slaughtered, and a hearth you could stand in—if the fire wasn’t burning full blast.

      Well, if you weren’t me, that is.

      I could have walked in there, warmed myself up, and leaped from the flames without a hair on my head harmed.

      Another strange perk to being the Redeemer.

      I couldn’t drown, could grow anything I put into soil and have it flowering in days, and the wind never messed with my curls.

      At the head of the table that served eighty people—yes, eighty people—Noa would sit pride of place now his wife had perished last year and he could return home without casting even more shame on his line, with my grandmother at his side. But, beyond his throne-like chair, and yard after yard of silver cutlery and dishes, there were sofas and armchairs beside the fireplace. That was Ril’s spot, where he watched everything until the butler hit the gong and we all took a seat at the table as dinner was served.

      “Why are you getting up anyway?” I queried. “The meal won’t be ready for a little while.”

      He patted my hand as he tucked my arm in his. “I wanted to talk to you. In the garden.”

      Frowning, I shrugged and said, “Of course.”

      As we headed out of the hall together, Olivia caught my eye and she half danced over to us. “Everything okay, Mommy?”

      “Sure is, baby.” I smiled down at her as I ran a hand over her mop of silken curls. She was the mirror image of me—before the Day of Redemption. All chocolate and espresso, unlike this pansy vanilla version that had overtaken me. I hated that I didn’t look Latina anymore, but my daughter was going to pass on the heritage and then some.

      She beamed a smile at me, revealing two missing spaces where her milk teeth had fallen out a few weeks ago.

      “She’s growing up,” I murmured sadly, watching as she skipped away to partake in the chaos. Sure, I loathed this, but she didn’t. That was pretty much the only thing that made it all bearable.

      “They all do. But you’ll get to see her shine.” He patted my hand. “That’s some consolation.”

      “Is it?” I wasn’t maternal, at all, and I fully admitted that she was a mistake, but Gaia help me, she was the apple of my eye. I’d fucking kill for her, and coming from me? That shit meant something.

      Almost like he was reading my mind, Ril chuckled. “Woe betide the first boy to break her heart. His daddies will only want to castrate him. You’ll want his blood.”

      My jaw clenched. “My thoughts exactly.”

      Another chuckle escaped my grandfather-in-law. “I do like a bloodthirsty woman.”

      Snorting, I grumbled, “Matthew says I need to tone it down or she’ll be single until she’s our age.”

      “Gah, the youth of today. What’s becoming of them? Now it’s all peace and love, when before—”

      “It was war and hatred,” I said dryly, quirking a brow at him. “Don’t go all old school on me. You know as well as I do that things are better now. Especially for you. The vil der Soes aren’t outcasts anymore, are they?”

      Patting my arm, he conceded with a huff. “I suppose things are better.”

      My lips twitched at that ‘concession.’ Moaning old coot.

      The older generations, as expected, were the least content with the status quo but it was tough shit. Things weren’t going to change because they were old dogs refusing to learn new tricks.

      As we wandered out of the festively decorated hall, past a Christmas tree that was twenty feet tall and still didn’t touch the arched ceiling, which was lit up like it was the Eiffel Tower, and moseyed into the grand foyer, I asked, “Why did you want to go out to the yard again?”

      “I want to get away from all the scents.”

      My brow puckered at that. “Huh?”

      “There are too many scents in there. It makes it hard to discern between one smell and another.”

      “Is that supposed to make sense to me?”

      His lips curved in a quiet smile. “Not now. But later? Maybe.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        TWO DAYS LATER

      

      

      

      “That’s impossible.”

      Ril had told me that his nose was better than a bloodhound’s, but Sol help me, my mates could scent my arousal from forty feet away, but they couldn’t tell if I was pregnant?

      “I’m afraid it isn’t,” the cheerful-as-fuck doctor said, beaming a bright grin at me like I was supposed to be happy about this. Sol, all I wanted to do was throat-punch her until that grin died a death.

      “I had my tubes tied,” I ground out, wishing my old doctor hadn’t died because he’d know to be freaked out! I deserved a medical freak-out.

      “No,” my new doctor, who looked about ten, spluttered, “that isn’t possible. Your blood work shows—” She cleared her throat when I glowered at her. “Your hCG levels show you’re at least eighteen weeks pregnant.” More blinking, and this time, she turned white when I carried on glaring at her. “We can have a sonogram to make sure everything is okay in there?”

      “Let’s,” I hissed, and when I looked at the screen twenty minutes later after three nurses had almost fallen over themselves rolling the cart in, I could only gape at the heartbeat that was pounding merrily away in my chest.

      I didn’t want more kids. I didn’t. I didn’t like them. They smelled and they got in the way of all the sex I wanted, and they needed to be looked after all the time. Olivia was different. She was cool. She liked reading, never got dirty, and ate fucking spinach and broccoli without complaint.

      What if this one didn’t do any of that?

      And how in Sol’s name did tubes untie themselves?

      Feeling faintly sick, I felt even sicker when, after prodding my belly for a few seconds more, the doctor beamed yet another smile at me and murmured, “Look, she’s a girl.”

      For a second, I thought I was losing it. One girl per generation. That was the rule of the first families, right? That was why my mother had borne a battalion of boys in her hunt for a daughter with more magic than me.

      A chuckle sounded in the surgery. Echoing around the walls in a way I recognized. I’d heard her several times throughout my life, my tatarabuela did like to check up on me from time to time. Usually at momentous occasions like when we’d struck the first Accord between the witch and Fae communities, a charter that set down fair rates for the trade of magic as a commodity, or when we’d celebrated the tenth anniversary of the Day of Redemption, or, even, when the Assembly had finally given in and had allowed me to take one of their ‘seats.’ I’d heard her voice in my head, just as I heard it now, and when her words hit home as she whispered in my mind, I closed my eyes, because fuck…

      “I told you you’d bring change.”

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      So… take a breath.

      How are we feeling? :D

      I really hope you loved Finally Faeling, and please, PRETTY PLEASE WITH KNOBS ON, come into my Diva reader group and tell me what you’re happy about/mad at/want to whip me over and generally tell me what you’re feeling! :D

      Join here: www.facebook.com/groups/SerenaAkeroydsDivas

      If you’re reading this within a week of release, there’s also a competition going down in there to celebrate.

      Anyway, whether I see you there or not, thanks so much for reading, for your support, and if you enjoy the book, please consider leaving an honest review. It really does make a difference, not just to me, but for fellow readers like yourselves. 

      As always, 

      Yours, 

      Serena 

      xoxo
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