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“Life shrinks or expands in proportion to one's courage.”

Anais Nin



















Arthus
 
“I’m not going back to Albion,” Fi announced in a surprisingly steady voice, considering how she was trembling in my arms. Marlen and Bryn flanked us on either side as we faced off against Fi’s fathers, Galvyn and Attie.
Fathers and kidnappers. Who doesn’t dream of reuniting with their long lost parents after seventeen years by way of abduction?
“This is my home now. Besides, I couldn’t leave the guys behind…” Fi continued, trailing off awkwardly. Probably because of Bryn’s presence next to her. He wasn’t one of “the guys”, not really.
I was squeezing Fi so tightly I was surprised she hadn’t complained. Her one arm wrapped around the crook of Marlen’s elbow and she pulled him close so that we were a little unit of three, huddled together.
Bryn, shot us a brief scowl before refocusing his attention on Fi’s dads. I wasn’t even sure how he had ended up at the portal with us. I assumed Marlen had grabbed him to use his tracking magic to find Fi.
“They won’t be able to protect you, daughter,” Galvyn said softly. He’d been an obnoxious prick to us but he clearly adored Fi.
“You think we would have sent you away if there’d been any other option?” Attie added bitterly. “The gods cursed you with this gift and as your parents, we have done everything within our power to keep you safe all these years. Or was your mother’s sacrifice for nothing?”
I knew going into this that courting Fi would involve being a combination of lover and bodyguard but I really didn’t expect we’d be fending off attacks from her own family. Even if their attacks were well-intentioned.
Fi’s spine straightened, her muscles no longer trembling but taut with tension. I was glad to see some of her fire returning. Meeting her dads and finding out about her mother had to be overwhelming, but Fi never let anyone dictate her path. Especially not the family that had left her behind.
“Thank you for all you’ve done for me, and I’m sorry that you’ve suffered,” she began stiffly. “That being said, I’m no longer a child and the responsibility of protecting myself falls to me now. You’ll have to excuse me if I don’t eagerly rush to follow your orders. The only threats I’ve had to endure since I moved here were from you.”
Both Galvyn and Attie reeled back like she’d hit them, somehow surprised that Fi was upset that they had tried to frighten her into going back to Albion. I forced myself to take another deep, calming breath before I let my anger get the better of me again. I didn’t want Fi to feel my rage, it was physically painful for her. Besides, at this rate, I’d never get my wings to retract.
“Don’t be foolish, you need—” Attie snapped but Bryn’s growl cut him off. Flames licked at his hand, itching to get to the target of his anger.
“Bryn,” Fi said softly, lightly holding his non-flaming hand in hers and giving it a squeeze. The shock of her touch seemed to shake him out of the depths of his rage. “They’re still my fathers.”
He scowled but extinguished the flames nonetheless.
“I know what I need, but thank you for your concern,” Fi said, turning her attention back to her fathers. I’d never heard her sweet, soft voice filled with so much venom. To their credit, they didn’t argue with her. They both gave her long, assessing looks, arms crossed and clearly displeased.
“Don’t trust anyone you’re not mated to and avoid the Council. Whatever happens now is on you, kid,” Attie said despondently. From where I was standing behind her, I could see Fi’s eyelashes batting furiously, probably blinking away tears.
She was independent and full of fire, but she must have imagined what her birth family was like at least once or twice in her life and I doubt these two grumpy assholes were what she expected.
“I’d like to leave now,” Fi said softly, so only the three of us could hear her.
“Are you sure, foxglove?” Marlen whispered, sounding as surprised as I felt. Yes, they’d kidnapped her but I still thought she’d be interested in learning a bit more about the family she’d been separated from her entire life.
“Yes.” Fi’s tone brooked no room for argument.
Before she’d even answered, Bryn was moving toward the copse of trees they’d entered through, presumably where they’d left the griffins they flew here on. Fi moved to follow him and I quickly tucked her under my arm, covering her back with one of my wings. She gave her dads a pained look over her shoulder before moving toward the trees.
We walked in silence until we were fully immersed among the trees. Bryn was already leading the griffins towards a small clearing where they could take off from.
“You okay, foxglove?” Marlen said sympathetically, his fingers intertwining with hers. I admired the easy touch between the two of them. I’d spent my life keeping people at arm’s length in case they tried to take my wings, it was difficult for me to be physically affectionate with Fi. This whole incident with her dads was the most physical contact we’d ever had.
“She’s pissed off,” Bryn grunted from up ahead of us.
“I am,” Fi agreed, shooting Bryn a surprised glance from under her lashes. “Did they really think that was the right approach to helping me? Send anonymous threatening messages for months, then kidnap me? What kind of alpha male bullshit is that.” She rolled her eyes.
“Don’t lump us all together sweetheart, the three of us all agree it was idiotic,” I murmured into her hair, relishing the feel of her safe in my arms.
“Come on, we need to get back to the Academy before Gwyneira sends out a search party,” Bryn announced, the griffins ready and waiting for us to climb up.
“I’m going to fly back next to you, sweetheart. I need to burn off some of this anger or my wings won’t retract.”
“Okay,” Fi gave me a sad smile and reached tentatively up to cup my cheek. “Thank you for coming for me,” she added in a whisper meant just for my ears.
“Don’t thank me for that, sweetheart. I’ll always follow you,” I turned my head so I could kiss the palm of her hand then stepped back so she could climb on the griffin.
“Foxglove?” Marlen called with uncertainty, looking a little embarrassed.
“What is it?” she immediately moved to comfort him but he gave her a reassuring smile.
“Would you be okay flying with Bryn? You know I’m not used to flying two-person and I’m barely able to focus on keeping myself safe in the air right now. Bryn is one of the most experienced fliers in the Academy,” he was clearly apologetic at asking her to fly with Bryn but there was a hopeful glint in his eye that I’m sure was reflected in mine.
Fi and Bryn were perhaps the best suited out of all of us. Unfortunately, it meant they were as stubborn as each other. When they got past their issues and finally came together, it would be explosive.
“Oh,” Fi said awkwardly, glancing at Bryn’s stoic face. She paused a moment but whatever emotions she sensed from him must have been enough to convince her that she’d be okay.
Fi approached the griffin that Bryn was standing next to and with no preamble, he grabbed her around the waist and hoisted her up onto the beast. The physical contact from Bryn seemed to have alarmed her more than mounting the griffin.
Marlen mounted his griffin and I followed as the two creatures took off into the skies. I had a brief moment of envy at the power of their wings — my back muscles were already straining from the flight over here but there was no way I’d be able to retract them yet, I needed to exert myself and get some of this adrenaline out of my system.
I kept a close eye on Fi as we flew — as close as I could lagging behind the griffins, my seldom-used fae wings were no match for theirs. Bryn’s arms were wrapped tightly around her waist and it didn’t escape my notice that Fi was leaning back slightly into his embrace. I didn’t feel jealous like I thought I would, I was just glad she was safe and comfortable.
I doubted Saffir Castell would feel as charitable if she saw the two of them right now. The sooner Bryn dropped his pointless charade of a relationship with her, the better off we’d all be.
 

The griffins landed next to the stables and I followed not far behind, my back muscles burning but finally calm enough to retract my wings.
My shirt hung off me in tatters where my wings had burst out before I had a chance to remove it. I was contemplating walking through the Academy shirtless when Gwyneira and two of her mates, Derwyn and Cadfan, burst into the clearing.
“Ffion? Are you okay? Are you hurt?” she asked breathlessly, gripping Fi’s shoulders tightly and examining her for any sign of injury. “My magic alerted me that you were in danger.”
Of course, Gwyneira’s guardian magic would have picked up on Fi’s distress. No wonder Bryn was eager to get Fi back to the Academy. His tracking ability meant he worked closely with Gwyneira to find students in need of assistance to attend the Academy. He’d been the one to go to Albion and retrieve Fi in the first place.
“I’m fine,” Fi assured Gwyneira, though her smile was small and shaky. My wings itched to come back out, to defend her from anything that would upset her, even threats that had already passed.
“Can we talk somewhere?” Fi asked uneasily, glancing around the open clearing.
“Of course, let us return to my cabin.” Gwyneira leveled us all with a sweeping gaze before turning and striding purposefully through the forest.
Fi moved immediately toward Marlen, gripping his hand tightly before giving me a questioning look. I nodded once and took off after Gwyneira. The three of us worked together seamlessly. Marlen offered Fi warmth and comfort, while I could take the lead when she was unsure. In the background, Bryn cursed softly before crashing along the path behind us.
We walked to Gwyneira’s cabin in silence, each lost in our own thoughts. For the first time, I felt an almost desperate urge to claim Fi as my mate. I’d never particularly craved the mate bond before but right now, I’d do just about anything for the peek into Fi’s psyche that the bond would give me.
Gods, I thought my family was dysfunctional. They had nothing on the Laisrens.
We piled into Gwyneira’s sitting room, Marlen and I flanking Fi on the small sofa, Gwyneira and Bryn taking the armchairs opposite. Derwyn disappeared into the kitchen and I heard the familiar clang of a kettle on cast-iron. Cadfan stood like a sentinel at the door, watching us.
“Ffion? What happened, dear?” I was surprised to see Gwyneira showing such concern for Fi. She was a compassionate fae, but usually quite distant and reserved with her students. The other guys must have been thinking the same thing, judging by their expressions.
“I met my dads,” Fi answered cautiously. “They, uh, kidnapped me... They wanted me to go back to Albion, they don’t think it’s safe for me here.”
Gwyneira pursed her lips. “They think Albion is safer for you than Avalon?”
“They hid me there. My mother died because of it,” Fi choked out and Marlen immediately wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “They told me to stay away from the Council. My fathers kept me safe there all these years…” she trailed off looking a little overwhelmed before looking up at me beseechingly.
“One of Fi’s fathers, Galvyn Laisren, has an illusionist gift. He was regularly traveling to Albion to reapply Fi’s glamour without her knowledge. They were responsible for the messages that had been left for Fi here at the Academy. He supplied the student who was leaving them with a cloaking amulet,” I laid out the details as factually as possible, keeping my emotions in check.
I couldn’t think about that prick Kelvyn right now, my wings would reappear and I’d fly straight to his dorm to chuck him out of a window. His fire affinity wouldn’t do him any good then.
Gwyneira’s eyes flashed dangerously. “We will come back to that student in a moment. Ffion, how many messages were left for you in total?”
“Four,” she told the floor, squirming uncomfortably in her seat like a naughty child. Four was news to me too. I glanced over her head at Marlen who gave me an apologetic look. He didn’t look surprised in the least.
Strangely I didn’t feel as annoyed, knowing that. At least Fi had told someone. Marlen had been around her a lot longer than I had.
“I should have told you about the notes,” Fi said guiltily. “I’m not used to trusting other people.”
Bryn’s expression morphed from furious concern to ice cold resentment. He stood abruptly, glared at Fi and stormed out of the cabin. Gwyneira’s raised eyebrows followed his journey.
“We fire faes are passionate about the safety of those we care about,” she said lightly. Fi quietly snorted next to me. “While I understand your concerns, Ffion, this was a security issue and it is important that those are brought to my attention.” Gwyneira’s tone was firm but her eyes were kind, she clearly had a soft spot for Fi.
“I’m sorry. It won’t happen again,” Fi muttered, thoroughly chastised.
Gwyneira nodded, seemingly satisfied with Fi’s apology. “I imagine the three of you have much to discuss. In the meantime, I will see what I can find out about the Laisren family without drawing attention to you from the Council.”
“I would appreciate that, thank you,” Fi gave Gwyneira a watery smile and I could tell it was time to go. The unexpected appearance of her family in Fi’s life had shaken her usually unflappable calm.
“Thank you, Master Gwyneira,” I said, standing up, followed quickly by Fi and Marlen. “We’ll be sure to inform you of any updates in the future.”
She nodded and the three of us made our way out to the forest path to return to campus. Fi needed Marlen and me right now.





Fi
 
“Let’s regroup at my cabin,” Arthus announced. “Fewer ears around,” he added.
“Good plan. Unfortunately, I have guard duty tonight,” Marlen said, shooting me an apologetic glance. “I’d feel much better knowing you were staying with Arthus, foxglove.”
I felt Arthus’ satisfaction with that idea and hesitantly agreed. I felt a bit intrusive just barging in and staying with him like that, but I doubted either of the guys were going to let me stay on my own any time soon.
I tucked my arm into the crook of Marlen’s elbow, cuddling in close to him. Now that I was out of imminent danger, Arthus had returned to his usual hands-off routine but I didn’t mind. I could feel how settled his emotions were compared to the rage he had experienced back at the portal.
The physical contact had helped Arthus calm down and I was glad I could do that for him. It seemed like such an insignificant gesture, considering he’d taken off like a bat out of hell to follow me when he thought I was in danger.
We piled into Arthus’ cabin and he immediately got to work building the fire and brewing tea. Fae and their tea. One of my old foster mums drank about six cups of English Breakfast a day and I’d thought she had problems. I probably had double that some days.
Arthus’ cabin was a circle cabin, designed for mates, as it was further away from the campus and he was safer here. It had a two-person couch and an armchair instead of the two armchairs my cabin had, a three-seater table and just one platform, accessible by ladder, with a generously-sized bed on it. I couldn’t look at the bed without blushing so I kept my eyes firmly at ground-level.
I curled up at one end of the couch, tucking my knees under my chin and wrapping my arms around them. It was a self-soothing mechanism, how I’d always sat at night in my foster homes when I needed a hug but didn’t have anyone in my life to give me one.
Marlen immediately moved to my side, pulling my legs over his lap and running his hands up and down them. I really didn’t want to cry but it was such a comforting gesture and the reminder I needed that I didn’t have to get through bad days on my own anymore.
“Talk to us, foxglove,” Marlen urged.
“I don’t even know where to begin,” I said with a sigh. “When I arrived in Avalon and found out what I was, I had no desire to track down my family. They left me on the side of the road like a sack of trash, why would I want to get to know those people?
“Then, as I realized they probably had their reasons for ditching me in Albion, I was curious about what those reasons were and I wanted to talk to them about it.”
“And now you’ve met them?” Arthus prompted.
“I’m a little disappointed,” I said with a hollow laugh. “More than a little. I wasn’t expecting some kind of joyous, tearful reunion but kidnapping me, tying me up, and trying to kick me out of the realm were definitely below my expectations.”
It was a kick in the teeth to the little girl inside who always hoped her parents would come back for her. They did come back, but they were assholes. Sorry, inner child. We’re probably not going to be having family game nights any time soon.
“Seeing my dads face-to-face…I guess it’s made me feel a little resentful about all the things I’ve missed out on?” I continued, unable to hold the flow of words back now that I’d gotten started. “Especially when Galvyn said he mated with my mother for love, despite the fact she wasn’t a strong match for his magic. They loved each other, and I spent my childhood completely unloved. It kind of blows.”
“You’ve got a new family now, foxglove,” Marlen said gently, leaning forward to brush his lips against my temple. “It doesn’t make up for the years you spent on your own, and you have every right to be angry about how you grew up. Just don’t let that anger consume you. Don’t let it detract from the happiness ahead of you.”
Arthus began pouring the tea and Marlen gently shifted my legs off him, standing up. I missed the warmth of his body immediately.
“I’m sorry, foxglove. I need to get to my post for guard duty tonight, if I could get out of it…” he trailed off guiltily.
“I’m okay, don’t feel guilty.” I gave him a reassuring smile, leaning up to kiss him lightly, very much aware that Arthus was still in the room.
“Come back here when you’re finished,” Arthus instructed and Marlen gave him a quick nod before departing.
Arthus took Marlen’s spot next to me on the couch, bringing over two cups of sage tea, his favorite. I did my best to keep my features neutral. Sage tea was effing gross.
“Shall we talk about something else?” Arthus asked politely. I repressed a giggle, comforting an upset woman was clearly not Arthus’ strong point. He was probably missing Marlen already.
“Can you tell me about your family?” I asked hesitantly. This thing between Arthus and I had moved at lightspeed and while it felt incredibly right and I had no regrets, I also realized I knew very little about him.
“Sure, sweetheart,” Arthus said with a small smile but I felt a wave of sadness. “I have one older brother, he lives near my parents near Garrán Naofa, sacred grove. My parents all work at the main temple there. They’re very...devout.”
“That bothers you,” I surmised, tucking my foot up under my knee and wriggling back into the couch cushions.
“My wings first appeared when I was three. My parents were thrilled that the gods had given me such a rare gift. As I got older and more aware of the danger my wings put me in, I became resentful of the gods for cursing me with them. My parents don’t understand that. To them, any emotion towards the gods other than gratitude is sacrilege.”
“They’re not going to like me then,” I muttered. Gratitude was the last thing I felt for the gods.
“I think they’ll adore you. A rare gift, a strong pull between us...they’ll take those as signs of a union blessed by the gods.” His tone was light but I could feel his bitterness.
“Have you told them about me?”
“I don’t write many letters, for my own security. Nor should you,” he added, shooting me a warning look.
I shrugged. “You don’t need to worry about that, I don’t have anyone to write to. Maybe if my dads hadn’t tried to kidnap me, I’d be inclined to try to keep in touch with them.”
“You don’t want to get to know them? They didn’t make a great first impression, but your safety has clearly been a priority for them all these years,” Arthus asked as if he hadn’t been borderline feral with rage directed entirely at them just a couple of hours ago.
Did I want to get to know them? Not really. Or right now at least. Their efforts at keeping me safe had dehumanized me in their eyes. I wasn’t their daughter with a mind and goals of mine. I was a thing to them. An object that required protection.
“Not any time soon,” I said eventually. “One day, when they’re ready to start seeing me as an individual rather than a job. Maybe.”
Arthus reached along the back of the couch and ran his fingers through my hair, gently detangling my curls as he pondered my words.
“Do you disagree…?” I asked tentatively after he’d been silent for a long while, his emotions swirling all over the place.
“Not at all, sweetheart,” Arthus replied, surprised at my question. “If anything, I was thinking about applying your theory to my own parents. Giving us both space until they see me as an individual rather than a vessel for the gods.”
I was the teensiest bit disappointed, I had wanted to meet them. Marlen’s parents too.
“We’ll meet them first,” Arthus reassured me, correctly identifying the source of my melancholy.
“Come on,” Arthus said standing and pulling me to my feet. “You need to eat.”
“I don’t want to go out. I might see the others and I’m not ready to tell them about my disastrous family reunion yet,” I groaned petulantly.
“It’s late, the commons is nearly closed for the night, I doubt there will be anyone there. We’ll grab some food and come back here to eat it,” Arthus replied, his tone brooking no argument. “Besides, you’ll need your strength for later.”
“Why?” I asked, instantly perking up. “What’s later?”
“Your first sleepover with me,” Arthus replied with a seductive smirk, before striding out the door leaving me scrambling to catch up.
If anything could improve my crappy day, it would be Arthus’ many promises of ‘soon’ finally coming to fruition.
 

We sat at the three-person table in Arthus’ cabin eating the small collection of scraps we’d managed to get from the buffet table in the commons. There wasn’t a lot left at the end of the day but we had been able to scrape together enough to make wraps followed by a dessert of watermelon slices.
“Shower, if you like. I’ll find you something to sleep in,” Arthus announced. He hadn’t hinted at anything other than sleep since before we went to get dinner but I had the feeling he liked keeping me in suspense.
“Okay,” I agreed. A shower sounded really nice, actually. Even if it was only lukewarm.
The soap in Arthus’ shower was different from the Academy-issued one I used, he must buy his own. It smelled like cucumber and melon — fresh and delicious like him. A primal part of me liked having the smell of him on my skin.
That cavewoman part of me did a little happy jig when I noticed Arthus had left me his own shirt to wear. It was creamy linen that laced up around the collar and fell midway down my thighs. I went commando underneath because I had zero desire to put on worn panties.
Arthus was already in bed, lying back against the pillows with his arms folded behind his head, staring up at the stars through the skylight. He didn’t have a shirt on and my mouth watered a little at the sight of his bronzed, muscular chest. Arthus wasn’t bulky, his muscles were lean but cut, every ridge was defined. I wanted to trace them with my tongue.
He looked over as I ascended the ladder and his eyes filled with heat.
“I like seeing you in my shirt, sweetheart,” Arthus said in a low, husky voice.
“I like wearing your shirt,” I replied, aiming for playful but sounding breathy and more than a little desperate instead. Gods, one day I would be able to keep my cool around Arthus.
I climbed into the bed next to him, all too aware of how close he was, how good he smelled, how potent his lust for me was as it coursed through my system. It was incredibly distracting.
“I want to make you mine, sweetheart,” Arthus murmured, leaning over to capture my chin between his thumb and forefinger and sucking gently on my lower lip.
“I want that too,” I whispered against his lips. I felt more than saw his smile but it was a brief moment of playfulness before Arthus went into full sexy boss mode.
“Lie back, hands above your head. Spread your legs. Don't. Move.”
He unlaced the top of the shirt, pulling it apart enough for him to get a generous view of my cleavage but left it on me. If I had fire magic, I'd burn it off myself.
Surprisingly, Arthus was the ultimate tease. He repeatedly pulled aside my shirt, stroking and licking my skin before moving the fabric back into place. Sometimes he'd follow his tongue with a soft gust of his air magic. The whole thing was unhurried and maddening, I was going insane with want but I didn't dare say anything in case he stopped.
Gods, I waited too long to risk ruining this now. I'd wanted Arthus from the moment I met him.
He planted soft kisses up my legs and I expected him to stop and tease me some more, but instead, he plunged two fingers into my already soaking core. The shock of it rode the perfect line of pleasure and pain and had me arching my back off the bed, moaning loudly.
“Oh dear,” Arthus murmured as his magical fingers stilled. “Remember what I said when we started, sweetheart?”
“Don't move,” I panted. “I'm sorry I swear I won't do it again. Gods, please don't stop.”
“Hmm,” he said in a low, seductive voice. “What to do?”
He removed his fingers slowly and licked them slowly. It was sexy as hell and I kind of wanted to cry, I needed to come so badly my brain was short-circuiting.
Arthus flipped me over roughly, pushing my hips in the air and situated himself behind me. I propped myself up on my forearms and looked back at him over my shoulder. I should be embarrassed — I was seriously on display right now — but Arthus’ face was raw lust.
He let his hand slide down over the curve of my ass and down my outer thigh, before dragging it back up between my legs, his thumb just brushing where I wanted him most. I bit down hard on my lip to focus on not squirming.
After a few more tantalizing strokes over my ass and thighs, Arthus’ hand came down with a swift crack on my ass that had me gasping. He rubbed the spot where he’d just spanked me, soothing the sting, and the whole sensation sent delicious flutterings to my core.
It turns out, I’m into spanking.
Alternating sides, he spanked me five more times, each time following up the slap with a gentle touch. My core clenched tightly around nothing and I was on the verge of begging.
Did he want me to beg? I didn’t hate the idea.
“You liked that, didn’t you sweetheart? So pretty, seeing my handprints on you. If I touch you right now, will I find you soaking and aching for me?”
“Yes,” I all but cried. “Please, please I need you.”
“Well, when you ask me so nicely,” he chuckled. He wound one hand through my hair, wrapping it tightly around his fist, while his other hand firmly rested in the center of my back, gently pushing me toward the mattress.
That’s all the warning he gave me before plunging all the way into me so suddenly I screamed, my back arching against his hand. Holy fucking fae.
Arthus’ hand moved from my lower back to my hip, his grip firm enough to leave bruises from his fingers. I kind of hoped there were, Arthus seemed like he would get a kick out of making his mark on me, the same way I did when I marked Marlen.
He thrust into me relentlessly and I basked in the sensation of letting go and giving myself and my pleasure completely over to him. My hands twisted in the sheets, nipples scraping deliciously against the fabric, I made noises I didn’t even recognize.
Arthus reached around me to stimulate my sensitive bundle of nerves and I went off like a rocket. Every inch of me was alive and tingling with sensation, my brain floating away from my blissed-out body until there was nothing but Arthus and me, the way our bodies connected.
He extended my orgasm, constantly stimulating me and never letting up until my screams became hoarse whispers and found his release.
“You’re so tight, sweetheart, you’re strangling me,” he panted. “So fucking perfect.”
Arthus pulled out and I collapsed onto my stomach with a satisfied groan. He snorted and lay down next to me, pulling me into his side. Despite the explosive sex we’d just shared, this felt more intimate somehow. I doubted Arthus usually hung around for post-coital snuggles.
He planted a kiss on my shoulder blade that made me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. “I’m going to get a washcloth, okay?”
I was half asleep by the time he returned to help me clean up and I passed out curled up into Arthus’ side, safe and sated. I woke sometime later with Marlen’s arms banded tightly around my waist and his face buried in my hair.
Whatever unresolved feelings I had towards my fathers and what their revelations meant for my future could wait until tomorrow.





Marlen
 
After our last failed attempt to walk through the Avalon Fair site a couple of days ago, I was surprised when Fi requested we try again.
I shouldn’t have been surprised. If Fi was anything, it was curious.
We both had early classes so decided to go in the afternoon. Unfortunately, it meant Arthus couldn’t join us as he had evening tutoring sessions. He was adamantly against Fi going off-campus without the two of us but she must have worked some kind of voodoo sex magic on him and got him to cave.
I know Arthus thought he was in control when it came to Fi, but she called the shots with him as much as she did with me. Just in a more roundabout way.
As we reached the fairground, Fi was practically vibrating with excitement. The fair itself didn’t start for a few days but there were merchants from every corner of the realm here already, setting up their stalls and preparing their wares. I was getting motion sickness just watching Fi’s eyes dart around to take everything in.
A large, emerald green dragon flew overhead and Fi practically burst out of her skin with curiosity. She was like a kid on Solstice day.
“A dragon!” she squealed. “Marlen, did you see?” Fi tugged at my arm to get my attention, in case I’d missed the 50-foot beast that had just flown over us. I grinned at her enthusiasm.
“Sort of hard to miss, foxglove. Did you see the color?” Fi nodded. “Earth dragon. Dragon magic is rooted in the elements too. Blue dragon for water, a red dragon for fire, a silver dragon for air, a green dragon for earth. Each flight has one of each element plus the leader — the black dragon — who has control of all four elements.”
“Wow,” Fi said in awe, still scanning the sky for more dragons. “Is a flight of dragons a family? Are they related?”
I laughed. “Not so much. You know they’re shifters, right? Their dragons don’t appear until they’re of age, then the magic draws the flight together. Five males. They probably didn’t know each other before their dragons surfaced.”
“What about girl dragons?” Fi asked, puzzled.
“Much like the fae, dragons share,” I said with a wink, enjoying the way Fi blushed.
“Once the flight has come together, they are called to their mate. Her dragon will be gold and smaller than the male dragons. They’re quite secretive about their females but from what we know, they don’t have elemental magic. They look after the children, guard the hoard, and have some healing abilities. They’re nurturers.”
Fi hummed under her breath and I chuckled.
“You think Arthus is an alpha male, he’s got nothing on dragon shifters. Their mate is lucky if she leaves the den,” I told her as we made our way down one of the rows of stalls. None of the goods were set up yet but Fi was far more interested in the stallholders than what they were selling.
I discreetly elbowed her when she gaped at a large wooden tub of water where a merman was lounging comfortably and barking directions at the fae who were setting up his stall. Merpeople were notoriously temperamental, best not to get on their bad side.
We decided to head back when the sun started to set. Despite knowing that Fi’s dads hadn’t intended to hurt her and were actually just trying to keep her safe, I couldn’t help replaying the moment they’d snatched her away from us in my mind. The terror I’d felt would stick with me for a long time and being off-campus made it worse.
Arthus was probably having a coronary knowing we had left the campus without him. 
I entered Fi’s cabin behind her and was momentarily distracted when she bent over to retrieve something on the floor. Gods, that ass.
“What is it, foxglove?”
“A note from Gwyneira,” Fi replied, her voice filled with relief. Theoretically, she shouldn’t be getting any more notes now we’d met her dads and knew where they were coming from, but the whole thing had made her jittery nonetheless.
“I think she just wants to check on me after the whole my-asshole-dads-kidnapped-me debacle. She said to come over whenever,” Fi added, moving to grab her shawl that she’d just dropped and head straight back out.
Fi gave me a hesitant look as my panic spiked at the idea of being separated from her. The mating pull writhed uncomfortably in my chest, demanding I keep her in my sights, whispering claim her in my soul. One look at Fi’s face told me she was facing the same dilemma.
“Do you want to come with me?” she asked hesitantly.
“Gods, yes,” I groaned in relief. I had promised that this relationship would happen at Fi’s pace and I meant it, but it was getting harder and harder to put off the claiming.
“Thank the gods,” she muttered, probably not intending me to hear. It made me grin a little that she at least felt as strongly about me as I did about her.
I grabbed her hand as we headed out of the cabin and made our way down the staircase that wound around the tree trunk to the forest path that led to Gwyneira’s cabin. I almost moaned at how good the skin-to-skin contact felt and we’d only been physically separated for about ten minutes.
It was only a fifteen minute walk to Gwyneira’s cabin, Fi knew the way better than I did. She knocked on the door, still gripping my hand as if I’d float away from her, and Gwyneira greeted us with a bemused expression, leading us into the sitting room for tea.
“Mr. Ferris, I was not expecting your company. Sit, please. I will go fetch a third cup,” she said, hustling us into the room before departing for the kitchen. Fi moved closer to me on the couch, resting our linked hands on my thigh and leaning in tightly to my side.
Gwyneira seemed to consider us before she busied herself preparing the tea.
“Ffion, I wanted to ensure you were feeling okay after the incident with your fathers. Now, I am wondering if there is something else we should perhaps discuss,” Gwyneira said, giving our hands a pointed look.
“Sorry?” Fi’s confusion was written all over her face and I squeezed her fingers in encouragement.
“You are putting off the mating bond, it is causing you both discomfort,” Gwyneira rightly surmised.
“Ah, well I didn’t know exactly what was happening but that sounds about right…” Fi trailed off, looking to me for support.
“All of this is new to Fi. Our courtship and claiming is happening on a timeline she’s comfortable with,” I explained. Fi’s cheeks flushed. It bothered her to think she was holding things up.
“Ffion, if this is about your magic, I would urge you to face your fears head-on,” Gwyneira said sternly. “The changes will likely be minimal with your first mate, and if anything, your increased abilities may be vital in keeping you safe in the future.”
“If you had the ability to influence emotions with touch, you could distract someone long enough to get away if they grabbed you. The situation with your fathers may have gone very differently if you had more tools at your disposal to fight back with.”
The passion in Gwyneira’s voice startled me, I’d only ever heard her sound calm and even-keeled. It was nice that she felt so strongly about Fi’s safety. Kind of weird too. I wasn’t as naturally suspicious as Fi but I got the feeling there was something Gwyneira wasn’t telling us.
“I don’t want to claim Marlen to level up my magic,” Fi argued. “That’s not a good reason to mate with someone for life.”
I hid a grin behind my teacup. Fi’s moral compass was unshakeable. I wanted to claim her as my mate because I loved her, but I hadn’t told her that yet. Mostly because if she sensed the love I had for her, she hadn’t mentioned it and that made me nervous.
What if she didn’t feel the same way?
What if it was just the mating pull encouraging her to be around me?
Had she finally realized she was way too good for me?
“Besides, the situation with my dads turned out fine. It was basically a misunderstanding…” Fi trailed off with a shrug.
Gwyneira gave her a reproving look. “They may not have meant you harm but there is no guarantee that you will not come to harm in the future.”
“Regardless of whether or not you choose to pursue claiming Marlen, I am enrolling you into some higher-level courses so you can protect yourself better in the future.”
Both Fi and I perked up at that. She was always eager for more knowledge, and I was happy with anything that meant she was better protected.
“Let’s start with the second-year potions class. You will need to build up potion-making skills before you can move on to offensive and defensive potions,” Gwyneira continued. “Once we have a tutor available to assist you, you will be enrolled in the senior combat classes too.”
“That’s for third- and fourth-years, Fi. You’d be in that class with me,” I told her excitedly. “And Bryn.”
She gave me a skeptical look but nodded. “Physical activity isn’t really my thing but some self-defense skills sound like a good idea.”
“Agreed,” Gwyneira said with a firm nod. “That’s all I wanted to discuss with you today, Ffion. Please consider what I said earlier,” she added, giving me a pointed glance. “We will hold off further mentoring sessions about your gift until we get a better idea of your abilities and how they will develop.”
We said our goodbyes to Gwyneira and headed back to campus walking hand-in-hand. I could practically hear her brain whirring, she was thinking so hard.
I pulled her to a stop facing me, grabbing her other hand and holding them both tightly. Maybe words of love and reassurance were what she needed from me? My old insecurities about coming from a poor, low-magic family flooded through me and Fi immediately took a step closer, getting into my personal space.
“What is it?” she asked, concern written all over her face. I sighed, why was I being such a coward about this? This was Fi, I could tell her anything.
“I love you,” I blurted out, staring at our hands.
Fi pulled one of her hands free and rejection hit me like a hurricane.
“Hey, hey, none of that,” she soothed, gripping my chin between her thumb and forefinger and forcing me to meet her gaze.
“I love you, Marlen Ferris. Stop doubting yourself, I don't doubt you. The way you feel about me blows me away, I don’t feel like I deserve love as pure and heartfelt as yours but I’m selfish and I’m going to take it anyway.”
“You love me?” I confirmed skeptically, barely hearing anything she’d said after those three words.
“I love you,” she agreed, threading her hands around the back of my head and tangling them in my hair. I pulled her in close, arms banding tightly around her waist. She smelt like vanilla and wildflowers and paradise.
“Marlen, let’s do the claiming ceremony,” she whispered.
“Foxglove, there’s no rush. We can live with the discomfort of the mating pull. I want us to seal the bond, I want you forever, but I didn’t tell you how I felt about you to push you into it. I just wanted you to know,” I murmured against her temple.
“I want to do the claiming ceremony, Marlen. I want to claim you. You’re mine,” she insisted.
I pulled my head back so I could look into her eyes and found only fierce determination blazing back at me.
“I’m yours anyway, Fi. But okay, let’s make it official.” I grinned at her. Were we actually doing this? Was this really going to happen?
“Then it’s settled. Should we go do it now? What do we have to do?” Fi bounced slightly on her toes, clearly excited and totally in the dark about what a mating ceremony entailed. I guess the girls hadn’t explained that to her. I laughed at her enthusiasm.
“Give me a day to set it up, foxglove. It’ll just be the two of us but we’ll be going off-campus, probably at sunset. Is that okay?”
“Oh, of course,” she said sheepishly. “Do I need to do anything?”
“Not for the claiming, let me take care of it. You should probably mention it to Arthus beforehand though, as a courtesy.”
“I agree,” Fi murmured pensively, probably worried about his reaction. She shouldn’t be, Arthus would be fine with it. Maybe a smidge jealous but mostly happy for us. Bryn might be another story, but he was courting Saffir and didn’t have a say in it regardless of his obvious feelings for Fi.
“Come on,” I said, grabbing Fi’s hand and tugging her back to campus. “Let’s go to the commons, I’m craving beetroot salad.”
“Words I will never say,” Fi promised with a laugh.
 

I’d been pretty secretive about the mating ceremony which I knew drove Fi crazy but I wanted to be able to surprise her, just this once. I’d told her to meet me by the stables and dress warm, but that was all the information I had given her.
Fi had tried questioning Arthus about mating ceremonies too but he enjoyed watching her sweat even more than I did. I think it was a good distraction for him — he was happy for us but I definitely noticed a flash of jealousy in his eyes.
If I noticed it, Fi definitely sensed it. She hadn’t said anything but my bet was she’d go out of her way to do something special for him in the next few days to show him how she felt about him. Their urge to claim each other wasn’t as strong as ours was since they hadn’t been holding off for as long, but they had grown close quickly so it must be riding them at least a little bit.
“There you are, foxglove,” I greeted Fi cheerily as she approached the griffin stables. I was already waiting next to the safest looking griffin I could find — a majestic, tawny one — with a satchel stuffed to the brim with treats and a rolled-up blanket secured on top.
I greeted Fi with a kiss and boosted her up onto the waiting griffin. It jostled uncomfortably underneath her and I felt a bit nervous as I climbed up behind her. It was windy today and I still wasn’t comfortable flying two-person. I’d felt much better when she was securely held in Bryn’s arms the other day as we flew back from the portal, even if their relationship was rocky at the best of times.
“Ready?” I asked Fi quietly and she shot me a reassuring smile over her shoulder and nodded her head. “To the waterfall at the edge of dragon territory,” I announced in a louder voice for the griffin’s benefit.
The griffin ran a few feet before launching into the sky and I promptly remembered all the reasons why I was jealous of Arthus’ wings. The view was phenomenal up here but griffin flight was seriously uncomfortable.
I could see Fi consciously trying to keep her grip on the griffin’s feathers loose and not strangle it with her legs. I rested my hands securely on her upper thighs, my body curved protectively over Fi’s to protect her from the strong winds.
Note to self: get Arthus to teach Fi how to make some kind of comfy air bubble for griffin travel.
Fortunately, even with the rough winds, we were at the waterfall within half an hour. The griffin landed near the pool of water and shot us an irritable glare as we dismounted, ruffling his windblown feathers and grooming himself. Herself? I wasn’t game to check.
Despite the less than ideal trip over here and our shared dislike of griffin travel, a sense of calm and rightness washed over me. Whatever happened after tonight, Fi would be mine and I would be hers and no one could take that away from us.





Fi
 
No one had told me much about what to expect tonight and my heart skipped a beat as nervous anticipation ran through me. I’d asked Briallen about mating ceremonies and her only advice had been “wear cute panties” so I wasn’t getting any help from her.
Well, that wasn’t strictly true. I wore my prettiest pale pink lace-up panties, just in case.
“Ready for this, foxglove?” Marlen murmured in my ear as he wound our fingers together, a thread of vulnerability in his voice.
“So ready,” I said confidently, and I meant it. In general, once I made a decision I stuck to it and after last night’s confessional with Marlen and a get-your-shit-together pep talk from Gwyneira, I was feeling good about this.
“Good,” he said quietly with an almost boyish smile.
Why had I put this off again? This felt like the most natural thing in the world.
“Come on, we’re going to the cave behind the falls where we went last time but we’ll take the dry route this time,” Marlen explained, tugging me along with his hand.
The sun was setting as we carefully picked our way along the pool’s edge to the base of the cliff where the waterfall crashed into the basin. My heart was full remembering the fun day we’d spent here together with our friends. I loved this place. I couldn’t think of a more perfect place to claim our forever.
Marlen guided me over rocks until we got to the thick cascade of water. He held his hands steadily in front of him for a moment before making a motion like he was pulling open a curtain. The waterfall parted, making a gap as large as a door. We both ducked through it into the rapidly darkening cave and Marlen let the gap fall closed behind us.
Cave was a fairly generous term, it was more like a wide ledge. Deep enough for us to sit comfortably at least. The ceiling was too low for us to stand, so we both crouched down as Marlen laid out the blanket for us to sit on and out of his satchel pulled candles, matches, snacks wrapped in leaves and a bottle of fae wine.
It was a cold evening but the love and adoration emanating from Marlen wrapped around me like a warm, safe cocoon.
“My, you were prepared,” I exclaimed, admiring his haul. I hadn’t really given much thought to how the claiming ceremony would play out. I assumed there’d be some kind of vow then sex. This was much more romantic.
“I wanted it to be special,” Marlen said shyly, lighting the candles and setting them out around us in a loose circle. The candlelight flickered off the rock walls, casting the cold cave in a warm, inviting glow.
We arranged ourselves sitting opposite one another on the blanket, legs crossed. It was reminiscent of the position we’d been in when I asked Marlen to be my suitor and the little flicker of happiness that I felt run through him made me think he was remembering the same thing.
“What do we do?” I asked nervously.
“We take turns saying the vow, then we’ll seal the bond,” Marlen gave me a cheeky wink, clearing up what that entailed. “That’s pretty much all we have to do. Our mating marks will show up after that.”
Crap, I’d totally forgotten about the mating marks. I hope ours were good. Remembering Briallen’s half-finished mark reminded me that I’d only be getting a third of my mark today.
“I don’t know the vow, is it a specific set of words?” Why hadn’t Briallen told me about this? I should have researched mating ceremonies at the library. This is what I get for spontaneously committing to someone for life with only 24 hours notice.
Marlen pulled out a worn piece of leather from his pocket and carefully unfolded it. Squinting at it in the low light of the cave, I realized there were tiny letters embossed on the material. Marlen brought one of the candles closer so that we could see it better.
“This is a Calder family heirloom,” Marlen explained with a smile.
“This is from Arthus?” I exclaimed. Given his bout of jealousy, it was a surprisingly supportive gesture.
“It is. I think he’s hoping you’ll use it with him next,” Marlen said with an impish grin. If he kept up sweet gestures like this, I’m sure I would be.
“Okay, I’ll start. I think we should use your birth name for this too, your fae name. Is that okay, foxglove?”
Feeling a little overcome with emotion and not trusting myself to speak, I gave him a mute nod.
Marlen gave me a reassuring smile and grabbed my hand with one of his own. He held the small rectangle of leather in the other hand, low to the ground so he could see it by candlelight.
“I, Marlen Ferris, take you, Ffion Laisren, to be my bonded mate. I pledge you my love, my magic, my loyalty, and my devotion. I vow from this day forward to put the needs of you and our mating circle first, forsaking all others.”
The words struck a chord deep within my soul. I felt the mating pull solidifying, moving and twisting in my chest into something more permanent. Something that would be part of me until the end of my days.
Marlen gave me an encouraging smile and I took a deep breath before reaching for the piece of leather and reading the vow back to him.
“I, Ffion Laisren, take you, Marlen Ferris, to be my bonded mate. I pledge you my love, my magic, my loyalty, and my devotion. I vow from this day forward to put the needs of you and our mating circle first, forsaking all others.”
Marlen had a look of wonder on his face that made me think he was experiencing the same settling sensation in his chest that I just had.
“Now what?” I asked breathily.
“Now, we consummate our union,” Marlen said with a seductive grin. “Apparently we’ll feel our magic moving between us, solidifying the bond.”
“Cool,” I managed to get out before grabbing Marlen by the front of his shirt and yanking him towards me, capturing his lips in a frenzied kiss.
I don’t know if it was the magic, the weight of the commitment we’d just made to each other, or just the love I had for Marlen. At that moment, I felt like I’d die if he wasn’t inside me within the next few minutes.
We pulled at each other’s clothes, desperate to get them out of the way and uncaring if they ripped in the process.
Finally, with nothing separating us, I climbed onto Marlen’s lap, grinding against his hard length and moaning as he took my nipple into his hot mouth.
It wasn’t enough. Marlen’s hands moved lower but I swatted them impatiently out of the way. It wasn’t his fingers I wanted.
Grinning, Marlen held my hips as I raised myself onto my knees and reached between us to guide him to my entrance. I lowered myself onto him in one movement, letting out an indecently wanton moan in the process. I ignored the small sting of discomfort from not being quite ready enough, it was soon overtaken by the rush of magic that was rippling between us wherever our skin touched.
Marlen’s grip tightened on my hips and I held on tight to his shoulders for balance. Our lips found each other’s again and we groaned simultaneously at the feeling of magic rolling over our lips and tongues. It was like tiny sparks, bursting and tingling against each nerve. Our hands roamed everywhere, unable to get enough of the sparking sensation between us.
I don’t know how long I rode him, I could barely remember my own name. We exploded at the same time, in an orgasm so intense I would remember it until my dying day. It spread to every nerve ending like each nerve was being wrapped in a warm layer of magic that tingled before fizzing out.
I luxuriated in the sensation until my brain floated back into my body. I was surprised to find my head was resting against Marlen’s shoulder and his head was resting on mine like we’d been physically unable to support our own body weight.
We pulled apart from each other panting, staring into each other’s faces and taking in the new sensation of being bonded. The mating pull was gone. In its place was something that felt much more permanent. When I concentrated on the bond, it felt like cool water, smooth and inviting.
Drawing the bond to me, I could feel everything Marlen was feeling. It was far more intimate than my empath abilities, it was like I could see into his soul. It was mind-blowing and terrifying and awe-inspiring and everything.
I was glad that it seemed to be something I had to consciously reach for rather than something I would feel 24/7. I had enough feelings to deal with already.
Marlen caught me and gave me a mischievous grin before I felt a strange pulse of… love? It felt like Marlen had told me he loved me without saying the words. He laughed at my confused face.
“Try it,” he insisted.
“Try what? I don’t even know what that was.”
“Just… think of an emotion you want to send me and sort of shove it at the bond,” he explained unhelpfully. I really hoped Marlen didn’t have dreams of teaching at the Academy one day.
I furrowed my brow and focused on isolating that feeling of pure love that I felt for Marlen and imagined channeling it through the watery bond in my chest.
Gods, the smile that lit up his face could have melted even the hardest of hearts.
“Love you too, foxglove,” he whispered, leaning forward to brush his lips against mine.
We both flinched at the same time and looked down at our left wrists. Marlen smiled as the mating mark began to manifest on his skin, painlessly burned into place by magic.
I frowned down at mine. It was a single, thin, black diagonal line sloping from my inner wrist, about an inch long. It was nice as far as lines went but I kind of had higher expectations for the mark that was going to be permanently embedded on my skin.
Marlen laughed. “I love being able to feel your emotions, Fi. It really evens the playing field.” 
He held out his wrist for me to examine and I admired the beautiful lines that had appeared on his skin. It looked like two X's next to each other, connected so they formed a diamond in the middle. It was simple but striking.
I frowned at my own wrist, the line matched one of the lines that made up Marlen’s mark but there were three yet to appear.
Marlen stroked the side of my face gently. “Foxglove, I hate to break it to you but you’re definitely going to have four mates.”
I groaned. Of course, my magic would be all ta-da! You didn’t even want three mates, have a bonus extra too!
“Are you sure?”
He smiled warmly. “Your rune appears one stroke at a time as you take each mate, the symbol is determined by your magic, not ours.” He held out his wrist again.
“This is the end result. It’s made up of four lines and you only got one today.” He leaned forward to gently kiss my forehead, probably feeling my panic spiking.
“But I don’t want four mates,” I whined.
“No one is going to make you do anything you don’t want to do, Fi.” Marlen gave me an uncharacteristically serious look. “You don’t have to take four mates, you’ll just constantly feel the mating pull if there’s a gap in your mating circle. And your magic won’t grow stronger without a balance, but I doubt that bothers you.” He grinned.
“Not even a little bit,” I confirmed. I clambered off Marlen’s lap, awkwardly realizing we were still very intimately connected. He chuckled and I snuggled into his side, draping my legs over his lap as I pulled my dress back on.
Marlen tucked the leather vows away in his satchel, found his own clothes, and pulled out fae wine and fruit for us to snack on. The rush of the waterfall blocked out the outside world. It felt like we were the only fae in Avalon tucked up in here together.
“Do you want to know what it means?” Marlen asked curiously, his gaze flicking from the mark on his wrist to my face.
“The mating mark? Sure. I never thought much about the meanings. You said my magic determined them?”
“No one really understands the reason behind the rune that appears, just that it seems to fit that mating circle perfectly.”
“So what does ours mean?”
I sensed his hesitation. “Remember the meanings are complex, it isn’t always obvious the message they’re trying to convey,” he said slowly. “I’m not great with remembering runes and symbols but this one has always been one of my favorites. Maybe I always felt connected with it.
“It symbolizes sacrifice. Leaving behind something old to create something new.”
Of course, it meant sacrifice. Of course, it wasn’t just a pretty tattoo that meant eternal happiness or endless orgasms.
It wouldn’t necessarily be bad though right? I’d left Albion for my life here in Avalon. I’d left behind my fear of my magic growing stronger to bond with Marlen and I likely would do it again to bond with Arthus.
But they were hardly sacrifices. Nothing I’d given up had been truly difficult to part with. I had a feeling it wouldn’t be that easy.
“It can also indicate fertility so maybe your magic is trying to tell us you’ll get the Ferris twin gene?” Marlen continued when I didn’t reply, throwing me a wink.
“Don’t even joke about that,” I countered playfully, elbowing him in the ribs. “I almost prefer the sacrifice idea.”
We spent a couple of hours holed up in the cave, drinking wine and talking about everything under the sun. Conversation was always easy between Marlen and I. The only time we were silent together was when our mouths were otherwise occupied.
Strangely, I hadn’t noticed any change in how my empath gift worked. Gwyneira had said I’d be able to dig deeper into the why behind people’s emotions after I’d taken my first mate, but when I hesitantly tried to explore the overwhelming satisfaction I was feeling from Marlen, nothing happened.
I flagged it as something to experiment with later on someone I wasn’t mated to. I could look into Marlen’s soul via the bond, maybe it canceled out my empath abilities.
“Come on, foxglove. We’ll already be flying back in the dark. If I don’t get you back soon, Arthus will hunt us down and drag us back himself.”
 

Since I didn’t have a roommate, it made sense for Marlen to move into my cabin. We had to go to the administration office and show them our mating marks like they were proof of identification or something before we got the go-ahead to officially move in together.
We’d spent every night together since Marlen had become my suitor so it seemed like a kind of pointless administrative exercise but whatever.
A rapid knock on the door preceded Arthus’ entrance. I could feel his happiness, lust, and affection when he saw me, as well as the tiniest flash of envy when he saw Marlen putting his clothes in the wardrobe.
He’d greeted us warmly when Marlen and I arrived back on campus after our claiming ceremony. If he’d been feeling insecure at all, his surprise that I’d only received one-fourth of my mating mark instead of one-third as expected had overshadowed it.
“You know, Marlen,” Arthus said conversationally. “I don’t think we’ve done a very good job at showing Fi the benefits of having multiple mates.”
I looked over my shoulder in time to catch Marlen’s mischievous grin. “We have been rather negligent in that area, haven’t we?”
He dropped the shirt he was in the process of hanging up and climbed up the ladder to the bed without further ado.
“Come along, sweetheart,” Arthus said in a low voice, filled with amusement. He swatted me lightly on the ass to get me moving.
“What? Is this seriously happening right now?” I asked, confused by our abrupt switch from unpacking to menage trois.
“Oh it’s happening,” Marlen called down from his spot lounging on the bed.
I climbed up the ladder with Arthus following close behind me and the predatory glint in both their gazes sent zings of heat everywhere. My core tightened with need just from watching the way they watched me. Like I was the most desirable woman they’d ever seen.
I crawled onto the bed and kneeled between Marlen’s outstretched legs. He was laying back languidly against the pillows, one hand behind his head, watching me.
“Lose the clothes, sweetheart,” Arthus murmured from somewhere behind me.
I pulled my dress over my head then slowly unlaced my bra and panties, never breaking eye contact with Marlen. A small smile pulled at his lips as he watched my amateur strip show and began removing his own clothes.
“Move closer, sweetheart. Your mate can’t reach out,” Arthus whispered in my ear, maddeningly close but not touching me. I followed his directions, shuffling forward on my knees until I was right in front of Marlen, then balancing my hands on his firm chest so I could kiss him.
Arthus moved up behind me, his hands trailing deliciously slowly down my back, cupping my ass then down the backs of my thighs before moving back up again. It was exquisite torture.
Marlen’s lips explored mine and his fingers were doing incredible things to my overly stimulated nipples but it wasn’t enough. I needed more or I’d die of orgasm deprivation.
Arthus gripped my hips and pulled them back towards him so I was bent over Marlen. His fingers ran slowly over my back entrance as he leaned forward enough to graze the shell of my ear with his teeth. “Soon, sweetheart, I’ll have you here too. While you’re riding Marlen.”
He nipped lightly at my earlobe and just the thought of having them at the same time sent a gush of arousal that coated my inner thighs. I’d probably be embarrassed about it if I could think straight.
Arthus moved his fingers lower, brushing through the wetness and I could practically feel his arrogant smirk. “You like that idea.”
His fingers found my core from behind as Marlen’s hands shifted lower. Arthus knocked my legs further apart from behind, spreading me wide open and Marlen’s fingers immediately found that perfect spot that was crying out for attention. His attention to my bundle of nerves while Arthus savagely pumped his fingers into me from behind had my muscles clenching in no time, gouging nail marks into Marlen’s chest as I screamed my release.
I lay my head against Marlen’s chest, pretty confident I was about to meet the gods in person when a torturously delicious lick against my center from behind and hands massaging my breasts from underneath brought me back to the present.
“Did you think we were done, sweetheart?” Arthus murmured.
“Gods, I hope not,” I panted, writhing in anticipation, already wanting more.
“Hands and knees, Fi,” he commanded and I obeyed without question. Whatever it was he had in mind, I was game.
“Time to show me what you can do with that pretty little mouth of yours,” Arthus said, as he and Marlen swapped places and Arthus kneeled in front of me. I licked my lips in anticipation.
Gods, I was like a dog in heat.
Marlen moved behind me, his touch along my back gentle and caressing. It was all a ruse though, I knew he’d fuck me like a demon when it came down to it like he always did.
He didn’t disappoint, plunging into me desperately from behind. I gave Arthus my best sex kitten eyes as I took as much of him into my mouth as I could. His fingers threaded through my hair and I maintained eye contact as I let him take control, the two of them working in tandem to bring me to heights of pleasure I didn’t even know were possible.
I felt taken, owned, possessed in the best possible way. I wanted to give them everything because I knew they’d always give me all of themselves in return.
“Last chance to pull back, sweetheart,” Arthus grunted and I swallowed him deeper. He made a low, rumbly sound of approval that set me off again and we both came together, his release coating my throat, branding me.
“Fuck,” Marlen choked out. “You’re milking me, foxglove.” He let out a strangled groan as he followed us into oblivion, all three of us gasping for breath, and covered in a slick sheen of sweat. We collapsed next to each other, me tangled between them, limbs everywhere.
“You’re incredible, you know that?” Marlen whispered into my hair as my eyes drifted shut. He was wrong, they were the incredible ones.
Every difficult step in my journey so far, every challenge I had yet to face, I’d be able to face head-on knowing I had these two in my life. 







Fi
 
After an incredibly invigorating wake up call from both Marlen and Arthus, I kicked them out for the day so Briallen and I could get ready for tonight’s Masque.
I thought I’d struggle with the whole multiple-guys-in-my-bed situation but apparently my inhibitions vanished in the portal to Avalon along with my glamour. Waking up sandwiched between two solid blocks of muscle had felt like the most comforting, natural thing in the world. Like I was meant to be there.
Marlen and Arthus had given me the rundown of what to expect at the ball between orgasms. Apparently animals — both mythical and otherwise — were the go-to costume theme of choice for Masques in Avalon. Marlen and Arthus had both voted I go as a phoenix, claiming I’d risen from the ashes of my life in Albion and my disappointing parents.
I didn’t object, my tanned skin looked hella good in phoenix colors. I did begin to regret my costume choice when Briallen joked about how me dressing as a firebird was basically leaving Bryn a calling card.
Whatever. He was with Saffir. It didn’t matter what he thought of my outfit.
The red linen ball gown Arthus had helped me pick out in Inver was the most beautiful thing I’d ever owned. The skirt was made of pieces of linen, cut asymmetrically at random to create a full, fluffy skirt that kind of reminded me of feathers. The bodice was fitted, held up with thin straps and dipped down low at the back. It was both the sexiest and most princessy dress I’d ever worn and I loved it.
Briallen and I had purchased plain masks and painted them throughout the week, mine in reds and golds with feathers and hers with white and silver for her unicorn-inspired costume. Her dress was fitted and sleeveless, flaring out at the knees, and made of a bright white linen that contrasted perfectly with her dusky pink hair. She’d pulled it up into a long, straight ponytail reminiscent of a unicorn’s tail.
Briallen pinned my curls back from my face and they cascaded down my back like a waterfall. I didn’t have a mirror — apparently they were luxury items here, but I felt beautiful.
“Now for the finishing touch,” Briallen announced, pulling out a small lidded earthenware bowl. “Fairy dust.” She winked at me.
“What now?” I raised an eyebrow. I was going to be seriously pissed if I’d been living here for months and no one had told me about Tinkerbelle-style magic fairy dust.
She laughed. “Well that’s what humans call it, we call it O'r Blodau. The flowers in Avalon produce it, it doesn’t have magical properties or anything. It just makes things pretty and sparkly. Wealthy fae use it all the time but it’s kind of pricey so I save it for special occasions.”
She dipped a small brush in the pot of iridescent powder and started dusting the bodice of my dress and top pieces of my skirt, fading it out as she moved down.
Once she’d finished, my previously plain dress shimmered like it had been designed that way. She brushed a coat of fairy dust over my mask before we tackled her outfit. It'd been so much fun getting ready together, the only thing that could have made it better would be Aderyn’s presence but she insisted that balls weren’t for her. Marlen thought it was more likely that she couldn’t afford the dress but she’d be mortally offended if anyone offered to help her out with it.
Arthus, Marlen, and Leigh came to the cabin to collect us shortly after. My dates had coordinated in dark dress clothes and eagle masks.
Arthus’ black hair blended into the black feathers of the mask and his silver eyes practically glowed in contrast. With his sharp jaw and five o'clock shadow visible below the mask, he was the very definition of ‘tall, dark and handsome.’
Marlen’s dark red hair made him look like an eagle of flames. His emerald green eyes twinkled as he took me in from head to toe, his desire evident. He was a little taller than Arthus and built like a swimmer.
The two of them looked good enough to eat.
Or to eat me. Definitely tabling that thought for later.
They kind of looked like they wanted to eat me too. Devour me, in fact.
The Academy was providing carriages to transport us to the field where the Masque was being held, just off-campus next to the fairground. Marlen and Arthus stood either side of me as we waited for our carriage, my head leaning against Arthus’ shoulder while Marlen’s arm wrapped around my waist. I felt the familiar, strong mating pull that always signaled Bryn’s presence, tugging me backward.
I turned my head back, resting the opposite cheek against Arthus as my gaze connected with the prickly fire fae behind me. He was standing closer than I expected, in a fiery-red dragon-inspired mask that contrasted with his inky blue-black hair and made his sapphire blue eyes glow.
Those same eyes lingered just a beat too long on my lips, the generous amount of back my dress showed off and the curve of my waist to be friendly. I felt his powerful surge of lust before he smothered it with his usual blend of irritation and anger.
Neither of us said a word but when the carriage arrived, Bryn silently took the fourth spot next to Arthus and stared resolutely out the window. Marlen and Arthus exchanged a look as their amusement spiked.
Marlen grabbed my hand and linked our fingers together, rubbing circles on the back of my hand with his thumb. He had probably checked the bond and felt my confusion and irritation. Bryn was such a mind fuck.
Shouldn’t he be sitting with his girlfriend?
The carriage brought us to the edge of a clearing where lights had been strung through the surrounding trees and a group of musicians played ethereal string music. The night was clear and the moon shone brightly over the revelers, all drinking and dancing and laughing, elaborate masks and costumes sparkling in the moonlight.
I exited the carriage quickly, eager to escape the awkwardness that was Bryn and I. As soon as I got out of the carriage, I found my feet taking me towards the dance floor of their own volition.
If I’d been paying attention, I would have noticed the mating pull tugging in my chest, but all I could concentrate on was finding the source of that delicious cinnamon and cloves smell that had my mouth watering and my nipples hardening.
“Fuck,” Bryn groaned behind me, sounding like he was a million miles away. “It’s happening again.”
I kept following the mating pull, right into the arms of an obscenely handsome behemoth of a man who seamlessly spun me onto the dance floor. My mate, suitor, and Bryn stood nearby, watching, as the mystery man who smelled like heaven gently moved in time to the music, his enormous hands encircling my waist.
Unconsciously, my own hands drifted up to his neck as I stared into his purple eyes, mesmerized. They were a deep amethyst color, unlike anything I’d ever seen before. His dark brown hair was short and neat and under his black jaguar mask, I could see his strong jaw that was covered by a thick but well-maintained beard and full, kissable lips. He looked older than me and my guys, perhaps mid-20s though it was impossible to tell with the fae. He was built like a mountain too, with broad shoulders and bulky muscles concealed under a tailored, expensive-looking outfit.
“I feel like I’ve waited forever for you, cariad,” he murmured.
“Carr-ee-ard?” I sounded out, my voice coming out far more breathy than I had intended. “My name is Fi. Ffion. Fi.”
Ugh, I was stuttering like I’d never spoken to a man before instead of a woman who had just had a godsdamned threesome last night.
He smiled as though I’d done something really adorable. “Cariad is a term of endearment, like darling. It’s such a pleasure to meet you Fi, my name is Eamon.”
Gods, his emotions were giving me a contact high. He wasn’t cautious or holding back, I felt his unbridled affection for me — a total stranger — and honestly, it did wonders for my ego. Fuck Bryn and his games, this guy liked me after a minute dancing and a few words conversation.
I realized I was still staring like a lunatic and blinked a couple of times to clear my head and looked back to my guys. Bryn still hung around like a bad smell, scowling.
“Your mate and two suitors? Will you introduce me?”
“How did you know that?” I asked, startled. “I mean, Bryn isn’t my suitor. Arthus is though. Marlen and I are bonded.”
“I’m surprised that he isn’t your suitor, I can see a strong bond between you so clearly, though it’s a little fractured in places.”
“You can see bonds?” I gaped at him, suddenly aware that while we had stopped dancing, his hands were around my waist and mine rested on his shoulders.
“I have the gift of Second Sight,” Eamon replied with a rueful smile. 
I racked my brains trying to remember everything I’d heard about Second Sight. Wasn’t that the talking-to-dead-fae thing Briallen and Aderyn had mentioned? There was clearly more to it than that if Eamon could see bonds too.
I gave him a shy smile then moved back toward my guys and Bryn, Eamon’s hand still resting lightly on my exposed lower back.
The mating pull had brought out different aspects of me with each of the guys so far. A territorial side with Marlen, a submissive side with Arthus, the fiery passion that ignited whenever I was around Bryn. Around Eamon, I wanted to preen, to wallow in his undivided attention, to let him worship me.
Gods, I was going to have a serious personality crisis at this rate.
“Eamon, this is my mate Marlen, my suitor Arthus, and Bryn. Guys, this is Eamon.” I gestured awkwardly between the four of them. This multiple boyfriends business should really come with an instruction manual.
“Shall we find a table? I’d like to get to know you all,” Eamon suggested politely. Arthus and Marlen nodded, their expressions carefully neutral but I could feel their curiosity.
Bryn, as per usual, felt outright hostile and it was written all over his face. I rolled my eyes.
“Shouldn’t you go find Saffir?” I hissed at him under my breath as the other three turned toward the edge of the dancefloor which was lined with seating.
“No.” Bryn cut me a quick look and I felt the briefest flash of his pain before he took off after the other guys. If I lived until I was Gwyneira’s age, I still wouldn’t understand him.
Marlen waited patiently for me to catch up, hand outstretched to take mine.
“Is this weird?” I asked him softly.
“Not at all. It’s exciting in a way,” he said with a chuckle. I reached for the cool, watery mating bond in my chest to reassure myself that Marlen really was okay with this. I found him curious about Eamon, genuinely interested in getting to know him, and excited for me. I also picked up a note of worry for my safety which made sense. It had been a constant presence since my dads’ surprise visit.
I hadn’t felt any insecurity from Marlen since we officially claimed each other and I loved knowing he felt confident about us. Hopefully, it would stay that way if I took a second mate.
Just in case. Just keeping my options open.
We found a round table big enough for the five of us and I took a seat between Marlen and Eamon. Eamon flagged down a waiter to bring us pitchers of ale and I took a deep swig of my drink, my nerves getting the better of me. Marlen reached over and squeezed my thigh under the table.
We had all removed our masks once we got to the table and I stared openly at Eamon’s face. His features were chiseled and defined like Arthus’, but in a more rugged, masculine way. Combined with his full but well-kept beard and massive size, everything about him screamed male.
“I assume by ‘Eamon’, you mean Eamon Adair, sole heir to the Adair Estate since your parents never had a daughter, feared for your Second Sight and relationship with the spirits?” Bryn asked in his most assholish voice from across the table.
Eamon’s face fell slightly and I felt a rush of his worry. I gave Bryn my best shut the hell up face and turned my attention to Eamon.
“Ignore him,” I instructed and Bryn bristled with irritation. “Tell me about yourself.”
“He’s not wrong,” Eamon started. “I am Eamon Adair, I do have the gift of Second Sight. Some people fear me because of that.” His emotions were melancholy.
“No one is a fan of my gift either, myself included, so don’t worry about that,” I said cheerfully. Bryn rolled his eyes and Marlen and Arthus shot me amused glances.
“You’re not afraid?” Eamon asked curiously.
“She doesn’t know to be afraid, she doesn’t know what Second Sight is,” Bryn interjected and I did my best not to snarl at him like a feral dog.
“I do know what Second Sight is.” Mostly. “And no, I am not afraid. Bryn, don’t you have somewhere else you’d rather be?”
“Not particularly,” he said with an infuriating shrug.
Eamon looked between us with an amused expression. “I see now why the bond between you is so strong yet so fractured.”
I gave him an incredulous look but didn’t say anything because I really didn’t have an answer for that.
“Well then, we can probably wrap this conversation up since Ffion only has two gaps in her mating circle,” Bryn snapped.
“You are literally courting someone else,” I hissed at him across the table. Had he forgotten about Saffir? What was happening right now?
“Actually, Fi has three gaps,” Marlen said with a shit-stirring grin, moving my wrist to the table and flipping it up to show my incomplete mating mark, before pulling up his sleeve to show his own.
“What the fuck? You claimed him? When?” Bryn exploded, though his tone didn’t match the flood of relief that he was feeling.
I scowled at him. “Two days ago.”
Eamon was going to think we were all bonkers, sitting here arguing amongst ourselves. Way to make a good first impression, guys.
“Now that’s cleared up, perhaps we could all give Fi and Eamon the opportunity to talk?” Arthus interjected drolly, taking control of the situation and giving Bryn a warning look.
“Yes, let’s do that,” I agreed, bobbing my head. “Eamon, I would love to hear more about your gift.”
“Of course. What do you know about Second Sight?” Eamon asked gently.
“I was raised in Albion, so not a lot. Something about talking to spirits and the gods?” I hedged. I felt Eamon’s surprise at my admission I’d been raised in Albion but he didn’t pry.
“The spirits visit me, yes. Or I can travel to their realm though it is much less comfortable. Sometimes their messages come directly from the gods, other times they’re personal,” he explained.
“Okay,” I said slowly. It didn’t sound as bad as I’d thought when Briallen and Aderyn first told me about it. It didn’t seem like Eamon was seeing dead spirits everywhere just hanging about. That was positive.
“Second Sight is the sight of the soul. That’s why I can see bonds, souls tainted by darkness, souls as pure as light,” he said, giving me a pointed look that made my cheeks flush. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Bryn rolling his eyes.
Who doesn’t want to be told they have a pure-as-light soul? If it was a line, it was a freaking good one.
“He can also see through glamours and illusions. She’ll find that interesting,” Bryn added helpfully in his most dismissive tone. As much as he irritated me, Bryn got my thirst for knowledge better than anyone. Another thing I didn’t like to reflect too hard on.
Maybe Bryn was reading too much into my phoenix-inspired outfit. Godsdamned Briallen, putting the calling card idea into my head.
Between the new, powerful mating pull to Eamon and Bryn’s focused attention on me, this night was proving a little overwhelming. I’d only just claimed Marlen two days ago after all and my relationship with Arthus was still fairly new, especially the intimate side of it. All these fae males were making my head spin.
Fortunately, Marlen picked up my slack on the conversation front so I could have a momentary breather. This evening had gotten a whole lot more complicated than I’d planned.
 

I spent the rest of the night dancing — twirling playfully with Marlen, being subtly seduced by Arthus, and being revered by Eamon. He danced with me as though I was a queen and he was my noble knight, showing me off to the court and pushing me into the limelight.
It was a heady feeling. Eamon could do terrible things for my ego looking at me like that.
Halfway through the night, a flustered Saffir appeared, gripping Bryn’s forearm tightly and whispering furiously in his ear. He inclined his head towards her but never took his eyes off me where I was firmly ensconced in Eamon’s muscled arms. I didn’t take my eyes off him either, despite knowing I should.
Bryn was not only taken, but he was also a health hazard that I should be staying far away from for my own sanity.
Eventually, Saffir managed to coax him out onto the dancefloor with her. Her dress was made of slinky emerald silk that clung tightly to her body and probably cost four of my dress. Her icy blonde hair was wound around her head in an elaborate braid and instead of a mask, she had painted a glittering green snake coiling up her collarbone and neck, ending at her cheek.
I bit back all the spiteful snake jokes I wanted to make because really, Saffir hadn’t done anything to me. It wasn’t her fault Bryn liked her more than me.
Looking at her lithe figure in that drop-dead gorgeous dress, I thought I might like her more than me too.
The sun was starting to peek through the gaps in the trees by the time the Masque came to an end. My feet hurt from dancing for so long and my face ached from smiling, but I don’t think I’d ever been so happy. Marlen, Arthus, Eamon and I walked back through the forest together, deliriously tired and grinning like lunatics.
“This is where I leave you, cariad,” Eamon said softly as we approached a fork in the forest path. We moved to the side of the path so the other Academy residents could shuffle their way past.
“I’d really like to explore the Fair tomorrow after class, around four pm. Maybe I could meet you?” I suggested, cringing internally at the eagerness in my voice. Marlen chuckled quietly behind me and sent a wave of reassurance through our bond.
“I would like that very much,” Eamon assured me. He gently took my hand and brushed his lips lightly over my knuckles. It was chaste and brief and innocent. I felt it everywhere.
Marlen, Arthus and I continued back to the campus, my arm tucked into the crook of Marlen’s elbow so I could lean my wary body on him.
Where was the young woman who arrived in Avalon, adamantly against having any mates? Where was the young woman who led Marlen on a merry dance trying to keep him at arm’s length? Was I embracing this part of my fae life or just resigning myself to it?





Fi
 
If only the Avalon Fair was an everyday occurrence. It was my shopping trip to Inver but on steroids for three amazing days straight. Sadly, we still had classes but it was only a fifteen minute walk through the forest to the fairgrounds so we made the trip as often as possible.
I wanted to explore the stalls, learn more about Avalon, and buy a few more items of clothing that I was sorely lacking but I’d be lying if I said that seeing Eamon wasn’t a big drawcard.
The first afternoon we met up with him, Arthus and Marlen hung back so Eamon and I could walk around the stalls arm-in-arm while he patiently answered my six million questions about each stall and bought me roasted chestnuts to snack on.
“Did you have to travel far to get here today?” I asked Eamon as I devoured the chestnuts. My head was feeling a tad tender after the lack of sleep and all the ale I drank at the Masque. Food helped, but the chestnuts weren’t really cutting it.
Gods, what I’d do for a greasy cheeseburger and fries right now.
“A short walk. I still own the home I lived in just off campus when I was a student at the Academy. It’s about a twenty minute walk from the main campus,” Eamon explained casually. Cool, no big deal, just owned a whole house to live in while he studied.
If I didn’t believe he was rich before, I certainly did now.
“Where do you usually live? Where do you work?”
“My family owns properties all over Avalon, mostly used for growing fruit and vegetables. I travel between them and handle the administration from wherever I am at the time. I don’t have to travel as much as I do… it’s a technique I employ to avoid my mother.” He gave me a wry smile but I could sense the honesty in his words. He really didn’t like spending too much time around her.
“I’ve only ever spent time at the Academy, the fairgrounds, and I went shopping in Inver once. I didn’t get to travel in Albion either so I’m really hoping I get to explore more of Avalon one day. Where’s your favorite house?”
“I have one in the northern Outer Isles that I am particularly fond of. The Outer Isles are beautiful, they’re a series of small islands that circle the edges of the realm. They’re isolated and mostly left alone by the Council and Assembly. It’s peaceful there. Less posturing and politics.” Eamon had a wistful, dreamy look in his eye that made me eager to see the Outer Isles for myself. Gods, he was such a giant, muscly teddy bear. I wanted to snuggle him.
We talked more about the fair and Eamon’s travels through the realm as we wandered leisurely amongst the stalls. He described the big wooden ships he used to travel to the Outer Isles in such detail that I could almost feel the planks swaying under my feet and the salty ocean breeze in my hair.
Maybe I could live there after graduation if the inhabitants were left mostly to themselves. The idea of keeping my gift a secret for the rest of my life was daunting.
Eamon had given me a healthy dose of wanderlust on top of the regular lust I was experiencing around him. He was so good-looking yet so shy about it. I wanted to get to know him better so I could shower him in compliments and build up his self-confidence. He was great, a total catch. It was crazy to me that he didn’t recognize that.
Eamon excused himself apologetically to get back to his place as he still had a few letters to send before the end of the day. I didn’t mind — it seemed like he had quite an important job and hanging out with college kids in the middle of the day probably wasn’t his top priority.
We bumped into Aderyn outside a small stall selling crochet goods, manned by a fae so old she made Gwyneira look like a spring chicken. We must have stood outside her stand talking for too long as her irritation started to chafe painfully against my arms. I was desperate to spend as much time at the fair as possible but the number of people was overwhelming my empath senses. Most of my limbs had gone numb an hour ago and my head was throbbing.
The combination of fae and non-fae at the fair was messing with me as well. I felt fae emotions more deeply, but non-fae emotions sort of pushed up against my periphery in a way that was far more irritating.
It had been a lot easier to deal with at the Masque which I attributed mostly to the alcohol. Maybe I should take up day drinking around crowds?
“Foxglove,” Marlen murmured disapprovingly behind me as I insisted Aderyn and I tackle the next row of stalls together. “You need to rest.” I could see him practically telling Arthus with his eyes that I was overdoing it. Traitor.
At that moment I wished for nothing more than the ability to turn my freaking gift off so I could enjoy an afternoon out in public with my friend.
And holy fucking fae, it worked.
The sensations weren’t completely gone but they were so muted I barely noticed them. The lightest tingling sensation in my arms, a brush of something down my spine, an awareness of feeling in my chest... They were so toned down I couldn’t determine what I was even experiencing. It was glorious.
For a long moment, I just stood there reveling in my own excitement. Not someone else’s excitement. Mine. I pulled Marlen and Arthus aside as discreetly as I could in my slightly manic state while Aderyn was distracted looking at some hideous copper trinkets.
“I turned it off. My ability! I wished it would go away and it did!” I whisper-shouted at them.
“I can assure you, wishing had nothing to do with it,” Arthus responded drily. “Try to turn it on again.” He emphasized the three words with raised eyebrows. It was definitely his way of telling me that magic isn’t an on/off thing.
I huffed a little because I was really enjoying the solitude of my own emotions but curiosity got the better of me. I took a deep breath and concentrated on allowing the emotions around me in. Immediately my bones felt heavy and my shoulders dropped.
“Turn it off again,” Marlen whispered urgently. “You look so uncomfortable, foxglove.”
“You can’t turn magic on and off,” Arthus hissed irritably.
“Maybe we can refer to it as muting and unmuting?” I suggested, rolling my shoulders now I’d successfully blocked the emotions out again. This was a freaking game changer.
“Slightly less offensive,” Arthus conceded with a nod. “That must be the new element of your ability since mating with Marlen. Greater control.”
I’d take it. If all my mating level-ups were as innocuous as that, I’d go four-for-four without even questioning it. Somehow I didn’t think I’d be that lucky.
“You know I think you guys are the cutest circle in the making or whatever but I was kind of hoping Fi and I would get a chance to hang out?” Aderyn drawled from somewhere behind me.
“Guess we’re not in a rush to leave after all,” I sang, shooting my guys a mischievous grin because they were 110% over shopping. I only needed another half hour or so. I am a kind mistress.
We started down another row of stalls that seemed to be mostly food-related. I was eyeing up an exotic-looking juice stall and so enamored with my new muting ability that I didn’t notice Aderyn wandering off. If I hadn’t muted my gift, I would have sensed the abrupt shift in her mood, as it was, it took a few minutes for me to realize she wasn’t standing next to me.
I scanned the crowd only to find Aderyn looking adoringly into the eyes of a man that must be a stallholder, based on the apron he was wearing. His attention was entirely on Aderyn as he tentatively raised his hand and gently pushed her hair back behind her ear. Marlen made a low rumbly noise in his chest next to me.
“Shush you,” I chided. “Aderyn hasn’t felt the mating pull the entire time she’s been at the Academy and she was really upset about it. This is an amazing thing for her.”
“She’s my sister!” he replied, horrified.
“All the more reason for you to be happy for her. The happiest, in fact,” I lectured.
“Let me get to know him before I decide that,” Marlen grumbled and Arthus made a manly grunting sound that I assumed was an agreement.
Aderyn and Mystery Man were already wandering off together towards a small tea stand at the end of the aisle and I snagged Marlen’s hand before he could march off after them. She’d never be able to get to know him with her brother hanging around like a bad smell.
We took three seats on the opposite side of the stall so Marlen could surreptitiously spy on her instead. Mystery Man had a rugged, sexy highlander look about him with an almost wild red beard and windblown hair. They looked beautiful together — like a throwback couple from the moors of Scotland or something. I really hoped he wasn’t an asshole.
We headed back to campus that afternoon and I looped my arm through Aderyn’s as we headed into our fire elemental class. We had moved on from growing and extinguishing candle flames to working on heat control. Each of us had small pots of water hanging over a little flame in a cast-iron bowl on the desk in front of us. The idea was to bring the water to boil then cool it down again by controlling the fire.
I pulled Aderyn down into our usual seats and semi wondered if I’d grabbed the wrong person when she started giggling. A proper school girl giggle. Aderyn was always cool and collected, she must be seriously smitten.
“So?” I asked eagerly. “Tell me about him! Is he nice? Do we like him? Can I call off your rabid brother?”
“What? Gods, tell Marlen to stay out of it. His name is Lachlan,” she said with a dreamy sigh. “He’s a shoemaker, from a small village on the outskirts of the Black Forest.” I was still playing with muting my ability but I could see the guilt all over her face.
“What aren’t you telling me, Aderyn?” I asked, already knowing where she was going with this and dreading what she was going to say.
I really needed to get a map of Avalon.
“It’s a few days away by carriage ride… It’s a coastal village. Almost as far as you can go in Avalon except for the Outer Isles.”
I blew out a long breath because I always expected Aderyn to leave when the opportunity arose. She wasn’t happy here.
“Have you made a decision already?”
“No, no of course not,” she replied hastily. “We just met, even fae don’t move that fast, Fi. But I guess we’ll see where it goes. It’s a strong mating pull. We’re kindred souls.” Aderyn’s whole face softened and her eyes were brighter than I’d ever seen them.
I leaned across the desk and squeezed her hand. “I’m happy for you, seriously. I’ll always support you, whatever decision you make. But if you decide to move thousands of miles away, I’m not going to be the one to tell your brother.”
“I wouldn’t do that to you, sis,” Aderyn said with a laugh and my heart exploded into a million happy butterflies at the endearment. “Come on, let’s boil some water.”
 

The following day, we decided to meet Eamon for a picnic at the fairgrounds and enjoy the second day of the fair instead of eating lunch in the commons. Marlen had class but Briallen and Leigh tagged along with Arthus and me.
“Eamon Adair, I can’t believe it,” Briallen whispered, leaning in close to gossip with me as we made our way through the crowd. “His family is insanely rich, you know?”
“I’ve heard,” I replied drily. It’s not like it was a bad thing that he was rich but it wasn’t the massive highlight for me that Briallen thought it was. Rich people came with expectations.
“And an older man,” Briallen giggled.
“I haven’t actually asked him how old he is,” I told her, frowning. “He can’t be that much older right? Otherwise he’d be mated by now.”
“I think he’s about 40. Definitely old to be unmated but his gift is kind of terrifying,” Briallen murmured thoughtfully and I shot her a sharp glance out of the corner of my eye. Aside from the fact that I hated people judging Eamon for his gift, I was also wary of Briallen’s response since she didn’t know about my gift yet either. What if she thought I was terrifying once she found out?
At the very least, she’d probably be pissed that I’d been spying on her emotions the whole time I’d known her. Even if I couldn’t help it. I’m sure it’s how I’d feel if the roles were reversed.
I decided to shelve the revelation that Eamon was twenty years older than me for now. Maybe it didn’t have to matter? I liked Eamon. I could deal with the age gap if he could.
We all grabbed food from different stalls and sat down on the grass under a large oak tree on blankets we’d brought with us. It was too cold for a picnic really but we all huddled close together and lit a fire in a miniature cast iron cauldron Leigh had brought along.
Arthus and Leigh got into a debate about the Academy’s air masters with Briallen chipping in from time to time, so I had plenty of opportunities to quietly talk to Eamon again. We got along so well, it felt like we’d known each other for a lifetime. It helped that he looked at me like I hung the moon and the feelings I sensed from him bordered on adoration.
I hadn’t told Eamon about my magic yet but I did explain that I’d grown up in Albion because my fathers were worried my gift would put me in danger. I even told him about how my dads and I had recently reconnected of sorts, and that they were massively disappointing.
“I can’t even imagine not growing up around my family, cariad,” Eamon said softly. His eyes were filled with emotion but I could sense that it was empathy rather than pity. “My parents are very involved in my life. Too involved. They’ve been around a while, they’ve seen a lot. My mother and two fathers are all approaching their 400th birthdays.”
I blinked at him in silence for a few seconds because lordy, that was freaking old. I couldn’t even imagine living that long.
“Do you have older siblings?” I finally asked, remembering that it was polite to respond to people when they spoke to you.
“No,” he grimaced. “Centuries of trying and they were successful on my mother’s last opportunity to have a child. Unfortunately for them, they got a boy.”
“Unfortunately?”
“Fae society is matriarchal as I’m sure you’ve noticed,” he said cutting me a glance out of the corner of his eye. “When I claim my mate, I will take her name. The main branch of the Adair family will end with me.” He shrugged like he didn’t care either way.
“It doesn’t bother you?” I asked curiously.
It seemed a little old fashioned to me but it’s not like I had any kind of family legacy to speak of or a strong attachment to my surname so I couldn’t really judge. Marlen had taken my surname and hearing him say ‘Marlen Smith’ always made me giggle. It sounded absurdly human and out of place here, but we didn’t want to draw unwanted attention by using ‘Laisren’, my fae surname.
“It doesn’t particularly bother me. There are perks that come with a name like Adair, don’t get me wrong, but there are also a lot of expectations. I wouldn’t mind losing those.” Eamon smiled and I thoughtfully bit into my vegetable pot pie. I was glad Eamon was more progressive than his parents. However, the conversation about his rich, fancy family had freaked me out a bit.
I was still finding my feet when it came to living among the fae — rubbing shoulders with their elite seemed like a sure-fire way to make myself miserable. But wasn’t that what Eamon meant by having expectations on him? I didn’t want to judge him just because his family was rich, just like I hoped he didn’t judge me because I wasn’t.
He seemed eager to drop the subject of his parents so we moved on to safer topics like potion making, which Eamon apparently had quite the knack for, and cooking, one of his passions.
Eamon was genuinely fascinated with anything I had to say and surprised when I asked him questions in return. I got the impression that people tended to admire him from a distance.
“We should head back to campus, sweetheart,” Arthus said softly, shooting me an apologetic look. I knew he had tutoring sessions he had to prepare for and couldn’t just babysit me all afternoon.
“You’re right,” I sighed. “Will I see you tomorrow?” I asked Eamon.
“If you’d like to,” he replied with a heartbreaking smile.
“I would. I’ve got a full day of classes but perhaps we could meet for drinks in the evening? It’ll be Solstice Eve after all,” I added.
“That is worth celebrating,” Eamon agreed. “Until tomorrow, cariad.” He leaned forward to place a chaste kiss on my cheek and his beard brushed deliciously against my skin.
“Until tomorrow,” I parroted, as Arthus led me back to campus.
Gods, I was in over my head with all of these handsome fae men. At this rate, I’d be acquiring the powerful emotion influencing magic in no time. 





Fi
 
Marlen, Arthus and I made our way back to the fairgrounds in the evening to meet Eamon for a drink in the tent bar on the last day of the fair. I had been so excited to see him I’d barely been able to concentrate in class today which was practically unheard of. It was the eve of Winter Solstice and the day before a short break from classes. It felt like the whole Academy turned out at the fairgrounds.
Part of my excitement was due to the fact that we had the next two weeks off from classes. Most students went home to spend the Solstice with their families, including our friends. Aderyn left for home as soon as our final class finished, excited to bring home news that Marlen had claimed his mate but disappointed to say goodbye-for-now to Lachlan. I had semi-expected Marlen to go home with her but apparently we were kind of joined at the hip after the whole claiming thing. Marlen explained it would be physically uncomfortable for us to be separated for a few days.
After only having myself for company since I was a toddler, I selfishly loved the fact that he couldn’t escape me for too long.
Leigh and Briallen had gone back to her parents’ place in Northgales. I wanted to ask her if Bryn was going there too since he was raised by her family but I didn’t want to give Briallen any more ammunition for her Bryn-and-Fi ship.
Marlen, Arthus, and I navigated around the crowd to an enormous tent that had been erected at the center of the fairground. It was the size of a big top with temporary bars set up inside and wooden benches and barrels scattered around to sit on. The bar stations were mostly staffed by low-magic fae, but there were all manner of creatures drinking and enjoying themselves in the tent.
Gods, I was glad I could turn off my gift for a while now. This place would be hell on my senses if I couldn’t.
It was early enough in the evening for it to be a pleasant place to sit and chat. In a few hours, it would be pretty rowdy here. There was a centaur band that had played live music after dark each night and it was pure carnage after that.
Eamon was already waiting for us when we got there, with pitchers of ale for the boys and mulled fae wine for me. It was a Solstice specialty that Eamon had insisted I try and I’d immediately fallen in love with it. It was filled with berries and oranges and cinnamon sticks and smelled like happiness in a cup.
“Hello!” I greeted Eamon excitedly, dropping down onto the bench next to him while Arthus and Marlen sat on the other side of the table. Being close to Eamon felt like the most natural thing in the world. The mating pull felt warm and snuggly in my chest.
It helped that he looked at me like I was the last cherry on his ice cream sundae and that heated gaze never diminished when he saw me hanging all over Marlen or discreetly flirting with Arthus. If anything, it grew hotter. I think Eamon might have a voyeuristic side.
“How was your day, cariad?” Eamon asked, angling his body toward me and leaning in close like he was genuinely interested in hearing what I had to say as he pushed the goblet toward me.
“Fine,” I said with a shrug. “Better now. Yours?”
“Better now,” he agreed.
“I’m looking forward to having a few days off from classes. It feels like I’ve been going non-stop since I arrived in Avalon.”
“What will you do with your time off, cariad?” Eamon asked, the corner of his mouth tipping up slightly into an almost-smile. If it wasn’t for Marlen and Leigh, I’d think all fae men were broody assholes who didn’t know how to smile.
Speaking of broody assholes…
“Marlen, Arthus, Eamon. Scout.” Bryn pulled up a stool at the end of the table, sitting himself down with a pitcher of ale like he’d been invited all along. I cocked a questioning brow at him and he mimicked my expression but didn’t say anything.
Okay then.
“Bryn, good to see you,” Marlen said jovially, giving him a manly thump on the back. “Thought you’d be en route to Northgales by now.”
Nice of Marlen to tell me that Bryn was going home with Leigh and Briallen. Not that I cared. I was just nosy. Marlen should know that.
Bryn shrugged. “I’ll fly there tomorrow morning and fly back after the feast. It gets a little crowded at home over winter break, I prefer the quiet of the campus.”
It annoyed me how similar he and I were.
“What about you? Where are you spending the Solstice?” he asked curiously, looking around the table.
“We’ll be on campus,” Marlen answered easily. “Neither Arthus or I are particularly fussed about visiting our families and Fi’s dads are pricks so…”
I snorted. Don’t pull any punches on my account, love.
“You could come to my house,” Eamon offered. “It’ll just be me. My mother and fathers live at the main estate and I have no desire to suffer through the Solstice with them if I don’t have to.”
“You wouldn’t mind?” I asked hesitantly. I wanted to spend some time with Eamon without the hordes of people around.
Plus, I was dying to see his place.
“I would love it,” he assured me, his face softening. I wasn’t going to risk using my ability in a room this crowded but I got the feeling he was underselling it. It would mean a lot to Eamon for us to spend the Solstice with him.
I chanced a glance at Marlen and Arthus who both looked like they were waiting for me to make the call either way.
“Okay,” I said brightly. “That’d be great.”
Eamon’s relief was palpable. Bryn shot me a brief scowl but perked up a lot faster than usual. Maybe the happy Solstice Eve vibes were affecting him.
“What does the Solstice entail anyway? Aside from the feast?” I asked.
Four incredulous faces look back at me and I guess that’s what I’d look like if a grown-ass human woman asked me what Christmas was.
“The feast is the major part of the day — breaking bread together, exchanging small gifts, that sort of thing,” Eamon responded, recovering faster than the rest of the guys. He was much suaver than the others, he looked as at home here in this rowdy tent bar as I imagined he would look at a high society event with a glass of champagne.
“Oh? When were you going to mention the getting-each-other gifts part to me?” I asked, giving Marlen and Arthus a withering glare. They both had the grace to look a little sheepish which was adorable on Marlen and unnerving on my usually stoic Arthus.
Bryn snorted. “I don’t know about Arthus, but I’m sure that mating mark Marlen is wearing is the greatest gift you could give him,” he said in such a serious, no-bullshit tone that I had to look away.
I didn’t know how to handle Nice Bryn.
Where was his girlfriend, anyway? Bryn was a shitty suitor.
Marlen’s grin was downright smug. “Well put, Bryn.”
“Some families have other traditions too,” Eamon said, breaking the awkward moment. I gave him a grateful smile.
“Such as? What do your families do?” I asked, looking around the table.
“Mine watched the sunset over the temple,” Arthus offered.
“We’re early risers because of the bakery. We’d watch the sunrise together over the fields,” Marlen added a little wistfully.
“It’s the shortest day of the year, I’m sure we can manage both,” I said with a casual shrug and they both gave me indulgent smiles. It made me feel like a goddess when they looked at me like that.
I cocked a questioning brow at Bryn to see if he’d continue the most-words-in-one-conversation streak he was currently on.
“There’s a long history of fire affinities in my family. We light candles at our ancestors’ tombs to honor them on the Solstice,” he said, maintaining eye contact and giving me a look that clearly said challenge accepted.
“That’s really nice,” I said a little wistfully. Maybe I could light a candle for the mother who lost her life protecting me. Hopefully, she hadn’t been as much of a dick as her mates were.
“I suppose,” Bryn replied stiffly and I remembered Briallen telling me he’d gone to live with her after his parents had died. If we ever got past our own bullshit, maybe we could talk about it together.
We drank and talked a little more before the crowd in the tent became too intense to maintain a conversation. The five of us walked out together and I didn’t let myself reflect on how right it felt to be around them.
I farewelled Eamon with an affectionate hug at the fork in the forest path before heading back to the campus with the others. Bryn was heading straight to the stables to fly home and I noticed him shoving something into Marlen’s hand before he turned to me and paused.
The silence extended as we stood in front of each other, the air heavy with expectation.
I got the impression that Bryn wanted me to prove something to him but I couldn’t for the life of me work out what that was. Maybe I was reading too much into it, but it felt like sometimes he pushed me to stake my claim. It was like he wanted me to declare that he was mine.
But he couldn’t be mine, because he was hers.
At the end of the day, he was courting Saffir and it would always circle back to that. If he thought I was going to pursue anything with him while he was involved with someone else — or even own up to the fact that my feelings were more complicated than platonic — he didn’t know me at all.
“Happy Solstice, Bryn,” I said quietly. His eyes scanned mine, searching for answers I didn’t have.
“You too, scout. Bendithion.”
 

I planned to be a thoughtful mate and wake us all up to watch the sunrise, keeping Marlen’s family tradition alive. Instead, I overslept and woke up with the usual morning bells and the first rays of sunlight already filtering through the cabin.
“Sorry,” I groaned into Marlen’s chest where my head was resting. “I really wanted us to watch the sunrise together. You should consider getting alarm clocks in Avalon.” Marlen chuckled and Arthus’ amusement tickled behind my ears. He was lying on my other side, as close as he could be without snuggling.
Arthus wasn’t really a snuggler. I was okay with that.
“It’s fine, foxglove. It’s not like I enjoyed getting up in the dark to work at the bakery. Our tradition can be watching the sunset. It’s at a much more hospitable hour,” Marlen said cheerfully.
“Bendithion, sweetheart,” Arthus murmured into my hair.
“What does that mean? Bryn said it yesterday.”
“Did he?” Marlen asked, surprised. “He doesn’t strike me as the devout type.”
“It’s an old-fashioned phrase that the fae say on the Solstice. It means ‘blessings’. Like may the gods bless us during the dark, cold winter,” Arthus explained. “Since magic started to disappear, the greeting has gone out of style. Not with my family, obviously.”
“Ben-dee-theon,” I told Arthus over my shoulder as I twisted back to kiss him. Hopefully, I didn’t butcher it too badly.
“Yes, yes, blessings all around. Now get that sexy ass in the shower,” Marlen said, playfully tapping my ass where his hand rested on it. “The sooner we’re ready to go, the sooner we can go to Eamon’s fancy house. I know you’ve been obsessing over what it looks like.”
I snorted. “And you haven’t?”
“Oh, I definitely have. I wonder how big his bed is?” Marlen pondered, waggling his eyebrows at me.
“Shower, both of you,” Arthus ordered, rolling onto his stomach and pulling the pillow over his head like our antics were just too much for him to deal with in the morning.
Marlen laughed, dragging me off the mattress by my ankle while I shrieked and Arthus groaned as if he was being tortured. It was better than any Christmas morning I’d had as a kid by far.
 

Woah.
Seriously woah.
Eamon’s “house” was a godsdamned tree palace. It made our cabin back at the Academy look like the treehouse equivalent of an outhouse.
Eamon’s tree-mansion was a series of four interconnected cabins that seamlessly wound their way through a cluster of trees. Each cabin looked sort of hexagonal in shape and had a small turret with windows in the center of the thatched roofs.  The whole structure was built on a platform, surrounded by a railing of polished branches, with enough room for two people to walk side-by-side around the whole thing.
The three of us made our way up the winding staircase that led to one of the two central cabins, the one with a beautiful carved wooden door.
This was Eamon’s student accommodation. What was his family estate like?
Arthus knocked firmly on the door as I threaded my fingers through Marlen’s, feeling a fresh wave of insecurity now we were here. I’d grown up in group foster homes for the most part — this was nicer than anything I’d ever been in.
My insecurities faded when Eamon opened the door, beaming at me like I was the best Solstice gift he could ask for.
“Come in, please,” he said, standing back from the door to let us in.
We walked into a cozy living room. There was a fire roaring in a curved clay fireplace against one wall and comfortable furnishings filling out the room. The small turret in the center of the roof had glass panes all around it and combined with the large picture windows on the front and back walls of the room, the whole room was bathed in soft light.
The furnishings were simple and masculine — a beige couch with a sheepskin rug hung over the back and two forest green armchairs. There were some large navy cushions on the floor and an entire bookshelf on one wall. It was tiny compared to the number of books humans had but there were still at least 40 books on there and this wasn’t even Eamon’s primary residence.
“Would you like a tour?” Eamon asked, his amusement cutting through my gawking. I felt my face heat.
“I didn’t mean to stare. I haven’t seen any houses in Avalon except for at the Academy, this is a lot bigger,” I told the woven jute rug at my feet. I swear the poor girl vibes were radiating off me so heavily I could see them in the air.
“All the more reason to stare, cariad. Explore to your heart’s content, I promise you I don’t mind. We should head into the kitchen anyway, I have mulled wine on the stove,” Eamon said amicably, gently cupping my elbow and leading me through a wooden archway to another cabin that served as the kitchen and dining area.
It was simple with a polished wood counter and cupboards along one wall, following the hexagonal shape of the room. There was an enormous tin sink set into the counter, and a huge cast-iron oven and stove top built into the corner. The structure encasing the stove looked like whitewashed clay, with built-in storage shelves filled with cut firewood.
Marlen gave a low whistle as he and Arthus joined us in the kitchen and looked around the room. He and Arthus moved to the enormous farmhouse table that dominated the rest of the room and dropped into chairs next to each other.
“Nice place,” he commented lightly, admiring the enormous stove in the corner.
“Thank you,” Eamon replied, busying himself with removing the mulled wine from the heat and setting out earthenware mugs for us to drink from. The scent of the mulled wine was like an extension of Eamon’s natural cinnamon and cloves smell — I’d forever associate his scent with the Solstice.
I awkwardly hovered next to the counter as he poured our drinks and helped him carry them over to the table, wanting to feel useful since we were taking advantage of his hospitality at such short notice.
Eamon smiled kindly, sitting next to me across from Marlen and Arthus. I think he sensed my discomfort and was being extra sweet to put me at ease. Marlen was sending waves of reassurance through the mating bond every few minutes and combined with a few sips of wine, I finally started to relax and enjoy myself.
There were definitely worse ways to spend a day than tucked away in Eamon’s warm home with three kind, supportive, sexy-as-hell guys.





Eamon
 
Fi was a goddess among fae in my eyes. And I’d received visions from the actual gods before so I knew what I was talking about.
The graceful way she moved, the throaty quality of her laugh, the way her amber eyes lit up when something sparked her curiosity…
Everything about her called to me.
At 43 years old, I had completed all four years at the Academy of Avalon and traveled throughout the realm, yet I’d never encountered a kindred soul before. I had experienced the mating pull when a female fae’s magic called to me, but their souls never did.
They couldn’t be a kindred soul if they were terrified of me. For all the riches the Adair family came with, no one wanted a mate plagued by spirits.
Part of me was waiting for that moment of terror to set in with Fi. I was holding my feelings back as much as I could, not letting myself get too attached, because I was waiting for the moment when my abilities scared her and she ran into the arms of a safer choice.
I could spoil Fi. Buy her beautiful things, show her my houses all around the realm. Fi would never have to worry about coin again if I was her mate, but none of that would matter to her if she feared me. She wasn’t the kind of fae to value material goods over her own happiness.
I needed to find a way to introduce her to my abilities without frightening her. Maybe if I could ease her into the world of Second Sight, she wouldn’t immediately bolt in the other direction.
Preparing the Solstice feast with Fi, Marlen and Arthus was a kind of domestic bliss I never thought I’d experience. Fi’s soft laughter filled up every cold corner of this large, impersonal house. It had been my living quarters while I studied at the Academy but it never felt truly homely to me until the three of them walked through the door.
Fi and I stood side by side in the kitchen, chopping up the vegetables for the mushroom and leek pie. Marlen kneaded the dough for the bread like he’d done it a million times. Arthus sat at the table, gutting the pumpkin that would be stuffed with mushrooms, wild rice and cranberries before going into the oven to roast.
It was all traditional fae Solstice fare, the kind I’d eaten every year growing up, but I’d never looked forward to it so much. All of it was new to Fi, who’d barely had a hot meal since she arrived in Avalon, and her curiosity about everything made me feel a sense of childlike excitement.
I hope she enjoyed the honey cakes for dessert. I really wanted her to like them.
We finished preparing the food and putting them into cast iron pots where they would cook in and around the wood-fire stove. Fi questioned every part of the process and regaled us with descriptions of human cooking contraptions.
We all gathered at the table with more cups of mulled wine while the aroma of the Solstice feast filled the room. Usually I wouldn’t make so much but Fi liked it so I’d kept a pot of it on the stove all day. Arthus and I sat on one side of the table, with Fi and Marlen opposite.
“Shall we give Fi our gifts now?” Marlen asked with all the excitement of a small puppy. His enthusiasm was rubbing off on me. I’d never particularly cared for the Solstice, it was just another boring ritual spent with my boring parents.
Fi groaned. “You’re all getting an IOU on the present front. If you wanted a gift today, you should have given me more notice.” She gave Arthus and Marlen a dirty look but it didn’t have any real fire behind it.
My mother would have flayed her mates alive for such an infraction.
Marlen pulled a small item wrapped in cloth from the pouch hanging off his belt and gave Fi a sheepish look. “Remember, you said my riches were soul deep. You said that.”
She laughed — the sexiest, throatiest sound that made my pants uncomfortably tight. “I’ll love it, no matter what it is, because you gave it to me.”
She took the item from his hand and unwrapped a carved wooden figurine. She held it up to examine it and I could just make out a pair of fae wings, on a flat platform, with intricate lines and patterns carved into the wood.
“I didn’t study Arthus’ very closely but they’re based on his,” Marlen said shyly. Fi leaned over and kissed him hard, pulling away to whisper a thank you against his lips.
“I love it, I’m going to keep it next to the bed,” she announced, lovingly stroking the little figurine.
Arthus smirked, clearly smug at how enamored she was by wings. He leaned over the table and handed Fi his gift. She gave him a grateful smile and unwrapped a silver brooch as big as her palm. It was an oval shape and I could just make out the stem of foxgloves in the middle of the design.
“For your shawl. You always complain it doesn’t stay in place,” he grunted, and I smirked a little seeing the usually unflappable Arthus out of his element. Fi blinked away the tears she refused to let fall. In the few days I’d spent with her, it had become clear she didn’t like showing weakness.
“Thank you, that is so sweet,” she replied hoarsely. She looked on the verge of panicking so I handed my gift over to distract her. Fi clearly wasn’t used to being shown kindness. That would have to change.
She looked between me and the larger gift curiously. It wasn’t particularly elaborate, I’d happily spend my entire fortune on Fi, but I got the feeling that expensive gifts would only make her uncomfortable.
Fi carefully unwrapped the fabric, revealing the carved wooden hand mirror within. It was a simple circular shape with a long wooden handle, no intricate carvings or inlaid stones like my mother’s mirrors. Nevertheless, it was a luxury item and Fi was clearly thrilled with it.
“Thank you,” she gasped, staring at her reflection. “This is the first time I’ve properly seen my reflection without a glamour. There aren’t any mirrors in my cabin.”
Fi stared at her face in awe. “My eyes are so different,” she murmured.
“They’re beautiful,” I assured her. Amber was my new favorite crystal.
“And my skin! It’s so glowy,” she cooed, turning her face from side to side. “Probably all the vegetables.”
“You’d trade in the glowy skin for terrible human food in a heartbeat,” Marlen said with a snort and Fi shrugged, not disagreeing.
“Huh, I really do look a lot like my father,” Fi mused sadly.
“Oh, you have one more gift, foxglove,” Marlen said hurriedly before she could sink too deep into her own head, pulling a small rectangular package out of his pouch.
Fi looked at him curiously before gingerly setting the mirror aside to take the gift from him. She opened it and stared. It was a tiny pocketbook with a worn leather cover that read A Guide to Unicorns. Even small books were expensive, it was a generous gift.
Fi ran her finger down the leather cover and gaped at Marlen. “Not me,” he said with a rueful smile. “It’s from Bryn.”
“What?” she practically shrieked, making Arthus and I wince.
“He got me a book? Do you think Briallen told him I wanted to learn about unicorns? Why would he give me this?” Fi said quietly to herself as she gently ran her fingers over the worn leather cover. “I better add a fourth IOU to my list.”
 

After a leisurely, delicious dinner, the four of us had sat in a row on the floor of the narrow wrap around porch to watch the sun setting through the trees. It was one of the most tranquil moments I had ever experienced and I never wanted it to end.
As the sun sunk below the horizon, so did my mood. It was too easy to let myself believe that there was a future in this, that maybe I’d earn a spot in Fi’s mating circle one day, but I needed to remember that this was all temporary.
It would only last for as long as it took for Fi to see my ability firsthand.
She must have noticed my despondent mood because she asked the other two guys to give us some privacy. Marlen and Arthus immediately went back into the house and Fi moved closer to me, angling her body to face mine and leaning her shoulder against the wall of the house.
“Want to tell me what’s bothering you?” she asked, cocking a challenging eyebrow at me. Not really. I had a feeling she wouldn’t let me off that easily though.
“I keep finding myself getting caught up in the fantasy of this,” I admitted, gesturing between her and I. “You’ll see my gift soon enough and realize you deserve someone better. Someone less frightening.”
Fi gave me a long, searching look. I wasn’t used to women looking at me like they wanted to see into my soul. Usually, our interactions had a single objective and occurred under the cover of darkness.
Anyone who knew about my gift tended to avoid eye contact. Probably worried they’d see the spirits of dead fae reflected in my eyes.
“You don’t have to put me up on a pedestal, you know,” Fi stated flatly. Yes, I do.
“What do you mean?”
“You know exactly what I mean,” Fi countered, giving me a sassy look.
I sighed and ran a hand through my hair, looking everywhere except into the all-knowing eyes of the beautiful woman next to me.
“My gift will frighten you. Maybe it doesn’t now but it will, eventually.”
Fi scoffed like it was the most absurd thing she’d ever heard.
“Believe me, cariad, I wish it wouldn’t. I’ve never felt a connection like this before — most fae fear me. It will be hard to lose you when you see my gift for yourself and run.”
Fi moved to kneel in front of me and ran her hands up the side of my face, tangling them in my hair and pulling my head backward so I was looking up at her. She leaned down and placed an affectionate kiss on the tip of my nose. My heart clenched at the unexpectedly sweet gesture.
No one ever touched me like this.
“I’m an empath,” she said softly, retaining her hold on my head so I couldn’t break eye contact.
“I know,” I replied in a low voice.
“How?” Fi startled, pulling back. I felt the loss of her warmth instantly.
“The spirits told me. I can see that you’ve been touched directly by the gods’ magic, I asked them how it was possible,” I explained hurriedly, worried I’d upset her. “I didn’t mean to pry, cariad. I’ve never seen someone with the gods’ magic directly on them before.”
“It’s okay.” Fi sighed but gave me a reassuring smile. “I was worried you’d heard it from someone else. Someone, er, alive,” she added awkwardly and I chuckled.
“I don’t know what you mean about the gods’ magic though,” Fi added with a frown, sitting back on her heels.
“You don’t?” My eyebrows shot up as I peered at her confused face. “You’ve been sanctified by the gods. I’m surprised you don’t remember, it’s supposed to be quite a memorable experience. Pleasurable even.”
“Holy shit,” Fi whispered, her eyes going wide.
“Marlen! Arthus!” she called, her voice higher and more panicky than usual. She moved to stand up but I pulled her down next to me instead, wrapping my arms around her shoulders.
It seemed like the right thing to do. I didn’t have much experience comforting people.
“What is it, foxglove?” Marlen asked as he and Arthus rushed out onto the porch. Arthus remained standing, always on guard, but Marlen dropped to his knees in front of Fi, linking their hands where hers rested in her lap.
Fi shook her head in disbelief. “I can’t believe I forgot about that weird moment with the marble.”
“Sweetheart?” Arthus prompted impatiently, eager to fix whatever it was that was distressing her.
“That night when I got the first message, the one on my wardrobe. I’d just come from the temple, or at least I’m pretty sure it’s the temple. Six big white slabs of marble in a circle?”
“The temple,” Arthus confirmed with a nod.
“Right. Well, I’d stumbled upon it by accident and it felt like it was calling to me or something so I stood in the middle of the circle and… I don’t even know how to explain it. It felt weird. Good weird. But I couldn’t move for ages…” she trailed off, looking at me helplessly.
It made both my ego and another part of me swell that she looked to me for help. I wasn’t proud of it.
“You think Fi’s been sanctified?” Arthus asked sharply, interpreting my silence. Marlen’s eyes were as wide as saucers.
“I know she’s been sanctified,” I confirmed. “The spirits told me, and I can see the gods’ magic on her.”
“They told him I’m an empath too. No secrets among the dead apparently,” Fi said drily. I grimaced, none indeed.
“Oh well, we’re all friends here,” Marlen said cheerfully and Arthus shot him a wry look. Oil and water those two. “You really never thought to mention the temple thing, foxglove?”
“I didn’t know it was a temple at the time,” she said with a baleful glare. “Besides, I’ve had a lot going on. Now, can someone please explain this whole sanctification thing?”
Marlen’s arm swept grandly between Arthus and I. Between his upbringing and my gift, we’d be able to give Fi the answers on almost anything relating to the gods.
“A sanctification is how the gods mark you for a mission or a purpose,” Arthus began slowly. “Whatever your mission is, it has been sanctified — legitimized — by the divine.”
Fi’s brow furrowed in confusion. “First of all, I don’t want that. Any of that. Second of all, I don’t know anything about any mission from the gods. They didn’t tell me that when I was in the warm gooey happy magic at the temple.” Marlen snorted.
“I have a feeling your mission will become clear soon enough,” I muttered. Knowing my luck, Fi would receive a message from the gods via me and would be so freaked out, I’d never see her again.
I should have known this was all too good to be true. When the spirits encouraged me to go to the Masque and I immediately felt the strong pull to Fi, I thought they’d been on my side for once.
In all likelihood, the gods were using me as a conduit to communicate with Fi. If that was the case, I’d enjoy every second of her company for as long as I had it. If I never met another kindred soul in my life, I would always have the memory of my time with Fi to carry me through the next few lonely centuries.
Fi gave me a sharp look. “Okay, now we’ve got that cleared up, mind if Eamon and I have a couple more minutes out here? We’ll be in soon,” she said to Marlen and Arthus. They looked at her curiously before heading back inside.
She really did have us all wrapped around her little finger.
Fi clambered onto my lap so she was straddling me and draped her arms loosely over my shoulders. “I don’t give a shit about other fae being scared of your ability, Eamon. I’m not. So are you going to be my suitor or not?”
I stared at her coy expression in silence for a moment, scarcely believing this moment was actually happening. Get it together, Adair, don’t screw this up now.
“I’ll take you for as long as you’ll have me, cariad,” I promised.
After that, nothing else mattered because Fi’s mouth was on mine and her hands were in my hair and it was godsdamned everything. Everything. She fit me like a glove, her soft body molded perfectly against me, her mouth felt like it was designed to kiss mine.
I couldn’t have stopped myself hardening underneath her if I’d tried, she was every temptation I’d ever had wrapped into one perfect package. Fi rolled her hips against me, clearly noticing my excitement and I groaned into her mouth. Fucking gods, I would never get enough of her.
We stayed locked in each other’s embrace, exploring each other’s mouths for what felt like hours. Eventually, we broke apart and Fi giggled. “Marlen just sent me a pulse of impatience through our bond.”
I tipped my head up to lightly brush my lips over her jaw. “Let’s not keep them waiting. It’s dark, will you guys stay here tonight?”
“Could we?” she asked surprised, pulling back to look into my eyes.
“I wouldn’t have it any other way, cariad,” I said softly, entranced by her exquisite face, and the innocence in her eyes that didn’t match the sensuality of her movements.
“I’d love to,” Fi said with a giddy grin. “Let’s go ask the guys.” She stood up and reached out her hand to help me up. I snorted and stood up on my own, I probably weighed twice of her. She laughed, not offended in the least, and took my hand to lead me into the house.
I’d follow her anywhere.





Fi
 
I must have died and gone to fae heaven. That was the only explanation for the blanket of solid muscle that I was wrapped up in. I was tightly ensconced in Marlen’s arms, with Eamon’s hand on my hip and legs tangled in mine from his spot behind me. Arthus lay on Marlen’s other side and I reached a little further over Marlen’s chest so I could brush Arthus’ bicep with my fingertips.
Fae. Heaven.
Marlen chuckled sleepily from underneath me. “Enjoying yourself, foxglove?”
“So much,” I told him seriously, not in the least embarrassed that I’d been caught.
Eamon stretched a little behind me and I felt his hard-on brush against my ass before he quickly moved away. I sensed his entirely unnecessary embarrassment and rolled over to plant a kiss on his jaw to let him know that I wasn’t bothered.
He tangled his hands in my hair and gave me a firm kiss on the forehead in return. “I’m going to make us some breakfast, get up when you’re ready.”
I stretched out like a lazy kitten into the space Eamon vacated, luxuriating in the feel of his fancy sheets against my skin. The Academy-issued stuff was fine, don’t get me wrong, but these sheets were next level. I was halfway to orgasm just from rolling around on them.
There was only one bedroom in the house, it was accessed via the living room and had a bathroom in an attached cabin on the other side. The bed was weirdly huge in proportion to the room, it comfortably slept all four of us last night.
The guys hadn’t even blinked at sleeping in the same bed which made me question everything I thought I knew about men. The human boys at the group home I grew up in would rather sleep on the floor than share beds most of the time.
Aside from the large bed, there was a set of drawers and a carved wooden wardrobe in the room. Currently, the heavy forest green velvet drapes were drawn around the windows and the room was almost pitch black.
Arthus and Marlen were both breathing heavily again so I carefully got out of bed and went through to the bathroom to freshen up before helping Eamon with breakfast. I eyed the sunken circular bathtub in the middle of the floor enviously. Maybe Eamon got proper hot water at his house. After months of tepid showers, I’d consider selling a kidney for a hot bath.
By the time I got to the kitchen, Eamon already had a large pot of porridge going on the stove. He hadn’t put a shirt on yet and I admired the subtle ripples of his back muscles as he stirred the porridge and stoked the fire.
It should really be illegal to have a back that was sexy enough to get me in the mood.
I moved to the counter and began chopping fruit to go with the porridge. I was still wearing Eamon’s shirt that I’d borrowed to sleep in and a pair of thick woolen socks, hair messily pulled up in a bun on top of my head. It felt so...normal. Domestic. I was just a normal woman, making breakfast with my boyfriend for ourselves and my other two boyfriends who were crashed out in the bed we’d all shared last night.
Just a totally normal, lazy morning.
The noise must have roused Arthus and Marlen as they shuffled in not long afterwards and helped us lay out the breakfast on the table. They hadn’t put on shirts either and between the three of them, I was guzzling peppermint tea like it was going out of fashion because my mouth was hella dry.
“Thirsty?” Arthus asked lightly, cocking his brow at me.
So thirsty. So much thirst. “Something like that,” I replied diplomatically, raising my cup to him. He gave me a knowing smirk.
“What’s the plan today?” Marlen asked, loading up his bowl of porridge with berries.
“Don’t feel that you need to rush back to the Academy. You’re welcome to stay as long as you like,” Eamon said with an adorably tentative smile.
“Do we need to rush back?” I asked, glancing between Marlen and Arthus who both shook their heads.
We ate slowly and cleaned up together, the picture of domestic harem bliss. Marlen and Arthus moved into the living room to admire Eamon’s book collection while he and I got dressed to cut firewood outside.
By which I mean he cut the firewood and I perved on him from my spot at the bottom of the stairs.
“Do you like staying at this house?” I asked Eamon curiously as he balanced the next log on the stump to cut.
Eamon paused to consider his answer. “I like it far more now than I did when I was a student,” he said, shooting me a wry smile. “Better company.”
“What are your other houses like?”
“Ground level, mostly. Bigger. This is the only house I’ve ever purchased for myself, the other ones belong to my family. What was your house in Albion like?”
“I lived in a boarding house so I mostly just stayed in my bedroom. It was fine. Have you ever been to Albion? Humans don’t really live in trees, you know,” I babbled, feeling embarrassed about my humble beginnings again. It was stupid, I’d only ever sensed curiosity and interest from Eamon about my past. The insecurities were entirely of my own making.
Eamon lifted the ax above his head and swung down gracefully, splitting the wood with ease. He was wearing a loose, unbuttoned shirt that showed off a generous amount of muscular chest. The thin sleeves of the shirt whipped around his biceps as he moved, and he’d rolled the ends up to show a generous stretch of his tanned, corded forearm. Gods, he was easy on the eyes.
“Fae don’t like to clear trees for housing, it’s seen as disrespecting the natural environment. Hence all of the treehouses,” Eamon explained with a shrug. “It’s a bit hypocritical — there are a million other ways we disrespect our environment — but I guess it’s a tradition at this point.”
“I’d really like to see one of your other houses sometime,” I told him shyly. I didn’t want to pressure him or come across like a full-on stalker but I was desperate to learn more about his life and visit the amazing places he went to.
“I’d like that too, cariad,” Eamon replied with a smile so hopeful that it made my breath catch.
 

We spent another day and night at Eamon’s place before Marlen, Arthus and I headed back to the Academy so that Eamon could travel for a couple of days to check on one of his other properties. Secretly, I was sulking a bit about having to leave him but it seemed kind of rude to Marlen and Arthus to admit that, so I didn’t say anything.
Except Marlen and I were bonded and apparently that meant I couldn’t hide anything from him. He figured it out within five minutes of leaving Eamon’s place.
Strangely, I didn’t have any desire to reach for my bond with Marlen and try to get a read on him. Maybe it was a lifetime of being bombarded with other people’s emotions but I loved being able to mute my ability and just chill in my own head with my own company. I loved Marlen, but I was happy to see his feelings play out in his words and actions rather than taking a sneak peek into his psyche.
Arthus had disappeared to the air mastery classroom to plan his tutoring sessions for after winter break so I dragged Marlen to the library for an afternoon of shared solitary reading time.
The library was dead during the break, there were barely any students on the campus. The old librarian was tucked up in a rocking chair she’d brought in from somewhere with a knit blanket over her knees, looking half asleep. Maybe Gwyneira would hire me one day, that librarian looked like she was living my dream.
Marlen snagged a military history tome and dropped unceremoniously into an armchair near the window. I perused the shelves slowly, not entirely sure what I was looking for.
I wanted to know more about the dark fae but there were no books specifically about them in the library. Were they so rare they weren’t worth writing about or were books about them censored? Strange.
I ran my fingers over the worn leather spines until one caught my eye — The Gods: Winning their Favor and Incurring their Wrath.
Interesting. Not that I needed any more favor from the gods, but knowing what not to do would probably be a sensible idea.
I gently pulled the book down from the shelf and curled up in the armchair next to Marlen, tucking my feet underneath my body.
A large part of the book was devoted to where various temples were located around Avalon and what kind of rituals should be performed at the temples to appease the gods. I mostly skim-read those bits, Arthus was a walking encyclopedia of temple-related information. What fascinated me was the author’s thinly veiled criticism towards the fae sprinkled throughout the book.
I already knew the gods weren’t dead like Aderyn suggested — I doubt I would have been sanctified if they were dead — but the way most fae talked about the gods was like they had forsaken the fae. Given up on them. For… reasons.
The author in this book was far more critical of the fae’s role in their own demise. The fae weren’t losing their magic because of the gods’ oversight but because they were being punished.
Based on the warnings I’d got about what would happen to me if knowledge of my gift got into the wrong hands, that seemed like an obvious conclusion to me. Too many fae had gotten too greedy and the gods were taking away their magic bit-by-bit to set them straight.
Was the author of this book really in the minority with that opinion? For the hundredth time, I wondered if I was getting the full picture here at the Academy where almost everyone was full to the brim with magic.
I wasted my opportunity to talk to low-magic fae at the fair because I’d spent all my time mooning over Eamon. Maybe Marlen would be willing to take me on a trip to visit his parents and stay in the village he grew up in. I needed answers and I wasn’t going to find them within the Academy’s privileged walls.
 

Lost in my thoughts about the gods, I barely noticed when Marlen and Arthus swapped babysitting duty en route to the cabin. Marlen headed over to the arena to work out since apparently he’d slacked off enough during the break, and Arthus led me back to the cabin to relax.
“Sweetheart? You’re very quiet. Did you not want Marlen to go?” Arthus asked quietly. A tightening in my chest and an uncomfortable slithering sensation alerted me to Arthus’ jealousy. It was gone as quickly as it came and I decided not to call him out on it. Yet.
“It’s not that at all. I was just thinking about a book I was reading,” I replied, giving him a reassuring smile as Arthus took the key from me and unlocked the cabin. Arthus had never needed reassurance from me before really. Not in the way that Marlen did with his insecurities about his background or Eamon did with his fear of rejection.
He gestured for me to enter and closed the door behind me. We both stood in the doorway removing our winter layers and hanging them on the hooks next to the door.
“Good. I have plans for us tonight and I’d hate to put them on hold because you’re not speaking to me,” he replied, running his fingers lightly over my collarbone and up my neck. I tipped my head back to give him better access, feeling goosebumps rise everywhere he touched.
“What kind of plans?” I asked breathily.
“Want to play?” Arthus asked in his silky sex voice.
Yes, please.
“Okay,” I responded with as much chill as I could muster. I kind of wanted to salivate all over him.
“Upstairs, sweetheart. On the bed,” Arthus ordered and I happily complied. He followed me up the ladder a few seconds later with his satchel.
“Trust me?” he asked, a little less confident than he had been. His nervousness skittered down the back of my neck.
“Always,” I assured him.
He reached into his satchel and pulled out a long length of rope. I watched him curiously.
“Still trust me?”
“So far, so good,” I replied, though I was the teeniest bit nervous. Arthus moved to the center of the bed and threw one end of the rope up over the ceiling beam which was about 4 feet above us.
He beckoned me over to where he was waiting with the rope and I had a fairly good idea of where he was going with this. My core clenched in anticipation.
“Strip,” he commanded. I pulled my dress off while giving him my best bedroom eyes.
Once I was naked, I kneeled underneath the rope and Arthus began binding my wrists together above my head. The fact that he was fully dressed while tying me up naked sent another gush of arousal through me. Everything about this felt… bad, illicit. Fucking hot.
Arthus leaned forward to dominate my lips in a ferocious kiss that left me panting. He pulled away and I swayed after him like I was under his spell. He smirked again, flashing me his dimple, before moving back completely to undress. I stared unashamedly at his smooth caramel skin and taut, defined muscles.
He took his time moving around me — kissing and sucking every inch of my body except the parts I very much wanted him to kiss and suck. I knew he was testing me, seeing if I could be good and wait patiently. I wasn’t about to risk saying anything now, surely he’d cave soon. I could feel the intensity of his lust coursing through my veins and for once I had no desire to mute my ability. I wanted to feel every inch of this.
“So patient for me, sweetheart,” Arthus murmured against the soft skin at my throat.
Just when I thought he was going to start his torture all over again, he looked up at me with an excited gleam in his eye, full of filthy promise. Without giving me a moment to process what that look meant, Arthus gripped the back of my thighs, lifting my legs from my kneeling position to wrap around him.
One more swift movement and he’d hefted me up so my legs wrapped around his head, and his face was exactly where I wanted him. I gripped tightly to the ropes and leaned my body weight back. My muscles would probably hate me for this acrobatic shit later but holy hell was it worth it right now.
Arthus tongue was made for sin. I wanted to watch the master at work but I couldn’t keep my eyes open, too overwhelmed with sensation. My head tipped back and the feeling of my long hair tickling my back, my body suspended in the air, and the rope rubbing against my wrists made my core clench in anticipation. This was too fantastical to be my life.
With one more punishing suck on my sensitive nerves, my body exploded into ecstasy, my thighs clamping tightly around Arthus’ head. I didn’t know where he began and I ended. I didn’t know anything except how good this feeling was.
Arthus gave me a moment to recover before he lowered me back down to wrap my legs around his waist. He plunged into me mercilessly, his tight grip on my ass both supporting my weight and moving me along his length.
I didn’t even try to fight him, I moved where he wanted me to move and let him own every second of my pleasure.
“Come for me, sweetheart. I can feel your muscles clenching around me, I know you’re ready. Come,” Arthus demanded and by the gods, I did exactly what he asked. Liquid heat caressed every bit of my body, my vision was a hazy mess of blurred shapes and bright stars.
Groaning my name, Arthus found his release, stilling inside me and tightening his grip on my thighs. We stayed locked together, catching our breaths for a long moment before Arthus recovered enough to lower my legs to the mattress and untie my wrists.
I laid down and was relieved when he followed suit, pulling me close to his side. He didn’t have the same compulsion for intimacy after sex that Marlen did so I appreciated his efforts all the more. I knew they were for me.
We lay staring up at the stars through the skylight for awhile, Arthus’ hand loosely playing with my hair while mine drew light circles on his chest. I needed a moment to build up the courage for the conversation I wanted to have with him.
“There was something I wanted to talk to you about,” I said finally, propping up on one elbow so I could look down at Arthus. He folded his hands behind his head, making the muscles in his arms bulge deliciously.
I was tempted to let myself get distracted by his fine as hell body and not have this conversation, but I knew it was necessary even if it might be awkward.
“What’s that, sweetheart?” Arthus drawled, looking mildly amused with me blatantly checking him out. I shook my head slightly to clear my wayward thoughts.
“Us. Specifically the bouts of jealousy you’ve been having around Marlen lately.” I raised a questioning brow at Arthus who tipped his head back to stare out of the skylight above us and blew out a long breath.
“I’m jealous that you’ve claimed him as your mate even though I have no right to be. You’ve been with Marlen longer and even if you hadn’t, it would still be wrong of me to pressure you into a decision.”
“That’s not how this works,” I said, exasperated with having this conversation over and over again with each of the guys. “Or it’s not how it works with me anyway. I’m not some kind of queen who makes all the decisions here. If you think we’re moving too fast or too slow or whatever, then we discuss it together.” I gave him my sternest I-mean-business face.
“Are you trying to give me orders, Ms. Laisren?” Arthus asked, his voice slipping into that dangerous, seductive tone he always used when he wanted to get into my panties.
It was working. My nipples were painfully tight and my lady bits were ready to party despite the fact they’d been out for the count with a sex hangover about two minutes ago.
“You don’t want to experiment with that dynamic?” I teased. “I bet you look good all tied up.”
Arthus snorted. “I’m going to paint your ass red for that comment.”
“Promises, promises.” I winked and leaned down to kiss his pec. I’d never be tying Arthus up — of that I was certain — but the fact that he was comfortable with this gentle, affectionate contact was huge progress.
“Alright, I’d like to discuss taking our relationship to the next level,” Arthus said as if he was humoring me by having an adult conversation about our future.
Fae males were something else.
“I’m open to the idea of a claiming ceremony if that’s what you’re saying,” I told him quietly, staring down at the sheets. I was 90% sure that’s where he was going with this conversation but I’d still be mortified if I was wrong.
Arthus’ arms banded around me as he suddenly hauled me up onto his chest. We were practically nose-to-nose, his stare intent on my face, searching for something in my expression.
“Do you mean that, Fi? You can’t say something like that if you’re not serious.”
“I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t mean it,” I assured him.
I knew I was being spontaneous but I didn’t question my commitment to him for a second. From the moment I’d met Arthus, I followed him around like a little lost puppy, totally enamored. I’d been smitten with him from the beginning, trusted him from the beginning, and he’d never let me down. I knew that trust didn’t come easily for Arthus, and I hoped one day I could be that person for him if I wasn’t already.
“Well, okay then,” he said softly, his voice filled with more emotion than I’d ever heard from him.
“Soon? Before the end of winter break?”
“Anything you want, sweetheart.” He leaned up to capture my lips in the sweetest kiss we’d ever shared — no power play, no games, just the two of us agreeing that this thing between us was for keeps.







Fi
 
It had only been a couple of days since we’d last seen Eamon, but it felt like forever. Marlen, Arthus and I were walking to his place to spend the night there, celebrating New Year’s Eve just the four of us.
There were plenty of parties happening on campus but even with my ability to mute my empath senses, I wasn’t really a party girl. Maybe too many years of not being around crowds had put me off the idea entirely.
Eamon ushered us into the house out of the cold just as the first snowflakes began to fall outside. I gave him a quick kiss then dragged him over to the window, mesmerized as dainty white snowflakes floated lazily to the ground.
It’s not that I hadn’t seen snow before. It snowed in London from time to time. But snow there equaled public transport going to shit and grey sludge all over the pavement. It was a lot more picturesque out here in the middle of a forest.
Eamon stood behind me, wrapping his thick arms around my middle and resting his chin on the top of my head. He was a freaking giant.
“Do you enjoy the snow, cariad?” he asked softly.
“It’s much prettier here than where I grew up. This is the first time I’ve really appreciated it,” I admitted.
“I’m sorry to say it won’t get much heavier than this. This region of Avalon is too warm for snow to settle on the ground,” Eamon said forlornly and I felt his genuine remorse. If it were in his power, I’m sure he’d have the entire forest blanketed in snow knee-deep, just to make me happy.
He was both a sweetheart and an overachiever like that.
I turned in his arms and placed a soft kiss against his lips. “This is almost perfect. We just need a drink in hand to sip and enjoy the view,” I added teasingly. He smiled and led me by the hand into the kitchen where Marlen and Arthus had made themselves entirely at home with mugs of ale.
I was torn between being impressed at how comfortable they were and feeling like I had errant children whose horrible manners I needed to apologize for.
I didn’t sense any annoyance from Eamon though. Just… satisfaction? It was a hard-to-identify emotion but it definitely felt on the warm, fuzzy side of things. He opened a bottle of fae wine for us to share, leaving Marlen and Arthus to their ales. Eamon produced the most beautiful pack of cards I had ever seen and the guys schooled me in every card game known to fae.
The drinks had been flowing without us paying much attention and we were all pretty happily buzzed after a couple of hours. I’d never felt safe enough to truly let go and lose control in Albion so getting drunk was a weird and novel experience. The four of us were standing in the kitchen, making drinks and laughing at Marlen and I as the clock approached midnight.
“To books! And paper! Beautiful, sexy paper,” I announced as I raised my goblet, my voice a little more slurred than I’d intended.
“No, no that’s a terrible one,” Marlen replied shaking his head. “I’ll come up with a better one. Um, to...snow? The snow is so nice. Like cold water. I love water.” Marlen flicked his fingers at me and a few droplets of water landed in my hair to illustrate his point.
“I’m not toasting to water,” I said somberly, shaking my head. “Air is a much cooler affinity. Maybe the best one. Or fire. Fire is badass.”
“I’ll be sure to let Bryn know,” Arthus said drily, raising an amused eyebrow at me. My face felt weirdly hot and tight. Too much alcohol for me.
“Okay, okay it’s nearly midnight. Let’s get serious here. To Fi’s beautiful orgasms, long may they continue. Long. Like they go on for ages. It’s incredible, honestly,” Marlen said, tilting his drink toward me in appreciation and I burst out laughing. Even Arthus and Eamon smiled a little at that one. Arthus didn’t roll his eyes once.
We clinked our goblets just as the clock struck midnight and tipped our drinks back simultaneously.
I was still giggling from Marlen’s toast but my laughter died in my throat as Eamon’s face suddenly went blank and his eyes closed.
“Eamon?” I lightly shook his shoulder. “Eamon? What’s happening?”
Arthus and Marlen appeared on either side of me like a sexy dominant devil on one shoulder and a light-hearted cuddly angel on the other.
“Sweetheart, I think he’s communing with the spirits,” Arthus said softly, resting his hand lightly at the base of my back to calm me down. Marlen reached forward to grab my hand and gave my fingers a gentle squeeze. The buzz from my wine seemed to drain straight out of my body, leaving me stone-cold sober and more than a little freaked out.
After a few terrifying seconds, Eamon’s eyes opened but there wasn’t a trace of the beautiful rich violet I loved to lose myself in. His pupils had disappeared completely and the irises of his eyes were a cloudy grey that seemed to shift and swirl the more I looked at it.
It was beautiful, in a horrifying kind of way.
“Sanctified Empath. The darkness will come for you. Do not lose faith. The gods have plans for you.”
Eamon’s usually raspy voice was low and hoarse, it sent a shiver down my spine. His emotional state felt fine though, I wondered if he even knew this was happening.
He blinked as though he was trying to get dust out of his eyes and shook his head slightly. When he raised his head to look at the three of us, his eyes were back to brilliant amethyst.
“Do you, um, remember what happened?” I asked cautiously. Eamon gave me a hesitant smile, though he took a small step back from me and his sadness caught in my throat like a painful lump.
“I do. Do not worry about me, cariad. I am far more worried about you.” I noticed out of the corner of my eye that the guys were exchanging loaded looks above my head and let out a long sigh. Why couldn’t we just have one night of frivolous drunken fun? Thanks, gods.
“I don’t even know which part scares me more. This abstract darkness that is supposedly coming for me or the fact that the gods have plans for me specifically. Neither of those sounds great,” I muttered to no one in particular.
I leaned forward to grip Eamon’s shirt. This was the first time I had really seen his gift in action and while it caught me by surprise, it didn’t scare me. He could no more control which ability the gods “blessed” him with than I could and seeing it firsthand didn’t change the way I felt about him.
Eamon looked down at where my hands held tightly to his shirt and I felt the smallest embers of his hope flaring in my chest, burning through his suffocating despair.
I looked him in the eye, wanting him to see the sincerity in my face. “I am not afraid of you or your gift, Eamon Adair. You cut that crap out right now.”
Marlen chuckled next to me and I felt Arthus’ amusement. “Don’t even think about wallowing,” Marlen added. “Fi doesn’t tolerate it.”
I blushed slightly at his teasing tone but did my best to give Eamon a stern, don’t-mess-with-me face. He rewarded me with a soft, genuine smile that made his already handsome face glow. He looked younger when he smiled like that, almost boyish. Gods, I wanted to see that happiness on his face every second of every day.
“Thank you, cariad,” he said softly, leaning forward to kiss my forehead but I tipped my head up and pulled him down by his shirt to my lips instead.
“I’m going to go outside for a moment,” Eamon said softly, giving me a weak smile. I allowed him five minutes of wallowing in his insecurities before I followed him out onto the porch outside the living room. The view out here was so freaking magical, I couldn’t believe he lived here. It wasn’t even his fulltime house.
Eamon was leaning back against the wall next to the window. I gently pushed the door closed behind me so we could have some privacy before sliding down the wall next to him and curling up against his side. I could feel his tension but he still reached an arm around me and pulled me closer, as if any distance between us was too much.
“I’m not going to run,” I assured him when he remained silent. “If anything, you’re running. I’m chasing you right now,” I chided and Eamon chuckled.
“Very true, cariad. I can’t say I thought I’d ever run from you. You feel too good to be true, I’m waiting for the gods to take it all away,” Eamon admitted reluctantly.
“Haven’t you heard? The gods like me. I’m sanctified,” I teased, climbing onto his lap so I straddled his legs just like I had when I’d basically ordered him to become my suitor. The mating pull writhed and strained in my chest, begging me to get closer.
I leaned forward to capture Eamon’s lips in a light kiss but his hands caught my ass in a tight grip, pulling me closer as his mouth devoured mine.
“You sure you’re not going anywhere?” he rasped between kisses.
“Show me how much you want me to stay,” I countered, panting a little and squirming uncomfortably on his lap as the ache between my thighs grew.
My hands were everywhere. Eamon was broad as hell and built like a Mack truck. He made me feel like the dainty little flower that I definitely wasn’t.
In the back of my mind, I realized we were about to screw outside in the snow in the middle of the night but I couldn’t move away, couldn’t stop for even a minute. We’d just have to keep each other warm.
Eamon’s hands had shifted under my dress to unlace my panties but he left my dress, shawl, and thigh-high socks on, probably concerned for my comfort. His enormous hands ran up and down my inner thighs, his thumbs brushing at the apex of my thighs where I wanted him most before moving away again.
“Don’t tease,” I moaned in protest and he gave me a surprisingly cocky smirk.
“I want to take my time with you, cariad but I don’t want you to freeze to death either,” he admitted.
“We can do this again. Tonight even. Touch me,” I all but begged.
Eamon let out a low growl as he ran his hands up my thighs again, this time letting his thumbs go higher, feeling the wetness that was already gathering between my legs. I sighed in ecstasy, leaning back on my hands so my heaving chest was thrust out, all of me exposed and wanting.
It was dark outside but the light from the fire and candles was streaming out through the window next to us, putting a spotlight on me for him. He continued to tease me with his thumbs a little longer and I was giving him one hell of a view. I’d gotten the impression before that Eamon was a very, er, visual person. His eyes always darkened with lust when he saw me kissing or touching Marlen or Arthus. The laser focus of his eyes on my most intimate area right now was all the confirmation I needed.
One of Eamon’s thumbs roughly circled my sensitive nerves while he slid two thick digits inside of me and I nearly came on the spot. The combination of the feeling of his hands on me, how wantonly on display I was for him, and his lascivious gaze had my skin heating and core tightening.
I rode his hands, desperately chasing my release and came with a scream that Marlen and Arthus definitely heard. My head fell back and I stared up at the stars as snowflakes caught in my hair, chest heaving.
“That was—”
“Perfect, you are perfect,” Eamon interjected. I tilted my head back down and his lust-filled eyes were concentrated solely on me.
“I need more,” I said hoarsely. “I want all of you.”
“You have it,” Eamon assured me. He removed his hand from my thigh to unlace his trousers and pull out his—
Holy crap, was that even going to fit?
Eamon was tall, broad-shouldered, muscly and fucking huge everywhere.
I stared at his cock wide-eyed for a second before shifting my weight forwards and lining him up with my entrance. To hell with more foreplay. I wasn’t 100% sure he was going to fit but I was really eager to try, I bet it’d feel amazing.
Eamon’s breathing was labored as I lowered myself down, slowly easing him into me, biting down so hard on my lower lip I was sure I would draw blood. His upper body was tense with the effort of holding himself still and letting me go at my own pace.
“Cariad, you feel amazing,” he said in a strangled voice as I took more and more of him. “So godsdamned tight, so wet. Shit, I’m not going to last long at this rate.”
I laughed. “Good, neither. Your cock is a freaking monster. In a good way. A good monster.”
Finally, he was fully sheathed and I held still for a moment to adjust to the size of him. Eamon’s hands cupped my ass, kneading my cheeks and making me squirm. The second I did, we both groaned at the friction.
I gripped Eamon’s shoulders tightly for balance and lifted up on my knees before slowly sinking down again. Generally, I was a fan of hard and fast but I wanted to savor this moment, ushering in the new year while riding my suitor out in the snow.
When I was with him like this, the warning from the gods didn’t exist. There was no darkness coming for me, just a beautiful life filled with light and goodness. Eamon’s eyes were hazy as he watched me move, bringing up his hips to meet mine. His lust fueled mine, mixing into a cocktail of want.
I leaned forward to capture his lips in a deep, exploratory kiss. A kiss that felt like a promise of more to come.
Eamon’s thumb moved back to the apex of my thighs and he watched his hand circle my nerves, biting his lower lip in the sexiest way as he admired his handiwork. Literally. His burst of additional lust sent me over the edge again and my nails dug in tightly to his shoulders as I cried out, barely able to keep myself upright as my whole body went boneless.
Eamon drew out my orgasm for what felt like hours, wringing every ounce of pleasure out of my body before he found his own release. I slumped forward and rested my head on his shoulder and his arms loosely wrapped around me. Honestly, I was semi-regretting not having this little moment on a bed because it wasn’t the most comfortable and my knees hurt where they were digging into the decking, but mostly it was beautiful and magical and everything I ever wanted.
After a few minutes of snuggling, the door banged open and Arthus strode out, his irritation written all over his face.
“I’m really happy for you both.” He says, looking furious. “But you need to get Fi inside right now before she catches her death out here in the snow.”
I muffled a laugh against Eamon’s shoulder. “I’m fine, but yes we will be right in.” Arthus stormed back in the house and I gave Eamon a kiss to assuage the guilt he was feeling.
“Ignore him — he’s immensely overprotective and out of practice using his words with other living creatures. Honestly, I have no idea how he tutors people. Let’s go inside and resume this cuddlefest by the fire.”
 

We woke up in a tangle of limbs in the bed the following morning, just like we had the morning after Winter Solstice. We’d only slept — I didn’t think I was ready for intimacy with all three of them and they seemed to realize that — but being around them was the most refreshing sleep I ever got.
“Cariad, I hope this isn’t overstepping but I stopped at a market town when I was visiting that other property…” Eamon trailed off, running his hand through his hair awkwardly.
“Okay…?”
“There are some clothes in the wardrobe for you. Not that I don’t like your regular clothes,” he added hastily. “I just thought maybe you’d like some more? Some more suitable for winter too.”
My already full heart swelled. “That is so sweet of you, thank you.” I leaned over to give him a soft kiss before wriggling out of the tangled mass of limbs to the wardrobe. About a third of which was taken up by women’s clothes now.
I picked out a green dress that was tailored pretty well to my size and buttoned up the front. It had three-quarter length sleeves and the circular skirt fell to just below my knees. Most importantly, it was made of a thick wool-blend type fabric that was much warmer than the linen dresses I had been making do with.
After a leisurely breakfast, we decided that all four of us should talk to Gwyneira as a group about the sanctification at the temple and the warning from the spirits. I didn’t want a repeat of the telling off she gave me for not mentioning the other notes — deserved as it was — and she may have some useful insight. Surely you didn’t live until age 400 without learning a thing or two.
Eamon knew Gwyneira well from his time at the Academy and I was glad he was coming along. We were all technically adults but Eamon seemed more adult than the rest of us. He was older and between his business-like demeanor and Arthus’ commanding nature, it took some of the pressure off me to make all the decisions.
It was a novelty having people to rely on. I wasn’t entirely comfortable with it just yet but I was making progress.
We walked through the forest together, taking a path that skirted around the campus to get to Gwyneira’s isolated cabin. I alternated between walking arm-in-arm with Eamon and getting a piggyback ride from Marlen. I sensed he was feeling a little bit physically neglected now he had to share my affections with Eamon. Arthus wasn’t a touchy-feely person so Marlen had always been the exclusive recipient of my casual touch, I needed to make sure they both felt equally valued.
Maybe there was a How To Keep Your Harem Happy guidebook in the library. I could use a little extra guidance.
Gwyneira welcomed us into her cabin with a questioning look. “Mr. Adair? This is a welcome surprise.”
“Master Gwyneira, always a pleasure to see you. I imagine you’ll see more of me, I’m courting Fi,” he explained succinctly without taking his eyes off me.
“How wonderful. Come in, let us have tea,” Gwyneira said, ushering us into the sitting room. I sat in between Marlen and Eamon on the couch while Arthus stood behind the couch, hovering above me like a sexy, brooding guardian angel.
“To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?” Gwyneira asked lightly.
I glanced at Eamon, hoping he’d explain. I didn’t like asking any of them to speak for me but I was in over my head with spirits stuff.
“The gods have taken an interest in Fi,” Eamon explained. “She has been sanctified at the temple on campus. Last night, the spirits visited and told us the gods had plans for her and that she shouldn’t lose faith when the darkness came for her.”
I didn’t need my ability to see how taken off guard Gwyneira was. She gave me a long concerned look that was distinctly maternal. I don’t know why I hadn’t just trusted her with the notes, she had always been so compassionate towards me.
“I suspected the sanctification,” she admitted.
“You did?” I asked, immediately rescinding my why didn’t I just trust her judgment.
“Just a suspicion,” she said placatingly. “I went to the temple to make an offering to the gods and the place felt pregnant with magic, both yours and divine. I wondered then if you had been sanctified but I thought you would ask me about it during our mentoring sessions. It is supposed to be quite a distinctive experience,” Gwyniera continued.
“Right. It happened the same night as the message on my wardrobe, I guess I got distracted,” I muttered, embarrassed that I’d just dismissed the weird sensation almost as soon as it happened. Everything had been so new and foreign, I hadn’t been able to differentiate between routine-weird and weird-weird.
“The warning from the spirits is alarming. Both that they referred to ‘the darkness’ coming for you — dark fae, most likely — but also the fact that they warned you. It is rare for the gods to share visions of the future with us,” she explained, wringing her hands in a nervous gesture I’d never seen from the usually unflappable Gwyneira.
“You need to be with one of us at all times, sweetheart,” Arthus said in a low voice.
“Us or Bryn, he wouldn’t let anything happen to her,” Marlen added confidently and Arthus made a small noise of agreement in the back of his throat.
I wasn’t as confident in their assessment of Bryn. I didn’t think he’d deliberately let anyone hurt me but I wasn’t confident he’d go out of his way to stop them either. Why would he? He had his own girl to worry about.
“I will expedite my request for an additional combat instructor, you need to be able to defend yourself as well,” Gwyneira said with a cutting look at all three men.
You tell ‘em, Gwyneira! Fae girl power!
“I agree, I’d like to be able to defend myself too,” I added primly, ignoring the assorted grumbles from the three muscleheads surrounding me.
“Then it is agreed. Your focus after winter break will be building your defenses,” Gwyneira decreed with an approving nod.





Arthus
 
The mountain pass where I wanted to take Fi for the claiming ceremony was around an hour’s flight from the Academy.
The griffins would take us about halfway up the mountain, and we’d walk another thirty minutes or so to get to the spot I had in mind. It was a gap between two mountains that caught a cross breeze, the perfect place for two air affinities to seal our bond.
Fi flew with me on the griffin while Marlen took his own. He’d agreed to come with us for Fi’s safety since we were traveling so far from campus, but he was going to wait with the griffins lower down on the mountain. It was important that the claiming ceremony was a moment just between the two of us. Everything else going forwards would happen as part of the mating circle.
Fi and Marlen said their goodbyes after dismounting the griffins and he made himself comfortable sitting on the ground, tossing me a reassuring grin as Fi and I started up the path. Fortunately, it wasn’t too steep — Fi did not enjoy physical activity. If she got too tired, I’d fly her up the rest of the way.
“Before we start walking, I want to give you these,” I said gruffly, handing Fi a bundle of fabric. She eyed it curiously before gingerly unwrapping the layers.
“Boots!” she squealed.
“There are socks in there for you too,” I told her as I pulled my own socks and boots out of my bag and began putting them on. The loss of connection to the earth affected our magic but making Fi walk up a rocky mountain with the remnants of snowfall on it wasn’t my kind of sadism.
I liked pleasure with my pain.
Fi dropped to the ground and pulled up the knee-high grey wool socks before lovingly stroking the leather of the boots for a few moments. They were a simple dark brown soft leather that came up to her ankles and secured with laces.
“Perfect fit!”
“Marlen measured your feet while you slept,” I told her with an unapologetic shrug.
“I’m going to pretend that’s romantic,” Fi laughed.
“They were made by Lachlan, Aderyn’s suitor. Almost suitor. Whatever,” I muttered. I should have made Marlen give them to her, he was better at this sort of thing.
“Aw, I love that. I’ll have to tell her how talented he is, though I hope he’s made her some shoes now if he’s courting her. That’s like plus ten suitor points right there,” Fi said cheekily as she finished lacing the boots and letting me pull her up.
“Good to know. Come on, let’s get going. We need to be back down here before dark.”
We walked side-by-side in comfortable silence. I was lost in my own thoughts. The fae side of me, driven by instinct and the mating pull, felt that Fi and I claiming each other was right, natural, perfect. The rational side of my brain told me that I didn’t deserve this yet, not even close.
I’d been Fi’s suitor for just over three weeks. Marlen had spent at least a couple of months getting to know her. This was incredibly fast to make a decision I’d have to live with for the rest of my long life.
Was it even a decision though?
When it came down to it, there was nothing in this realm or any other that would separate me from Fi. That moment of pure, unbridled terror when her fathers snatched her from right next to me had sealed our fate. I would never let her go.
We reached the spot I had in mind and Fi looked around in awe, a small smile lighting up her features. Gods, she was so beautiful. I put my satchel down on the ground and cast an air bubble around us to keep the cold wind off her.
“One thing before we begin, sweetheart,” I said, smirking at her.
“What’s that?” she asked suspiciously, no doubt sensing my intentions.
“Lose the panties.”
She barked a startled laugh but did as she was told, reaching under her dress to pull them down slowly over her shapely legs and over the boots, never breaking eye contact. Little vixen.
I held my hand out for her to pass them over and she did so with a tiny eye roll and a smile. I tucked them into the front pocket of my shirt for safekeeping.
“Ready?” I confirmed and Fi nodded.
Seeing the pure emotion shining from Fi’s eyes, I think she felt as prepared for this moment as I did. She wasn’t one for pretty words or bold declarations of love. Fi showed her love through the loyalty she willingly gave us, the trust she placed in us, the unwavering support and comfort she offered us.
I wasn’t one for pretty words either, but in my soul, I knew I loved her. I’d do anything for her, follow her anywhere, give up the wings on my back to keep her safe.
I pulled the worn piece of leather with the embossed claiming vows on it, running my thumb over the words that so many fae before me had uttered. When my mother had passed this heirloom onto me before I departed for the Academy as a first-year student, I had pocketed it without a second glance. The temptation of a kindred soul seemed too far-fetched to even consider.
I’m glad I hadn’t settled. Fi was worth waiting for.
“Okay, sweetheart. You know how this works now. I’ll go first, then you repeat the vow back to me,” I said softly, staring into Fi’s soulful amber eyes. She looked a little jittery but I suspected it was more excitement than nerves.
Gods, I couldn’t wait until the bond was in place so I could have some insight into her feelings.
“I’m ready,” she replied with a nod and I allowed myself a small smile.
“I, Arthus Calder, take you, Ffion Laisren, to be my bonded mate. I pledge you my love, my magic, my loyalty, and my devotion. I vow from this day forward to put the needs of you and our mating circle first, forsaking all others.”
I kept my eyes on Fi as the mating pull in my chest twisted and turned like a slow-moving hurricane, moving into place and imprinting forever on my soul.
Without a second’s hesitation, Fi took the scrap of leather from my hand and repeated the vow back to me.
“I, Ffion Laisren, take you, Arthus Calder, to be my bonded mate. I pledge you my love, my magic, my loyalty, and my devotion. I vow from this day forward to put the needs of you and our mating circle first, forsaking all others.”
Fi’s eyes closed in ecstasy and I gave her a moment to adjust to the sensation of the bond settling into place before sliding my hand around the back of her head and pulling her to me for a long, heated kiss.
Every part of my body burned to be closer to her, to have her skin on mine, her taste on my tongue. I needed her. Now. Five minutes ago.
I guided her back against the mountain wall, having just enough presence of mind to recreate the air shield around us so the wind didn’t bother her. Pinning her against the wall with my hips, I pulled her wrists above her head and held them there with one of my hands while my other hand drifted up to her thigh, pulling her dress up with it.
I allowed myself a quick mental pat on the back for getting her to ditch the panties beforehand.
Fi’s breasts heaved against my chest, nipples straining through the thin dress, breath coming in short pants. I wasn’t the only one feeling the dire need to consummate the bond. My aching cock twitched at the thought.
I needed to be inside her.
My hand teased up in the inside of Fi’s thigh as I continued to kiss her punishingly. I groaned when I felt her arousal coating her thighs and she bucked against my hand.
“Patience, sweetheart,” I told her, sounding far more relaxed than I felt and delivering a hard nip to her bottom lip.
Fi let out a growl as threatening as a kitten’s. “We’re bonded Arthus, I can feel how much you need me. Don’t give me that patience crap.”
I smirked against her mouth. Minx.
I yanked my cock free of my pants and roughly pushed her dress up, dropping my hold on her wrists so I could pick her up and hold her against the mountain face. She wrapped her legs tight around my waist and dug her hands into my shoulders. Dropping the air shield, I used my air magic to support her weight and relished her gasp of astonishment as she felt it swirling underneath her.
Unable to hold off any longer, I thrust into her as far as I could go and we both groaned in relief. Home. That’s what she felt like. Our magic instantly flared between us, sparking along our skin like fireflies of ecstasy.
Nothing had ever felt this good. It didn’t even matter that I was barely dominating this exchange. Everything about it was perfect.
I drove into Fi over and over, relishing the feel of her writhing and moaning incoherently, losing herself in pleasure. Her hands worked their way under the collar of my shirt until her palms were on my bare skin and we both exhaled loudly as magic sparked there too.
Fi’s head tipped back against the rock wall and I immediately latched onto her smooth, unblemished throat, leaving a love bite that would last for weeks and scraping my teeth over the juncture of her shoulder and neck. Her nails dug into my chest in return, biting into the skin enough to draw blood.
Usually, I hated females marking me, but this was my female. She could brand me every day of my life and I’d wear her marks with pride.
Fi tightened around me and I leaned forward to kiss her again, exploring her mouth with my tongue and sending her over the edge.
I gave her a moment to catch her breath, before lowering her feet to the ground and flipping her around, bending her over as her arms leaned against the rockface for support. Fi looked back at me over her shoulder, lips parted, eyes hazy with lust, dress bunched at the waist and ass in the air. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.
I ran my fingers down her ass to the tight little bud I know she hadn’t shared with anyone yet and she gasped slightly as my fingers circled her back entrance.
“You can’t have two mates and be a virgin here, sweetheart,” I murmured. Fi bit her lip nervously, her muscles tense. I delivered a swift slap on her perfect ass cheek with my other hand and relished her wanton moan. Her desire for a dash of pain on top of her pleasure made my cock ache for her.
I ran my fingers through her slick juices, coating my cock as a lubricant while my other hand reached around her front to play with her sensitive nerves, making her squirm and wriggle against me.
Slowly I began to push into her ass, murmuring comforting words and encouraging her to relax and let me in. She was so fucking tight I doubted I’d last more than two minutes. Fi’s gasps turned into needy mewls and pants as I pushed myself in further, inch by inch until I was fully sheathed in her.
Fuck. She’s a goddess.
My grip on Fi’s hip was hard enough to bruise and my other hand furiously worked her nerves, desperate to wring another orgasm from her overstimulated body before I came undone. Our magic flickered frantically between us, increasing every sensation until we were both delirious with need.
Fi screamed my name as everything clenched around me and her nails gouged into the rock she was so desperately clinging to. With one final thrust, I followed after her, feeling like I was branding her in a primordial way, taking the last vestiges of her virginity.
It could have been seconds or minutes before we both regained our senses, her forehead resting on her forearm and my arms gripping her waist tightly, both breathing heavily.
I pulled out gently and spun Fi in my arms, pulling her tightly to me. Usually, I hated losing control but my feelings for Fi made me the best kind of out of control. Barely tethered to the world, floating in the clouds, burning up with desire kind of out of control.
Fi trailed one of her hands up my chest and up the side of my neck to softly cup my jaw.
“I love you, Arthus.” She smiled at me with complete adoration in her eyes and I choked back the foreign lump that rose in my throat.
“I love you too, sweetheart,” I finally replied hoarsely and was rewarded with a dazzling smile that lit up every inch of Fi’s face.
I gently kissed her temple and cursed myself for not having anything to clean ourselves up with. If Fi was bothered, she didn’t let on. I rolled out the blanket on the ground of the little alcove, sheltered somewhat from the strong wind, and pulled her down to sit between my legs. She winced slightly as her ass hit the ground and I hid my grin by grabbing a bottle of fae wine for us to drink.
Hesitantly, I felt for the mating bond in my chest and drew it towards me. Fi’s soul was laid bare for me, everything that made her who she was on display.
It was awe-inspiring, terrifying and humbling to have that kind of connection to her and for her to be able to see everything that made up me.
Including all the dark and ugly parts.
I caught a glimpse of Fi’s overwhelming happiness before I was distracted by the tingling in my wrist.
“It’s happening,” Fi squealed, looking at her own wrist where a single black line was appearing, combining with the mark she’d received from Marlen to form an X. I watched in awe as the distinctive
XX
rune — connected to create a diamond in the middle — appeared on my own wrist.
I took several deep breaths to get my emotions under control and keep my wings contained. For once, it wasn’t anger but excitement that made the muscles in my back twitch.
We had a drink together, Fi sitting between my legs and resting her head contentedly back against my shoulder. I’d never felt so close to a person before. Loving Fi was the best kind of vulnerability.
As the sun began to set in the distance, I packed up our belongings and took Fi’s hand to guide her back down the mountain. She winced slightly as she walked and I felt like a total asshole for not thinking this through. Of course, she was feeling a little tender after our rough claiming.
Fortunately, as soon as we got halfway down the mountain to where Marlen was waiting with the griffins, he came over and cradled her face in his hands, releasing healing magic that flowed through her entire body. I didn’t know if he’d checked his bond with Fi and sensed her discomfort or if he’d just assumed I’d been rough with her.
Probably the latter. He'd got quite a kick out of healing the rope burn on her wrists a couple of days ago.
We flew back to the Academy with Fi in my arms again. I pulled my sleeve up so I could look at my fresh mating mark throughout the trip. It was comforting to have a visual reminder of our bond on my skin.
We landed outside the stables and Bryn stormed past us with a face like thunder as the three of us dismounted.
“He’s mad we didn’t tell him we were going off-campus,” Fi murmured. There was half a second’s silence before she looked at Marlen and me with wide eyes. “How did I know that?”
“Your ability is changing, sweetheart,” I said as Marlen wrapped an arm around her shoulders. We were both holding our breath, waiting for Fi to break down.
Eventually she let out a long breath and nodded her head. “Could be worse, I suppose. Come on, I’m starving.”







Fi
 
Winter break was over, which was disappointing but I woke up this morning feeling like a giddy kid anyway. Today was my first potions class! I was going to make freaking potions.
Aside from how objectively cool that was, potions was my first real equal opportunity subject at the Academy. It didn’t matter how much or how little magic you could wield, potion-making required concentration and attention to detail in order to get it right. I’d frantically read through a couple of books at the library and talked to both Marlen and Arthus about what to expect. I had high hopes that maybe I could kick ass at this.
Maybe.
The potions class was held in a small stone building at the very edge of the campus. There were no glass panes in the windows — wooden shutters had been thrown open to ventilate the entire room. It was chillier here than any other classroom, but the multitude of fires that would be burning once class got underway would probably warm it up.
There were six long stone benches with wooden stools at each place. Each student had a small cast iron cauldron — a real-life freaking cauldron — some knives, a mortar and pestle, a couple of ladles and matches to light the fire underneath the cauldron.
There were only about fifteen people in the class but they were all second-years. Unfortunately for me, the only people I recognized were Saffir — who Bryn was supposedly courting — and Corsen, the girl who had been sleeping with Marlen before I arrived at the Academy. Awesome.
I took a seat at the back of the room by myself. I was here to make kickass potions, not friends.
Saffir ignored me completely which I was fine with but I repeatedly caught Corsen glaring at me with poison in her gaze. I’d gotten in the habit of muting my empath ability in class but I dropped my wall temporarily to see what Corsen’s deal was. Her anger coursed hot through my veins and resentment crushed my lungs. I quickly pulled my defenses back into place before anyone saw my discomfort.
Was she really that upset about me claiming Marlen? Sure, they’d been sleeping together — don’t dwell on that Fi — but that was months ago and as far as I’d heard, they hadn’t had anything to do with each other since then. There hadn’t even been a mating pull between them so her reaction seemed doubly odd.
Whatever. Not my circus, not my monkeys.
“Quiet down,’’ Master Cadha called out over the din.  She was a small, rounded woman with mousy brown hair and a ruddy complexion, but she had a distinct don’t mess with me air that I was taking seriously. There was a hard woman under that soft, cat lady exterior.
“The potion we are going to be working on is an effective antidote to most kinds of venomous bites. We will be working on it intermittently over the next few weeks and should any of you brew an effective batch, I will help you bottle it in small vials which you can carry on your person.
“It will take five weeks to brew and it would be very disappointing if all that work was in vain, so I highly recommend you concentrate,” she continued.
We took turns gathering supplies from her desk and I busied myself grinding eggshells with my mortar and pestle. After obsessively scraping at the powder every few minutes to weigh it on the scales, I began to consider that potion making wasn’t going to be my strong suit after all.
I spent the remainder of the lesson cutting three roots of ginger into perfectly even slices and grinding a cockle shell into a fine powder. My hands were cramped and achy, but there was something oddly satisfying about doing manual work after so many lessons in elemental magic.
I tidied up my workstation at the end of class and gathered my things to head toward my fire elemental class when Corsen stopped in front of my table and slammed her hand down next to my cauldron.
“What is your issue with me?” she demanded, glaring daggers at me.
“My issue?” I asked incredulously. “I don’t have an issue with you. You’re the one confronting me.”
Corsen faltered for a moment before regaining her composure. “You haven’t said anything to me directly but you know what you did.”
“I genuinely don’t,” I replied, exasperated with this conversation. This class would have been so much better if Aderyn was here too, but this was a second-year class that Gwyneira had enrolled me in ahead of schedule. It didn’t look like I’d be making friends among the second-year students any time soon.
“You keep going after my guys,” she hissed, taking me off guard. Marlen, sure. Not that I went after him per se but I could sort of see where she was coming from. But I didn’t think we had any other overlaps.
Ugh, I hoped not.
“You’re going to need to be more specific,” I told her calmly. “Is this about me taking Marlen as my mate?”
“Whatever, I’m over him. But you went after him and then you sent your suitor after Kelvyn as soon as he and I started sleeping together so don’t act innocent with me.”
Corsen stormed through the exit with Saffir trailing after her, looking bored with the entire conversation.
Kelvyn? The guy my dads commissioned to leave me those messages? She said ‘suitor’. Corsen definitely knew that Marlen was my mate but it was possible she hadn’t heard about Arthus and me yet.
“What did you do?” I grumbled under my breath, packing up the rest of my things and heading out of the classroom.
Marlen met me after class and walked me to the commons for dinner. We both loaded up on chickpea salad at the buffet table before joining Arthus, Leigh, Briallen, and Aderyn at the table.
I tucked into my salad, momentarily forgetting about Corsen’s dramatics in potions class in lieu of filling my guts until she and Kelvyn walked past our table and shot matching glares my way.
“Arthus,” I asked in a sickly sweet voice that put him and Marlen immediately on guard.
“Someone’s in trouble,” Briallen said in a singsong voice as she clapped her hands gleefully from across the table.
“Yes, sweetheart?” Arthus asked, looking mildly amused.
“Care to explain why Corsen accused me of setting my ‘suitor’ on her new man? She already knew Marlen and I had the claiming ceremony and I highly doubt Eamon has ever spoken to her so she must mean you.”
“Who’s her new man?” Marlen asked curiously and I instinctually shot him a death glare. He held his hands up in surrender and met my green-eyed monster with a roguish grin. Apparently, I wasn’t as over him sleeping with her as I thought.
“Kelvyn,” I gritted out.
“I did take it upon myself to have words with him,” Arthus said, not apologetic in the least.
“What kind of words?”
“The kind of words that left no room for interpretation,” he replied with a shrug, eyes narrowed on me.
“I give up,” I sighed, flinging my hands in the air in defeat. “Please refrain from threatening people on my behalf in future.”
“I’ll let you know about it beforehand,” Arthus conceded as if that was an entirely reasonable compromise. Marlen and Leigh sniggered and I decided to quit while I was semi ahead.
“You have a break after lunch right, sweetheart? I had a tutoring session scheduled but they canceled, want to move yours up so you can take the evening off?”
“I suppose that is an acceptable way for you to make things up to me,” I replied sniffily, though I wasn’t really that upset. Kelvyn was a dickhead and I appreciated Arthus telling him to stay away from me so I didn’t have to do it.
We said our goodbyes after lunch and headed to the air mastery classroom together. Our tutoring sessions had always been pretty steamy but they’d gotten a lot more fun now Arthus had let his dark side out to play.
He was still an attentive teacher but between exercises, he’d send a tiny flutter of wind up my thigh under my dress or to swirl around my wrists or ankles like a bind, or tug at my hair. It was sexy as hell the things he could make air magic do.
Our session was interrupted by Gwyneira who strode into the classroom looking weirdly out of place in her own Academy. I rarely saw her outside her cabin. Her floor-length navy cloak and long black dress swished around her ankles as she made her way past the tables to the front of the classroom where we were practicing. Her waist-length silver hair was braided and hung over one shoulder. I stifled a giggle. She wouldn’t have looked entirely out of place with a broomstick and pointed hat.
“Forgive me for interrupting. The senior students are in combat training right now, I thought it may be beneficial for you to go and observe their lesson.” She gave me a loaded look. “I have also secured a new teaching assistant in that class that I would like to introduce you to, his name is Enfys. I am hoping he will tutor you if you are comfortable with it.”
Arthus tensed a little next to me and I felt his wariness at the idea of me spending time with anyone one-on-one so soon after I had been snatched out from under his and Marlen’s noses. Evidently, you didn’t need any fancy emotion reading abilities to sense Arthus’ discomfort. Gwyneira smiled at him and assured him that my mates were, of course, welcome to accompany me at all times.
Arthus, Gwyneira and I made our way to the clearing where the third and fourth years were practicing. To my surprise, I could see Marlen and Bryn sparring and even laughing together in the distance.
What fresh body-snatching hell was this? I’d never seen Bryn laugh at anything. I’m not even sure I’d seen him smile. As soon as I got close enough for him to sense my presence, he closed up like a clam again. Prickly fae.
They both lowered the swords they were practicing with and came over to meet me, looking sweaty, disheveled and distractingly sexy.
“Foxglove! This is a nice surprise.” Marlen cupped my cheek and gave me a sweet peck on the lips while Bryn scowled into the distance.
“I wanted Ffion to observe the combat class today to give her a goal to work towards,” Gwyneira said, returning with a tall, handsome blonde in tow. “And I wanted to introduce her to Enfys Owen, our new combat teaching assistant. It is my hope that he will be able to provide her with additional instruction.”
Enfys was tall and lean, but all muscle, with pale blonde hair, kept short and neat, and icy blue eyes. He was beautiful in an untouchable sort of way and looked like the consummate soldier.
I had been so distracted by my two mate bonds and the overwhelming pull I felt to Bryn that I hadn’t noticed the significant pull between Enfys and I. It was weaker than what I’d felt for any of my guys — as well as Bryn, who was very much not mine — but still a lot stronger than what I felt to most unmated males on campus.
He stepped forward, reaching out to shake my hand. I unmuted my abilities and sensed he was quite enamored with me. Curious as well, with a hint of lust.
“It’s nice to meet you, Ffion,” he said in a low, steady voice. His lips quirked slightly and I got the feeling that this was the equivalent of a toothy grin for him. He didn’t strike me as the kind of guy who gave a lot away.
“It’s nice to meet you too, Enfys.” I shook his hand and offered him a polite smile.
Bryn’s irritation surged like a tsunami and I glanced back at him over my shoulder. His emotions were running wild but his expression stayed carefully blank.
Marlen and Arthus hovered close by, I could feel their curiosity but also a fierce protectiveness I hadn’t noticed when I met Eamon. They were probably monitoring the bond and feeding off my uncertainty.
“Is one of these gentlemen your mate?” Enfys enquired, surveying the wall of muscle that surrounded me on three sides.
“Two of them actually,” I said, motioning toward the two at my sides. “Marlen and Arthus.”
I felt his surprise. “And you still feel the mating pull? You must be a powerful fae.” I felt a twinge of admiration from him that made me wary.
Bryn snorted derisively behind me. “She is.”
I was surprised he said anything and I didn’t quite know what to make of it. I was glad he didn’t elaborate — I wasn’t keen on everyone knowing I had strong enough magic for four mates just yet.
Enfys’ eyebrows raised slightly as he took Bryn in. “And you are?”
“Bryn Edan.” He didn’t add any detail of who he was to me and I didn’t offer any. What would I even say?
This is Bryn, a perpetual thorn in my side and star of my most pornographic dreams.
Also, he’s seeing someone.
I felt a trickle of amusement from Gwyneira who I had totally forgotten was standing there, observing all of this awkwardness. She winked at me when she caught my eye and I wondered if she enjoyed the romantic drama among the students more than she let on. She was 400 years old after all, gotta get your kicks somewhere.
“Ffion, why don’t you and Arthus find a spot to observe from while you three continue training? After the session, you can establish Ffion’s availability for tutoring.”
Grateful for Gwyneira’s timely distraction, I offered Enfys a small, awkward smile and grabbed Arthus’ hand, tugging him to the edge of the training field. I did my best to ignore Enfys’ warm gaze and Bryn’s furious scowl throughout the remainder of the training session. I’m sure he was a nice guy but Enfys just became another complication I really didn’t need.
 

My relief at the training session drawing to a close was short-lived as Enfys made his way over to the sidelines where Arthus and I were waiting for Marlen to put his weapons back and clean up.
“Ffion, do you have a free moment? I was going to head to the commons for some tea, perhaps you could accompany me?”
Enfys’ manner of speech was so formal and stilted, he sounded more like Gwyneira than any of the younger fae I’d met. Briefly, I wondered if he was a lot older than he looked but I doubted he’d be unmated if that was the case.
Arthus’ stare was burning a hole into the side of my head. He sent a wave of reassurance through the bond, assuring me that he’d support whatever I wanted to do.
“Sure, that sounds nice,” I replied hesitantly after some deliberation. I wasn’t dying to spend time with Enfys but I couldn’t really think of a good reason to get out of it either. It was just tea and it would probably pay to get to know him since I’d be spending time with him as my combat tutor.
“Wonderful. We can establish your training schedule at the same time,” Enfys said jovially.
Marlen strolled over at that moment and we made our way towards the commons, my guys peppering Enfys with questions along the way.
It didn’t escape my notice that Bryn was only ever a few feet behind us.
From Marlen and Arthus’ questions, I gathered that Enfys was 22, had a fire affinity and some kind of gifted combat magic, and hadn’t attended any type of academy but had instead done all of his training through the Council where he’d worked as an Enforcer since he was 18.
“The Council has loaned me to the Academy for a few months. Their objective is for me to find suitable new recruits who are close to graduation and would be a good fit for a career at the Council,” Enfys explained. Arthus made a noncommittal noise in the back of his throat and Marlen shot me a concerned glance out of the corner of his eye.
“Do you enjoy working for the Council?” I asked lightly, working hard to keep the suspicion out of my voice. It’s not like I had concrete evidence that they were bad, just my dads’ word, but that had been enough to make me nervous.
“Of course,” Enfys replied, giving me a confused look. “Why wouldn’t I? They are the elite of the fae world, the very best of all the fae. It is an honor to be considered worthy of a place in their organization.”
Gods. He spoke of them with such hero-worship in his voice that the hairs on the back of my neck rose.
We walked into the commons and the four of us headed over to the drinks table to make tea. Not two minutes after we sat down at a table large enough for all of us, Bryn pulled a chair over and planted it between Marlen and Arthus, who were sitting kitty-corner to each other. Enfys sat opposite me, eyeing Bryn warily.
“Shall we discuss a training schedule, Fi? May I call you Fi? I noticed your friends do. I am so looking forward to getting to know you better.”
“Er, of course. Perhaps once a week? I’m free tomorrow at four pm.”
I didn’t love the idea of combat lessons with Enfys, he came on a little strong and I didn’t need the extra complication, but I did want to learn to fight. I figured I could deal with politely rebuffing Enfys if it meant learning how to defend myself if the mysterious darkness did, in fact, come for me.
“Excellent. I will meet you outside the commons and accompany you to the arena.” Marlen, Arthus, and Bryn bristled at Enfys’ tone but he didn’t seem to notice, his attention now firmly on his cup of tea.
I bristled too. But internally. Because, unlike those three, I understood the art of subtlety.
“Sure. Thank you for taking the time to help me with this,” I responded politely.
“It is my absolute pleasure,” he replied gallantly.
Crap, this could all go very badly very quickly if I didn’t tread lightly. I wasn’t interested in Enfys at all romantically and I didn’t want to lead him on, but I had to be polite enough to not draw any extra attention to myself. What if he caught wind of my gift and alerted the Council? Crap, crap, crap.
I thought Gwyneira was on my side, why the hell had she set me up with a Council lackey?





Bryn
 
Enfys Owen is an obnoxious prick and I hate him.
He swaggered around the Academy like he owned the place, ignoring anyone who he didn’t deem worthy of his attention. Unfortunately for all of us, Ffion made the cut. He popped up everywhere she was, valiantly making a show of carrying her satchel for her, opening doors, and pulling out her chair.
It made her uncomfortable. Even from a distance, I could see her uneasiness around him. Ffion hated people doing things for her, whether she asked them to or not. She may not have grown up knowing she was fae but a fae’s sense of pride was innate.
I was hovering in the shadows of the arena like a fucking stalker, waiting for their first combat tutoring session to begin. I wasn’t strictly stalking her — Arthus had asked me to keep an eye on them since both he and Marlen were busy with classes.
He probably intended for me to make my presence known though. I was in a way — Ffion would feel the mating pull and know I was here. It was her decision if I stayed hidden or not.
They entered through one of the tunnels and I slunk down in my seat behind a column, watching Enfys lightly gripping Fi’s elbow to guide her into the arena. Like she was a godsdamned moron who hadn’t been to the arena before this fucker ever showed up on campus.
Why did she allow it? If I tried that kind of shit with her, she’d probably break my nose.
As she came close enough for our mating pull to register, her eyes shot up to where I was hiding in the stands. Her eyes scanned the shadows and I could have sworn the corner of her mouth twitched in amusement. Enfys didn’t notice. Too busy pontificating on the virtues of working for the Council probably.
Enfys left Ffion in the center of the arena while he set up targets. I could hear their conversation clearly as they called out to each other across the enclosed space.
“What will we be doing?” she asked curiously.
“As an air affinity, you are fortunate to be able to call upon an air shield that will protect you from elemental attacks from all three of the other elements. Air affinities tend to have weaker offensive magic, but their defensive capabilities are by far the best,” Enfys called back. It irritated me that his assessment was correct.
“I’m fine with concentrating on defensive magic,” Ffion assured him and I sniggered under my breath. A warrior, Ffion was not. 
“Excellent, we will spend half of each session working on your air shield, and the other half on weapons training.” Ffion nodded but I could see the doubt written all over her face from here. She’d probably never handled a weapon in her life.
“I am going to demonstrate my fire shield now and I would like you to try to copy my movements as best you can,” Enfys called smugly over his shoulder as he put some more distance between him and Ffion.
At least he wasn’t going to accidentally set her on fire. Small mercies, I suppose.
Enfys conjured an admittedly impressive fire shield and barked instructions to Ffion on how to emulate it with her air magic.
I rolled my eyes at the absurdity of a fire affinity trying to teach an air affinity how to create an air shield. Fire shields were walls of flames, created at a reasonable distance away from the body so we didn’t burn ourselves. Basically the exact opposite of air shields, which curved protectively around the wielder, close to their bodies.
Ffion was trying to copy Enfys’ movements, resulting in a weak and ineffective wall of air that wouldn’t defend shit. Must tell Arthus that he needs to train her in creating proper air shields…
They continued on this pointless track for another twenty minutes and I contemplated having a nap to stave off the headache that was building behind my eyes.
Fortunately, they switched to archery before I could nod off. Enfys was clearly more comfortable with weapons training than elemental training — his combat gift meant he could attack and defend instinctively — but he was barely paying Ffion any attention as he hit bullseye after bullseye.
When Enfys used his magic to light the tip of his arrow on fire and hit the bullseye, I rolled my eyes so hard I think I may have pulled a muscle.
Fucker was just here to show off.
They were standing next to each other so I couldn’t hear their conversation but I’d bet coin that Ffion’s teeth were gritted with irritation right now.
Considering all he’d done was show her roughly how to hold the bow and notch the arrow, she wasn’t doing terribly. Her arrows were going wide of the target but they weren’t falling short which was a good start.
Enfys strolled leisurely off to the targets to collect the arrows while Ffion glared at his back, dropping the bow to her side.
“Not to worry, Fi. It will come easier with practice. You shouldn’t need these skills anyway, your mating circle will be there to protect you,” Enfys called out in what he probably thought was a reassuring tone, puffing out his chest slightly.
It only aggravated Ffion. Her shoulders tensed and I could see how tightly her jaw was clenched from here. Marlen and Arthus were right next to her when her dads showed up, yet they blasted them apart and snatched her from under their noses. Ffion knew as well as the rest of us that she needed to be able to defend herself, not rely on the men in her life to do it for her.
Even if that idea annoyed aforementioned men.
“Shall we go to the commons for an early dinner?” Enfys asked chivalrously, offering Ffion his arm. I rolled my eyes at his theatrics.
“I think I’m just going to stay and practice a little longer. You go on ahead,” she replied, her eyes flicking subtly to the shadows where I was hidden.
“Are you sure?” Enfys asked with a frown.
“Very. Please go on ahead. I’ll see you later,” she added sweetly, softening the rejection.
“Alright,” Enfys said slowly, clearly unhappy with this turn of events. He briskly made his way to the exit and Ffion watched his back as he walked along the path toward the main campus. I picked my way through the stands and dropped over the arena wall.
Ffion picked up another arrow, her eyes still on Enfys’ retreating figure, barely visible at the end of the tunnel.
“Checking to make sure he actually leaves?” I asked casually, sauntering over to her.
“Maybe I was pining after him,” she snapped. She couldn’t help herself when it came to me — I brought out a monster in her and I’m pretty sure she brought out a monster in me too.
“I guess we’ll never know,” I said with a chuckle. She definitely was not pining after him.
Ignoring me, she notched the arrow, ready to keep practicing without Enfys’ help. I circled her, assessing her terrible form. What had he even been teaching her? She watched me warily out of the corner of her eye, as I prowled around her like a predator eyeing up their prey.
“You’re putting too much weight on the balls of your feet,” I told Ffion lightly. She huffed irritably but shifted her weight nonetheless.
Surprised she’d actually listened to me, I moved in closer, lightly touching her hand gripping the bow to adjust the angle slightly. Everywhere our skin touched felt like it was on fire and I found it difficult to keep my breathing even. Gods, her skin was soft. My fingers trailed up her arm to loosen her locked elbow slightly before I dragged them up to her shoulder and pushed it down slightly to relax it.
My fingers lingered on her shoulder for a second too long to be friendly but she didn’t push me away.
“Try now,” I rasped, enjoying the way Ffion’s breath hitched slightly. At least she was as affected by me as I was by her. Then I remembered I was supposed to be courting someone else and took a healthy step back. Ffion let the arrow fly and it embedded itself on the outer edge of the target.
I almost grinned at the slow, smug smile that overtook her face. Gods, she was fucking beautiful and not mine to admire.
“That was shit,” I commented lightly.
“Piss off, Bryn. That’s the first time I hit the target and I’m going to enjoy my success with or without your approval,” she replied haughtily.
“Without, then,” I said with a smirk, enjoying the way her eyes narrowed in irritation. “Come on, your mates will be waiting for you.”
 

Another day, another morning of me hovering around the entrance of the commons like a lunatic, hoping for a glimpse of Ffion. Just to make sure she was okay. That fuckface Enfys was following her around everywhere and the last thing she needed was to be the center of his attention. He was basically the Council’s pet soldier.
I tried to tell myself that my renewed obsession was because I’d barely seen Ffion or her mates over winter break. I’d get my fix and go back to normal. Throughout the break, I’d hardly even felt the mating pull so I assumed she was off-campus, probably staying with Eamon Adair. Weirdly, that didn’t grate me as much as her hanging around Enfys did.
Probably because I’d met Eamon a couple of times now and he was a decent, respectable fae who practically worshipped the ground Ffion walked on. She could do worse.
Ffion and Enfys appeared from around the corner, deep in conversation. Well, he was deep in conversation. Ffion’s expression was mildly interested at best but it seemed to be good enough for Enfys.
I only glimpsed them for a couple of seconds before they disappeared into the commons together and I blew out a long breath.
What was happening to me?
My protective instincts over this girl had been going crazy from the moment Marlen grabbed me and dragged me to the stables, insisting I track Ffion’s magical signature because she’d been taken. I hadn’t experienced fear like that since I had woken up in my childhood bed with my house burning down around me. It was the kind of fear that gripped every part of me and turned my blood cold.
Then we’d flown back to the Academy with Ffion in my arms on the back of the griffin and nothing else mattered more to me at that moment. But then Ffion apologized to Gwyneira for not trusting her and didn’t say shit to me about how she’d suspected me of planting those fucking notes in the first place and whatever bridges we’d started building fell apart again.
The least she could do is apologize but she’d never brought it up again. It was like she’d completely forgotten that she’d insulted my integrity.
Inherently, I knew I’d probably die of old age before Ffion apologized. She was my equal in both pride and stubbornness.
All of this drama, all of these emotions for a girl I wasn’t even courting. Technically, I was still Saffir’s suitor — not that I’d put much effort into it. I hadn’t even slept with her since Ffion arrived in Avalon. My dick had less than zero interest in Saffir. I ground my teeth, hating to admit even to myself that I’d fucked up. Committing to something as serious as a courtship while I was in a blind rage was not my best idea.
Every time I’d tried to talk to Saffir one-on-one about our relationship, she found an excuse to either get away from me or drag someone else into the conversation. I didn’t want to be the kind of asshole that strung a girl along and that’s exactly who I’d become.
It was fucking disgraceful and I had no one to blame but myself.
I pushed off the tree and started towards Saffir’s cabin. I had some time before my next class, I would try to talk to her again. Maybe if I spent some time with her, it would give me answers about where this was heading. It should have been a no-brainer, this was everything I’d ever wanted. This was my plan.
 
	Find a girl who I could get to know objectively — without a strong mating pull clouding my judgment — from a reputable family




	Graduate top of my year from the Academy




	Use my credentials from the Academy and contacts from my well-connected mate to secure a respectable career




	Distance myself as much as possible from the fucking disaster that had been my parents







That had been the plan from the beginning. Was deviating from it even an option? Why was I even considering it?
Gods, I was going to end up like my fathers.
It didn’t take me long to get there and I stood outside her cabin door brimming with irritation. I’d been knocking for a couple of minutes and I could sense her magical signature in there so she was definitely avoiding me intentionally. It was fucking frustrating.
“Ew, I did not need to see my cousin going for an early morning hookup,” Briallen called out from behind me, almost making me smile. She may be my cousin but she felt more like a twin sister most of the time.
I smirked at her expression, nose wrinkled in disgust. “You’re in luck, I wasn’t. Do you have some free time now? I haven’t seen you much lately.”
“Sure, want to get some tea?” she asked curiously, her gaze narrowed on me suspiciously. My cousin was my favorite fae in the world but I never asked to spend time with her. I should. Briallen was the only person I knew who always had my back and I owed her more than scraps of my attention.
“Let’s go,” I called over my shoulder, already heading to the commons. She huffed as she ran to catch up with me.
“What’s going on, Bryn?”
“Can I not spend time with my favorite cousin without the interrogation?”
“I’m the only cousin you speak to, and no.” She was still a little behind me, struggling to keep up with my long strides, but I didn’t need to see her face to know she was rolling her eyes.
“Is this about Enfys Owen?” Briallen asked and I stopped in my tracks to look at her.
“What about him? Has something happened? Is he courting her now?”
Briallen gave me a mischievous grin that clearly told me I’d played right into her hands. I didn’t even care.
“No, of course not. I think Fi is just humoring him, being polite, you know?” I don’t know, she never humors me I thought bitterly.
“No, you probably don’t know. You’re never polite,” Briallen continued cheerily.
“I definitely wouldn’t be polite to a pompous ass like him,” I muttered.
“That is an apt description,” Briallen agreed with a giggle.
We arrived in the commons and I didn’t feel the mating pull so Ffion must have already left. Briallen and I headed over to the drinks table to make tea. I went straight for my favorite — dandelion — while Briallen made herself a cup of peppermint tea.
“Peppermint?” I asked her with a questioning brow. That was new.
“It’s Fi’s favorite, I’ve been drinking it more lately. It’s grown on me,” she replied with a nonchalant shrug. The pointed look she was giving me said she was trying to tell me something.
I guess it couldn’t hurt to know what Ffion’s favorite tea was. I filed that information away for later.
We took our cups and found a quiet table next to the wall.
“You had a strong mating pull with Leigh, right?” I asked Briallen, looking out over the room instead of meeting her eyes.
“I did,” she agreed. “Kindred souls, compatible magic, the works. Knowing how that feels, knowing how great Leigh and I are together now, I would never settle for anything less.”
“Even if you met someone from a prestigious family? Or someone particularly well connected?”
Briallen gave me an exasperated sigh. “To answer the question you’re really asking, I would choose Fi over Saffir if I was you — even if Saffir comes with wealth and fancy connections and Fi has neither. Life is long if you’re unhappy, Bryn.” She gave me a stern look and I grimaced.
“A strong mating pull isn’t a guarantee of future happiness,” I reminded her, thinking of my unfortunate parents. Maybe if my fathers hadn’t been blinded by the strong mating pull they felt towards my mother, they would have realized she was unbalanced and gotten away from her before she burned them alive.
Though Ffion wouldn’t be like that. Would she? She seemed fine. More stable than me, if I was honest with myself.
Briallen sighed. “What happened with your parents was a tragedy, Bryn, but it was by no means normal. From what my parents have told me, there was no indication that your mother was having issues with her mental health until just a few months before the… incident.”
My aunt and uncles had told me as much before. I had always struggled with that idea though. It was almost easier to process that my mother had been deteriorating for a long time and it had been ignored than stomach the idea that she flipped and burned her family alive.
That idea was fucking terrifying. Was it hereditary? What if it happened to me one day? Gods, maybe I should stay away from Ffion for her own safety rather than mine.
“For all you know, Saffir could do something terrible 50 years down the track too,” Briallen continued when I said nothing. “You can’t predict terrible events using the mating pull, Bryn, but it is a good indicator of potential future happiness in a relationship.”
I nodded and pretended to take an intense interest in my tea. There were two clear paths ahead of me and I’d never felt so indecisive in all my life. The only thing I knew for certain is that I couldn’t carry on the way I was going or I’d create a clusterfuck I wouldn’t be able to get myself out of.





Fi
 
A week had passed since winter break had finished and I was getting comfortable in my new routine. Marlen and I had moved into Arthus’ cabin, which was designed for three people and in a less populated part of the campus. I woke every morning firmly ensconced between the two of them and it never failed to make my heart beat a little faster.
How was this my life?
No matter how tedious my potions lessons were or how infuriatingly pointless my combat tutoring sessions with Enfys were, my nights were bliss.
The only thing that was missing was some quality girl time. Briallen, Aderyn and I hadn’t had a chance for a girls night since winter break and I vowed to set one up as soon as possible. I knew Aderyn had been writing letters to her shoemaker beau and I was dying to hear how it was going between them.
I made the longer walk back to the new cabin with Enfys after class. The guys took my safety seriously, it was rare that I was ever on my own these days. In addition to Marlen and Arthus’ constant supervision, Enfys seemed to pop up out of nowhere to escort me between classes and Bryn silently shadowed me from a distance.
With Marlen guarding the campus gates tonight and Arthus still tutoring, they’d reluctantly asked Enfys to walk me home. He’d been scarily ecstatic about the opportunity.
“I really hope you’ll consider a career with the Council one day, Fi.” I’d all but tuned out Enfys’ chatter on our walk but that managed to catch my attention.
“Sorry?” I asked, blinking stupidly at him.
“I’m here as a recruiter,” Enfys explained slowly, his tone dripping with condescension. He probably didn’t even realize he was doing it.
“Of course,” I replied with a tight smile. “How could I forget?”
We reached the cabin door and I turned to Enfys on the stoop to say goodnight. He was looking at me expectantly like I’d invite him in. Something about the idea made me feel uncomfortable, I didn’t want him in our space.
“Er, well thank you for walking me back,” I said hesitantly. “Goodnight, Enfys.”
It felt like my heart sank to my stomach as I sensed his disappointment. I immediately muted my gift, I didn’t want to panic and invite him in just because his emotions were affecting me.
It sucked he was sad and all but the more time I spent muting my gift, the more I realized that I couldn’t take on the responsibility of everyone else’s feelings. I had my own shit to deal with.
“Goodnight, Fi,” Enfys replied politely, his face taut. I let myself into the cabin with a sigh of relief, almost slipping on a note that had been pushed under the door.
Meet me at the big oak tree near the fire training area after sundown. I need to talk to you.


From, 
Bryn


I stared at it for a long moment, not entirely sure what to think. In some ways, things between Bryn and I had improved recently. We’d been getting along a little better and he didn’t seem so aggravated around me. Probably since I’d stopped suspecting him of threatening me.
Ugh, I probably owed him an apology for that. On the one hand, he’d always been an asshole to me and quite frankly, we weren’t even friends and I didn’t owe him any kind of explanation. On the other hand, he had been nicer lately. Maybe I should swallow my pride and at least say sorry for assuming the worst in him. I’d be pretty pissed if someone made that kind of assumption about me.
Bryn had definitely been testier since Enfys had shown up, but not with me. Whenever both of them were around, I felt like I was drowning in the distrust Bryn had of him. Was that what he wanted to talk to me about? It made sense in a way, since Enfys had become something of a shadow for me ever since he showed up at the Academy.
Not that any of that should matter because, as I had to keep reminding myself, Bryn was courting Saffir. Maybe they’d decided to go ahead with their claiming ceremony and he was just giving me a friendly heads up. Not that Bryn was ever friendly, so that would be weird. And while he wasn’t mine, the thought of him and Saffir claiming each other made me feel queasy.
Sundown was rapidly approaching. Marlen was on guard duty already so at least he’d be nearby if Bryn and I ended up screaming obscenities at each other at the edge of campus. Arthus was still tutoring but he wouldn’t be too far away. I’d leave him the note so he knew where to find me.
Screw it. I may as well go and hear him out. I’d been more cautious about my safety since the whole kidnapped-by-my-dads incident but fae couldn’t forge notes — part of the whole no-lying deal — and I trusted Bryn, as did Marlen and Arthus.
I refastened my dark grey cloak with my silver foxglove brooch and left the note on the table for Arthus.
Steeling myself as I left the cabin, I resolved that Bryn and I would either take a step forward together tonight or finish this awkward dance we’d been doing for good.
It didn’t take me long to find the large oak tree near the fire training area. I wasn’t as familiar with this part of the campus — it’s where the fire affinities trained — but it was beautiful in a medieval kind of way. All of the structures in this part of the campus were made of stone and there were fires burning everywhere — in sconces, firepits and even small candles in glass bowls. Despite the dark sky overhead, the area felt well lit and comfortable, and I could see some fire affinity students in the distance still practicing their magic.
I leaned against the tree facing the campus, idly wondering what was taking Bryn so long. It’s not like he could lose me. Hearing a rustle behind me, I turned my head as a hand shot out from behind me and clapped over my mouth and another hand shoved a soaked piece of fabric over my nose. Before I had a chance to scream or bite or cast an air shield or do something, my body succumbed to the darkness.
 

I came to in some kind of mossy cave, shackled to the wall. Disoriented, I tried to conjure my air magic to rip the shackles off the wall or bust out of the cuffs but my magic felt trapped like it was stuck under my skin straining to get out. Shit, the cuffs must have some kind of magic blocking ability. That explained why I felt so drained and terrible. Well, that and the whole drugged and kidnapped thing.
How did I even get here? I was leaning against a tree next to the fire training area…
Bryn! Bryn. Unwittingly, I felt tears well behind my closed lids. Shit, I never cried. Bryn wasn’t my mate or my suitor but the connection we felt had been so strong, perhaps the strongest of all my mating pulls.
I guess I had naively thought that would be enough to keep my secret safe with him? After all, he was the first to find out about my gift and he hadn’t sold me out yet.
I wracked my brain for an alternative but he had to have written that note. Unless another fae named ‘Bryn’ had written it. Fae couldn’t forge signatures. I hoped that this was all a terrible coincidence and he’d been running late to meet me when someone saw the opportunity to seize me and went for it. I suppose I’d find out soon enough, whenever my captors decided to reveal themselves.
Taking a deep breath, I took stock of my surroundings and recited to myself what I did know to help keep myself calm.
The cave was a circular shape, around 5 ft either way and was lit by a single flaming torch too far away for me to reach. The walls were rock with patches of moss growing through the cracks in places, and the floor was hard dirt. Next to the torch was an enormous boulder that appeared to be blocking the entrance, I couldn’t see any other way to get in or out.
The chains had enough slack for me to reach the bowl of water and a dry hunk of bread that had been left next to me on the floor but there was no way in fae hell I was touching those. They’d already dosed me with some kind of poison to get me here, I wasn’t going to risk consuming anything else.
I was still wearing my wrap dress and heavy shawl secured by my foxglove brooch. I could use the pin to stab someone I guess? That would definitely have to be a last resort option, it wouldn’t do enough damage to buy me escape time.
My head and my heart were hurting. Cursing my stupidity in going out to that godsdamned tree on my own in the first place, I gave myself a teeny mental pat on the back for at least leaving the note on the table for Arthus. Then I was struck by a crippling wave of insecurity and paranoia because what if Marlen and Arthus decided I wasn’t worth saving? I’d really brought them nothing but trouble since the moment I barrelled into their lives.
I mean the sex was amazing but I’m pretty sure they’d be able to find someone else to have filthy, mindblowing threesomes with if I died.
Faes mated for life, but what if one of them died? Were mates replaceable then? I’d never asked because it wasn’t something I wanted to think too much about. My dads didn’t mention finding a new mate and they seemed heartbroken when they talked about my mother.
Great, now I was actually crying.
Hearing a scratching noise followed by some rustling, I quickly wiped my tears, schooled my features and stood as best I could with my shackled ankles. Game face on, Fi. Don’t let ‘em see you sweat.
The large boulder rolled slowly into the cave, precariously close to where I had just been sitting. Great, now I had to add ‘getting flattened’ to my list of concerns. Two figures moved into the cave, one using earth magic to roll the boulder back into place, sealing the entrance behind them.
These bastards were lucky I hadn’t figured out how to get these cuffs off yet or I’d be trying that snatch-the-air-from-their-lungs trick Attie tried on me. Except I wouldn’t stop until they turned blue.
Concentrating on my captors, I decided one was a man and one a woman though it was hard to tell at first behind the creepy-as-hell masks they wore. They were bird masks, made of gold, shaped sort of like a crow with black feathers sticking out the top back over their hairline. The masks covered the entire top half of their face but I could clearly see their mouths. They had black, shapeless robes on. Of course I’ve been captured by some kind of weird cult. Just my luck.
Fortunately, the shackles didn’t seem to be affecting my empath gift. The emotions coming from the man were by far the most potent. He was power-hungry, practically reeking of greed.
The woman’s emotions were more conflicted. There was definitely determination to achieve a goal, as well as a distaste for me and a healthy dose of apprehensiveness about what she was doing. She’d definitely be the one I tried to soften up because there wasn’t a hope in this realm or any other that the creepy dude was letting me go.
“Ffion Laisren,” the man announced in an absurdly pleasant tone like we were two old friends bumping into each other on the street. I glared at him, not trusting myself to speak yet. How the hell did he know my birth name?
“I have wondered about you for many years since your naughty mother smuggled you to Albion. She wouldn’t tell us what your gift was, you know? I knew it must be something rare and interesting if she was bothering to hide you.” The man circled closer to me and I felt distinctly like prey. “But you’ll tell us, won’t you? You’re a good girl.”
Gross.
“If I’m such a good girl, why am I chained up in a cave?” I asked drolly, my voice coming out as a rasp.
“A mere precautionary measure, I’m sure we can do away with these savage restraints once you prove your loyalty. I’d hate to see you stuck in these accommodations any longer than necessary,” he said with a manic glint in his eye, gesturing at the dank cave he’d trapped me in.
“What is your gift?” the woman barked suddenly from her spot near the mouth of the cave. I didn’t even need my gift to be able to tell that she wanted to get the hell out of here.
I shrugged, wishing again that I could just lie. Gods, humans didn’t appreciate their ability to lie their way out of terrible situations.
“Now, now, Ffion. Let’s not make this any more difficult than it needs to be,” the man sang in an eerie voice as he pulled a silver dagger out of the sheath that hung around his belt and twirled it absentmindedly between his fingers. This is definitely the darkness the spirits had warned me about. He was insane.
“I’m certainly not going to make it easy,” I sniped back. The mask hid everything except his gleeful smile. He looked like I’d just given him a priceless gift.
“Oh good, I do love it when they scream,” he called over his shoulder to the irritated woman as he approached me. She shot vines out of the ground that held my already weak muscles in place as the man pulled a small dish out of the pocket of his robe and approached with his dagger held high.
The more I struggled, the tighter the vines became until I could barely move an inch. He stopped right in front of my face, lifting the dagger and drawing it swiftly across my cheek. In my head, I’d planned to show him no pain but fuck that hurt. I whimpered slightly as he lifted the dish to my face and let the blood pool.
He was only a couple of inches from me, his breath fanning over my injured cheek in a way that made me feel distinctly violated.
“What a fun little mystery this is, Ffion. Thank you for the entertainment,” he whispered, still grinning like a demonic clown.
If I had any saliva in my mouth, I might have spit on him. It wouldn’t have helped the situation but it might have made me feel better.
“We shall be back once I have tested your blood to find a compatible crystal. Do try to think about your childish behavior in that time, Ffion,” the man called over his shoulder as he and the woman left, moving the boulder back into place and trapping me alone in the cave.




Bryn - The day before...
 
I laid in bed, staring up at the skylight above me as I formed small fireballs in the palm of my hand and extinguished them again. The morning bells had just rung but I’d been lying awake for what felt like hours.
What a fucking joke of a week, nothing was going right. The mating pull was so incessant that I could swear Ffion’s vanilla and wildflowers scent was following me around campus. Plus that dickhead Enfys had bested me in yesterday’s training session and I had no doubt that the deep gash he’d inflicted on my shoulder during swordsman practice was entirely intentional. Fortunately, Marlen had been around to heal it.
I’d avoided Ffion these past few days, since our impromptu archery lesson. She was my personal temptation, all sinful curves, and curious amber eyes. Being close to her without being able to have her was like waving a lit match next to dry tinder and hoping it didn’t catch fire and burn the fucking world down.
The more I stayed away, the closer Enfys seemed to get to her. I hated seeing Enfys around Ffion. Hated it on a bone-deep level. I’d never experienced that kind of reaction seeing her with Marlen or Arthus, or even Eamon, even though he was rich and should be a total snob. Maybe because I knew the mating pull she felt to them was as strong as the one she felt to me? I knew she didn’t feel as strongly about Enfys and they clearly weren’t well suited. The idea of her settling for him didn’t sit well with me.
Or maybe it was just that Eamon was a sure thing and Enfys was encroaching on that final position in Ffion’s mating circle.
I didn’t know why I was fighting it anymore. If I was even fighting it anymore. Ffion had proven herself time and time again. She was a powerful fae, a worthy mate and sexy as sin.
I’d thought I could settle for a lesser bond with Saffir if it meant advancing my station. I would be able to retain a greater level of control over my life that I wouldn’t have with an equally powerful mate but now… Ffion was my own personal brand of temptation, almost as perfect for me as any female could be.
How could I settle for anything less, knowing she existed? How could I stand by and let her settle for anything less, knowing we were perfect for each other?
I groaned and ran my hand over my face. Fuck, I needed to make it clear to Saffir that we were done. Ffion would never take me seriously until Saffir was out of the picture. I couldn’t take myself seriously either. I’d handled this whole thing badly from the beginning.
Casting a glance at the clock on the wall, I figured I had enough time to talk to Saffir before grabbing some breakfast. I blew out a long breath as I pulled on my jacket and scarf. This was going to be uncomfortable.
Saffir’s cabin was only a few minutes’ walk from mine. I knocked on her door but she didn’t answer. I knew she was in there again, I could feel her magic. She was still avoiding seeing me one-on-one and I had a feeling it was because she knew this talk was coming. I grabbed a small scrap of paper from the precious collection I kept in my satchel and scrawled:
Meet me at the big oak tree near the fire training area after sundown. I need to talk to you.


From, 
Bryn


I kept the wording intentionally vague in case her gossipy roommate, Corsen, spotted the note first. I figured that spot would give us enough privacy to talk — this was definitely not a conversation to have in front of Corsen. Sliding it under their door, I headed down to the commons for breakfast. With any luck, I’d get a glimpse of my curly-haired siren while I was down there.
I spotted Fi around campus a few times that day but didn’t see Saffir anywhere. That evening, Briallen sidled up to me at the buffet in the commons while I assembled my avocado, strawberry and spinach salad.
“Trouble in paradise?” she asked sweetly, though her eyes were hopeful.
“Good evening to you too, little cousin,” I responded. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
She frowned. “Saffir? Going back to her parents’ estate this morning? Corsen is telling everyone who will listen that Saffir got some kind of note from you, burst into tears and rushed off campus.”
I looked at her, puzzled. By the sounds of it, Saffir was taking this harder than I thought she would and we hadn’t even talked yet.
“Gwyneira was furious,” Briallen continued. “Saffir skipped all of her classes and didn’t even tell the administration when she left campus but you know her parents are hotshot Councillors so there wasn’t anything Gwyneira could do.”
I only half-listened as Briallen followed me to a table and relayed all of the gossip she’d heard about it throughout the day.
Saffir had never professed any deep feelings toward me and while I had a powerful gifted ability, my family name was tarnished and I really wasn’t much of a catch for the daughter of two Councillors. Plus Saffir wasn’t the type to rush off in tears. Something about the whole situation didn’t sit right with me.
Briallen left me to it when Leigh showed up, knowing better than to try to get me to socialize when I was deep in my head. I hung around the commons, reading and hoping for a fix of my Ffion addiction to get me through this nightmare of a day but she never showed.
She was probably in the middle of a screaming orgasm with one or both of her mates, lucky bastards.
As sundown approached, I made my way to the oak tree and waited to see if Saffir would come back tonight and meet me as requested. After fifteen minutes, I reached out with my tracking magic and couldn’t find her presence on campus. Annoyed, I stormed back to my cabin to sleep off my rage. Why was she making this so difficult? Why couldn’t she just step up and face me?
Ffion would have faced me. She wasn’t afraid of anything. I’d sleep on it. Tomorrow, come what may, I was going to pull Saffir aside for that chat.
 

Another frustrating day where shit remained unresolved and I was more pissed off than ever. I lay in bed, contemplating how best to force Saffir to confront me.
Saffir had reappeared on campus with her dragon of a mother earlier in the day. Apparently Councilwoman Castell had come along to smooth things over with Gwyneira, who was furious at Saffir for fleeing the campus and ditching her classes.
I didn’t want to talk to Saffir with her mother around and after she left, Saffir went straight to her cabin and I definitely wasn’t going to talk to her in front of Corsen.
Unable to sort shit out with Saffir, I’d spent even more time than usual hovering around Ffion like a fucking lost puppy. Feeling the mating pull gave me a sense of reassurance I’d never gotten anywhere else. It meant Ffion was nearby. It meant she was safe.
I was such a sap.
Thank the gods my roommate had guard duty tonight. If he thought I was an asshole normally, I was practically feral tonight.
“Bryn! Open up right now or I will blast this door down!”
Arthus’ roar startled me out of bed as he pounded on the door. He and Marlen must have shown up abruptly for my magic not to have picked up on them. Then my stomach dropped as I realized Ffion wasn’t with them. I reached across the campus with my tracking magic and didn’t pick up her signature.
“Where’s Ffion?” I snapped, yanking the door open.
Arthus’ fist connected with my jaw had enough to send me sprawling.
“What the fuck, Arthus!” I roared, pushing up to my feet and taking a step back in case he swung for me again.
Arthus was a pillar of rage, his dark silver wings had ripped through his shirt and his breathing was heavy. Marlen didn’t look much calmer which was alarming — Marlen was the most relaxed fae I’d ever met.
“What the fuck indeed,” Arthus fumed as he stalked forward, shoving a piece of paper into my chest. I snatched it out of his hand, irritated with his attitude but as soon as I looked down at the innocuous message I’d left for Saffir in my hand, my stomach pooled with dread.
“Where is Fi?” Marlen’s voice was hoarse with emotion. “Eamon is on his way. If it’s coin you want, he’ll pay you double. Please, Bryn, just tell us where she is.”
“I don’t know where she is, this note wasn’t for her,” I rasped. Which means I know where to start looking. “I’ll track Ffion. Wherever she is, I will find her.”
“Then who was it for?” Arthus seethed.
“Saffir,” I choked out. “I left this for her yesterday, she never showed when I asked her to meet. She went home to her parents.”
“Her parents who sit on the Council,” Marlen whispered, looking stricken. “Shit, Fi’s dads were right.”
Marlen and Arthus exchanged a long glance, seemingly having some kind of silent conversation that had jealousy surging uncomfortably in my gut. I wanted to be part of that. I wanted to be on Ffion’s team, not on the outside.
“Fine. We believe you,” Arthus said eventually and I snorted internally, it’s not like I could lie even if I wanted to. “But until we’re positive you aren’t working with them, we won’t be keeping you in the loop,” he added coolly, snatching the note back from where I was holding it loosely between my fingers.
Marlen gave me an apologetic look. “Arthus, we need to get back to the cabin, Eamon will be here any minute.”
“You’ll tell us if you know anything, I assume,” Arthus said, giving me an assessing look.
“Of course, I’ll be talking to Saffir about this straight away,” I responded, equally as cold. First the notes, now this. I was getting a little sick of these accusations when I’d only ever had Ffion’s back.
Arthus barked a laugh. “You’re the one courting her, do what you like. You’ve already chosen your side.”
Marlen and Arthus left without another word and I stood rooted to the spot, my veins crawling with icy fear and my gut churning with regret.
The evidence all pointed to Saffir’s family being involved. Whichever way I looked at the situation, it was my fault. My fucking fault. Whatever Ffion was going through right now was on me.
Saffir Castell was a dead fae walking. I just had to figure out a way to get information out of her without her tipping off her parents. 





Eamon
 
I raced along the dark forest path behind Leigh with my heart in my throat. He’d shown up, banging on my door shouting that Fi was missing, and we’d taken off at a run back to the Academy grounds together.
I’d never been more grateful for keeping a house close to the Academy.
We made the twenty-minute journey to campus in ten minutes and Leigh led me to the cabin that Fi shared with Marlen and Arthus.
Lucky bastards.
Not the time, Eamon.
Leigh swung the door open without knocking and dismissed himself to go check on his own hysterical mate. I walked in to find a shirtless Arthus pacing, his wings flicking out behind him like they had a mind of their own and were as agitated as the fae they were attached to.
Marlen sat at the dining table, elbows resting on the table and head in his hands. He looked like a broken man.
“What happened?” I asked Arthus without preamble.
Arthus spoke as he paced, eyes darting around the room, seemingly unable to stay still. “Fi is missing. Marlen was on guard duty and I was tutoring a student. I got back here at nine pm and Fi was gone.
“There was a note on the table from Bryn asking to meet him at the fire training area to talk.” Arthus practically spat out the last word and my brows furrowed in thought. I hadn’t spent as much time around Bryn as these two but he seemed like a nice enough guy. Grumpy, but well-intentioned.
“I assume you’ve already spoken to him?”
“He says the note was for Saffir Castell. As in daughter of the Castell Councillors. Swears he doesn’t know where she is,” Arthus clipped out.
“I believe him. He had nothing to do with this. You’ll feel the same way once you’ve calmed down,” Marlen said morosely, lifting his head out of his hands briefly.
I wanted to ask more questions but Gwyneira swept into the room at that moment with one of her mates, Cadfan, and a young male fae. His icy blonde hair matched his cold blue eyes, and he had an arrogant tilt to his mouth that I recognized from my high society upbringing. He immediately got my back up.
Gwyneira’s mouth was set into a firm line as she gave me a curt nod in greeting.
“Mr. Adair.” I inclined my head respectfully in response. “This is Enfys Owen. He is Ffion’s combat instructor, currently on loan to the Academy from the Council. He has a combat gift which may be useful in retrieving Ffion, though I desperately hope it does not come to that.”
“Even if my gift is not required, I care for Fi and hope to be her mate someday. I will be helping regardless,” Enfys announced and I caught the wary glance Marlen and Arthus exchanged out of the corner of my eye.
“Cadfan and I will reach out to some of the contacts we use to retrieve students in need of assistance. My magic notified me that Ffion was in danger but whoever took her must have put a cloaking amulet on her almost instantly, I cannot get a read on her now. I will let you know if I hear anything.” Gwyneira gave us a sympathetic look before leaving with Cadfan.
Enfys immediately strode across the room toward me with his hand outstretched. “Enfys Own, and you are?”
Gods, he certainly didn’t want for confidence. I took his outstretched hand and gave it a firm shake. “Eamon Adair, Fi’s suitor.”
His expression soured instantly and he gave me a long appraising glance. “Adair, was it?”
“Unimportant,” Arthus snapped. “We need to question Bryn again.”
“Agreed,” Marlen said forlornly from his spot at the table. “We should have brought him with us after we talked to him.”
“No need,” Enfys interjected, waving his hand as if he were swatting away an annoying bug. “I will reach out to my connections at the Council, we’ll have this all resolved by sunrise.”
My eyes narrowed at the insinuation that Fi’s disappearance was simply an easily resolved blip.
“But Bryn—,”
“Is an insufferable ass to both Fi and everyone else he comes into contact with. We do not need his input. The Council employs trackers,” Enfys said dismissively, cutting Marlen off.
I did not like to think ill of my cariad’s judgment, but was Fi serious about this guy?
“Right, I’m going to send word to my Council contacts. I’ll see you gentlemen in the morning,” Enfys said confidently before striding out.
There was a moment of stunned silence between the three of us before Marlen groaned loudly.
“By the gods, I hate that fae.”
I snorted and Arthus’ lips twitched in amusement.
“So what’s the actual plan?” Marlen asked, looking to Arthus for direction.
“I don’t feel comfortable with him contacting the Council, but I don’t know how to stop him without drawing attention to Fi’s gift,” Arthus admitted, the strain of not having a clear course of action written all over his face.
“If I may,” I interjected. “I’ve only met Bryn a couple of times but I am confident that if he has a lead, he will follow it to the bitter end, with or without our prompting.” Marlen and Arthus both nodded in agreement.
“In the meantime, I suggest we return to my estate and I will call on the spirits to help find Fi.” I hesitated a second before pushing on. “You are both welcome to stay at my place for as long as you wish. If Fi was taken from the grounds, perhaps this is not the safest place to be.”
Marlen gave Arthus a pointed look — his wings always put him at risk. Under the kind of emotional stress he was experiencing, it’d be a while before he was able to retract them.
Arthus nodded thoughtfully. “If you’re sure it’s not an imposition.”
“Not at all. I will need one of you to anchor me when I contact the spirits anyway. It’s more difficult when I’m the one trying to reach them, rather than the other way around.”
“Then let’s go. Pack light, Marlen. I’ll fly and meet you there. The sooner we contact the spirits, hopefully, the sooner we get some answers.”
Hopefully, the spirits would be on my side and this cursed gift would come in useful for a change.
 

We wasted no time calling on the spirits once we got back to my place.
Arthus busied himself setting up candles in the shape of a pentagon on the floor, large enough for two of us to stand in. I worked in the kitchen, preparing bundles of offering herbs to burn — bay leaves, dandelion, and lemongrass. Marlen laid on a rug in the living room and stared forlornly at the beams on the ceiling.
We reconvened in the living room once we had everything set up. Without hesitation, Arthus stepped into the candlelight with me and took my hands. He’d need to hold them throughout to anchor me to the mortal plane. Generally, spirits crossed into my realm, not the other way round. If he let go, I might not be able to return.
It’s a good thing I trusted Arthus.
Marlen placed the first bundle of herbs in an earthenware bowl, struck a match and dropped it on top. This blend was a peace offering, signifying to the spirits that we had pure intentions.
I took in a lungful of the pungent burning smell and closed my eyes. Thoughts of Fi swirled chaotically in my head, I’d never found it so difficult to clear my thoughts before. I focused on finding a state of calm, letting the world around me fall away. When I could no longer hear the rustling of the trees, the crackling of the burning herbs, or Arthus’ slow even breaths, I opened my eyes.
My soul always rematerialized in a small forest clearing in the spirit plane, no matter where I left from. Everything was hazy here, wispy and insubstantial. The trees around me looked like shadows of the trees found in Avalon.
Within seconds, hordes of spirits began to drift through the trees towards me.
“I mean no harm,” I called out unnecessarily. They would sense if I had malicious intentions.
“What is your business here, gifted fae?” A disembodied voice called out. Like all spirits, his voice was echoey.
“His future mate has been taken, he seeks her location,” another, more feminine voice replied.
The spirits referring to Fi as my future mate bode extremely well for me but now was not the time to focus on that happy piece of news.
“Do you know her location?” I asked loudly, in the general direction of where the feminine voice had come from.
“I have been following the Sanctified Empath at the request of the gods. Where she has gone, the spirits cannot follow,” the eerie voice replied.
“If we learn anything new, we will visit you, gifted one. Return to your plane,” the first voice interjected and I felt my soul spinning uncomfortably through the void before I had a chance to object. I slammed back into my body and opened my eyes to find both Arthus and Marlen’s alarmed stares on me.
“That looked a lot more painful than I thought it would be,” Marlen said lightly, sitting up in his spot on the floor. Arthus released my hands and began to move the candles from the floor to the safety of the tables.
I collapsed onto the couch, exhausted. “It’s only painful when they kick me out. They said where she’s gone, the spirits cannot follow.”
“Cannot follow? Where can’t they go?” Marlen pondered out loud.
“Nowhere good,” I sighed. “The Council and Assembly buildings — including the dungeons — are all warded against uninvited visitors, spirits included. Wealthy fae usually ward their properties if they can afford it…”
“The Castells are both Councillors and wealthy. The note was given to their daughter. I think it’s a pretty safe bet we know who took her, we just don’t know where they’re keeping her,” Arthus summed up grimly.
“I’m not well acquainted with them but I know they have multiple properties,” I added with a sigh.
All three of us had matching glum expressions. Fi was no use to anyone who would exploit her magic if she was dead, but there was a whole list of other awful things that could happen to her short of death.
Compared to many of those things, death would be a kindness.
Hold on, cariad. Wherever you are, we haven’t forgotten you. We will come for you.
 

The three of us returned to campus the next morning to talk to Gwyneira and see what Enfys had heard from his Council contacts. Both Marlen and Arthus were discreetly rubbing their chest from time to time, Fi’s absence already causing them small physical pain. I wasn’t sure how long it would be before the pain became unbearable.
We got a few strange looks as we passed through the campus, I wasn’t sure if it was because of my presence or if news of Fi’s disappearance had got out.
“Marlen!” A young, weaselly-looking guy ran up to us, making both Marlen and Arthus tense. The guy gave Arthus a wide berth and spoke directly to Marlen.
“Look, I don’t mean any harm. I heard Ffion was taken and I knew you don’t like her dads but I promise you they’re good guys, they’ll want to know about this so they can help find her,” he explained.
“This is Kelvyn,” Marlen told me, giving Kelvyn a wary glance. “He was my roommate. He left Fi notes telling her to go home on behalf of the fathers she has no recollection of.”
Kelvyn’s face flushed. “Her fathers are friends of my family.”
“Maybe we should talk to them?” I said, directing my question to Marlen and Arthus in a low voice. “Fi told me that her dads kept her hidden all these years, they’re guaranteed allies at least.” Arthus gave me a curt nod.
“Where can we find the Laisrens? We’ll talk to them ourselves,” he snapped at Kelvyn who immediately rattled off a location in Eastland. It was over an hour’s flight but could be worth it to get some information.
Arthus dismissed Kelvyn as though he were an errand boy and the guy jumped about a foot in the air before running off. I raised a questioning brow at Arthus.
“I taught him a little lesson about what happens when you fuck with our girl,” Arthus said, completely unapologetic.
We didn’t see Enfys around — which no one seemed upset about — or Bryn, which was a bit more disappointing. Gwyneira’s mate, Mawrth, told us she was off-site following up leads of her own so in the absence of any other plan, we decided to pay Fi’s dads a visit.
 

The griffins landed outside a small stone cottage on the edge of an apple orchard where Kelvyn told us Fi’s fathers lived.
Had they always lived here? Is this where Fi was born? She would have had an idyllic childhood here, playing in the orchard, climbing the trees, learning about her magic… Instead, she’d been cast out on her own in a foreign realm, not knowing about who or what she was.
It soured my opinion of her fathers and I hadn’t even met them yet.
Arthus marched up to the wooden door and banged hard on the brass lion head knocker. His shoulders rolled continually and his back twitched. It was probably taking every ounce of his self-control to keep his wings retracted.
The door swung open to reveal a gruff, burly man on the other side who easily filled the entire door frame. He had unruly auburn hair and amber eyes the exact same shade as my cariad’s. While Fi’s were always bright with curiosity, her father’s were narrowed in suspicion.
“Where is my daughter?” he barked, glaring coldly at Marlen and Arthus.
“She was taken,” Arthus snapped, though I noticed the way his head bowed slightly in shame.
Her father’s face fell, pain written over every feature. “You’d better come in then,” he rasped, standing back to let us through.
We walked into a hallway with doors coming off either side and followed him through an archway at the end of the corridor. It led to a small, tidy kitchen with a scratched wooden dining table and four chairs in the middle of the room. Marlen, Arthus and I took seats around the table silently, each lost in our own thoughts.
Fi’s dad must have been a fire affinity. He built a roaring fire in the potbelly stove, shuffling around morosely as he made tea. It was strange he hadn’t immediately started interrogating us but as I watched the slow, despairing way he moved around the kitchen, I realized he’d already given up.
It didn’t matter the circumstances. As far as he was concerned, Fi was gone and never coming back.
Fuck. That.
As he poured the sage tea, another man walked through the kitchen door with a basket full of vegetables, pausing on the threshold to take in the scene.
“Who are you?” he asked me curiously. He was thinner than the other man, with thick black hair, dark grey eyes, and a cold, distant expression.
“Eamon Adair,” I replied politely. “I’m courting your daughter. And your name?”
“Attie Laisren,” he said, looking questioningly at the man handing us cups of tea.
“Galvyn,” he grunted, looking up at me before turning to Attie, eyes filled with pain. “They took her.”
Attie sighed, placing the basket of vegetables down on the bench before going to pour his own cup of tea. Galvyn joined us, his elbows on the table and head in his hands.
“You see now why we wanted to get her out of here?” he mumbled to no one in particular.
“Sure. But you’re wrong,” Marlen replied lightly and both Arthus and I looked at him in surprise. He was the least confrontational of the three of us.
Galvyn looked up to glare at Marlen, a feral gleam in his eye.
“I see why you did it, but hiding isn’t the solution. The solution is making Avalon safe for her. For anyone with coveted gifts,” he continued, his eyes flicking to Arthus. “We’re not giving up on her. We’re going to bring her back. Whatever it takes.”
“Whatever it takes,” Arthus agreed.
“She’s sanctified you know,” I added conversationally, sensing that her fathers needed something to cling on to. Both Galvyn and Attie’s heads whipped up to look at me. “The gods chose her. They warned us that the darkness would come for her, but they also told us they have plans for her.”
“How do you know this?” Attie asked desperately, with a flicker of hope in his eyes.
“I have the gift of Second Sight. The spirits came to me a few weeks ago to warn Fi.”
“Galvyn, she’s sanctified,” Attie whispered in awe. “We knew she was special when we realized she was an empath. She was just a wee lass, but as soon as she could talk she told us about everyone else’s emotions. She was so compassionate too, always wanting to help those who were suffering.”
“This isn’t what we wanted for her,” Galvyn said hoarsely. “None of it. We were so happy when she was born. Our first child, a daughter. We wanted her to have a happy, simple life. Gifted magic would be a nice bonus, something common like my illusions. Nothing that would paint a target on her back.”
“But we have hope now, don’t you see?” Attie challenged, giving Galvyn a hard look. “The gods themselves chose her. She may yet have a happy future. Here! In Avalon.”
“With her mates,” Marlen added, his wrist outstretched. Arthus copied his movement and my jealousy flared that they bore her marks.
I wanted that with her. I wanted everything with her.
“Some mates you are if you couldn’t keep her safe,” Galvyn muttered.
“They could say the same about us, Rhedyn is dead,” Attie retorted and Galvyn reeled back as if he’d struck him.
“I hate to bring up such a painful memory but we need to ask you about that,” Arthus interjected. “If there’s a connection between whoever has Fi now and the fae that hurt your mate when she took Fi to Albion, we need to know.”
“Murdered our mate,” Galvyn corrected and Arthus winced slightly.
“You warned us about the Council the last time we saw you,” Marlen prompted.
“The portals were harder to travel through without permission then. Nowadays, there are other means…” Attie trailed off then shook his head slightly. “Anyway, back then we smuggled Rhedyn and Ffion through but the Council noticed. We had been standing watch at this end so we weren’t pursued, but they picked up Rhedyn’s magical signature. She was taken into custody as soon as she set foot on Avalon soil.”
“We were in agony,” Galvyn continued, staring at the table. “You’ll start to feel it soon too, the absence of the mating bond. After a few days, it’s almost unbearable. We couldn’t help her, we couldn’t even move and we didn’t know where she was.”
“Just when we thought it couldn’t get any more painful, it did. The pain went away entirely. Just vanished. That’s when we knew she’d died. There’s a hollowness now, an empty cavity in our chests where the bond should be,” Attie finished, rubbing at his chest.
“How do you know for certain it was the Council that killed her?” I asked leaning forwards. Both Marlen and Arthus looked stricken, probably already feeling the strain of separation from their mate.
“One of them sent a note, smug bastard,” Galvyn spat. “Saying they’d tortured Rhedyn but she’d never broken, and if Ffion Laisren ever returned to Avalon, they’d make it their mission to find out her secret. I guess they got her name from the birth records. There was no name on the note, just a picture of a bird’s mask. The Council was the last to have Rhedyn in custody though, it must have been one of them.”
Arthus, Marlen and I exchanged worried glances. “So they might not have taken Fi because they knew she was an empath,” I said slowly.
“They took her because they found out her real name and they’re hoping she has a rare gift,” Arthus concluded. “Why else would she have been hidden in the first place?”
“They’ll bleed her until they figure it out,” Galvyn whispered, his enormous frame hunched over the table. “They’ll bleed her and try every crystal under the sun until they find the one that holds her gift.”
“We need to get back to the Academy,” Arthus ordered grimly. “We need to let Gwyneira know about this and track down Bryn. If he’s the one who let slip about Fi’s last name, I’m going to take out some of this pent-up rage on his face.”







Fi
 
I had no idea how much time had passed.
The cave was always dark unless my jailors came to visit and lit the torch for a while. Food was practically non-existent and appeared at random. There was nothing to give me any sense of routine or the passage of time.
For the past however many days — weeks? — I’d been here, I’d had a few small chunks of dry bread and just enough water to keep me alive.
Even that small amount of water was enough to make the place reek of piss and made me want to bring up my meager bread rations.
My arms, legs, hands, and feet were all covered in dried blood from the multiple knife wounds that covered my body where the male abductor had bled me. It would only take a drop of my blood into the malachite healing crystal around my neck, imbued with Marlen’s magic, to heal me but I was saving it. Just in case the mad man’s dagger hit an artery or something.
Gods, how was this my new normal? Hoping the cuts from the knife I was regularly prodded with weren’t fatal. Things had taken a spectacular nosedive for me.
Aside from the multitude of wounds and my generally terrible condition, there was a burning ache in my chest where I usually felt the mating bonds to Marlen and Arthus. It was so painful it kept me awake while I tried to sleep my way through this waking nightmare.
For the first time, I regretted taking Marlen and Arthus as my mates. Not because I didn’t love them, but because I did. I hated the idea that they were in this kind of pain too.
They’d be so much better off if I’d never come to Avalon.
With each minute that passed, the endless darkness pressed in on me more and more, and the control I had to stop my thoughts spiraling into despair was slipping away. Physically, things weren’t going great for me but mentally? The cave was the first layer of my prison and my mind was the second.
My captors still hadn’t worked out what my gift was. While I sensed the woman’s fury at my refusal to tell them and her irritation at how long it was taking to find out, the man was practically vibrating with a sick sense of excitement at every failed attempt. The greater the challenge, the greater the likelihood that my ability was rare and worth pursuing.
The man reminded me of the Mad Hatter. He'd stroll in wearing his creepy gold bird mask and robes like it was the most normal thing in the world, and his emotions always bordered on gleeful. I’d taken to muting my ability in his presence because his buoyant jubilation filled up my chest like a balloon and it was repulsive. I didn’t want to feel joy here. His happiness made my skin crawl.
When he wasn’t around, I’d unmute my abilities because, in my more lucid moments, I felt like I wasn’t entirely alone in my imprisonment. There definitely wasn’t anyone else in the cave with me but it kind of felt like there were others nearby.
Other what, I wasn’t exactly sure because they sure as hell weren't fae.
When I lived in Albion, I experienced human emotions like waves lapping at my body. I could feel them but they were separate from me. The same thing happened when I visited Inver, or when I went to the Masque. I could feel the emotions of the non-fae inhabitants of Avalon, but they didn’t sit on my skin or soak into my bones the way fae emotions did.
There were moments when I felt waves of despair and loneliness lapping at the edges of my consciousness, but I couldn’t tell if they really did belong to other prisoners or if I was just slowly losing my grip on reality. Maybe my brain was reenacting some of my experiences among humans as a way of distracting me from the trauma?
Not knowing what was real and what wasn’t was agony. Darkness, isolation, and torture had warped my mind so much that I began to wonder if there was even any point trying to escape. What good would I be now? I was broken.
Where the fuck were the gods now?
In a twisted way, I almost looked forward to when the mad man showed up to slice me to ribbons and collect my blood. The pain was the only indicator that I was alive, not floating aimlessly through purgatory waiting for judgment day.
At the edge of my consciousness, I felt someone else’s loneliness and heartbreak lapping at my skin, echoing the loss I felt being away from the people I loved. I selfishly took a small amount of comfort in knowing that I wasn’t entirely alone, and hoped that the sensations I was experiencing didn’t just exist in my head.
 

Another day.
Well, I’m pretty sure it was another day.
I laid face down on the floor of the gods forsaken cave, wishing for the sweet, merciful relief of death.
The scraping sound of the boulder moving broke me out of my wallowing temporarily. My fight was gone though. I stayed where I was, lying on the dirt floor, turning my head slightly so I could face my captors.
The man sauntered in, smug as can be, with the woman fidgeting uncomfortably behind him. He took one look at me lying on the floor and laughed gleefully. “It suits you, you know. Laying in the dirt at my feet.”
“One day, I will take away everything you care about and leave you an empty husk of a fae,” I promised flatly, staring at the hem of his robes.
“I doubt that,” he replied cheerily. “Particularly as now I know your secret, little empath. You will live out the rest of your days under my protection. You are safe with me.”
I didn’t even have the energy to roll my eyes. This guy was freaking delusional.
Crap. Nothing good was going to come out of him finding out I was an empath.
“Kyanite,” he continued to ramble as I willed myself to be literally anywhere but here. Maybe I could crack teleportation if I concentrated hard enough. “That is the crystal that allows me to channel your gift.”
He threw a rough chunk of blue crystal on the ground in front of my face and I stared at it entranced. It was a sea blue color with streaks of white that reminded me of crashing waves. If he had put me in front of a line up of crystals, I’d have been able to pick this one out of the pack without even looking. It had a comforting, familiar energy that called to me.
The man leaned over me and hooked his arms under my armpits, roughly yanking me back into a sitting position against the wall. I bit down hard enough on my lip to draw blood but a small scream of agony escaped anyway. I hated giving him the satisfaction.
“You know,” he began conversationally. “If you’d had some boring or useless ability, we’d have wiped your memory and let you go.”
He was crouching down in front of me where I leaned against the wall, my head tipped back to hold it up. He was so close I could feel his breath on my neck as he spoke, yet he delivered his creepy speech as casually as if we were old acquaintances who had just bumped into each other at the supermarket.
Apparently all of my years of human books and television had given me unrealistic expectations of villains. This guy’s brand of sadism wasn’t menacing or diabolical, it was delivered with a playful wink and a cheeky grin.
“An empath though,” he mused. “An empath we can use. Which is wonderful for all of us as we can do away with these uncomfortable masks. They were a simple precautionary measure, I’m sure you understand. Now we know what you are, we can tell you all about ourselves and really get to know each other. Since you’ll be staying, after all.”
The woman hesitated for a moment but she removed the creepy mask at the same time the man did nonetheless.
I didn’t recognize either of them but I didn’t really know anyone outside the Academy either. They looked older and had a refined air about them that screamed wealth. They looked disappointingly normal, in fact. The woman’s icy blonde hair and navy blue eyes looked familiar, though I couldn’t place where I recognized them.
The man had light brown hair with streaks of silver through it and the coldest black eyes I’d ever seen. He was conventionally handsome — in a slimy kind of way — but upon closer inspection, his eyes practically screamed sociopath.
“You don’t recognize us?” the man asked lightly. “I think my daughter looks rather like her mother. Fortunately for all of us, my mate is beautiful, is she not?”
I took a closer look at the woman. The only fae female I knew with white-blonde hair and navy eyes was…
Saffir Castell.
Godsdamnit, Bryn. I’d been trying not to think about him the whole time I was here. His name on the note had been a smoking gun but I couldn’t conclusively say he’d sold me out so I did my best to force it from my mind. Until now. I couldn’t ignore the fact that I was being imprisoned by his girlfriend’s parents. Bile rose in my throat but I choked it back down.
Not now, Fi.
“Ah, I see the recognition in your eyes. You do know our daughter Saffir.” The man seemed delighted at this, clapping his hands together. Briallen had mentioned that a couple of Saffir’s parents were on the Council. Surely not this guy? He seemed like he had several screws loose.
It probably worked to his advantage in politics.
Crap, my dads had been very specific about avoiding the Council.
Double crap, I didn’t want anyone exploiting my abilities but corrupt Councillors would be extra bad. For the fae in general, not just me.
“It’s rude to ignore us, you know,” the man continued. “My name is Glendower Castell, this is my mate Evalina.” The woman squirmed a little with discomfort at me knowing about their true identities.
“Well, that’s probably enough of an introduction for now. We’ll have a lifetime to really get to know one another. Now we’ve established what you can do, let’s get on with the extraction.”
What a civilized way of saying I’m going to slice you open and bleed you dry now.
“I didn’t take enough last time evidently since I wasn’t able to influence anyone,” he muttered thoughtfully, an almost manic gleam in his eye.
It wouldn’t matter if he took every bit of my blood in my body, he’d never be able to influence anyone because I couldn’t influence anyone. I couldn’t achieve that level of magic without a complete mating circle and I was only halfway there.
Should I tell him that?
As Glendower pulled out his dagger, my mind flitted through all of the possibilities and I decided to say nothing. Maybe he’d think I was just a particularly weak empath and leave me alone? It was a naive hope but the idea of telling this creep anything about me or my mates — current or future — made my stomach turn.
Could he force me to take more mates if he realized that’s what was missing? He must have seen the mating mark on my wrist when he was bleeding me but the lighting was limited in here, maybe he’d assumed it was complete. Surely I couldn’t be coerced into a claiming ceremony, I’d never willingly say the vows.
Just the thought sent another wave of agony through my chest. Gods, what I would do to see Marlen and Arthus right now. Eamon too — he may not be officially mine but he felt like he should be. If I ever got out of this cave, I was going to tell him that. It was selfish, given what I was putting my other mates through right now, but I didn’t have the presence of mind to be selfless right now.
I just wanted them.
Glendower moved in closer next to me, dagger in one hand and blood collection bowl in the other. Vines sprung out of the ground to immobilize me, courtesy of his she-devil mate. They needn’t have bothered, I was too weak to fight back anyway.
As Glendower dug the blade into my side, tearing through the fabric of my dress until he dug into my skin and slid the blade down towards my hip, I closed my eyes and imagined my happy place.
Waking up in Eamon’s bed the morning after Winter Solstice, sprawled across Marlen and reaching over him just enough to brush Arthus’ bicep with my fingertips, Eamon wrapped around me from behind.
For a brief moment, my idiotic brain flashed an image of Bryn’s face when he told me my mating mark was the greatest gift I could have given Marlen. The sincerity in his eyes when he said that, the gentle sensuous curve of his lip that for once wasn’t mocking or sarcastic.
But I shook that thought away and focused on the three handsome fae men in my life who I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt hadn’t betrayed me. The sounds of my own screams lulled me into unconsciousness.
By the time I woke up, I was alone again with a screaming new wound in my side. It was by far the deepest he’d ever cut me and the most blood he’d collected at one time. I closed my eyes to stop the world spinning and took a deep breath of the putrid cave air. There was another lump of bread next to me and some fresh water but I couldn’t stomach either right now.
I willed my mind to send me back into an oblivious state of unconsciousness but there was too much going on in my brain for me to switch off. Knowing that Saffir’s family were responsible — and therefore Bryn — had thrown me for a loop and I resented them even more for making me think about it.
I didn’t want to think about it. I had no way of getting out of here. If I was going to live out the rest of my life in captivity, I’d rather take a mental vacation from reality, thank you very much.
I hated Saffir for her part in all of this, but I couldn’t help pitying her for having these two as parents. Evalina’s other two mates had appeared occasionally to top up my water or toss me a lump of old bread but their emotions didn’t feel nearly as twisted as Glendower. Mostly they looked at me with a strange mixture of pity and revulsion, but they were obviously twisted enough to go along with all of this so their pity didn’t mean anything.
Between their passive acceptance, Glendower’s special brand of crazy, and Evalina’s hostility, it’s no wonder Saffir’s personality was about as warm as an igloo.
And then there was Bryn. Betrayal sliced through me like a burning knife in the back as his beautiful face and mocking smirk popped into my mind.
Nope, not ready yet. A time would come when I was ready to think about him but it was not now. Now was the time to forget.







Marlen
 
Fifteen days.
Fifteen days since the love of my life had been taken from me. Fifteen days she had been suffering somewhere alone. Every second was agony. It felt like fifteen years.
Arthus and I were less than useless now. We were laid on the enormous bed in Eamon’s room where we’d been holed up for the past few days. It was midday, but we were both hunched up under the covers, clutching at our chest where the mating bond burned like a searing, excruciating brand on our souls.
She needed us and we couldn’t even get out of bed.
Two days after Fi’s disappearance, the absent bond started to grow uncomfortable. Five days later, it became painful. From day ten, it had become an acute agony. I’d tried using my healing gift on both Arthus and I but it didn’t work. Our ailments were in our souls, not our bodies, they couldn’t be healed by magic.
When the pain had gotten too much to bear, we stayed at Eamon’s house around the clock. It felt safer here than at the Academy and although we were a burden, I think Eamon liked having us close by. Arthus and I had each other, Eamon would have been alone if we’d stayed on campus. He hadn’t even questioned going to Gwyneira on our behalf and telling her we needed time off.
She had been more than understanding. The strain of being far away from one’s mate was crippling.
The idea that Fi was suffering this same agony somewhere alone broke my heart.
We were pretty confident that Saffir’s parents had taken her, but we had no idea where she was being kept or how to get her out even if we did find her. We were practically considered infants in the fae world, we wouldn’t stand a chance taking on a Councillor. Besides, we were no good at all to Fi if we got ourselves arrested.
In the beginning, we’d be pretty confident that we could get her back but over the past few weeks, that confidence turned into hopelessness. We wouldn’t ever give up looking for her, but the odds were increasingly stacked against us.
Being bedridden puts us at a massive disadvantage.
Eamon sat at the foot of the bed like he did most mornings, sifting through letters. He’d hired fae he trusted to investigate both Saffir’s family and the other Councillors, and he maintained correspondence with Gwyneira now Arthus and I couldn’t. By the way he threw the papers aside and ran his hand over his face, I guessed he’d had as much success today as he’d had every other day. Zero. Zilch. Nada.
Enfys hadn’t given up his search for Fi either, which was unfortunate. He seemed to take it as a personal affront that he hadn’t found her within the twelve-hour window he’d set for himself. Enfys was insistent that the Council would be the best resource for finding Fi and none of us felt comfortable divulging what we knew about Saffir’s parents, lest he try to get us arrested for treason. When it came to the Council, the guy was a zealot.
Since we’d stopped going to the campus, Enfys had taken to coming here instead to update us, which irked me. Eamon’s house felt like a home to us, to our mating circle. Eamon may not be officially part of it yet but he was in every other way. The moments we’d spent here on the Solstice and New Year’s Eve were sacred memories. I didn’t think Fi would want Enfys to be here. His attention had always made her a little uncomfortable.
Enfys had also ordered us not to talk to Bryn, which rubbed me the wrong way and must have set Arthus’ teeth on edge — no one gave him orders.
Enfys had gone to Saffir’s father who told him to exclude Bryn Edan from all conversations in relation to the search for Fi. Apparently Bryn had ‘acted dishonorably towards his daughter and was to be watched around female fae’ or something.
Glendower was a fae like the rest of us, he couldn’t lie. Although, Bryn had been kind of an asshole to Saffir throughout their courtship and was clearly more interested in Fi than the girl he was supposedly courting. Neglecting Saffir was dishonorable.
In the condition we were in, we weren’t able to go visit Bryn anyway so in a sense we were obeying Enfys’ orders. However, everything he'd said about the Councillor both confirmed our suspicions and cleared Bryn’s name in our eyes. None of us trusted Enfys enough to share that with him though.
“You two need more food,” Eamon muttered as he stood, looking over both of us worriedly. Poor bloke had been playing nursemaid, chef, detective, landowner, plus he was dealing with his own feelings about Fi’s disappearance.
Before he turned to go, his features slackened and eyes closed. He stood in front of us, as still as a statue for a few moments until his eyes reopened, dominated by the creepy swirly clouds that indicated the presence of the spirits.
“Where the Sanctified Empath is, the spirits cannot go.” The words came from Eamon’s mouth but the eerie voice sounded disembodied and totally different from his own.
Like every day, we waited for more information. Like every day, the spirits said nothing further. Eamon’s eyes drifted closed and he shook his head before opening his usual purple eyes again.
“The same thing every day, some fucking help they are,” he muttered. “I’ll get you both some soup.”
He returned with two bowls of soup on a tray that had the whole house smelling like pumpkin. Eamon sat on the edge of the bed and spoon-fed us each a few bites before we were strong enough to feed ourselves.
Fi better claim this guy, he’d seen way too much of Arthus and I to let him walk away now. I mean, he’d literally bathed us the other day.
Fucking. Mortifying.
 

Given Enfys’ hate-on for Bryn, I was surprised when Eamon led him into the bedroom later that afternoon. Eamon knew Bryn the least out of all of us so I figured he’d be the most likely to follow Enfys’ orders. 
“Gods, this is much worse than I thought,” Bryn muttered, looking at the sorry state of Arthus and I. His condescending tone was belied by the worry written all over his face.
“Any success tracking her?” Arthus gritted out, clutching his chest so tightly his knuckles were turning white. He was a stronger fae than me, I couldn’t speak at all.
“None,” Bryn replied grimly, sitting on the edge of the bed next to Eamon. “I convinced Saffir to go and search her family estate — every room — but she didn’t find any evidence of Ffion there.” He sighed, tipping his head back to look up at the ceiling as if the answers to all our problems would suddenly appear there.
“Saffir admitted she threw the note away at her parents’ house and her mother was very insistent about escorting her back to campus the next day so I’m guessing Evalina Castell planted it. For what it’s worth, I believe Saffir when she says she knew nothing about it,” Bryn added.
“The Castells have many properties, they could be holding Fi off the main estate,” Eamon suggested.
Bryn ran his hands through his disheveled hair and huffed out a sigh. He wasn’t in the same kind of agony that Arthus and I were experiencing but I’d never seen him look so distraught either. His usually bright blue eyes were dull and shadowed with dark circles. I doubt he’d slept much more than we had.
“Unlikely,” Bryn argued. “They want her blood. They’ll keep her close to them. Besides, you told me yourself that wherever she’s being held is warded against spirits. I doubt they’ve warded any except the main estate they conduct Council business from. It would raise questions about what they were hiding if they warded all of them.” 
Huh, I guess Eamon had confided in Bryn more than we realized. I wasn’t mad about it because seriously, fuck Enfys and the high horse he rode in on.
Eamon scrubbed his hand over his face. His beard was getting long. All of us needed a shave.
“I have people discreetly checking the Castell’s registered properties for wards and illusions. I assume this is why Councillor Castell explicitly told Enfys to leave you out of his search for Fi — he assumed you’d put the pieces together,” he sighed, giving Bryn a wry smile.
“Our options for getting her out of a wealthy Councillor’s heavily guarded property on our own are slim. I think our best option is to spread the word to the wider fae community that Fi was separated from her mates against her will. No fae will stand for the Council acting like that. They’d be afraid that their mates will be taken next.”
My gut churned uneasily. I wasn’t averse to some mild treason to get my girl back but I didn’t want to plant her smack bang in the middle of a revolution either. By the look on Bryn’s face, he wasn’t entirely comfortable with that idea himself.
“Exposing them is a risk,” Bryn hedged. “They might just kill her if they think she’s too much trouble. Find an excuse to explain away the death and then it’s their word against ours.”
“True,” Eamon replied dejectedly. “Fi’s fathers certainly never got any justice for their mate.”
“We need a way through the wards, I know in my gut that she’s on the main property. I’m going to monitor the edges of the property, see if I can see anyone coming or going that might be of use to us,” Bryn replied. “I’ll get Saffir to visit her parents again and take another look around. We’re not courting anymore but she feels guilty, she’ll help.”
So all it took for Bryn to see sense was for the girl he was courting to inadvertently be responsible for the kidnapping of the girl he actually wanted to be with.
Progress, I guess?
“Okay,” Eamon agreed slowly. “We’ll focus on finding a way onto the estate to check for ourselves. For all we know, he could have a whole prison somewhere on the property with gifted fae in it. Somewhere Saffir wouldn’t think to look.”
“There’s not even any point in me giving Saffir a tracking amulet, she doesn’t have Ffion’s magical signature to follow,” Bryn muttered dejectedly.
“That reminds me,” Eamon said abruptly to Bryn, striding over to collect something from the dresser. I could just make out him handing over a long silver chain with two crystals hanging off it that I’d completely forgotten about.
“What is this?” Bryn asked cautiously as Eamon dropped it into his hand.
“Amethyst and malachite,” Eamon replied. “Healing magic from Marlen, Second Sight from me. It’s not the easiest ability to share, but you'll be able to see through glamours and weak illusions temporarily when you blood it.”
“Thank  you,” Bryn said in a low voice, seemingly in awe.
“You’re most welcome,” Eamon said with a small smile. “We know you want to find her as much as the rest of us.”
“I do. Shit, I should go. I memorized Enfys’s signature so I could track his movements. He’s nearby,” Bryn said irritably, glaring out the window.
He stood and gave Arthus and I another concerned glance where we lay on the bed.
“I won’t give up,” he promised, so quietly I wasn’t sure if he meant for us to hear him or not. Eamon escorted him out and some of the weight sitting heavily on my heart lifted.
Bryn was still looking for Fi.
Bryn would keep looking for Fi.
If anyone cared about Fi as much as Arthus, Eamon and I did, it was Bryn.
Hopefully, wherever Fi was, she knew that. Given the fact that she’d gone to meet him and then been kidnapped… It was asking a lot of her to have that kind of faith in him.
A couple of minutes after Bryn had disappeared through the front door, Enfys’ monotone voice echoed through the house.
“Hello? Gentlemen? Are you around?”
Arthus and I managed to flash each other matching eye rolls between waves of pain. Where else would we be? We hadn’t moved in days.
Eamon’s low voice carried through the house as he spoke in a clipped tone to Enfys. Eamon entered the room alone shortly after.
“I don’t feel comfortable bringing him in here,” Eamon admitted quietly and I managed to nod my head slightly in agreement. The bedroom that mates shared was a sanctuary, it felt wrong to bring someone like him in here. Someone not suitable for our mating circle.
“Do you want to try to come out to the sitting room?” he asked hesitantly. Arthus and I both managed to grit out a “no” and Eamon gave us a sharp nod in agreement. He’d handle Enfys. We could rely on Eamon, he’d proved that to us time and time again this past couple of weeks.





Enfys
 
I gritted my teeth and swallowed my anger as I discussed Fi’s disappearance with Eamon. I had specifically told them to stay away from Bryn, yet I saw him leaving here not five minutes before I arrived.
“Mr. Owen,” Councillor Castell greeted me enthusiastically, pulling me into his office at the Council administrative building and clapping me soundly on the shoulder. “Good to see you. Join me for a glass of wine.”
Gods, this was an honor beyond my wildest dreams. I followed him gladly, sitting in the chair in front of his desk while he poured the wine at a small bar in the corner of the room. He strolled languidly toward me, handing me the glass and tipping his to me in a toast. I copied the gesture, wondering what I had done to deserve this privilege.
Perhaps it was my training work at the Academy? It would be logical for Gwyneira to pass on the Council how I was excelling.
“Now, Enfys — if I may be so forward as to use your first name, though I think we shall be friends — I am told you are here to enquire about a missing student?” the Councillor asked, sitting in the chair next to me in front of his desk instead of the grand chair behind the desk.
“Yes,” I said eventually, clearing my throat. I hadn’t expected such a warm reception and I had allowed it to distract me. Focus, Enfys — this is not the time to make a poor impression. “Ffion Smith, a student at the Academy has been reported missing. Her mates suspect foul play, possibly the involvement of a Mr. Bryn Edan.”
Councillor Castell looked at me intently, leaning casually back in his chair with his wine glass dangling loosely from his fingers. It was a deceptively relaxed pose — my combat magic swirled through me, identifying his weak points and possible attacks subconsciously. His muscles were coiled tight and though he was leaning back in the chair, his spine was rigid and ready to move.
No wonder he had achieved a position on the Council. This was not a man to be trifled with.
“My youngest daughter, Saffir, is familiar with Mr. Bryn Edan. Poor girl, no gifted ability. Such a disappointment to us…” he trailed off wistfully and I shifted uncomfortably in my chair.
“Where was I? Ah, Mr. Edan. His dealings with my daughter have been a touch dishonorable I’m afraid. I will investigate him personally in regards to Miss... what did you say her surname was?”
“Smith,” I supplied and he chuckled.
“As you say. Anyway, I shall talk to Mr. Edan myself. I recommend that you and anyone else searching for Miss. Smith exclude Mr. Edan. Given his history with female fae, keeping him away from your friend would probably suit you better, would it not?”
It would suit me much better as a matter of fact...
One of our illustrious Councillors had taken time out of his day to warn me about Bryn. Who were any of us to ignore such a great man?
Eamon Adair may be rich but all of his wealth was inherited. He was no one of consequence. He hadn’t even offered me a cup of tea upon arrival. Clearly, money couldn’t buy manners.
“Where are the other two?” I asked in a clipped tone, wanting to update them all on my findings as quickly as possible so I could get back to more productive activities.
“Indisposed,” Eamon snapped, his tone as impatient as mine.
“Right, you can relay the information to them then. I visited the Councillors yesterday to make inquiries on Fi’s behalf.”
 
I waited outside the imposing oak double doors and took a deep breath to calm myself. I had requested an audience with the five Councillors who supervised the Enforcers unit that I was part of. I wanted to take Fi’s disappearance to them in the hopes they would allocate resources to it.
“Enfys Owen, enter,” a disembodied voice called through the door.
I pushed open the double doors and walked into the surprisingly small meeting room. The five Councillors sat around a round wooden table, each with a secretary sat in a chair behind them taking notes.
“Please, sit,” one of the Councillors said graciously, gesturing at the empty seat next to him. It was an honor to be at this table.
“Councillors, thank you for meeting with me and on such short notice,” I began.
“Not at all,” the elderly man next to me replied. His hair was a shocking white and his features were wizened with age. He looked at least 500 and a day. “You have an excellent track record as an Enforcer and have never called upon us before. We were curious as to what you needed.”
“A friend of mine — my future mate, I hope,” I explained and a couple of the secretaries giggled. “She has been taken, two weeks ago now. Her mates and I are very distressed.”
“Of course, of course. The girl’s name?” The question came from an elderly female Councillor sitting opposite me, dressed in multiple layers of garish purple.
“Ffion Smith.”
“Ffion, you say? There have been rumors in the Council building that a Ffion recently appeared with an empath gift, can you believe it? The last name wasn’t Smith though…”
“They did not have any news on her location, but one of the Councillors mentioned she’d heard rumors of an empath named ‘Ffion’ being discovered recently. An impossibility, I’m sure.”
I waited for Eamon’s denial but none came, there wasn’t even a flicker of surprise on his face.
“Fi is the empath?” I confirmed, stunned. Empaths had been hunted into extinction centuries ago by dark fae.
Eamon gave me a cool, assessing look but said nothing which was confirmation in itself. Excitement bloomed in my chest at the thought of my future mate having such a rare and powerful gift.
Once we’d found her, I would be sure to take her to the Council and make introductions — they would be instantly taken with her. She could easily have a future as a Councillor herself, fae would travel for miles to see an empath in the flesh.
I was more than a little disappointed that Fi hadn’t shared this information with me before she left, but I would explain my disappointment to her when I saw her and she would be more forthcoming in the future. Fi was a very reasonable female, it was one of the things I liked most about her.
I stood to leave and Eamon followed suit, clearly we were both eager to end this conversation. He wasn’t necessarily my competition to become one of Fi’s mates — I’d seen her mating mark and she had enough magic for both of us — but I didn’t trust him either. Particularly since I’d seen Bryn leaving his house. He might try to convince Fi that Bryn was a better choice.
I was confident she’d see through that delusion.
“You do remember what I told you about talking to Bryn?” I asked, narrowing my gaze on Eamon.
“I do,” Eamon replied smoothly, not breaking eye contact.
“That advice came from a Councillor, you’d do well to heed it,” I sneered, losing patience with Eamon’s arrogance.
“Noted,” he responded, moving to the door and holding it open for me. Fine, if he wasn’t going to listen to me, I’d take it up with Bryn directly. He needed to be reminded of his place.
I walked out without saying goodbye and stormed back to the campus in a rage. My fire magic had been burning hot in my veins in the two weeks since Fi’s disappearance. Weeks. How was it possible that we hadn’t found her yet?
Between the four of us, rescuing Fi should be a cakewalk. Eamon would be able to see through any illusions if he got close enough to them. I could fight my way through whoever was guarding her. Arthus could fly Fi to safety. Marlen could heal any injuries she’d sustained.
Strategically, I had it all planned out. But we had no idea where she was or who had taken her. That plan was obsolete now, Marlen and Arthus were too weak from the absence of the mating bond.
Supposedly, Bryn had tracking magic. If he actually cared about Fi — if he was actually looking for her — he’d have found her already. Not that any of the Council trackers had yet but they didn’t have the vested interest in her that Bryn supposedly had.
The other three guys may buy Bryn’s innocence regarding the note but I didn’t. I wasn’t there when they interrogated him. They probably didn’t ask the right questions.
The Councillor had said Bryn acted ‘dishonorably’ towards his daughter. What did that mean? What kind of schemes was Bryn pulling on unsuspecting female fae?
The more I thought about it, the more I felt I needed to talk to Bryn myself. Not just about the note either. I wanted to make it crystal clear what my intentions were with Fi and where his place in the fae world was.
 

I knocked on the door to Bryn’s cabin, hoping he was there alone. I’d prefer to have this conversation privately.
Fortunately, the gods were on my side. Bryn opened the door and immediately went to slam it shut, but my combat magic kicked in, moving my muscles without conscious thought to block the closing door and barrel inside past a fuming Bryn.
Bryn kicked the door shut and glared at me as though he could kill me with his eyes alone.
“I don’t recall requesting a visit, Owen,” Bryn drawled.
I snorted. “I don’t take requests from disgraced fae like you, Edan.”
“Get out,” he snarled.
“No. I’ve got a few things I’d like to discuss with you first. Starting with that note. I don’t believe whatever you said to Marlen and Arthus to trick them into thinking you weren’t involved—”
“Fuck off, I don’t answer to you, Owen. Ffion’s actual claimed mates know I wasn’t involved, I’m not going to waste my breath trying to convince a wannabe suitor like you.”
“Watch it, Edan. I could make your life very difficult,” I growled. Disrespectful little prick.
“You’re already making my life difficult,” Bryn snorted.
“Oh? Scared of a little competition?” I taunted.
“You’re no competition,” he retorted and I knew I’d hit a sore spot. He was worried Fi would pick me over him as her final mate.
Good, he should be. She would pick me.
“You know, one of my fathers was a Council Enforcer before me,” I said casually. “I remember him coming home one day and telling me how one of the oldest fae houses had tragically tarnished their family name. A fire that killed an entire mating circle, deliberately set by the female. And a child who should have been dead, but got lucky.”
Bryn was vibrating with rage but I was going to see this conversation through to the end. It’s not like he could beat me in a fight anyway.
“My father was called in to clean up the aftermath. He witnessed the raging little orphan standing in the middle of the forest, cursing the gods,” I continued.
“Get. Out.”
“I’ll leave when I’m done, orphan. Your own mother tried to kill you. You’re not good enough for a rarity like an empath,” I snapped, registering the surprise on Bryn’s face when I mentioned Fi’s gift. Was that because he already knew or because he didn’t?
“The Calders are a devout line, famous in the temples. The Adairs are some of the wealthiest fae in Avalon. Marlen was an unfortunate mistake that can be attributed to her first mating and a lack of proper guidance.
“There’s no room for a failed fae like you, Edan. Even if your pull to Fi is stronger than mine — which I doubt because you are too bitter to be capable of meaningful connections — she deserves better than you. I will work with her existing mates and suitor to get her back. Once she is back, you will stay away from her. I’ll only tell you once.”
Satisfied my words had hit their mark, I stormed past him and slammed the door behind me.
Fae were ruthless. Fae valued power and reputation. Fae fought for what they wanted. I was twice the fae Bryn would ever be.





Fi
 
When Glendower barged into the cave, I knew this time was going to be different. He usually swaggered in like his dick was too big to walk like a normal person, but today he was all urgency and something a lot more dangerous.
He lit the torch on the wall and yanked it out of its holder, bringing it alarmingly close to my body.
Please don’t set me on fire. That is really the last thing I need right now.
Fortunately, that didn’t seem to be his plan. Unfortunately, he snatched up my left wrist and held it close to the flame to examine my mating mark.
“Of course,” he muttered. “You need access to more magic. How could I not have considered this earlier? Then your blood will be perfect. Perfect, powerful blood.”
He dropped my wrist and busied himself unlocking the shackles from the wall, hissing in discomfort whenever he had to touch the magic-blocking metal. The skin around my ankles felt raw and tender where they had been cuffed. My wrists were still bound but the chain connecting me to the wall had been disconnected.
If I wasn’t almost dead, I’d make a run for it.
“Come along,” Glendower announced, gripping my forearm tightly and yanking me to my feet. He extinguished the torch and pulled me towards the cave entrance, huffing impatiently when I tripped over my feet. I was exhausted, in pain, and my ankles protested with every ounce of weight I put on them.
“You will be pleased to know that I am taking you to a ball tonight, aren’t you a lucky girl? I shall find you more mates — strong mates — and they will claim you and your magic will be unmatched. I will have to ensure they don’t get any ideas about keeping you, of course. That would be most inconvenient for me. Occasional visits to keep your magic strong will do. And I’ll find those other two you’ve claimed, I’m sure I’ll be able to find accommodations for them as suitable as yours,” he muttered to himself with a deranged chuckle.
Please, gods, keep Marlen and Arthus safe.
If nothing else, don’t let them get hurt because they loved me.
 

I was dragged roughly into a small side entrance of a massive mansion. The hallways we walked through were stone and lined by flaming candles in sconces along the walls. It was too nice to be a dungeon at least. Maybe it was some kind of servant’s quarters.
Gods, all this time trapped in a cave and I was probably only a hundred yards from a giant house filled with people. Though I doubted anyone here was going to help me. The most dominant emotion I could sense here was fear.
Glendower shoved me roughly through a doorway and I cried out as my palms and kneecaps crashed into the unforgiving stone floor. He roughly flipped me over and unlocked the cuffs around my wrists, ripping them unceremoniously off me before turning to leave. The door slammed shut behind him and I heard the scraping of a key in a lock.
From my vantage point on the floor, I could see a small cot bed in the corner with a frayed blanket, as well as a toilet, a small basin, and an empty stone fireplace. The only entrance was the door Glendower had locked behind him, and there were no windows. It was basically a five-star hotel compared to where I had been staying but I knew nothing good was going to come of my upgraded accommodations.
I was a pig that was being fattened before being led to slaughter.
There was no one around to see me so I allowed myself to wallow in my misery, each injury hurting tenfold from my journey up here. With tears streaming down my face, I crawled to the cot and curled up in the fetal position. The scrap of blanket didn’t cover my legs but it was better than no blanket at all.
Eventually, I cried myself to sleep. Every so often I’d wake up screaming, coated in a sheen of sweat and blissfully unable to recall the nightmare I’d been having.
It was probably about torture.
I’m not sure how long I slept on and off for, the opening of the heavy wooden door roused me sometime later.
Glendower entered — his face a mask of benevolence. Underneath the facade, I could feel his gleeful anticipation for whatever he’d got up his sleeve next.
I was too exhausted to care.
Following Glendower was his daughter, Saffir Castell. I can’t say I ever thought I’d see this bitch again. I expected to feel some kind of sick sense of triumph or glee from her. Instead, I picked up surprise at seeing me that quickly morphed into horror at the state of me.
Had she not known what her parents were doing? How was that possible?
Saffir had an enormous swathe of silky maroon fabric draped over her arm and a carefully blank face.
“Get her ready. She needs to be presentable enough to attend the Councillors Ball tonight. I assume you can manage such a simple task,” Glendower said, his tone dripping with condescension. It was quite possible he had more affection for me than his own daughter.
“Yes, father,” Saffir answered obediently, moving aside so Glendower could leave the room. He pulled the door shut behind him but didn’t lock it.
Saffir waited a few moments as his footsteps receded down the hallway before dropping the dress, rushing over to the cot and dropping to her knees next to me.
“Ffion, I’m so sorry,” she breathed. “I swear I didn’t know. I searched every inch of this house for you just like Bryn asked. I even searched in this room. I don’t understand how I missed you.”
“Cave,” was all I could manage and I wasn’t sure she even understood me. The word felt like it had been clawed from my throat with a razor.
Bryn asked her to look for me? Did he write the note to lure me out then regret his actions and send Saffir to make amends? Why did she say she didn’t know I was here then? Maybe if my head didn’t feel like it’d been put through a meat grinder, I’d be able to make sense of all this.
“They kept you in a cave?” she whispered, horrified.
Saffir reached out and paused hesitantly before pushing a lock of filthy, matted hair away from my face. “I’m going to have to get you ready for this ball, my father can’t catch on that I’m helping you. As soon as I get back to the Academy, I’ll find Bryn. He’ll come for you, I’m sure of it.”
I felt an overwhelming sense of loss from Saffir when she thought of him. Whatever was going on, it had cost Saffir her relationship with Bryn. The tiniest ember of hope flickered in my chest. Maybe Bryn hadn’t betrayed me after all.
Saffir moved to the basin and grabbed a mug from beside it, filling it with water using her magic. She lifted me into a sitting position against the wall with disturbing ease considering we were basically the same size. I must have lost a lot of weight. She held the cup against my lips to drink and the icy cold water felt heavenly against my raw throat. All of the screaming had made me hoarse.
“I’m going to have a tub brought in so you can bathe and get you some tea and broth from the kitchens,” Saffir said softly and I managed a small nod in acknowledgment.
She left with a torn glance, returning shortly after with a maid who gave me a terrified glance before building a fire in the small fireplace. Another couple of servants lugged in a large metal tub and placed it in front of the fire where Saffir proceeded to fill it with her magic. 
The first maid returned again with a tray of broth and ginger tea. Saffir sat next to me after giving the ratty cot bed a distasteful look and spoon-fed me the broth.
Glendower had mentioned altering memories. Hopefully I could get my hands on some kind of memory-wiping amulet because I would dearly love to wipe this event from both of our minds.
Even the light broth made my stomach contract painfully and I eventually shook my head slightly to let her know I was done. I blinked back a fresh wave of tears at the idea that I couldn't even manage to eat soup. If I did get out of this, what kind of shape was I going to be in? I didn’t want my mates to have to nurse me the way Saffir was nursing me right now.
She checked the temperature of the bath and grimaced slightly. “It isn’t as warm as I’d like but we don’t have that much time,” she said apologetically as she tipped a small bottle of oil into the water. Lavender by the smell of it.
Saffir whispered apologies over and over again as she helped me stand, brought me over to the bath and stripped me out of the ragged remnants of my cloak and dress. She carefully removed the foxglove brooch that had been holding my cloak together and put it to the side. It made my heart warm to see it. I’d run my fingers over the cool metal more times than I could count to draw comfort from my memory of the Winter Solstice.
Saffir’s kindness combined with my mortification at being seen like this was overwhelming me. I choked back more tears, not wanting this situation to get even more embarrassing.
I should really be focusing on how close to death’s door I was instead of how naked and damaged I was in front of some random girl from school whose parents abducted me.
Pride, thy name is Ffion.
Being naked really was the least of my concerns, I still had to get into this freaking tub somehow and I could barely move my muscles. In the end, I decided Saffir seemed like she wasn’t going to let me drown so I took a deep, ragged breath and flopped myself into the tub, sighing in relief when she immediately reached into the water and yanked my head above the surface.
“Gods! Are you suicidal?” she shrieked.
“A little,” I croaked hoarsely. If this was going to be my life for the next 400-and-something years, I’d rather be dead.
Saffir blanched and quickly busied herself washing my hair with lavender-scented soap and tackling the matted curls with a wooden comb. I closed my eyes and tipped my head back against the edge of the tub. The tepid water felt heavenly, even if it was rapidly turning pink as the blood washed off my skin.
Saffir grabbed my hand where a small scrape from when I’d fallen on the floor was still bleeding. She looked at it for a long moment before quickly grabbing my necklace and pressing the bleeding wound against the malachite crystal.
“You need healing,” she whispered apologetically.
As soon as my blood hit the crystal, Marlen’s healing magic skittered across my skin like a thousand warm friendly butterflies. I sighed in ecstasy as bleeding wounds knitted closed and some of the pain eased.
After a few minutes, I opened my eyes and inspected my arms. They were crisscrossed with faint white scars but nothing was bleeding. Unfortunately, the lack of other injuries brought my attention to the acute agony of the absent mating bonds in my chest.
Saffir lifted the chain with the now empty malachite crystal on it over my head. “I’m going to take this and your brooch back to the Academy, okay? You won’t be able to wear them with the dress, I’ll keep them safe for you.”
I nodded mutely, getting a little teary-eyed.
Saffir grabbed a washcloth and helped get all of the dried blood and dirt off my skin. Eventually, the water was unsalvageable and she used her magic to pull it out of the tub and deposit it in the basin across the room. She refilled the tub partway with cold water so I could rinse off the last of the dirt before helping me out and wrapping me in a towel.
“I know attending this ball is probably the last thing you feel like doing but it will be the best opportunity to get help. I don’t know what my father has planned, but he has a flair for the dramatic and loves attention so I doubt it’s anything good…” she trailed off, gently patting my hair dry and taming my curls. I felt like a freaking corpse and I doubt I looked much better.
“Mates,” I croaked. “He wants to complete my mating circle to increase my magic.” If she was going to get help, and her intentions felt genuine, then I wanted them to know exactly what they would be walking into.
Saffir helped me stand, balancing me against the wall so she could stuff my uncooperative limbs into the maroon silk gown. She apologized for the lack of undergarments but I didn’t have it in me to care. The dress covered the important bits anyway.
The gown was full length, incredibly tight until midway down to my knees before flaring out, mermaid-style. Saffir laced up the corset-style back for me and I was almost glad for the uncomfortable boning in the bodice, it felt like the only thing holding me up. There were no straps and I was acutely aware of how on display my scarred arms were.
Surely that would be a warning sign to other people at this ball? Even if I felt a super-strong mating pull, wouldn’t they run in the opposite direction at the sight of me? Unless the circles Glendower ran in were as depraved as he was. He’d called it the Councillors Ball, but I didn’t have a lot of faith in the Council right now.
Saffir lowered me back into a seated position on the cot and moved behind me to twist my hair into a low bun, securing it with a length of silk ribbon that matched the dress. When she was finished, she crouched in front of me on the floor and rested her hand on my arm.
“I’m going to sneak out now. I don’t want to risk my father forcing me to take a memory altering potion or I won’t be able to get help for you,” she said quietly, looking at my face intently. I gave her a small nod to show I’d heard her.
Saffir huffed a breath and looked around the room awkwardly. “Look, I wanted Bryn as one of my mates. He’s powerful and has gifted magic. My parents have always been really disappointed that I don’t have a gifted ability, I thought maybe if I had gifted mates it would help them get over it…” she trailed off and for the first time, I felt more than just pity at her shitty parents. I felt enraged on Saffir’s behalf.
“Anyway, it was obvious that Bryn and you had a strong mating pull and I should have just cut my losses and found someone else. I barely have a pull to him at all and it’s really not like me to settle for being someone’s second choice. It doesn’t matter, we’re over now. He ended things, rightly so.” She gave me a sad smile. “I’m going to fix this, and hopefully one day you can forgive me for the part I played in it.”
“Which was?” I croaked, not really wanting to use my energy on speaking but needing to know exactly how she’d contributed to this.
“I asked my parents to get Bryn a Council internship to make him stay with me. Sweeten the deal or whatever. I came home and, well, I was ranting I guess. Kelvyn told Corsen and me what your real surname is. Usually, I don’t confide in my parents, but I mentioned that Bryn was distracted by a new girl from Albion who wasn’t even using her real name. When I said ‘Ffion Laisren’, my dad got this horrible look on his face…”
“Unintentional, then,” I rasped.
“Of course,” Saffir said, nodding vigorously. “I stupidly threw the note from Bryn away and my mother planted it in your cabin when she insisted on bringing me back to campus. I should have known there was something weird going on, she never wants to spend time with me.
“I’m not the nicest fae or whatever — I know that — but I’m not evil, Ffion.”
I believed her, even without her words. I could feel the horror Saffir was feeling, the despair that had taken over the moment she saw me here. Her actions had set off this whole chain of events, but not by design.
She stood and gave me a lingering look, torn between wanting to get help and not wanting to leave me alone. It was sweet. Maybe we could be friends one day.
If she ditched her crazy family.
“Go,” I whispered, attempting a weak smile that probably looked more like a grimace. Saffir gave me a curt nod and slipped quietly out of the room. I slumped back against the wall, unable to hold myself up any longer but mindful not to destroy Saffir’s hard work in making me presentable. It was nice to feel clean again.
Even if she didn’t go and find Bryn, I still wanted her gone before her asshole father got back. Especially if he did shit like give her memory altering potions. What an asshole.
It was really making me reconsider my relationship with my own fathers. Maybe I’d been too harsh on them. I was going to reevaluate a lot of my life choices if I ever got out of this place.
Eventually, I must have dozed off sitting against the wall because I awoke with a start when the heavy wooden door banged open and Glendower stormed in.
“Where is my daughter?” he barked, all trace of Mad-Hatter-meets-The-Joker Glendower gone.
“I don’t know,” I croaked out. She could be at the Academy but I didn’t technically know for sure so it wasn’t a lie.
“Useless, disappointment of a daughter,” he muttered under his breath before running his eyes over me in a lecherous, appraising sweep. “My, my, don’t you clean up nicely, my little empath?”
He stalked over to me and offered me his hand gallantly. I glared at the offensive appendage and didn’t move. That was the hand he used to wield his dagger, to hurt me, to drain my magic. If he thought I was going to be amiable about this mess, he was sorely mistaken.
Glendower sighed and gave me a grossly paternal look of disappointment. He reached down and wrapped his hands around my forearms, lifting me roughly onto my feet.
“You will behave, my little empath. If not for your own benefit, then for your mates’. I will be collecting them as soon as possible and their stay here will be as comfortable or uncomfortable as you make it,” he threatened, effectively cutting off my rebellion at the knees.
“Now, a glamour I think,” he said, clapping his hands like a kid in a candy shop and completely back to his demented ways. “You’ll never attract new mates looking as haggard as you are. Such a pity.”
I felt his magic slide over me, covering my hair and every inch of my skin. It felt slimy and foreign, I fought back the urge to shake out my limbs to try to get it off. I held up my arm and my skin was completely flawless, not a scar in sight. Bastard. I’d be walking around this stupid ball in agony, covered in evidence of my torture, and no one would be any the wiser. It was a special kind of cruelty.
“Come along, we’ll be taking the carriage. Don’t say I don’t treat you, my little empath,” Glendower sang, forcefully yanking me out of the room by the crook of my elbow.
Please don’t let me down, Saffir.





Bryn
 
I paced the length of the cabin for the millionth time. The one month anniversary of Ffion’s disappearance had come and gone and we were no closer to finding her than we were the day she was taken.
I had tracking magic for fuck’s sake. Why had the gods gifted me with this ability if I couldn’t track one of the few people in this entire realm I actually gave a damn about?
The most frustrating thing was, I knew in my bones that Ffion was on Saffir’s family estate where the Councillors lived full time. Saffir had been completely cooperative — she’d visited their estate to search for information herself but she said she’d checked every room in their gaudy mansion and hadn’t found a trace of Ffion.
I’d gone to the border of the property myself and found nothing, there was an illusion hiding the entire thing and I couldn’t sense any magic behind it. Unfortunately, the chances of me getting an invitation from her parents to cross the threshold were basically zero since I’d ended things with Saffir. I suppose I could have pretended we were still together to gain entry to the house if I hadn’t been in such a blind rage and ended things.
I’m not sure how well I could have pretended. Not anymore. Saffir wasn’t the girl I wanted.
Briallen sat morosely in an armchair in the corner of my cabin, staring unseeingly at the fire. She’d taken to hanging out here a lot since Ffion’s disappearance, I wasn’t sure if it was for my benefit or hers. She was definitely missing her friend, but she’d always seen right through my front when it came to Ffion.
“Please, Bryn. Just tell me what her gift is,” Briallen beseeched softly, still staring at the fire.
“It’s not my secret to tell,” I replied, same as always.
“It’s why she’s missing though. I always knew she had a gift, I hoped she’d confide in me but she never did.”
“For your own protection,” I told her sharply. I wasn’t in the mood to coddle Briallen right now. Whatever emotional turmoil she was dealing with was nothing compared to whatever Ffion was experiencing.
“Enfys has been more of a raging asshole lately. Storming around the campus like he owns the damn place. Has he said anything to you?” Briallen asked quietly, picking up on my irritation with her pity party.
“Not since he showed up here a couple of weeks ago telling me I was a disgraced orphan, not good enough for Ffion, and warning me to stay away,” I muttered. She’d picked the only topic of conversation that could piss me off more.
“What?!” she shrieked. “What the hell, Bryn?! You’d better not listen to him.”
“Oh? Which part?” I drawled.
“All of it! Especially the staying-away-from-Fi part though. You are not doing that shit anymore. She’ll come back, we’ll get her back. And once that happens, you two are going to live happily ever after whether you like it or not. I am going to make it happen,” Briallen fumed.
“That’s not how mating works,” I reminded her lightly, though her little rant had lifted my spirits slightly. “If it makes you feel any better — which it won’t — Enfys isn’t a fan of your buddy, Marlen, either. Said Ffion claiming him was a mistake but she didn’t know any better because he was her first mate.”
“That asshole,” she seethed. “Council Enforcer or not, I will make him regret saying those things about either of you.”
“Don’t make promises you can’t keep, cousin.”
“I don’t,” Briallen snapped and my face twitched in amusement. I kept my grin locked down, I didn’t want her turning that vengeful energy on me. “In fact, I’m going to find Aderyn right now and come up with a revenge plan. She’ll be furious that Enfys said that about her brother.”
Briallen stood up swept and imperiously out of the room, on a pointless mission that was sure to fail. At least it gave her a sense of purpose, she’d been drifting around aimlessly since Ffion was taken.
I wanted to go check on Marlen and Arthus again but Enfys was hanging around Eamon’s place like a fucking guard dog. Gods, I hated that fae. I almost wouldn’t care if Ffion didn’t choose me, as long as she didn’t choose him.
Almost.
It was infuriating to think that he probably could get an invitation to the Castell’s estate since he practically kissed the ground the Councillors’ walked on. But Eamon, Arthus, Marlen and I had agreed not to confide in Enfys because his Council-worship made him too much of a wildcard. He may claim he cared for Ffion and wanted her as a mate, but we couldn’t be confident of where his loyalties really were.
I contemplated going to visit the guys anyway and sneaking around Enfys but before I could decide, I felt Saffir’s magic as she approached my door. She hesitated for a long moment outside before knocking. Saffir hadn’t flirted with me or tried anything at all since I ended our courtship. While Saffir had tried to help find Ffion, that didn’t mean I trusted her.
If Ffion thought I was responsible for that fucking note and her subsequent abduction, I’d make Saffir’s life miserable.
I pulled the door open and moved back to sit at the small table. That was all the invitation she was getting. Saffir followed me in, her pale blonde hair disheveled and face filled with worry.
“She’s there. At my parents’ estate,” Saffir whispered.
“What!” I all but exploded, jumping out of the chair. “You said you checked everywhere!”
“I did, Bryn, calm the fuck down,” she snapped, her regular sullen personality returning. “She was only moved into the house today, she’s been kept in a hidden cave somewhere on the property. I have no idea where.”
“A cave?” I choked, dropping back into the chair. “How is she?” I knew it wouldn’t be good. Marlen and Arthus were in terrible shape and Ffion had undoubtedly endured a lot worse.
Saffir’s usually aloof gaze was full of sympathy. “It was bad, Bryn. When I found her, she was in a heap on a dirty cot, shackled with magic-blocking cuffs, covered in blood.” Saffir’s voice was hoarse with raw emotion. “My father demanded I clean her up. She had a malachite with healing magic, I made her blood the amulet which closed her wounds, and I bathed her, got her some broth…”
Saffir closed her eyes for a moment, holding back tears. When she opened them, they were filled with icy determination. “My father wanted me to prepare her for a ball tonight, he sent for me this morning to come home specifically to bring back a dress. It’s a Councillor’s Ball, it’ll be at the old Oberon Hall on the Eastland-Northgales border.”
“Why would he take her to a ball?” I asked, genuinely confused. I didn’t know much about kidnapping but bringing your captor out for a night on the town seemed odd.
“Ffion suspects that he’s trying to find mates for her. So her magic reaches its full potential or whatever.” I took a deep breath to keep the fire magic roaring through my veins at bay. “I think he may want to draw attention to her somehow. When he walked me to the room she was in, he was muttering about how grateful she would be soon for his protection.” Saffir practically spat the last word out.
“He’s going to paint a target on her back,” I murmured to myself. If word got out that Ffion was an empath, her anonymity would be gone. Glendower would have a legitimate reason as a Councillor to guard her for her own safety.
Cunning bastard.
“You have to get her out, Bryn. The ball is your best shot, it’s a public venue so there are no illusions. And I promised her you’d come for her,” Saffir added guiltily.
“Does she know the note was for you?” I snapped, already moving towards the wardrobe to find something suitable for a ball.
“She does,” Saffir confirmed. “I explained everything.”
“So she knows you and I are done? Forever? Never, ever going to happen?” Saffir winced and I knew it was harsh but I needed her to understand we were done as much as I needed Ffion to understand that Saffir and I were no more.
“Yes,” she said sadly. “I told her that too.”
“Good,” I replied, pulling out my best dark trousers, shirt, and waistcoat that I’d worn to the Masque a few weeks ago. I allowed myself a moment to remember how beautiful Ffion had looked as a phoenix, the sexy expanse of her skin visible in her backless dress... I was going to get her back tonight, come hell or high water.
“Be careful,” Saffir whispered and I gave her a curt nod before she left. Just seeing her face was a reminder that Ffion was in this whole situation because of me.
I dressed and headed to my cousin’s cabin first. Fortunately, Leigh opened the door and Briallen wasn’t back from harassing Aderyn yet. I’d rather have this conversation without her around. She’d probably try tag along.
“Can you get a message to Eamon, Arthus, and Marlen?” I asked Leigh brusquely, no time for pleasantries.
“Of course,” he responded immediately, giving me his full attention.
“I know where Ffion is, I’m going to get her tonight. There’s an Academy-owned safehouse halfway between her location and the campus, she can rest there overnight and I’ll make sure we’re not being tailed. I’ll deliver her to Eamon’s house tomorrow morning so long as we aren’t being followed. Tell them our suspicions were correct,” I added, already moving toward the stables. Leigh narrowed his eyes but didn’t ask any questions as we parted ways.
It was a three-hour flight to Oberon Hall where the ball was being held. Hopefully, I’d get there early enough for the griffin to have a decent rest before I got Ffion out of there and flew another couple of hours to the safehouse. It wasn’t my most well thought-out plan but time was of the essence.
 

I hovered in the shadows of the large stone hall the ball was being held in, watching the wealthy elite of the fae world with disgust as they drank expensive wine and mingled.
Oberon Hall was both ancient and ostentatious. The walls were the same traditional stone as they had always been, but somewhere along the way, patterned marble floors replaced the wood, and simple wooden torches became wrought iron chandeliers that cast the room in golden candlelight.
The arched ceiling was supported by intricate beams that ran the length of the room, with sculptures of ancient fae lounging amongst the rafters. The wings of the sculptures were painted every shade under the sun and flecked with gold leaf. They were renowned throughout Avalon for their detail and beauty and were probably the gaudiest things I’d ever seen.
My family was once welcome in these circles until my mother’s breakdown. I was glad for the ostracism, I didn’t want to spend any time with these assholes. Enfys’ insults about my disgraced family had only solidified my opinion on them.
I’d glamoured my hair a dark blonde and my eyes green, to throw off anyone who might recognize me. I planned to stay hidden as much as possible. If Glendower spotted me, I’d be out on my ass in seconds.
There was a small raised platform, around four feet high in the center of the room where a couple of fae were currently performing on the flute and harp. If Glendower were going to make a scene, that’s where he’d do it.
I figured my best bet for a distraction was a controlled but significant fire. There’d be water affinities here who could counter it but the element of surprise would be on my side. I only needed a couple of minutes to grab Ffion and get the hell out of here.
There was a ceiling-height wooden partition that blocked the entrance to the bathrooms from the main ballroom. It was the perfect fire hazard. It was also at the opposite end of the room from the kitchens which would be our best escape route. Now all I needed was the girl.
Come on, scout. Where are you?
I was beginning to lose hope when I felt the mating pull yanking at my chest, pulling my attention to the main doors. Of course that fucker Glendower would wait to make a dramatic entrance.
A few moments later, they entered together — surprisingly without the rest of Glendower’s mating circle. My heart leaped to my throat seeing Ffion shuffling in, clutching her captor’s arm to keep herself upright.
That was one of Saffir’s fathers holding onto her.
This was my fault. My fucking fault.
Ffion was clearly in pain from the absent mating bonds but aside from that, she didn’t look as terrible as I’d expected her to look after a month in captivity. Saffir had implied that Ffion had suffered a lot but the only evidence I could see of physical maltreatment was the loose fit of her dress. Fi’s luscious curves had all but vanished in a month. They obviously hadn’t been feeding her. The thought made bile rise in my throat.
Bryn, you fucking moron. He has an illusion gift.
Cursing quietly under my breath, I discreetly unsheathed my dagger and ran the pad of my thumb along it before pressing the wound to the amethyst pendant around my neck. Thank the gods that Eamon thought ahead.
With the glamour out of the way, it was easy to see what Saffir had been talking about. My stomach churned and my fists were clenched so tightly, my nails were cutting into my palms.
Ffion’s usually rich, caramel skin had a greyish tinge, her eyes were glassy and surrounded by dark shadows. The dress wasn’t just loose, it was hanging off her. Ffion’s bones protruded out of her skin like a skeleton.
But the thing that had my fire magic coursing through my veins like lava was the litany of scars that marred her once-perfect skin. They were everywhere that I could see — all along her arms, over the top of her hands, along her collarbone, her neck, even on her face. Shame prickled over my entire body.
My fault. My fucking fault.
The bastard glamoured her to cover up the scars he inflicted and the pitiful state she was in. Ffion was in so much pain, she couldn’t walk unassisted and he had perversely used that as a way to have her on his arm like she was his fucking date.
I wanted to destroy him. I wanted to rip his arm off where it touched hers, peel his smile off his smug fucking face.
I wanted his blood.
With restraint I didn’t know I possessed, I pulled my fiery magic back through my veins, tamping down my bloodlust for the time being. I didn’t have a hope of getting Ffion out of here safely if I attacked a Councillor in a room full of witnesses.
The mating bond writhed in my chest and my fingers itched to reach out and touch her. I wasn’t even sure if Ffion would be able to sense my presence with the agony she was in from the absence of her two mates as well as everything else that had been done to her. For a brief heart-stopping moment, her eyes flicked up and scanned the crowd as if she was searching for someone.
Hold on, scout. Just a little bit longer.
The crowd parted for Glendower and what was clearly his prisoner like he was the king of the fucking fae. No one seemed surprised in the slightest to see a  malnourished girl on his arm, barely keeping herself upright. Clearly the rot in the Council ran deeper than the guys and I had assumed.
Glendower half-dragged Ffion through the room to the platform, where the musicians had quickly gathered their equipment and scurried out of his way. Ffion stumbled her way up the stairs and it took everything in me to hang back. If Glendower was ever going to release his grip on her, it would be when he was hamming it up for the crowd.
I moved purposefully through the crowd like I belonged there, positioning myself next to the wooden partition. I’d have to move quickly and discreetly once I started the fire — getting arrested was not part of my plan tonight — but being so close to Ffion was all the motivation I needed.
There was no way I was leaving this room without her.





Fi
 
He was here for me, I could feel it. His distinctive bonfire embers scent wrapped around me like a comforting blanket.
Glendower had a firm grip on my elbow as he stood on the platform, angled slightly in front of me so he could commandeer the attention of his adoring fans. I edged myself as far back on the platform as I could, hoping the ground would open up and swallow me whole.
This room was incredibly intimidating, I’d never been anywhere like it before. The marble floor was so shiny I’d been able to see my glamoured reflection in it, and the circular wrought iron chandeliers that hung from the ceiling were as big as truck tires.
I’d muted my abilities but there was at least a hundred fae in this room and their attention was very much on me right now. It didn’t give me a crippling migraine like it would have, once upon a time, but I definitely felt dizzy. I attempted to focus on what Glendower was saying but black spots were blurring my vision and everything sounded so far away...
“Young Ffion Laisren here is an empath!” Glendower announced, plunging me back into the present with a sense of dawning horror. He godsdamned announced it! Anonymity, gone. Outed me, just like that.
Bastard.
Before the crowd had time to react, fire exploded up a nearby wall, licking the ceiling yet never spreading to the fae standing right next to it. This was no natural fire.
Glendower released my elbow in surprise and I felt the mating pull grow stronger. He was on the move.
I felt a hot hand wrap around my ankle and pull me back off the platform. I landed against a strong chest, arms banded around my waist. I squealed in surprise but I wasn’t scared. I knew that strong pull, those hands that felt like fire, that glorious bonfire scent could only belong to one person.
A blonde-haired Bryn set me back on my feet and gripped my hand tightly as he maneuvered us through the throngs of confused fae, through a kitchen area packed with wait staff and into the trees behind the building. A beautiful tawny griffin stood tall, waiting for us.
Bryn still hadn’t said anything and from the tight set of his jaw, it looked like he wasn’t going to any time soon. He gave my fitted dress an agitated look before running flames up from the hem, burning the fabric until it stopped just above my knees I was left in a borderline indecent mini dress. I’d felt the warmth of the fire against my skin but nowhere had it burned me.
Under different circumstances, I might appreciate how sexy it was that he could burn my clothes right off my body.
Bryn boosted me up onto the griffin. While I was able to straddle it with my newly shortened dress, there was now nothing borderline about how indecent it was — I tugged at it fruitlessly, silently cursing my lack of underwear. Bryn climbed up behind me and wrapped his arms tightly around my waist as the griffin took to the sky.
He could have loosened his grip once the griffin leveled out but if anything, his grip tightened and his forehead tipped forward to rest on the back of my neck.
The relief rolling off him was palpable. I hesitated for a moment, not knowing how to respond to this Bryn who was so unlike my Bryn.
No, not my Bryn. Regular Bryn. But I couldn’t overlook the fact that he had come for me, even if he hated me. Or just resented me. I wasn’t sure anymore.
I reached one hand behind his head to tangle in his curly locks, resting my other hand atop his on my stomach. Something in this moment felt pivotal. Like we were standing on the precipice of something important, something that would set our path forever.
I could sense how guilty he felt but I didn’t want to examine his emotions to find out why. If he wanted to tell me then he would.
“I saw Saffir earlier, she brought me the dress for tonight,” Bryn made a strangled noise in his throat behind me and I felt his rush of anger run through my veins. “She explained about the note,” I continued. “I know you had nothing to do with it.”
“But you suspected I did before you talked to her,” he deduced. I felt his sting of hurt all the way down to my bones. I thought about deflecting but isn’t that what Bryn and I always did? We deflected and pushed each other away and hurt one another. I didn’t want to play that game anymore.
“I didn’t want to,” I said honestly. “I couldn’t figure out the note without your involvement but… it didn’t sit right with me, the idea of you being involved,” I admitted.
He was still hurt but there was a wash of relief at my words. “Ffion,” he said in a low voice, “I wouldn’t. I would never do that to you. I know we haven’t always…” he trailed off as his discomfort grew.
“I know,” I whispered, tilting my head back and planting a chaste, grateful kiss on his cheek. “Thank you for coming for me.”
“Always,” Bryn promised. I felt the briefest flash of an impossibly tender emotion from him but I shook it off. My head was a mess, I was probably seeing and feeling things that weren’t there.
 

We flew for what felt like hours, with me drifting in and out of consciousness. Bryn must have been using his magic to keep his body running hot, it felt like I was wrapped in the best kind of fiery blanket. Feeling safer and warmer than I had in a long time, I let my eyes drift closed.
Eventually, the griffin began its descent into a small clearing in an expansive forest. I knew instinctively that this wasn’t the forest surrounding the Academy. The trees here were different — taller and skinnier, with no lower branches at all — and the air here felt thinner. It had been too dark to see below us from the air, but I suspected we were up a mountain.
We landed below a tiny treehouse, nestled snugly in the canopy high above us. Bryn practically dragged me off the griffin, who proceeded to make itself comfortable at the base of the trees, while I made the slow and agonizing climb up the narrow staircase.
Bryn kept his arm wrapped securely around my waist to support me up the stairs, before leaving me at the threshold so he could check out the cabin first. Was this his place? Eventually, he gestured for me to enter and I hobbled into the tiny cabin, feeling increasingly weak but not wanting to ask him for help. He’d done so much for me already.
Plus I was both proud and stubborn in equal measure. I could admit that.
Bryn dropped his glamour as he moved about the room, checking for whatever he was checking for. I felt a warm comforting rush seeing his inky blue-black hair and sapphire eyes again.
Safe. I felt safe.
The cabin was small and basic but it looked comfortable and well maintained. I’d take anything after the cave. There was a bed with a large trunk at the end of it, a potbelly stove and tiny kitchen, and a door that presumably led to a bathroom. Bryn lit candles throughout the room as he moved around using his fire magic. The cabin was strangely bare of windows, it looked like the door I was standing in was the only way in and out.
Bryn finished checking the bathroom for security risks and turned back to me, faltering slightly when he saw the state of me. He hesitated for a moment before striding over and scooping me up bridal-style. He held me close to his chest, his warm body feeling like an inferno next to the bitter cold that had been embedded in my bones from the moment I woke up in that cave.
Bryn deposited me gently onto the bed as if I was fragile as glass. For once, I set my pride aside. I felt fragile.
“What is this place?” I whispered, struggling to keep my eyes open.
Bryn moved to the stove, using his magic to get the fire going before setting the kettle on it to boil. “Safehouse. Just for tonight, to make sure we weren’t followed. Besides, you need to recover. It’s still at least an hour’s flight to campus.”
He returned to my side with a glass of water and a jar of preserved peaches that he twisted open. He disappeared and dug out a loose dress and a blanket from a chest at the end of the bed.
“Your mates and Eamon knew I was coming for you, they’re expecting you tomorrow morning,” he grunted.
I pulled the blanket over myself, teeth chattering, knowing I needed to get out of this butchered dress but too sore to move. Bryn continued to fuss around me, brewing tea and looking through the cupboard for more food.
He walked back over a second later, pulling something over his head. I squinted a little and realized it was a chain with a green crystal and a purple crystal hanging off it. Bryn lowered it carefully over my head where it hung low between my breasts. Carefully, he withdrew his dagger from its sheath and I flinched instinctively.
“I just need to cut your finger a little to activate the healing malachite,” he told me slowly as if he was talking to a wild animal. “Would you prefer to do it yourself?”
I shook my head and held out my hand. I was shaking so much, I’d probably take off my whole finger if I tried.
Bryn took my cold shaking hand into his warm steady one. His hands were large and engulfed mine as he wrapped his fingers around my palm. It felt safe. He took the dagger and carefully pricked the tip of my finger as lightly as he could before pressing the bleeding wound to the crystal around my neck.
I felt the rush of Marlen’s magic immediately. The crystal I’d used earlier had staunched all of the bleeding but this second dose seemed to work a bit deeper, I could feel my wounds knitting together under my skin. It felt good and bad at the same time.
I laid back against the pillows to let the healing magic do its thing and Bryn busied himself at the stove.
“Dandelion tea,” Bryn announced, bringing over a steaming cup for me. “I know you prefer peppermint but there isn’t any here. Dandelion is my favorite, hopefully you like it…” he trailed off awkwardly and I gave him a small grateful smile as I wrapped my hands around the hot mug. For the first time, I really didn’t miss coffee.
Dandelion tea wasn’t as good as peppermint but it would probably be my second choice.
How had Bryn even known peppermint was my favorite?
“Are Marlen and Arthus okay?” I asked, desperation bleeding into my tone. My vocal cords feeling much better though I still sounded like I’d smoked a pack a day for the last hundred years.
“As well as can be expected with the extended absence from their mate. They haven’t left Eamon’s place, he’s been looking after them.” That wasn’t entirely surprising, Eamon was a saint. I’m glad they had each other.
“How long was I gone?”
“Just over a month,” Bryn replied, his mouth set in a grim line. “We suspected the Castells had you but we didn’t know exactly where or how to get you out safely.”
We sat in silence after that as we drank our tea together but it was companionable rather than awkward. It was the silence of two people who had just experienced something enormous together and needed a moment to figure out how to process it and move forward.
My secret was out and my anonymity was toast, Glendower had ensured that. I’d also disappeared from right under his nose and I doubted he was going to let that slide. Whatever happened from here, my quiet introduction to the world of magic and the fae was over.
The absence of the mating bond ached in my chest but the healing crystal had healed my remaining wounds enough for me to get myself to the bathroom and at least wash my face.
I hobbled back into the room and sat on the edge of the bed, too exhausted to even attempt unlacing the corset back of the dress. It’d be a bitch to get out of even if I wasn’t half dead.
I cleared my throat awkwardly. “Could you help me change?” I asked the polished wooden floor.
Bryn didn’t say anything but moved behind me on the bed and began to slowly unlace the scrap of a gown. The tips of his fingers felt like heaven against my skin, the mating pull to Bryn flaring hotter than ever and easing some of the agony in my chest.
Once he’d unlaced the dress, he pulled it out carefully from under my ass and tugged it over my head. Without prompting, he pulled the loose beige dress over my head and I shoved my arms into the elbow-length sleeves.
“Not how I imagined undressing you for the first time, scout,” Bryn murmured quietly behind me, gently smoothing the dress down over my hips and making my breath catch.
“You’ve imagined undressing me?” I said hoarsely, instantly mourning the loss of his touch when he pulled his hands away.
He snorted. “You know I have. Don’t pretend you haven’t had similar thoughts about me.” I could practically hear the arrogant smirk in his voice but for once it didn’t irritate me. I huffed an approximation of a laugh before shuffling slowly back towards the pillows.
Bryn helped me under the blankets and arranged the pillows around my head. He really was a fantastic nurse, even if his bedside manner was a little on the brooding grouchy side.
He went to move away but I reached out to snag his hand, wincing at the pain the sudden movement had caused me.
“Please stay. It hurts less, with you…” I sighed in relief when he got under the blankets and pulled me into his arms facing him. There would be plenty of time to be mortified about begging him to stay with me tomorrow.
A long moment passed where we just stared at each other as if we were both too afraid to move and shatter this fragile moment of perfect peace between us.
“I really want to kiss you,” he said finally.
“So kiss me,” I whispered, semi wondering if I’d lost my mind back in that cave.
He leaned in and I used what was left of my strength to meet him halfway. Bryn and I would always meet halfway. We were the most similar out of all my guys, the most equally matched, and the most volatile.
Bryn’s kiss wasn’t the demanding, consuming fire I expected. It was soft, careful, loving even. It warmed the corners of my body and soul that had been cold and empty since the moment Glendower had snatched me away from the Academy. It was perfect.
“Sleep, scout. I’ll keep you safe,” Bryn whispered, his lips still a hair's breadth away from mine. I closed my eyes and gave myself over to sleep, safe in Bryn’s arms and the knowledge he’d take on the whole godsdamned Council like a vengeful warrior of fire and death if they came for me.
 

I woke up in some kind of furnace. There was a bright light burning through my eyelids and sweat coating my skin. I wriggled a little in the bed and strong warm arms tightened around my middle.
Not a furnace. Bryn.
I slowly opened my eyes and tipped my head back against his shoulder. He was looking down at me already, dark shadows circling his tired eyes.
“Did you sleep?” I croaked, cringing at the raw sound my damaged vocal cords made.
“Couldn’t,” he replied. “Needed to be alert in case we were followed. I should have stayed guard outside.”
My heart dropped and I quickly muted my ability, not wanting to know how Bryn really felt about staying in the bed with me last night after I’d practically begged him to. My humiliation was more than complete as it was.
I shuffled back from him and Bryn frowned but eventually let me go. His contact on my skin had given me a happy buzz that dulled some of the ache of Marlen and Arthus’ absence. It hit me in full force now, but I’d regained just enough of my pride not to crawl back into Bryn’s arms.
“I don’t think we’ve been followed. We should leave for Eamon’s house now though, while it’s still early. Your mates are probably getting impatient anyway.”
I nodded mutely in agreement, lumbering towards the bathroom to freshen up as best I could before the long and probably harrowing griffin ride we had ahead of us.







Eamon
 
I had managed to shift Marlen and Arthus to the couch in the living room in anticipation of Fi’s arrival this morning. I already knew Bryn had successfully got her out, the spirits told me she was in safe hands. I’d never felt so relieved in all my life.
Bryn was a godsdamned hero. We’d never be able to repay him.
Enfys’ presence in the armchair opposite us put a slight damper on things but I was hoping he'd be too concerned about maintaining his perfect attendance record at the Academy to hang around. The spirits hadn’t told me anything about Fi’s condition but I doubted it would be good after over a month in captivity. She wouldn’t like Enfys being around when she was vulnerable.
I wasn’t entirely sure she’d want me around either. I loved Fi, I knew that without a shadow of a doubt. But I wasn’t her mate and I didn’t know how she felt about me. If she’d be more comfortable without me here, I’d gladly give her the deeds to this house. She could have it forever as far as I was concerned.
The other issue with Enfys being here was we couldn’t talk freely. I didn’t feel comfortable with Fi discussing anything in front of him. He was so in love with the Council it was a wonder he hadn’t tried to have a claiming ceremony with them.
I paced back and forth in front of the door while Enfys tapped his foot irritatingly on the floor from his spot in the armchair. Marlen and Arthus were slumped towards each other in the armchair but they looked more alert than they had in days, their eyes both glued to the door. I could see the exact moment Fi grew closer, both of them exhaled matching sighs of relief. A minute or two later, the mating pull twinged in my chest.
Enfys jumped to his feet as I pulled open the door. Bryn stood at the threshold, carrying my beautiful girl huddled in his arms. She clung to his shirt like a lifeline though she offered me a weak smile when she saw me.
“Hello,” she whispered. She’d had quite a throaty, husky voice before. Now, it was a hoarse rasp. I swallowed the lump that rose up in my throat.
“Hello, cariad. I have missed you so much,” I told her softly, standing back to let Bryn pass.
Fi looked frail. Her face was gaunt and the legs that poked out under her loose beige dress and Bryn’s coat were bony and scarred. Scarred. What had she been through?
Bryn nodded at me as he strode through the room to gently place Fi on the couch between her two mates. The three of them gravitated toward each other like magnets, tears streaming down Fi’s face as she clung to them as if she would never let them go.
I hoped one day she would cling to me like that. I was a little jealous she didn’t.
What kind of asshole did that make me, being jealous right now?
“Foxglove,” Marlen croaked into her hair, nuzzling the back of her neck. It was the first word I’d heard him say in over a week.
“I love you, I love you, I love you,” Fi whispered through her tears, constantly moving to try to get closer to them. Arthus moved his hand to firmly grip the nape of her neck and he leaned his forehead against hers, capturing her gaze. She stilled immediately under his possessive hold.
“We love you too, sweetheart. And we are never letting you out of our sights again,” Arthus promised sternly. Fi let out a strangled sounding giggle and seemed surprised at the noise. I doubt she’d had much to laugh about lately.
Enfys cleared his throat pompously like he was about to herald his own announcement. “Fi, so glad to see you’re back and well.”
Bryn and I shot him matching incredulous glances. In what world did Fi look well? A strong breeze would knock her over.
“Cariad, do you want some food? I made you soup,” I asked her gently and she rewarded me with a tiny nod and smile. All three of them were already looking healthier. Their skin was less greyish and eyes more lucid.
I moved into the kitchen and served a small bowlful of pea soup from the pot on the stove I’d made in preparation for her arrival. Marlen and Arthus had only been able to keep down soup these past few days, and I figured it would be easy on her stomach if she hadn’t been fed well. I hadn’t expected to look quite that malnourished. Maybe I should make a broth…
In the end, I couldn’t stay in the kitchen a moment longer once I heard Enfys telling Fi about all the things he had done to aid her retrieval. Bryn had done it without any of us. If we’d listened to Enfys and left Bryn out of the loop, she would probably still be missing.
I moved back into the living room and kneeled in front of the couch. I dipped the spoon into the thick green soup and held it up to her lips. “May I?”
Fi nodded tiredly. It went against all her instincts to be coddled but we both knew she needed it. Just this once.
“Unfortunately, I have a class to teach shortly Fi so I will have to leave you to it,” Enfys announced. Fi gave him a startled glance like she wasn’t quite sure what to make of him.
“Thank you for helping with the search,” she told him uncertainly, her eyes flicking between Bryn and me for guidance.
“Of course, Fi. It was nothing. I will come back later to check on you,” Enfys said with a smooth smile before departing. I could have sworn I heard her tiny sigh of relief.
“I should go. Give you some privacy,” Bryn said flatly, but his eyes were trained on Fi and full of longing. Surprisingly, her expression reflected his feelings.
“You don’t have to,” she said softly and he almost smiled.
“I need to update Gwyneira, let her know you’re safe. You’ll need a few days off to recover, I can arrange that with her.”
Fi’s face softened even more. “You’ll come back? Later?”
“I will,” he promised. He gave me a stern take care of her or else look before he left and I looked down to hide my grin. If there was one silver lining to this disaster, it was Bryn and Fi finally acknowledging their feelings for each other.
Which also meant she wouldn’t claim that fuckwit Enfys as a mate. So two silver linings.
Fi, Marlen, and Arthus spent most of the day as a sleeping pile of tangled limbs. First on the couch, then later on the bed when they got too uncomfortable. The contact obviously did them the world of good. By the end of the day, Marlen and Arthus looked almost back to normal just from having her near.
I made them all a vegetable broth and freshly baked bread for dinner which the guys inhaled and Fi picked at. Just the effort of eating dinner had drained her energy reserves and she put off a hot bath until tomorrow. I tossed and turned restlessly until Arthus insisted I take his spot next to Fi in the middle of the night. Finally, I fell asleep with my beautiful cariad in my arms, exactly where she was supposed to be.
 

Two days of rest, regular meals, closeness to her mates, and basically anything else I could provide her. Two days dedicated to recovery. Two days in which it had become crystal clear that the Fi who was taken from us was not the same girl who returned. Maybe she never would be again.
From what I knew of Fi’s life before she came to Avalon, she’d never had it easy. Whatever she had experienced in the last month had been infinitely worse, and any chance she thought she had of finding peace and happiness in Avalon was probably gone.
Fi had lost her innocence. Her expressions were more guarded, her opinions jaded. That almost childlike curiosity about how everything worked had disappeared.
Seeing Fi like this was agony for all of us. Physically, Marlen had healed her wounds and being close to her mates again had eased the aching pain in her chest. Her voice was still raspy, despite Marlen’s daily healing attempts on her vocal cords, and her diet was mostly liquid. Anything too heavy made her feel ill.
Mentally, Fi was a mess. Aside from confirming that the Castells had taken her and kept her prisoner in a cave — a fucking cave — on their estate, Fi had said very little about her ordeal and we hadn’t pushed her to share.
I doubted Fi was going to tell us the full story without all of us here. Bryn included.
From the scars she had shown up with, we could deduce that she’d been bled multiple times — probably with a dagger by the looks she gave the ones we all wore on our belts. The chafing around her wrists and ankles indicated magic-binding shackles, and she’d clearly been starved. Plus there was a fear of the dark that she didn’t have before, though a month in a cave would do that to anyone.
I’d run Fi another steaming hot bath that Marlen joined her for so he could use his healing magic on her scarred skin. Maybe she’d open to him about how she’d got the scars if it was just the two of them. Marlen had always been Fi’s greatest source of comfort.
Arthus sat at the kitchen table, nursing a cup of sage tea while I made a lentil stew for dinner. Seeing Fi’s tiny frame and sunken cheeks sent pains through my chest. She needed more food. Food, I could manage.
“Go to her,” Arthus said suddenly, looking up from his cup of tea.
“Sorry?”
“Help her out of the bath. You need alone time with her as much as Marlen and I do,” he replied.
“I appreciate the thought but you know that’s not strictly true. She hasn’t claimed me,” I stated, trying to keep the dejection out of my voice.
“Then think of it as her needing alone time with you. Specifically you, in fact.”
“There is nothing I can offer her that you or Marlen can’t,” I argued, not entirely sure where he was going with this.
“Wrong,” Arthus countered. “Fi needs to feel good. She needs to indulge in a little escapism. She wants intimacy. But she’s not emotionally ready for the kind of playful dominance she has with Marlen, and she’s certainly not physically or emotionally ready for the kind of intimacy that she and I have…” Arthus muttered sadly.
“She will be,” I assured him. “Give her time.”
“Of course,” Arthus said sharply, his eyes swinging to mine. “Whatever Fi wants. Her needs come first, which is why she needs you. She needs your brand of adoration. She needs to feel safe. You give her that.”
Do I? That’s how I wanted Fi to feel around me — worshipped, adored, protected, cherished. We hadn’t discussed our feelings for one another. We’d never had the opportunity.
I gave Arthus a curt nod and moved through the interconnected rooms to the bathroom at the end of the house, collecting some clean clothes for her on the way. Fi’s soft voice called for me to come in before I even knocked, the mating pull alerting her to my presence.
“Are you okay? Do you need help getting out?” I asked gently.
“Please,” she replied with a much brighter smile than she’d had a couple of hours ago. I moved to the counter to set down the clothes while Marlen heaved himself out of the sunken tub, wrapping a towel around himself and moving toward the bedroom to dress. He shot me a  reassuring smile before leaving me alone with Fi.
I gently lifted her far-too-light body from the tub and wrapped a towel tightly around her. Without clothes, her frail frame was starkly evident. Her skin had regained some of its color and the scars had all but gone, courtesy of Marlen’s healing gift now that he was mostly back to full strength.
Fi moved towards the counter where I’d left her clothes but ignored them to turn around to face me instead. She looked like a mixture of heavenly innocence and sinful desire. The mating pull writhed uncomfortably in my chest, insisting that I go to her, touch her, make her mine.
I could fight it. I was a gentleman, I’d never take more from Fi than what she offered me.
But the look in her eyes said take, loud and clear.
“Cariad,” I whispered, my voice coming out strained.
“Come here,” she breathed.
I obeyed like a man possessed. Our lips met in a kiss that was gentle yet demanding. We were both demanding Fi’s pleasure. She needed it, I needed to provide it for her.
Her lips parted in a lustful moan and I swept my tongue into her mouth, tasting every inch of her. I wanted to feel every inch of her, have her wrapped around my body, lost in ecstasy, but she wasn’t ready for that yet.
Instead, I pulled the towel away from her body and lifted her gently onto the edge of the counter, never breaking our kiss. My hands ran gently over the top of her thighs and if I had any doubts about whether or not she was ready for this, they disappeared once my hands reached the apex of her thighs.
She was definitely ready for this.
I dropped to my knees, peppering light kisses and teasing licks up her inner thighs, relishing her breathy sighs and quiet moans. The jasmine oil from the bath still clung to her skin, mixing in with her natural vanilla and wildflowers scent.
Fi squirmed impatiently on the counter, seeking friction and I chuckled before giving my beautiful cariad exactly what she needed.
I wanted Fi to feel like a goddess so I worshipped her. I knelt on the floor at her feet and worshipped at her altar with my lips, teeth, and tongue. Her hands gripped my hair tightly, pulling me close and pushing me away at the same time as she writhed restlessly, chasing her release.
This wasn’t about teasing her or drawing out her pleasure. This was about making her feel good. I waited until I could feel her right on the edge before plunging two fingers into her core. Gods, nothing made me happier than watching my cariad fall apart. Fi threw her head back, eyes closed, chest heaving, completely lost in a world of bliss. If I thought orgasms were the cure to her problems, I’d give her ten a day.
It might be worth a shot.
She slowly floated back to the present and gave me a lazy smile, her eyes still half-closed. I chuckled and lifted her gently off the counter so I could reach the clothes I’d brought in for her. She didn’t protest as I dressed her in a sage-colored sleep top and shorts, with a thick woolen cream cardigan and matching thigh-high socks to keep her warm. Fi was definitely getting better at accepting our help, some of the time at least.
I went to lead her out of the bathroom but she snagged me by the hand and pulled me back to stand in front of her, giving me a long, assessing look.
“I think we should talk about the jealousy,” she started hesitantly. “I’ve noticed you experiencing it quite a bit these past two days.”
“It’s awful, I know. I have been jealous of Marlen and Arthus and their bond with you,” I admitted sheepishly. “I wasn’t jealous of the pain — I’m no masochist — but of the connection that they have. Of the fact that they had a physical manifestation of the mental anguish we were all feeling.”
This conversation was a risk. I was laying my heart on the line in the hopes Fi didn’t stomp all over it and squash it under her perfect feet.
“What are you saying?” she asked slowly, moving closer to me and linking our hands in front of us, tangling our fingers together.
I let out a long breath and looked her in the eye so I could see her reaction. “I’m saying that I want you. Today, forever, and every moment in between. I’m saying I will take every ounce of the pain for a small slice of the pleasure that comes with being your mate.”
Fi’s grip on my fingers tightened and her lips parted ever so slightly but I pushed on before I could lose my nerve. “Before everything happened, I was already beginning to suspect I couldn’t live without you. The last month confirmed those suspicions—”
“Yes,” Fi interrupted loudly, blushing slightly. “Yes to all of it. Yes to forever.”
I tugged her towards me by her hands and caught her against my chest, wrapping my arms around her shoulders as hers snaked around my waist. I breathed in Fi’s addictive scent, burying my face in her curls. I wanted to make up for every moment Fi had been imprisoned.
“Foxglove?” Marlen asked from the doorway, clearing his throat. “Sorry to interrupt but I have to go in for guard duty, I haven’t been in weeks and Leigh’s been pulling doubles to cover for me. Even Kelvyn covered for me a couple of times, he felt bad about blowing your cover and getting you kidnapped,” Marlen said with characteristic lack of tact.
Fi shot me an apologetic smile before sauntering over to Marlen. I loved watching them interact. Marlen brought out a lightness in her that no one else did.
As soon as she got close enough, she jumped on him and wrapped her legs around his waist. He laughed, grabbing her ass to hold her up. My cock stirred in my trousers seeing his hands on her.
She leaned down, whispered something I couldn’t make out before capturing his lips in a languid, hot as fuck kiss. Gods, between that and giving Fi some much-needed relief, I was due for an ice-cold shower.





Fi
 
I was on day three of being holed up in bed at Eamon’s house. I barely even recognized myself, this cowardly girl who didn’t want to leave the house. A girl who was content to lie in bed all day instead of going to class.
Physically, I probably could. Marlen, Arthus and I had spent the bulk of the last two days snuggling, relishing the feeling of skin-to-skin contact as our fractured mating bonds repaired. Marlen had used his healing magic on me repeatedly and there was no evidence that Glendower’s dagger had ever touched me. Between Marlen’s magic and Eamon’s devoted attention, I had gained back a small amount of weight and felt much more energetic.
The problem was that the better I felt physically, the more I deteriorated mentally. The pain had distracted me from the memories but now they felt like they were crashing in on me from every side.
After the first night back, when I’d woken in complete darkness screaming to be let out, we slept with the curtains open. If I could see the moonlight and the glittering stars outside, it helped center me faster, reassuring me that I wasn’t in the cave any longer.
The second morning, I’d managed to get up for breakfast but flinched so hard when Marlen reached for the dagger hanging from his belt that I fell off the chair. They started warning me before they used their daggers after that.
Fortunately, none of them looked at me like a basketcase for being terrified of things that hadn’t phased me in the least before.
Before. That’s how it felt. There was a Before Fi and an After Fi, and we were all trying to figure out how to deal with After Fi. Myself included.
The guys were waiting patiently for me to tell them about everything that happened and I needed to be honest with myself about what I’d been through, not let my terror silence me. But I wasn’t there yet. The first time I tried to tell them about the details, I’d thrown up. Now I stopped talking when I felt the bile rise in my throat.
The next time we were all together, I would tell them the whole story I vowed to myself. Bryn too.
I dragged myself into the kitchen and dropped down at the table between Marlen and Arthus. They looked basically back to normal — with the exception of the gauntness in their cheeks from lack of food and the extra scruff they were sporting around their jaws — and were both catching up on Academy work while Eamon prepared lunch. He’d nursed all three of us back to health, no questions asked, no complaints.
After knowing how much agony Marlen and Arthus were in while I was imprisoned in that cave, I wasn’t sure if I could face claiming another mate again. Being back solidified the love I felt for Eamon the whole time I was gone. Which is why I wanted to protect him from the kind of pain the three of us had gone through by never claiming him.
I knew that wasn’t going to fly with him though. Eamon acquiesced to me on almost everything, but he wouldn’t let me keep him away for his own protection.
My musing was interrupted by a knock on the door. I wasn’t altogether surprised — between Gwyneira, Bryn, and Enfys, we’d had a steady stream of visitors the past couple of days. I’d mostly stayed in bed while they were here, letting the guys handle the socializing.
I extended my abilities to assess our visitor as Eamon wiped his hands and went to answer the door. Concern for my welfare and a curiosity as to how I was adjusting. Definitely Gwyneira.
My newfound, entirely justified paranoia had made me quite good at determining who someone was by emotions alone. Enfys’ emotions were always edged with a confidence that bordered on arrogance. I could identify Bryn by the crushing guilt.
I shuffled into the kitchen and dropped into a chair just as Eamon led Gwyneira into the room.
“Ffion, Arthus, Marlen,” Gwyneira greeted us warmly, nodding at each of us in turn. “You are all looking much healthier today, I am glad to see.”
“Tea?” Eamon enquired politely, ever the host.
“Please,” Gwyneira said with a small smile, taking a seat opposite me.
“Any word from the Council? Or the Castells specifically?” Arthus asked sharply, getting straight to the point.
“No,” Gwyneira sighed. “Though I suspected that would be the case. I put the word out that Ffion was back at the Academy. It would be difficult for the Council to justify removing her, even if they claimed it was for her own safety. The Academy is supposed to be a safe place for gifted fae. It is the only school for them, after all.”
“So it’ll be more obvious if something happens to me now?” I confirm. The three guys make an assortment of distressed sounds in the back of their throats and I realize I probably could have worded that more tactfully.
“Yes, that is the idea,” Gwyneira said sadly. “Anonymity is no longer an option so I suggest embracing the public figure role. It will act as your first line of defense.”
I slumped over the table, resting my cheek against my forearms. So much for my dream of moving to the Outer Isles with my mates and living in isolated bliss for the rest of my days. Preferably on a beach.
Godsdamn Glendower. I’d gotten away from him but he was still torturing me from afar.
Gwyneira gave me a long, searching look. “Eamon, perhaps a visit to the Adair ancestral home would be nice for all of you? It is well warded, is it not? And the grounds are extensive…”
My ears perked up at extensive grounds. Eamon’s treehouse was far larger than the cave I’d been trapped in but it still felt suffocating and I couldn’t wander around the surrounding forest as it wasn’t warded. I wanted to be outside, with no walls imprisoning me.
“Are you sure it’s wise for us to travel right now? It’s only a two hour flight but we can’t be sure Fi’s not being watched,” Eamon asked nervously, while pacing back and forth.
“I do not think they would be so bold as to try anything while Ffion is with the three of you — they made sure to get her alone last time.” I swallowed the lump that rose in my throat and fought off the tremors of fear threatening to overtake my body.
I didn’t want to think about that night and my too-stupid-to-live moment where I’d gone out to the edge of campus by myself. Fucking moronic.
“I suggest we call in an illusionist, she needs a cloaking amulet to hide her magical signature and a strong glamour. At least while we are in the air,” Arthus interjected. “But a few days away would probably do us all some good.”
“Agreed,” Eamon said with a firm nod.
“I will arrange it, give me a day to get everything in order,” Gwyneira confirmed, rising regally from her seat and giving us a sweeping look. Her eyes softened as they landed on me and I knew I probably looked terrible, hunched over the table with my head in my hands.
“Ffion, I am deeply ashamed both that you were taken from the Academy grounds and that I wasn’t able to find you. Know that I will do everything in my power to make it up to you,” she said sadly, leaving before I had a chance to formulate a response.
I was angry — so angry, all of the time — but not at Gwyneira. She didn’t have to earn my forgiveness because there was nothing to forgive. Neither did Bryn, despite the enormous guilt he was carrying around.
Glendower was the primary target of my wrath, followed closely by Evalina. I wouldn’t let myself lose sight of who really deserved my enmity in all of this.
 

I was lying in bed when I heard the knock on the door the following day that I assumed was Gwyneira returning with the arrangements for us to travel to Eamon’s family estate. I wandered absentmindedly into the living room where the guys were already waiting, feeling a bit out of it since I hadn’t had my usual mid-morning nap yet.
I expected to sense Gwyneira’s usual matronly concern, but I also felt an intense rush of someone else’s joy and relief a second before they scooped me off my feet.
No. Two someones.
My fathers, Galvyn and Attie, were on either side of me. Galvyn was giving me a bear hug that perfectly matched his grizzly bear persona. Attie stood at my side, running a shaky hand over my hair and whispering how happy he was to see me.
I wrapped my arms around Galvyn’s neck, buried my face in his shoulder and sobbed. After a minute, he put me down and Attie wrapped his arms around my shoulders, resting his chin on the top of my head.
Whatever issues I’d had with my fathers in the past evaporated at that moment. Their fear hung thick in the air, mingled with their joy and relief. I’d been captured by the same psycho who’d tortured and killed my mother. No wonder they were frightened.
“Good to have you back, kid,” Attie said softly and I sniffled a bit more.
I was surprised at how emotional I was feeling. It was more than just their reassuring presence after a shitty ordeal. This was the reunion I’d always dreamed of in my head if I ever got to meet my parents. I’d imagined that it would be tearful and joyous, and when they hugged me it would feel like they never wanted to let me go.
It was exactly this.
Basically the total opposite of our first meeting but I could let bygones be bygones at this point.
Eventually, I extricated myself and took a step back where three sets of hands reached for me at the same time. I could feel my guys’ distress at how upset I was and their need to physically comfort me. I sent Marlen and Arthus a wave of reassurance through our bonds to ease their worry and gave Eamon’s hand a firm squeeze.
“Come, let’s sit,” Eamon said finally, gesturing at the chairs. Gwyneira and Attie took the armchairs, Galvyn stood leaning against the wall, and my three guys squeezed onto the couch. I was firmly ensconced in Marlen’s arms, perched on his lap. Eamon’s hand reached out to rest on my thigh.
“Ffion, as you know, your father Galvyn is an illusionist. He has prepared a cloaking amulet for you to hide your magical signature.” Gwyneira handed me a silver chain with two polished lumps of a black crystal hanging from it.
“One for the journey there, one for the way back,” Gwyneira explained.
“It’s black tourmaline,” Galvyn added gruffly, watching me intently as I studied the crystal. I gave him a small smile and his expression softened instantly. It was difficult to see his mouth behind his bushy beard, but his eyes crinkled slightly at the edges and it made me want to hug him again.
“Go pack, sweetheart,” Arthus said softly. “Your father can put a glamour on you before we leave, something more intricate than what you can manage on your own.” I nodded, not really knowing what he was talking about because as far as I knew, I couldn’t put any kind of glamour on myself.
I moved into the bedroom and grabbed my school satchel — the only bag I owned — and roughly shoved some undergarments and a couple of dresses from the wardrobe into it. I doubted we’d be gone very long, I did have to go back to class eventually.
We hadn’t got around to replacing my one shawl yet so I pulled on one of Eamon’s wool coats instead. It was probably super expensive but I doubted he’d care about me borrowing it. After a moment’s hesitation, I added thick wool socks and the leather boots Arthus had given me before our claiming ceremony. Two hours in the sky in this cold weather with bare feet was a recipe for disaster.
As I reentered the living room, I took a moment to absorb the absurdity of the situation in front of me. In human terms, my two dads, my two husbands, my boyfriend, and my school principal were all sitting around, chatting cordially and having a cup of tea.
This was… not exactly how I had imagined my future when I was growing up.
Marlen came to stand at my side while Eamon and Arthus took their turn packing bags.
“Ready for your glamour, foxglove?”
“I guess so,” I muttered, trying to force the memories of Glendower glamouring my scars from my mind.
“Don’t worry, we’ll teach you how to do it yourself at Eamon’s place,” Marlen said cheerily, squinting for a moment until his emerald green eyes turned blue and grinning like a little kid.
Galvyn stood in front of me, his expression unreadable but his eyes seemed warm and kind. “It won’t hurt, daughter.”
“I know,” I assured him. “Though I am curious as to how you glamoured me for years in Albion without me realizing.”
“In your sleep,” he grunted, looking a little sheepish.
“That is so freaking creepy,” I deadpanned, giving him a reproachful look. One of these days I was going to have a very long chat with my fathers about boundaries.
“Sorry about that,” he replied gruffly. “Right, shall we?”
 

The old Adair estate was beautiful. Eamon explained that his parents rarely stayed here because it wasn’t as grand as their newer properties, but I loved it. The house itself was like an overgrown cottage, entirely made of pale-grey stone that was barely visible underneath the greenery that grew up the walls. It was two stories high, with a thatched roof and enormous chimneys at either end of the property.
Inside, the exterior stone walls were exposed and I ran my hands over them every chance I got, marveling at how many fae must have passed through these rooms over the centuries. The floors were whitewashed wood and the ceilings were low, with exposed beams running lengthwise along each room.
The estate was located at the base of a small mountain range that could be seen from the back of the property. There were extensive vineyards on the other three sides that were manned by workers during the day. It felt very exposed, but I’d been assured that the house itself was well warded. We could only get through the ward at the gate with Eamon escorting us.
“Cariad, the vineyard manager has been trying to get me here to take a look at some issues on the property for months. Will you be okay if I go talk to him now? I’d prefer to get it out of the way so I can give you my full attention for the rest of the time we’re here,” Eamon asked regretfully.
“Of course,” I assured him, reaching for his hand to give it a reassuring squeeze. “You have spent so much time looking after the three of us lately, you must have things you need to catch up on.”
“Nothing that couldn’t wait,” Eamon said with a shrug. I’m sure his employees would disagree with that. “If you follow the path outside from the kitchen, you’ll find a hot spring at the edge of the wards. It is ancient and supposed to have healing properties. Perhaps the three of you could relax there this afternoon?”
Hells yes, I’d never been in a hot spring before.
“Ah there’s that beautiful smile I’ve missed so much,” Eamon murmured, running his thumb over my jaw.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered.
“You have nothing to be sorry about, cariad. Go, enjoy your afternoon. I will visit the cellar and we can have wine from the vineyard with our dinner.”
Did I really have to go back to the Academy? The idea of being a kept woman and staying here forever was really growing on me.
“Let’s go find those hot springs,” Marlen said cheerfully, grabbing my hand and tugging me along behind him. I giggled and all three of them gave me indulgent looks.
Arthus followed along behind us as Marlen pulled me impatiently through the raised garden beds and ancient knotted trees to the bottom of the garden. It was easy to find the hot spring from the steam rising off the surface of it. It was an oval shape, probably only wide enough to just fit the three of us, but that’s all we needed. There were rocks surrounding the pool and just enough surrounding trees to give us the illusion of privacy.
“Gods, yes. I am all about this,” Marlen said with a cheeky grin, stripping off his clothes without a second’s hesitation and lowering himself into the water. He let out a long, low groan that acted as a wake-up alarm to my libido.
Fuck, he looked delicious.
Either Arthus was monitoring the bond or my desire was written all over my face. He gave me a knowing smirk while slowly pulling off his shirt.
“Strip, sweetheart.”
I obeyed.
I sat on the rocks and dipped my feet into the water first. The heat felt so good — it was the first day of spring but the air was still chilly. Marlen helped me into the water and I stuck to the edge of the pool where there was a rocky ledge I could stand on. He moved into the middle and the water came up to his chin.
Arthus lowered himself into the water next to me, a mischievous glint in his eye. Despite the look in his eye, he made no move to touch me or give me instructions. I checked his bond first, pulling the airy strand in my sternum towards me, then Marlen’s liquidy bond afterward.
I was definitely going to have to take the lead here because neither of them wanted to push me into something I wasn’t ready for. My chest swelled with affection for these two vastly different, incredibly caring fae.
Knowing that Arthus would probably have a heart attack if I tried to take the lead with him, I crooked my finger and beckoned Marlen over to me.
“Hello foxglove,” Marlen said smugly, swimming over in one smooth movement and stopping right in front of me.
“Hi there,” I said coyly, doing my best flirty smile. I wrapped my arms around Marlen’s neck and my legs around his waist, enjoying the way he sucked in a breath at feeling my naked body against his. “Carry me?”
“Anything the lady wants,” he replied, a little hoarsely. I buried my face against his neck and grinned, I could hear his heart thundering in his chest.
“Bring her here,” Arthus commanded softly, in his most dangerously seductive voice. Apparently it worked on Marlen too, he walked with me in his arms until my back hit Arthus’ chest.
“Fi sandwich,” Marlen announced with a grin and I giggled. His ability to say the unsexiest thing possible without breaking the mood was a trait I really admired.
Arthus’ hands slid around to my front until he was cupping my breasts in his hands. They felt heavy and achy, desperate to be touched. I leaned my head back into the crook of his shoulder and wriggled down against Marlen until my center was writhing against his hard-on, frantically seeking friction.
“Do you need to come, sweetheart?” Arthus murmured, his lips pressed to the shell of my ear, pinching and rolling my nipples between his fingers.
“Yes,” I panted. “I need to come.”
“Ask nicely,” Arthus chuckled like the shithead he was.
I squirmed harder against Marlen and tried to decide if I was too proud to beg for orgasms.
Nope, definitely not.
“Please,” I managed to gasp out, a second before Marlen plunged into me and all the air left my lungs. He gripped my thighs as he plowed into me relentlessly, the water rippling and splashing all around us.
Arthus hand slipped down to work my nerves, his teeth raking along the side of my neck and over my shoulder.
“Wait, sweetheart. Wait until I give you permission,” he ordered.
“I can’t,” I whined, clawing at Marlen’s forearms.
“Wait,” Arthus commanded again. I bit down hard on my lip to distract myself, riding the perfect line between pleasure and pain.
Arthus picked up his pace, working his fingers in frantic circles until I was almost delirious with need.
“Now,” he whispered in my ear and I exploded. My muscles seized and I screamed so loud I’m sure most of the vineyard heard me. Marlen groaned my name as he found his release, gripping me hard enough to leave bruises and panting hard.
I tipped my head back against Arthus’ shoulder and he banded one arm around my waist to prop me up, the other hand running gently over my hair as I floated lazily back to reality.
“Feel better?” he asked, his voice filled with amusement.
I hummed absentmindedly, too content in their arms to speak or open my eyes.
I think the hot spring just became my favorite part of the Adair estate.





Bryn
 
“Edan.” Arthus greeted me curtly in the commons, taking me by surprise. Even though I’d been going to Eamon’s to check on Ffion, it wasn’t like Arthus and I spent a lot of time together.
“Is Ffion okay?” I asked, instantly on guard.
“Fi’s fine, but we need a favor. She’s at the old Adair Estate in Northgales with Eamon. Marlen was supposed to be their escort back to campus but his masters are flipping out at how much class he’s already missed and I have to tutor this afternoon. Could you fly over there and escort them back?”
I could. I didn’t have any more classes today. I was a little resentful about playing babysitter though.
“If not, I’ll ask Enfys,” Arthus continued casually, immediately raising my hackles. Low blow.
“Fine,” I gritted out. It’s not like the area wasn’t familiar to me, Briallen’s family who I’d grown up with were based in Northgales. I could fly there with my eyes closed.
“Great, they're expecting you around five pm. Well, they’re expecting Marlen but you get the idea. Thanks,” Arthus said with an almost smile before wandering off.
Seeing Ffion with Arthus gave me hope for the two of us. It’s not like he was the warm and fuzzy type yet she still seemed to like him well enough.
I finished up my food, headed over to my cabin to change into warmer clothes to fly in, then I went to the stables to find a griffin who would make the two-hour flight to Northgales.
What were they thinking, taking Ffion so far off campus a week after she’d escaped the Castells? She’d probably be safe on the property but the flying between the locations was risky, anyone could snatch her out of the sky if they knew where she was.
I mounted a sturdy looking brown griffin and instructed him to take me to the old Adair estate in Northgales. It was their ancestral home and a famous spot. Unfortunately, the long flight gave me time to reflect on what a fuck up I was and how I should be staying as far away from Ffion as possible.
My head had been a total mess this past week. Seeing Ffion was painful but staying away from
her was godsdamned agony. I’d visited Eamon’s house three times and each time they’d told me I was welcome to go into the bedroom where Ffion was resting. Each time I hadn’t been able to face her.
Every time I got close enough to feel the mating pull, all I could think was my fault.
I’d talked to the guys at length about how she was doing and got constant updates on her recovery.
The gauntness in her cheeks and loose fit of her clothes? My fault.
The way her eyes flit around the room, constantly scanning for threats? My fault.
The way she flinched whenever any of them reached for their dagger? My fault.
The way she could barely eat more than a few bites at each meal? My fault.
My fault. My fucking fault.
I chose to get involved with Saffir even when I knew deep down that I didn’t want a future with her. I pulled away from her because my feelings for Ffion were growing and that was the catalyst that set off the chain of fucking disasters that left Ffion shackled and tortured in a godsdamned cave for over a month.
I should stay away from her, let her be around people who are safer for her than me. Even that sanctimonious prick Enfys would be a better choice. He’d never gotten her kidnapped before.
Yet every time I stayed away, a gnawing ache would grow in my chest. It’s almost like I could feel the absence of the mating bond even though Ffion and I hadn’t claimed each other. So despite my best intentions, I found myself gravitating towards Eamon’s house just to check on her. A couple of times I’d found myself on the path to his house without even realizing where I was heading and forced myself to turn back.
She didn’t need me.
I didn’t deserve her.
I couldn’t let her go.
The time had come for me to let go of my hang-ups about having a strong mating pull relationship but taking the first step was excruciating. I wasn’t used to owning my mistakes and I’d definitely made some with Ffion.
I could grovel and apologize — I’m sure Leigh could give me tips, Briallen was a godsdamned taskmaster — but I doubted Ffion wanted that. She’d find it awkward and get all uncomfortable. As much as I wanted her squirming for me, that wasn’t quite the kind of squirming I had in mind.
I’d just have to prove to her that I could be who she needed me to be and hope she’d be open to seeing it. However long it took.
 

I landed outside the warded area and rang the bell on the outer wall to let them know I was here. They weren’t expecting Marlen until a bit later but I wanted to give the griffin enough time to rest before the flight back.
And I wanted to make sure Ffion was okay. I didn’t like her being so far away from campus.
Eamon came out to the gate and raised his eyebrows when he saw me but didn’t question me showing up in Marlen’s place.
“Fi’s in the kitchen. Go on ahead if you like, I’ll show the griffin the stables,” he offered. I gave him a nod and followed the cobbled path to the large stone house. Even the warded section of the grounds was extensive, Ffion was probably thrilled she could spend so much time outside.
My pace quickened as I felt the mating pull guiding me to Ffion. I strode into the kitchen where she was perched on a stool at the island, sipping from a tea cup.
“This is a surprise,” she said lightly, cocking a brow at me. It took me a moment to respond, I was so overwhelmed with relief at seeing her. The scars were gone, her eyes were brighter and her skin healthier. She still looked too thin and the dark shadows under her eyes were concerning, but compared to the frail girl I’d placed on the couch between Marlen and Arthus a week ago, she’d come a long way.
“Marlen has missed a lot of class. I had the afternoon off,” I said by way of an explanation.
Ffion hummed noncommittally, probably realizing there was a little more to it than that.
“Tea?” she asked.
“Sure, thanks.”
Eamon joined us as Ffion poured me a cup of peppermint tea and we moved to the dining table.
“We were just practicing my glamour before you showed up,” Ffion said, looking at me over her teacup.
“Oh?” I asked stupidly. I had about a million other questions I wanted to ask her, mostly about how she was feeling, but I couldn’t get them out.
“I want pink hair like Briallen but the best I can get is a weird, maroon-y color,” she grumbled. I smirked, shaking my head slightly and focusing on the exact hue of my cousin’s odd hair until I knew mine was the same dark, dusty pink. Ffion gaped at me.
“Show off,” she muttered. “It kind of suits you. You look like a sexy marshmallow.”
I snorted, shaking off the glamour. I didn’t know what a marshmallow was but she’d called me sexy and that was all I could really focus on.
Ffion stroked her hair repeatedly, scrunching up her nose adorably in concentration.
When the fuck did I start thinking of things as adorable? Gods, this girl had my fucking balls in her pocket.
Sure enough, her hair morphed into an odd maroon colour with streaks of pastel pink running through it.
“You did better that time,” Eamon commented lightly as he sipped his tea. “There’s some actual pink in there.”
Ffion stood and wandered over to the mirror on the wall to inspect her handiwork. She barked a laugh before shaking the glamour off. “Maybe pink is too ambitious.”
“Remember, it’s easier to envision a glamour once you’ve seen it on yourself before. Try recreate the short, black hair your father glamoured on you for the journey over here,” Eamon suggested.
“Are you expecting company?” I asked, sitting up straighter in my chair as I felt three new magical signatures approach the warded area.
“No,” Eamon replied sharply before looking up as the bells next to the door chimed, letting us know that someone had entered the warded inner sanctum of the property.
My eyes darted between Ffion and the door, wondering how quickly I could get her out of here and which would be the safest route to take.
Eamon cursed under his breath. “Most likely my parents though I have no idea what they’re doing here. Cariad, grab your cloaking amulet and put on your best glamour, you need to go with Bryn.”
Ffion was a smart girl, she probably knew logically that Eamon was doing this for her own safety, but her expression shuttered like he’d just rejected her.
“Oh, cariad,” Eamon groaned, grabbing her face and planting a kiss on her forehead. “Don’t look at me like that. My parents are friendly with some of the Councillors, that’s why I don’t want them seeing you.”
“Cry about it in the air, scout. We’ve got to move,” I told her unsympathetically. It worked. Ffion snapped out of her funk and threw me a dirty look as she hurried into the bedroom to grab her things.
In the few minutes it had taken her to grab the essentials, Eamon had already headed out the front of the estate to run interference. I grabbed the satchel out of Ffion’s hand and shouldered it, leading her by the elbow out the side door into the garden. I was feeling fucking tense and desperate to get Ffion out of here but I made sure my touch on her arm was gentle. The last thing I wanted was to frighten her or give her flashbacks of being manhandled by Saffir’s parents.
We followed the cobblestone path that wound through ancient trees and patches of wildflowers to the stables, and I left her outside the stables while I found a griffin who was up for flying the two-hour journey.
I emerged with a hardy-looking grey dappled griffin and fought back a smile as a black-haired, dark-eyed Ffion greeted me. She’d put up the same glamour as her dad had put on her in Albion — minus the height and ear changes — and the familiarity of it hit me like an arrow to the chest.
Gods, how much trouble would I have saved us both if I’d handled that first meeting between us differently. I shook my head. No use dwelling on that now.
It wasn’t the strongest glamour but it might throw people off from a distance at least. My lips twitched in amusement and Ffion gave me an exasperated look.
“Shut up,” she said with no real conviction.
“Wasn’t going to say anything,’ I replied, amused. Such a petulant little thing. “Don’t forget your cloaking amulet.”
“Right,” she sighed, pulling the tourmaline pendant out of her satchel and dropping it around her neck.
“May I?” Ffion asked, gesturing at the dagger sheathed at my hip while simultaneously glaring at it like it had offended her and all of her ancestors.
I gave her a long look before unclipping the entire sheath and presenting it to her laid flat across my palms. Maybe if she had control over pulling the knife out, it wouldn’t scare her so much. Her eyes were watery as she gave me a grateful nod.
Gods, please don’t cry. My guilt was crushing me already and I wasn’t entirely sure what to do with a crying woman.
Ffion pulled the dagger out slowly and calmly pressed the blade to the pad of her thumb. She pushed the wound to the crystal at her neck, looking much more relaxed about the process than I expected.
“Good,” I told her with a nod. “Can’t sense you at all. Come on, let’s get going.”
I boosted her onto the griffin and swung her satchel across my body before following her up. My arms were wrapped tightly around her middle and I cursed myself for not finding her some warmer clothes to wear for the flight. As the griffin took to the air, I focused on pulling my fire magic to the surface, heating up my skin to keep Ffion warm.
She shuffled further back against me and threw up an air shield to protect us from the worst of the wind. It wasn’t perfect but she’d obviously been practicing. I smiled to myself against the back of her head. We made a pretty good team.
“So,” Ffion began as the griffin levelled out. “Want to tell me why you were avoiding me all of last week?”
“I wasn’t avoiding you, I visited Eamon’s house three times,” I retorted.
She snorted. “You didn’t see me once and I know the guys were happy to bring you into the bedroom.”
I tried to tamp down the rising tide of guilt before Ffion’s empath ability picked up on it but of course she was too quick for me.
“Oh, it’s the misplaced guilt thing again. I thought I was just a really bad kisser.”
I let out a strangled laugh that surprised both of us. Honestly, I don’t remember the last time I’d found something genuinely funny.
“Your kissing isn’t the issue, scout,” I muttered.
“It’s a long flight back, Bryn. We have plenty of time to discuss your issues,” she sang. “We’re just going to set the guilt thing aside though because the Castell’s actions are their fault and theirs alone. It was really only a matter of time before my past caught up with me. Besides, it was Kelvyn that let slip to Saffir about my surname, not you.”
“Why are you pushing this? What is it that you want from me?” I asked begrudgingly. Ffion didn’t say anything for a long moment. Long enough to make me nervous.
Why wasn’t she saying anything? My nerves morphed into irritation and she chuckled.
“Chill out, grumpy. I’m thinking.” She sighed. “Okay, I’m just going to lay it all out there and hope you’re not going to be an asshole about this. I want you. I think you want me too. But I wasn’t your first choice and that fucking hurts. So if we’re going to do this, you need to show me that you genuinely want me for me, not just because you can’t be bothered resisting the strong mating pull anymore.”
I didn’t say anything for a moment, surprised at how candid she had been. “Fine. That’s fair. But you’ve got to be open to seeing it.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” Turning her head back so her eyes snapped to mine, filled with that passionate fire that I felt every-fucking-where.
“What have I been doing, Ffion? Spending this past month trying to find you, working with your mates to track you down, collecting you myself.” I kept my voice low and even, all too aware of Ffion’s perception of me as a hothead.
“Those could have been actions borne of guilt or a sense of obligation. You can’t deny you’ve been struggling with guilt over me being taken — even if it was unnecessary,” Ffion replied lightly.
“What about that kiss? What about you sleeping in my arms that night? You’re right that I felt guilty about you being taken but that’s not why I kissed you. That’s not why I stayed with you instead of standing guard outside the cabin like I should have,” I countered and I felt some of her tension ebb away.
“Fair point” she conceded. “I knew you before I met anyone else in Avalon yet I know you the least. Let’s just start there, okay?”
“Okay,” I agreed because she was right. I had greedily absorbed every piece of information I could find out about her but we’d barely spent any time actually conversing.
I knew from talking to the guys that Ffion had been napping a lot while she recovered and she’d evidently hit her limit because not long after that, she swayed slightly in my arms, her head drooping forward. I guided Ffion’s head back against my shoulder and tightened my grip around her waist. I ignored the weird tightening in my gut as Ffion relaxed into me.
“Sleep, scout. I won’t let you fall,” I murmured softly into her ear. She shuddered slightly and I willed my cock to behave.
“Or push me off?” she confirmed sleepily.
“Or push you off,” I agreed, smiling against her temple. Even practically comatose, she still wanted to argue with me, never willing to let me have the last word.
I’d rather jump off myself at ten thousand feet than let anything happen to Ffion but I wasn’t going to tell her that. I’d prove my feelings with my actions so there was no doubt in her mind how much she meant to me.





Fi
 
Ten days after Bryn had rescued me from that ballroom, I decided it was time to get a sense of normalcy back in my life and return to classes.
Arthus, Marlen and I decided to head onto campus early so I could spend some time with Leigh, Briallen, and Aderyn. The guys hadn’t invited them to the house because they didn’t know about my ability or where I’d been for the past month, but that was all going to change tonight.
Word was going to spread if it hadn’t started already. I didn’t want them to hear about my gift from someone else.
As I walked into the commons for breakfast with Marlen and Arthus flanking me and Bryn at my back, I’d never been more grateful for the ability to mute my empath receptors. There were plenty of people staring after my extended absence and I was sure I’d be curled up in a ball on the floor if I hadn’t been able to block out the responses.
“Fi!” Briallan screeched, launching herself at me in a blur of pink hair.
I stopped so suddenly that Bryn walked into my back. His hands lingered on my hips for a long moment, steadying me as Briallen flung her arms around my neck.
I returned her hug with equal enthusiasm. There had been days where I thought I’d never see her again.
“We were so worried, Fi,” she sniffed into my hair.
“Ain’t that the truth. You must have quite the tale to tell, Fi,” Leigh added, standing by the table. Aderyn hovered next to him, relief-filled eyes fixed on me.
Enfys had joined our table this morning and I found myself oddly disappointed by his presence. Marlen and Arthus must have been monitoring the bond pretty closely, they both shot me concerned glances at my change in mood.
“I do. Tonight? Before dinner in our cabin? It’s the last night we have it, we’re moving off-campus to Eamon’s place,” I said gesturing at Marlen, Arthus, and me. My cheeks probably looked like they were on fire. We all got ourselves settled around the large table and Marlen disappeared to get food for the two of us.
Briallen’s eyebrows shot up into her hair. “We do have a lot to catch up on.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Enfys shoot Bryn a venomous look that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Bryn was sitting diagonally from me and I had a clear view of his carefully neutral expression. If he’d caught Enfys’ glare, he wasn’t responding to it.
I vowed to keep a closer eye on Enfys. He’d been nothing but kind to me but that didn’t mean he was always kind. If I hadn’t been worried about the potential migraine, I’d take a closer look at his emotions.
“Your place tonight, then,” Briallen said with a clap.
“You’re not hurt, are you Fi?” Aderyn asked softly and Briallen’s face filled with guilt.
“I’m okay,” I told Aderyn. “Really.” I shot Briallen a reassuring smile.
Bryn gave me his best really? face but fortunately didn’t say anything further. It was hard to tell with him. He was kind of a renegade at the best of times.
I felt a weight lift off my shoulders at the thought of clearing the air tonight. Secrets were a heavy burden to bear and I’d been carrying them around long enough.
 

We all piled into the cabin that evening, getting comfy on the floor around the stove. Bryn had set a roaring fire going, keeping away the chill that could still be felt on the air in the evenings.
Over the course of the last week and a bit, I’d told the guys a little about my forced stay in Glendower’s cave of horrors. They’d worked out he was the most likely culprit so that didn’t come as a surprise to them, and I’d glossed over some of the details of what actually happened because I hated upsetting them.
Marlen and Arthus were monitoring the bonds between us almost constantly at the moment. Every time I started to get upset or think too much about what happened, one of them would scoop me up in their arms and distract me from my misery.
We couldn’t put it off any longer though. It was time. I wasn’t sure about including Enfys in this conversation but his feelings towards me had always been caring and protective. I’d just keep my particularly explicit rants about the Council to myself for the time being.
“I’m not sure where to begin,” I said, shooting an unsure glance at Arthus who gave a single reassuring nod. He was my passionate protector, my angel of vengeance. He was forever trying to keep me safe — even when the dangers were only in my head.
None of this story was going to make sense if Leigh, Briallen, and Aderyn didn’t know about my gift. I blew out a long breath.
“I’m an empath. That’s my gifted ability.”
Briallen and Aderyn sucked in shocked breaths while Leigh gaped at me like a fish.
“Well that would explain the kidnapping,” Leigh muttered, uncharacteristically serious. “Someone found out about your gift?”
“Yes and no. To cut a long story short: my parents hid me in Albion when I was a toddler. My dads found out I was back in Avalon and got Kelvyn Kneath to leave those messages for me. They’re friends with Kelvyn’s family so he knew my birth name was Ffion Laisren.” I took a deep breath and Briallen laid a hand on Leigh’s thigh when he looked like he was going to interrupt.
“Anyway, Arthus, um, had words with Kelvyn about the notes. I guess he was upset, he was complaining about me to Corsen and Saffir and he told them my real last name.” Everyone’s faces darkened at the mention of Saffir and I employed a little of my blocking ability to mute the anger.
“Anyway, Bryn left a note asking her to meet him to talk and Saffir panicked, went back to her parents to try to get them to offer Bryn a Council internship so he’d stay with her.”
I chanced a look at Bryn, whose mouth was set in a firm line. I’d meant it when I told him his guilt was misplaced, but I don’t think he was quite ready to let go of it yet.
“That day Saffir bolted from the campus? And showed up the following day with her Councillor mother?” Briallen clarified.
“Right. Evalina Castell. She planted the note in my cabin to get me to the edge of campus, under the guise of meeting Bryn,” I continued but Leigh cut me off.
“The Councillor abducted you?” he choked and Enfys made a strange, strangled sound.
“Councillors, plural. Evalina Castell planted the note and assisted but it was definitely Glendower Castell’s plan. He was the one I dealt with, mostly…” I said trailing off. I chanced a glance at Enfys who sat as still as a statue, the furthest away from the group. His usually stoic face was tight with tension, his knuckles white where his hands gripped the legs of his trousers.
“Wait, so they knew you were an empath based on your last name?” Aderyn interjected, confusion written all over her face.
“No. Glendower Castell intercepted my mother when she hid me in Albion seventeen years ago. They knew my name was Ffion Laisren and assumed I was being hidden because I had a gift worth stealing,” I said with a shrug.
“What happened to your mother?” Aderyn asked softly.
“He killed her,” I replied, voice cracking slightly. I took a deep breath to steady myself.
“Gods, so they captured you and interrogated you?” Leigh asked, looking a little green. I muted my abilities completely, their fear and panic were starting to affect me. Arthus gave me an approving nod.
“I wouldn’t tell them. Glendower Castell is not a patient man,” I said with a bitter laugh. “He bled me constantly, trying different crystals until he figured out that he could read emotions with imbued kyanite.” Marlen’s healing had made the scars all but vanish on the outside, but I could still feel every cut on the inside.
“How’d you escape?” Briallen whispered. Leigh wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close as tears welled in her eyes.
I looked to Bryn to see if he wanted to take over and he inclined his head.
“Saffir approached me. She said she’d been called home because her parents wanted to borrow a dress from her. When she arrived, she discovered the dress was for Ffion, who was locked in the servant’s quarters.”
I looked at the floor, unable to make eye contact with anyone and see the pity on their faces. It was too raw. Marlen moved behind me, shifting me to sit between his legs and wrapping his arms around my waist. I clung to his arms like a lifeline.
It didn’t seem like a good time to tell them that I’d actually been kept in a dirt cave and the servant’s quarters were a freaking luxury in comparison.
“Glendower Castell has a strong illusion gift, their whole estate is cloaked at all times. He keeps crystals at the perimeter of the property and regularly tops them up so it can’t be seen,” Bryn explained. That part was news to me, no wonder the guys hadn’t been able to find me.
“Glendower took Ffion to a Council Ball, that’s why he needed a dress for her. He introduced her to the room and told them about her ability, presumably so he could keep her under the guise of protecting her. With Saffir’s tip-off, I snuck into the venue, caused a distraction during Glendower’s speech, grabbed Ffion and ran.”
Bryn delivered this all nonchalantly like he hadn’t saved my life all on his own at great risk to his own personal safety. I lifted the block on my abilities and felt the echoes of his fear from the night. He had been so scared he was too late.
“Bryn was amazing, he saved my life,” I said sternly, giving him a long look. I felt a hot surge of anger from Enfys directed at Bryn — anger that he was here, anger that he’d gone after me.
Had I read this really wrong? Was he reporting back to Glendower?
Marlen and Arthus sent waves of comfort through the bond simultaneously and I relaxed back into Marlen’s embrace. I was going to get to the bottom of this but I’d catch more flies with honey than vinegar. Better keep up my sweet facade with Enfys for the time being.
I wouldn’t say anything about any future plans or protective measures we were taking in front of Enfys, just in case.
Briallen extricated herself from Leigh’s embrace to give Bryn an affectionate one-armed hug. “Proud of you, cousin,” she said teasingly. Bryn rolled his eyes but the corner of his lip twitched ever so slightly. That was basically a full-on belly laugh by Bryn’s standards.
“Anyway, I guess that’s basically the full story. Glendower Castell announced my gift at that ball so the secret is out now I suppose.”
“Shit, Fi. You do realize life as you know it is over, right?” Leigh asked bluntly as Briallen jabbed him sharply in the ribs.
“Unfortunately, yes. I do realize that,” I told him with a sad smile. “Starting with moving permanently into Eamon’s place so let’s get packing because I am one hundred percent finished with this depressing chat.”
Marlen chuckled lightly behind me. “You heard the lady, let’s get it done.”
We all stood and Enfys tipped his chin at me from his spot by the wall, summoning me to talk with him.
I was not a great fan of being summoned but I figured I could let it go this one time. Enfys looked like his whole world had been turned inside out.
“Enfys,” I greeted him quietly with a tentative smile.
“I didn’t know,” he gritted out, looking past me at the fireplace. “I was going to him, asking for help to find you, and the whole time he managed to deceive me. I had no inkling that he even knew who you were, let alone that he was responsible.”
“He’s been around a lot longer than you, Enfys. Besides, he’s a politician. He knows how to get what he wants.” I unmuted my gift and was surprised at the potency of Enfys’ shame as it ran down my spine. It was the first time I’d experienced Enfys’ emotions without the tinge of arrogance that usually accompanied them.
“He cannot be allowed to get away with it,” Enfys said suddenly, meeting my gaze for the first time. “The Council exists to protect fae. He is a disgrace.”
“He is,” I agreed. “But a very powerful one.”
“I shall leave you now Fi to be with your close friends.” I heard the undercurrent of pain in his voice but I didn’t have it in me to insist he stay yet. I needed to know more about where his loyalties really were.
He gave me a tight smile and left without a goodbye, though I noticed the glare he shot Bryn on the way past. Whatever their issue was, Bryn clearly wasn’t too worried about it. He rolled his eyes and continued lounging on the armchair, not helping with the packing in the slightest.
Briallen meandered over to me and we hung back as our mates busied themselves packing the final items and talking, giving us the illusion of privacy.
“Things seem to have improved between you and Bryn?” Briallen said hopefully.
“Well, he did save my life,” I replied with a wry smile.
“You know what I mean,” she huffed impatiently. “It’s more than that. You look at him differently.”
I knew she was right but I didn’t know how to vocalize what that meant or how I felt yet. The truce between us was new and tenuous. I focused on tidying the small kitchen cupboard to distract myself and Briallen gave me a knowing smile.
Bryn had been right to call me out on my shit. His only crime was being a grumpy bastard, and even that was understandable considering how my appearance in his life had screwed up every plan he’d made for himself.
I couldn’t help the pull between us any more than he could, and I wasn’t excusing him taking his anger out on me, but in reality, a few snippy comments and a bad temper wasn’t a good excuse for the way I’d treated him. I had always assumed the worst of Bryn, always blamed him when things went wrong, even though he’d always been on my side.
He’d gone out of his way to help me lately and although my feelings for him had changed, I’d never taken the idea of an ‘us’ seriously. How could I expect him to fight for me when I wasn’t fighting for him?
“Hey, B…” I started, unsure what I really wanted to ask her. “What do you think of Enfys? Not as a suitor, just as a person,” I added hastily, not wanting her to think I was measuring him against Bryn. I wasn’t really. I didn’t know where things were going with Bryn but when it came down to it, Enfys would never hold a candle to the feelings Bryn provoked in me even on his worst day.
Briallen’s sunny face darkened and I felt her anger course through my veins. It took me by surprise, Briallen was never angry.
“He was a real asshole to Bryn when you were gone, you know? Told Bryn that he wasn’t good enough for you because Bryn’s parents disgraced their family name. Even said Marlen wasn’t good enough for you because of his family, but it could be attributed to an unfortunate first choice,” she relayed bitterly.
“What the hell? Why has no one mentioned this to me?” I seethed. I was definitely glad I hadn’t pushed for him to stay now.
“I don’t think Bryn told anyone except me, he vented to me in a moment of frustration. He wouldn’t tell you because he’s embarrassed about it but I think you deserve to know.”
“I’m glad you told me,” I told her sincerely.
“Always. Aderyn and I were in the midst of plotting our revenge when we got the news that Bryn had found you. We’ll make sure you’re there for the next discussion,” Briallen told me seriously.
I pulled her into a hug, shaking with laughter and wiping away the tears that had sprung to my eyes. If your friends weren’t prepared to exact vengeance on your behalf against boys who slighted you, were they even really your friends?
We finished packing up our belongings — most of which belonged to Marlen and Arthus, since I had acquired very little in my time in here — and were getting ready to leave when Eamon arrived at the cabin with Gwyneira and one of her mates in tow.
“Come on, girls,” Leigh called out. “Aderyn, we’ll walk you back to your cabin.”
Aderyn and Briallen both gave me quick hugs as they left, bowing their heads in deference to Gwyneira as they went past. Huh. Maybe I should start doing that.
Gwyneira glided into the room, leaving Mawrth by the door, and Eamon strode in after her, moving behind me and wrapping his arms around my waist.
“I missed you, cariad,” he murmured into my hair. I squeezed his hands and gave Gwyneira a small smile.
“Everything okay?” I asked her, weirded out that she’d made a house call.
“I am told that Glendower and Evalina Castell have been attending Council meetings and events as normal, no change in behavior.” There was such a loud cacophony of male growling sounds that I looked around the room in alarm.
“Sorry, foxglove,” Marlen muttered with a quiet chuckle. “We all sort of want to murder them.
“No ‘sort of’ about it,” Arthus added in a menacing growl. His temper rivaled Bryn’s, he just had better control over it. Most of the time.
“Yes, well, that would be highly inadvisable given their prominence in not just the fae community but in Avalon in general. Both of them have served on the Avalon Assembly at one point or another, they are highly visible and well respected,” Gwyneira said drily as if my mates hadn’t just been casually advertising their murderous appetites.
“So what can we do?” I asked, looking around the room at all these wonderful people who were offering me their support without conditions. This slightly rag-tag group was the family I never knew I needed.
“Lay low. Travel between the campus and your new home with one of your men,” Gwyneira said grimly. “Most importantly, make time to visit the temple again, Ffion. The gods sanctified you, they chose you. It is imperative you find out why.”
With everything going on, I’d pushed all thoughts about the gods and their supposed plans for me to the back of my mind. It’s not like I wanted the extra stress. I’d be quite happy to go back to how everything was before — spending my days in class and my nights tangled up with my mates, getting very little sleep in the best way.
But of course, it wouldn’t be that simple.
I was hit with a double dose of love and support through my mating bonds as Marlen and Arthus noticed the melancholy direction my thoughts had gone in. Eamon’s arms tightened a fraction around my middle. I gave them a weak smile in return.
“I think I need to sleep on all of this. You’re right though, I should go back to the temple. Try to figure out what it is the gods want. Maybe their goals will align with mine.” Fuck shit up for Glendower and Evalina.
“I hope so,” Gwyneira said with a sad smile.







Arthus
 
Fi had been in a contemplative mood since our talk with Gwyneira last night. Both Marlen and I were checking the bond constantly to see how she was doing, waiting for the moment when she slipped back into the state of darkness she’d existed in almost constantly since Bryn found her.
Talking about her ordeal last night and Gwyneira’s reminder that the gods had something bigger planned for her seemed to have lifted Fi’s spirits.
The three of us arrived in the commons at the height of lunch hour when most of the tables were taken. It was a relief that Fi could mute her ability now, a couple of months ago sitting in a crowded room like this would have been agony for her.
We grabbed our plates of food but could only find a two-person table. Without hesitation, Marlen pulled Fi onto his lap and I took the chair opposite, relishing the sound of her giggles. Considering everything she’d been through, she was coping well but she rarely laughed anymore. Fi had lost the lightness and innocence she’d arrived in Avalon with and we all blamed ourselves for it in different ways.
I should have been there to protect her.
Or maybe I shouldn’t have been such a selfish bastard when her dads tried to send her back to Albion. Maybe I should have let her go.
Fi picked at the selection of vegetables and hummus on her plate — her appetite wasn’t back to normal yet. Bryn strolled into the room and pulled a chair over to our table.
“Scout,” Bryn said by way of greeting, tipping his chin to acknowledge Marlen and me. I’d take his gruffness over Enfys’ arrogance any day. Bryn didn’t bother getting his own plate, just helped himself to Fi’s leftovers. She didn’t so much as blink. I knew sending him to collect her from Eamon’s estate would pay off.
“Maybe I should start calling you ‘stalker’ because of your tracking magic,’ Fi mused, giving Bryn a glare that held no real heat.
“Be my guest,” Bryn replied cockily. He probably liked the idea of her having a special nickname just for him, even if it was meant to be insulting.
“Stalker it is,” Fi announced.
Before Bryn could reply, Saffir cautiously approached our table, ignoring the borderline feral glare Bryn was giving her. Marlen’s arms tightened around Fi’s waist but I reached for our bond to check her response and found nothing alarming. Fi was almost happy to see Saffir.
“Ffion,” Saffir began softly. “I’m glad to see you back at the Academy.”
“It’s good to be back,” Fi responded with a genuine smile.
“Are you two friends now?” Bryn asked, his tone dripping with disdain. Fi gave him a censuring look.
“Saffir has seen me naked, obviously we’re friends now,” Fi deadpanned. Marlen and Bryn both tensed but I knew Fi was making light of the situation to distract herself from the emotions she wasn’t ready to confront yet. I sent a wave of reassurance through the bond and Fi gave me a wobbly smile in return.
“Here are your things I was looking after for you,” Saffir said softly, handing over a small wrapped package. “If you need anything, I’m around. Even if you just want to talk.”
Saffir gave Fi a meaningful look. I wouldn’t be surprised if Fi took her up on the offer. Saffir was the only one who had seen the conditions Fi had been kept in.
“One more thing,” Saffir added hesitantly. “Word is spreading about the ball. About who you are… What you are.”
“I figured it would. Thanks for the warning,” Fi said with a shrug, feigning an indifference she didn’t feel. Saffir gave her a respectful nod before departing for her own table.
“I vote we start going by ‘Laisren’ now,” Fi said with a sigh. “Everyone knows or will find out soon enough, may as well end the charade. And ‘Smith’ is a weirdly human name that I have no real connection to anyway.”
“Ffion, Marlen, and Arthus Laisren,” Marlen pronounced. “I like it.” Bryn shot him an icy glare that I’d bet my left wing was borne of jealousy.
 

We said goodbye to Marlen at the Academy before he left for guard duty and I walked Fi home. The second we walked into the house, Fi was in Eamon’s arms. It was hard on both of them being separated during the day and Marlen and I made sure to give them lots of time together in the evenings.
Eamon pulled Fi onto an armchair so she sat sideways across his lap. Her hands cradled his neck as she alternated between peppering his face with kisses and leaning her forehead against his.
“How was your day?” Eamon asked, paying rapt attention to Fi’s response.
“Fine,” she said vaguely. “We decided to go by ‘Laisren’ now since word of my appearance at the ball is spreading.”
“Speaking of that,” he began, kissing her shoulder. “I received a letter from my mother today. She did some digging and found out I’d hired investigators to search for a ‘Ffion’. She realized straight away that the mystery Ffion I was searching for and the empath Ffion she heard about at a Council ball are one and the same,” he said with a grimace.
“She wasn’t best pleased, I take it?” Fi confirmed, scrunching up her nose.
“She hasn’t been pleased with anything I’ve done since the moment I was born,” Eamon said with a shrug. “If the Council weren’t after you, she’d probably be almost impressed. But as it stands, she enjoys being in the Council’s good graces so she’s no ally of ours.”
“I’m sorry,” Fi said sheepishly.
“Please, cariad, do not apologize for my mother’s greed. If she cared half as much for me as she did for power, we wouldn’t be having this conversation,” Eamon assured her.
 

After dinner, we moved into the living room. Fi and I sat on the couch opposite Eamon in the armchair as we relaxed with books from his small library and waited for Marlen to finish his guard duty.
Fi must be feeling a lot better, she’d been shooting Eamon flirty looks all throughout dinner and giving me coy, submissive glances. I sat on the couch with a raging hard on, wondering if Eamon would be comfortable joining in. Marlen and I often shared intimacy with Fi, but Eamon had only been with her alone so far.
Only one way to find out.
I caught his eye and he must have seen something in my expression because he immediately sat up and paid attention.
“Sweetheart, give Eamon your panties,” I commanded Fi softly, returning my gaze to my book as if I wasn’t particularly bothered either way. I couldn’t help the little smile that tugged at the corner of my lips though. Especially when Fi startled for a brief second and stared intently at me.
I reached for the bond in my chest and felt Fi’s lust and curiosity. She was definitely on board with this.
Fi stood slowly and pulled her sleep shorts then her panties down her legs, bending over and giving Eamon a generous view of her cleavage, keeping eye contact with him the whole time. If I wasn’t hard enough to hammer nails before, I was now.
She made her way over to Eamon, hips swinging, and dropped the panties coyly in his lap before turning back to me and waiting expectantly for instructions. Gods, she was perfect. Behind her, Eamon smirked slowly, his eyes alight with excitement. He probably hadn’t seen this side of her before.
I smirked at her. “Lose all the clothes while you’re at it, sweetheart.”
She didn’t even blink, pulling the cardigan off, then her sleep top, unlacing her bra, then oh so slowly peeling the thigh high socks down before dropping them to the ground.
“Come here.”
She instantly moved forwards and stood in between my legs. I lightly pushed her hips to turn her to face Eamon, and moved my legs together before pulling her back onto my lap. Fi stilled for a second until I gently parted her legs and dropped them either side of mine. She was completely spread eagle in front of Eamon, presenting him with a fucking glorious view. My cock ached in my trousers.
I ran my hands up and down the inside of Fi’s thighs, gently brushing her center with my thumbs before moving my hands away again. She gave a breathy sigh and tipped her head back against my shoulder.
“Eyes on Eamon, sweetheart. Until I tell you otherwise, you know the rules.”
The combination of her staring at him while I worked her into a frenzy had Eamon roughly yanking his cock out of his trousers and fisting it desperately. Fi watched him hungrily. I could see her eyeing up his cock out of the corner of my eye as her tongue darted out to lick her lower lip.
“Soon, sweetheart. If you’re good.” I murmured and they both groaned.
I dipped a finger in her before dragging it back up and circling slowly, nipping and sucking at her neck. She was drenched, writhing frantically against my hand. Gods, this girl was fucking perfect for me. For us.
I slipped two fingers inside her and used the palm of my hand to roughly rub her sensitive bundle of nerves. Fi gasped, bucking harder as she chased her release. Eamon’s eyes never left my hand. I knew that fucker liked to watch.
Fi’s channel fluttered and clenched around me, I could feel that she was right on the verge of an orgasm when her eyes rolled back. I immediately removed my hand and delivered a swift slap right on her center.
“Eyes on Eamon.”
Eamon’s eyebrows darted up, he hadn’t seen this side of her sensuality and was probably questioning how she was going to react. The wanton moan Fi gave told him she wasn’t upset in the least. Fi’s eyes met his again and hers were filled with so much filthy promise, I almost came on the spot.
I resumed my ministrations until Fi was crying out in ecstasy, bucking against my hand and reaching up behind my head to pull at my hair. Fuck this, I was going to come in my trousers like a teenager at this rate.
I undid my trousers and Fi lifted herself enough for me to pull them down. Without any further warning, I pulled her back down onto my lap and plunged my cock into her. I fucked her roughly from underneath, pulling her hands back behind my head when she tried to touch herself.
“Perhaps if you ask Eamon nicely, he’ll help you with that,” I grunted.
“Please, please, Eamon. I need you, please.”
I don’t know how any man could say no to that. Eamon stood and moved towards the couch, looking more unsure than I’d ever seen him. He definitely hadn’t shared before.
“No need to be shy, Eamon. Fi isn’t,” I added with a smirk and she panted on my lap.
With that, he dropped to his knees and rested his hands on Fi’s thighs, alternating between licking and rubbing her as I fucked her into another screaming orgasm.
“I think she can handle a little more, don’t you, Eamon? Why don’t you lie on the couch and we’ll give her what she really wants.”
Not about to question his luck, Eamon stripped and laid back on the couch so Fi could crawl over him. She stared at him hungrily before reaching down and lining up his cock with her entrance. She sunk down slowly and his eyes rolled back in ecstasy as she took every inch of him.
And there were a lot of inches.
“Stay still,” I purred in her ear, disappearing into the bedroom to get lubricant. I emerged and Fi was leaned forward over Eamon, her hands splayed on his chest as he reached up to capture her lips in a deep kiss, biting her lower lip as she moved away.
I kneeled behind Fi on the couch and her breath hitched as I massaged the oil over her back entrance, preparing her for me. She wiggled impatiently and I chuckled, pushing slowly into her as patiently as I could. Through her thin wall, I could feel Eamon holding himself still inside her. She was so godsdamned tight, I could barely fit.
Once I was fully seated in her, Eamon and I began to move in tandem as our beautiful Fi held on tight enough to Eamon’s chest to leave gouge marks. I bet he’d find an excuse to go shirtless later to show them off.
Right as she neared the edge, the front door opened and Marlen came in. He dropped his satchel and stared at us from the entryway with an amused grin on his face.
“I miss all the good stuff,” he whined. Fi gave him a saucy wink and beckoned him over.
“You haven’t missed out yet,” she said, licking her lips.
“Go on, M. Don’t leave our girl wanting,” I added with a smirk.
Marlen strolled over and dropped his pants, revealing his cock already at attention. Fi pulled him closer and without any preamble, swallowed him deeply. Eamon and I began to move again as Marlen sighed in relief. Over Fi’s shoulder, I could see the hunger in Eamon’s eyes as he watched Marlen’s cock going in and out of her luscious mouth. Watching them together sent him over the edge.
Fi immediately clenched around me, moaning and writhing through another orgasm as I slammed into her once more with a groan and followed. A few more pumps and Marlen finished in her mouth, Fi greedily sucking down every drop.
Looking slightly delirious, Fi slumped forward on Eamon’s chest and he wrapped his arms tightly around her. My beautiful, blissed-out sweetheart. I loved her so much it physically hurt.
Marlen and I pulled back and dressed. Marlen returned with a wet washcloth and cleaned Fi off, giving Eamon a wink as he left them to cuddle on the couch. I decided to shower and give them some alone time. She was in good hands. No one was better at nurturing Fi than Eamon.
I emerged half an hour later, showered and dressed, just as Marlen was setting out cups of tea for each of us. Fi had dressed in a short linen nightdress and matching gown and was curled up against Eamon’s side on the couch. I really needed to thank him one of these days for all of the sexy additions to Fi’s wardrobe.
“So that was a fun distraction and all, but we really should talk about what Gwyneira said last night,” Fi said, raising a challenging brow and looking at Marlen and I on the armchairs facing her to see if we were going to object.
We both shook our heads lightly. I enjoyed when Fi tried to take charge. It was a challenge to see if I could control my natural urge to take over.
Fi opened her mouth to speak just as Eamon’s features slackened and his arm dropped from her shoulders.
“It’s the spirits, sweetheart,” I reassured Fi when she startled. The spirits had visited Eamon most days while Fi had been missing, Marlen and I had gotten used to these episodes.
Eamon’s eyes closed for a moment. When he opened them, his irises were a swirling cloud of grey.
“Sanctified Empath. You have faced many trials and will face many more. The gods have tasked you to be the fae’s Keeper of Balance. Restore the balance between light and dark. Allow those in hiding to find their way home. Show that the fae are worthy of their blessings.”
“What? What does that mean?” Fi asked in a panicked voice, gripping tightly to Eamon’s shoulders.
“Restore the light. Bring them home. Sanctified Empath. Make the fae worthy. Keeper of Balance,” the spirit reiterated before Eamon gave a large shudder and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, his purple irises were back.
“What does that mean?” Fi wailed. “Is this a save the world thing? Am I the naive, inexperienced heroine that is somehow supposed to save the world?” she babbled, getting increasingly agitated.
“They don’t want you to save the world, cariad,” Eamon assured her. “They want you to redeem the fae.”
 







Thank you, reader! 


Fi’s adventures in Avalon with her guys have been an absolute joy to write about. This series is my first foray into writing and the lovely supportive comments I’ve had from readers about the The Terrible Gift really encouraged me while I was working on The Unwanted Challenge. 


Watch this space, The Reluctant Keeper is coming soon.
Colette xx





https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B085SW5J2D/ref=dbs_a_def_rwt_hsch_vapi_tkin_p1_i2




Books In This Series

Empath Found

The Empath Found trilogy is a fated-mates-with-a-twist, medium burn reverse harem. Suitable for readers 18+
The Terrible Gift
 
Fi has always known there’s something not quite right about herself.

Not quite human.

For as long as she can remember, Fi has been sensitive to other people’s emotions. So sensitive, she works a night job as a cleaner to avoid being overwhelmed by all of their feelings.

After a night on the town goes wrong, Fi comes to the attention of the Academy of Avalon. The obscenely beautiful jerk of a man who comes to collect her confirms her suspicions — Fi isn’t human at all.

But all is not as it seems in Avalon. Magic is dying, those who have it are hunted, and at least one person really doesn’t want Fi there.

Fi also has to figure out how to deal with the insane magnetic pull she feels to some of the most gorgeous and magically powerful males at the Academy. What’s a little boy drama on top of an identity crisis?
The Unwanted Challenge
 
Things I have learned since arriving in Avalon:

1. I am a fae
2. I am an empath
3. I am collecting hot AF fae boyfriends like they're going out of style
4. My two dads are both kind of jerks

After twenty years as a not-quite-human, wondering where I belong, I've finally found my place among the fae in Avalon and my dads want to take it away.

All I want to do is avoid my family, stay under the radar, learn about my magic, and get up close and personal with my suitors. But, of course, the gods have other plans for me.

Change-the-world-save-the-fae kinds of plans.

Turns out I'm not really a save-the-world kind of girl. Honestly, I don't want any of this.
The Reluctant Keeper
 
Old plan:
Go to school, learn about my magic, fall in love with my guys, and maybe be normal for once in my life.

New plan:
Do all of those things. After I take care of the greedy, corrupt fae who are messing up the natural order of things.

The gods have entrusted me to restore the balance between light and dark, whether I want to or not. If the fae want to keep their magic, that have to show that they deserve it.

But do they? It's time for me to decide if my people are worth fighting for.
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