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Fi

The cold wind blew in from the River Thames through the shattered window of the grimy club storage room I was standing in.
I gaped out the broken window in horror at what I’d just done. I didn’t regret stopping Kayden, the guy was a creep — he’d definitely been planning on assaulting me — but I wasn’t 100% sure I hadn’t killed him. Crap, murder is not what I had in mind for my Thursday night. Honestly, I’d just come out with the intention of getting laid.
Kayden’s creepy friends had herded me through the club here, into the downstairs storage room, and locked the door behind me. I remember him advancing on me. I saw red, then somehow he went flying — flying — through a closed window behind him. And then another few feet over a stone wall before I heard the splash of him landing in the River Thames.
Kayden had stayed in the same group home as me for a while, and he’d always struggled with taking no for an answer. And he wanted me. I’m not saying that because I’m cocky, or I think I’m irresistible. I knew he wanted me because I could feel it. Feeling other people’s emotions is sort of my bag. It’s exhausting. I’d always assumed I’d been cursed or something as a baby. After blasting 150 pounds of man through a window without laying a finger on him, I was beginning to question if I was even human.
Perhaps I’m a demon? Maybe just half-demon, since my dark brown eyes had never once glowed red.
I also have an absurdly high sex drive which is why I was at the club looking for a quick fix for my raging libido.
Maybe that makes me a succubus? Whatever I am, I’m pretty confident it’s evil.
The other theory is that I’m just plain crazy, and all of my quirks were a figment of my imagination. I think I’d rather be a demon. No one wants to admit they’re crazy.
I hovered at the broken window, panicking. Should I go look for Kayden? What if he retaliates? I don’t know if I can do my blasting trick again. Or worse, what if he’s dead? Oh god, I really hope I haven’t murdered someone. Even if he was a monster, I don’t want his death on my conscience.
Screw it, I need to at least check he’s alive. I pushed a crate of beer over to the remains of the window and climbed out, scratching my arms and stomach on shards of glass and cursing the tiny crop top and low slung skinny jeans I wore out tonight. My jacket was in the club’s coat room but there was no way I was risking going back in there, god knows what Kayden’s mates would do if I emerged from that room and he didn’t.
Clambering up onto the footpath, ignoring the pounding in my head from all the emotions pouring out of the club behind me, I reached out with my spidey senses and pinpointed Kayden’s confused rage. Ah, definitely alive then. I couldn’t determine his exact location, but I doubt he’d have been able to climb out of the river that quickly.
Counting my blessings that I hadn’t accidentally killed a person, I slipped down a side street and walked quickly to the nearest tube station. I wasn’t about to hang around and wait for Kayden to turn that anger on me. Or worse, wait for the authorities to catch up with me. After a lifetime in foster care, I had several issues with the man, plus an inconvenient inability to tell lies.
What a bust. I'd developed a new freaky skill, almost killed a dude, and had zero sex. Plus I had to get up for my shitty, pre-dawn cleaning job in a couple of hours. Maybe I’d try a club in a different part of London tomorrow. It looks like I’d be getting myself off tonight.
◆◆◆
 
Bryn

I made my way through the winding forest path to Master Gwyneira’s treehouse cabin. Now I was in my third year at the Academy of Avalon; the dean had been entrusting me with more and more tracking missions to collect new students. Master Gwyneira had been gifted guardian magic by the gods that helped her identify young fae in need of the Academy’s guidance, and my gods-gifted tracking magic led us right to them.
“Bryn, come in,” Mawrth, one of Master Gwyneira’s mates, ushered me into the small reception room at the front of the treehouse. The cabin was more luxurious than most at the Academy but it was fitting since Gwyneira was one of the most revered faes in Avalon. She also needed the space for her three mates. Only powerful fae women had enough magic to need more than two mates.
I sat on the couch while I waited for Gwyneira to arrive. The large tapestry of the gods that dominated one of the walls drew my attention. I don’t know why Gwyneira still displayed it, the gods had forsaken the fae. Many fae now were lucky to have any magic at all, they were practically human. I had been granted an exceptional gift with both a fire affinity and tracking magic.
“Ah Bryn, I am glad you are here,” Gwyneira said as she glided into the room and sat in the armchair opposite me. She was incredibly powerful, 400 years old, and there were few fae I respected more. “I have a sensitive assignment for you to undertake, and I would like you to go alone.”
“Alone?” 
I had never been on an assignment alone before. Often we were rescuing young fae from dangerous situations. At 20 years old, I was hardly qualified for solo extraction work.
“This is an unusual case. You will be collecting her from Albion. So far as I can tell, she was raised there. The young woman is not being held against her will or poorly treated, so far as I can tell. However, it is highly unlikely that she knows that she is fae. I think you will find that she believed herself to be a human, perhaps until she used a large blast of magic a few hours ago. 
"That is how she came to my attention. I believe she was in danger but is not in imminent danger now.”
I had been to Albion — the human realm — before on tracking assignments. Still, only for runaways, I don’t think there has ever been a fae raised in Albion as a human. I wasn’t entirely sure how it was possible.
“With all due respect Master Gwyneira, I’m not sure I’m the best qualified for explaining the situation to her. Perhaps Tesni should accompany me?” Tesni and I had worked together on multiple tracking assignments for the Academy. She had a way of keeping the newbie calm while we removed them from their situation and relocated them to the Academy. She was also pretty spectacular in bed, and I wouldn’t mind the company.
Gwyneira looked at me with an odd glint in her eye that I’d never seen before. “I feel strongly that Tesni’s presence would be detrimental for this particular assignment. In fact, I am confident that only you will be able to convince the young woman to accompany you back to Avalon.”
I wasn’t at all confident that she was right, but who was I to question a 400-year-old fae?
Gwyneira closed her eyes and cupped her hands in front of her, drawing forth the girl’s magic signature so I could latch onto it and track it to the source. Usually, a magical signature appeared as an orb of glowing color, influenced by the holder’s magical ability. The orb that appeared in Gwyneira’s hands now was like nothing I’d ever seen, it almost looked like smoke. It was a beautiful swirling globe of grey and silver, wispy yet powerful.
Gwyneira gave a quizzical look at the smokey orb in her hands, as I ran my hands through it. My tracking magic left a gold, glittery trail behind it, each particle latching on to the magic’s signature. Something about this magic was calling to me, deep in my soul. 
“May the gods be with you on your travels, Bryn Edan,” Gwyneira said with a parting smile, and I allowed my tracking magic to lead me out the door to the edge of campus, commissioning a carriage and rider to take me to the portal.
The comforting feel of this girl’s magic had set me on edge, it was time to find out who and what she was.
◆◆◆
 
Gods, Albion reeked. London’s stench was particularly potent — the smell of pollution was clinging to me. I was counting down the minutes until I could collect the girl and get the hell out of here, back to the fresh air and brimming magic of Avalon.
Once upon a time, the humans knew about Avalon. Some had even visited, but none since the human king, Arthur, had visited and died in Avalon centuries ago. Avalon has become a place of myth to the humans now, somehow becoming an island paradise instead of a different realm over the centuries of retelling.
They got the apples part right though. We do have a lot of apple trees in Avalon.
I watched the girl as she worked, cleaning the floor in a large, empty building. The wall was entirely glass, and at 4 am, the streets of London were still relatively quiet. She looked utterly human — too short to be fae, with caramel-colored skin, thick black curly hair that was bundled up in a mass on top of her head, and a plain face. I would dearly love a touch of Second Sight at times like these so I could see through glamour disguising her — this girl didn’t look fae at all.
If it was a glamour, it was a powerful one, and I couldn’t help but be curious as to how she’d ended up in Albion in the first place. I trusted that Gwyneira knew what she was doing in sending me to collect the girl. I had a sinking feeling that she might have been hidden from Avalon for a reason and it might come back to haunt her if she joined our world. I don’t know why the thought bothered me so much.
I waited at the back entrance that I’d seen the girl enter through earlier as she looked like she was getting ready to leave. Doing my best to look non-threatening, I hoped her curiosity would outweigh her nerves. Even if she knew nothing about what she was, I was confident she would sense I was like her. If the large burst of magic she’d used a few hours ago had been the first time she’d used it, she might be open to getting some answers.
The girl opened the door, and her big, dark brown eyes immediately latched onto mine. I inhaled deeply as an intoxicating hint of vanilla and wildflowers reached my nose. I felt a hard pull in my chest towards the shell-shocked girl, who was standing in the doorway staring at me. Fuck. That was the Pull of Cúpláil, the pull that indicated a compatible mate, and it was by far the strongest I had ever felt it. This practically human, abandoned girl was an incredibly strong match for me, and I wanted nothing to do with her.





Fi

This boy — no, man — was inhumanly beautiful. Literally. There is no way he could be human. I should probably be freaking out about that more, but maybe we were the same thing? Perhaps he could sense emotions and throw people around without touching them too. God, I hope we’re not related, or the response my body is having to him was going to be super awkward.
He was unusually tall, 6.5ft at least, and lean but clearly strong, built like a swimmer. His hair was a thick mop of loose black curls, they flopped across his forehead and were long enough to brush the collar of his shirt. Deep blue eyes were fixed on me, narrowed in irritation.
Something weird was happening to me that was completely separate from my usual, everyday weirdness. I felt like there was a magnet buried deep in my sternum and the opposing magnet was this beautiful man. I had a strong urge to go to him and climb him like a tree. Something about him ignited a fiery passion deep in my soul that I didn’t know I had. I wanted to fuck him and fight him, then do it all over again.
Oh god, he smelled so good. Like bonfire embers.
The only thing stopping me from moving forward — since my common sense had apparently gone out the window — is I could feel how much he would hate it.
I usually experienced other people’s emotions like they were a vast ocean of waves lapping against me. They’d brush up against my skin, touching me, but unless I sought them out or focused on them the sensation was fleeting.
Not so with the ridiculously fine specimen in front of me. I felt his emotions like they were embedded in my skin, burrowing into my bones.
I stood in shock, trying to process what he was feeling. A healthy dose of resentment sat like a heavy weight on my chest. His anger coursed hot through my veins like bubbling lava. It both irritated me and sent a wave of crushing disappointment through my chest that I really didn’t understand. I didn’t even know this guy. Why should I care if he didn’t like me?
I also sensed the faintest niggle of his curiosity tingling behind my ears, and a fiery, almost desperate lust that had all of my most sensitive nerves lighting up.
I was pretty confident the last two emotions were his anyway. I’d never found it so difficult to differentiate someone’s feelings from my own. Finally, I found my voice after staring for an inappropriately long moment.
“Who are you?”
“Bryn Edan.” His tone was flat, and his eyes bored into mine with an intensity that made me squirm.
Right, a man of few words then. His expression gave nothing away, but I could feel his emotions as clear as day.
“How can I help you, Bryn? You look like you’re waiting for something.”
“I was waiting for you.”
“Why would you be waiting for me? Do I know you?” I felt his irritation chafing at my skin, but I don’t know what he expected. He’d said all of seven words to me so far. I was going to need a little more to go on.
He looked around as if checking that we were alone in the alleyway, and I scanned his emotions again but didn’t pick up anything nefarious.
“It appears you got yourself in a spot of bother last night, fae.”
My heart dropped, shit was he one of Kayden’s friends here for revenge? Somehow I didn’t think so. Something in my gut told me this guy would never be friends with Kayden.
Hold on a minute. Fae?
“My name is Fi. F-e-e,” I said cautiously, “not Fae.”
Bryn snorted and his amusement tickled my skin. It was a weird, not entirely unpleasant sensation.
“I don’t care what your name is. Fae is what you are. What we both are. I’m here to take you back to your people in Avalon.”
Several questions were whirling around in my brain but before I had the chance to ask any of them, some early morning commuters started drifting into the building behind me.
Crap, this really didn’t seem like the right venue for this conversation. If nothing else, someone might hear us and call the asylum. I took a step forward so we wouldn’t be overheard and ignored the sting of rejection when Bryn immediately tensed.
My whole life, I’d had some kind of in-built lie prevention mechanism that had screwed me over on more than one occasion. If I tried to lie, the words would choke in my throat before I could get them out. I’d feel a whole lot better about continuing this conversation if I knew Bryn couldn’t outright lie to me either.
“Can you lie?” I asked in a low voice and felt another tickling of amusement.
“Obviously not,” he drawled and his sincerity pulsed through me like the strike of a gong. Odd. Well, at least I wasn’t a total anomaly.
“Good, let’s go somewhere we can talk and I’ll assess whether or not you’re insane,” I said with more confidence than I felt. I started heading down the quiet London footpath, rightly assuming Bryn would follow.
◆◆◆
 
Fae. Fae. I tried to remember everything I’d ever read about fae in fairytales. Were they the same as fairies? I’m pretty sure fairies were tiny. With wings. And pointy ears. Like Tinkerbell! I was definitely human-sized, wingless, and there was nothing remotely distinctive about my ears.
I led Bryn a few blocks away from the office building I cleaned, to a little courtyard garden outside an old Victorian church. I cut through it every morning on my way to work. It was a little slice of brightly colored heaven in a busy, grey city. I had always felt a strong pull to be close to nature but I hadn’t built up the courage to move away from the city yet. This is where I was found as an abandoned toddler. I guess the little girl inside of me couldn’t bear the thought of leaving, in case someone ever came looking for me.
I dropped down onto a bench in the courtyard and Bryn followed suit, sitting as far away from me on the bench as physically possible. The garden looked a little grim this time of year, it was nearly winter and nothing was flowering. I pulled my parka tighter around me and looked expectantly at Bryn to start talking.
I sighed when he continued to say nothing. “Look, I’m going to need a bit more information. You’ve just shown up out of nowhere and started going on about fairies. How did you find me? Why were you looking for me?”
Bryn scoffed as though the idea was utterly ridiculous. “First of all, ‘fae,’ not ‘fairy.’ Second of all, not me. The dean of the Academy, Gwyneira, possesses powerful guardian magic. She can sense when there is a young fae in need of help the Academy can provide. I have tracking magic, she showed me your magic signature, and I followed it here on her orders.
We assumed you came to her attention because you were in some kind of trouble and had to use a large amount of magic.” He raised an eyebrow at me, challenging me to respond.
“Right. Last night. Someone I knew from foster care. He's much bigger these days,” I murmured thoughtfully. I felt a hot flood of anger from Bryn, which was kind of odd considering he seemed to despise me.
“Anyway, he tried to grab me, and all I remember thinking is I really didn’t want him to. Somehow, he was thrown backward through a closed window and over the railing into the River Thames. I guess that was the, er, magic?” It sounded even more ridiculous out loud.
Bryn’s anger was still bubbling through my veins. “You were in a closed room? No open windows or doors?”
“Right. That was his intention.”
“Then air magic, I assume. Only strong fae can manipulate an element to that degree and only one specialty element. Mine is fire, for example.”
Bryn looked around, checking we were alone, before moving his hand, palm up, between us on the bench. Tiny, bright orange flames flickered to life from his fingertips. I watched in amazement as the fire licked his fingers but didn’t seem to hurt him. It was mesmerizing.
“Not all fae can do that?”
“Not anymore. All fae have an affinity with the four main elements — earth, water, fire, and air. We can all manipulate an element in front of us. For example, I can manipulate small amounts of water already in front of me, but I can’t conjure water into existence the way I can with fire. If you were in a closed room without wind to pull from, it would appear that you conjured that air. That would certainly be enough to catch Gwyneira’s attention, especially from Albion. Magic died out in this realm centuries ago. ”
Bryn’s annoyance died down significantly when he was explaining things and his excitement rose. I wondered if he was a bit of a nerd like me? Learning gave me the kind of happy buzz that only orgasms could beat.
“And what about the other thing I can do? You said you have tracking magic and that lady has guardian magic, so maybe mine is unique to me.”
His eyebrows pulled together, and I felt his doubt like a curdling in my gut, as well as his curiosity tingling behind my ears.
“Only fae blessed by the gods are gifted magic beyond their elemental abilities. What is it you think you can do?” he asked condescendingly. Behind the pretty face, this guy really was such an asshole. I made sure to look him in the eye so he could see the honesty in my expression.
“Right now, you are feeling doubtful that I have other magic, angry — which you’ve been feeling since the minute we met and a mixture of lust and resentment.” I chickened out of eye contact on the last bit. He blinked at me slowly, and I felt his doubt morphing into an icky sort of discomfort.
“You can feel emotions? Anyone’s emotions?”
“Since I was a kid. I’ve always been able to do it.”
“Anything else? Can you influence people to your will?” His panic shooting through me like sharp splints.
“No! I would never do that. Is that a thing? I don’t even like being near people. Too many emotions give me migraines.” Oh god, that was the last thing I needed. I hated feeling other people’s emotions. I definitely didn’t want to influence them.
“What am I?”
“Trouble,” he muttered. “And incredibly rare. Extinct, in fact. There are plenty of fae who would love to get their hands on someone who can scout emotions, and most of them don’t have honorable intentions. Come on, scout, we need to go to Gwyneira before you attract the wrong kind of attention from Avalon.”
◆◆◆
 
I walked to the tube station with Bryn trailing a few steps behind me. I hadn’t agreed to go back with him to his magical fairy realm, I wasn't quite that impulsive, but I hadn’t entirely dismissed him as crazy yet either. In the meantime, I felt more comfortable continuing this conversation in the privacy of the room I rented in a boarding house. Theoretically, bringing a strange boy I just met home was a bad idea, but I felt a strange, overwhelming urge to trust Bryn. I knew somehow he would never hurt me, not physically anyway. I also felt incredibly turned on, but it probably wasn’t the best time to bring that up.
“How do you live in Albion? The pollution here is suffocating, you probably can’t even feel your magic,” Bryn muttered.
“What do you mean by Albion? Great Britain? The world? It’s an ancient name we use for Great Britain,” I replied, ignoring his snide commentary.
“Firstly, ‘they’ not ‘we’. You are fae, not human. All of the human realm is called Albion. The original portal was at Stonehenge. The giants who occupied the area at the time called it Albion and the name stuck.”
I blinked. “Giants? At Stonehenge?”
“Obviously. They built it,” Bryn scoffed.
“There aren’t any giants in Britain. Or on Earth. I think we’d notice.”
“They’d notice. The humans. You are fae. And of course there aren’t any giants here now. Albion is solely inhabited by humans now. The few giants that were left moved to Avalon to recover their numbers and live peacefully.”
Holy crap. Giants?
“Next you’ll tell me dragons are real,” I joked and Bryn looked at me like I was the stupidest person he’d ever met.
After that, we fell into silence throughout the tube journey and the short walk to my place, which I was thankful for. I needed a minute to think about what I was going to do. I sort of felt now the genie was out of the bottle, I couldn’t get it back in. My magic trick — literal magic, apparently — to protect myself from Kayden had already brought attention to myself. What if someone else from this magical place had noticed it too?
I could feel that Bryn was being sincere when he warned me that there were people with less-than-honorable intentions who would be interested in my abilities. Maybe going with him to meet this Gwyneira wouldn’t be the worst idea. Maybe I could just go and talk to her? There was little I hated more than feeling uninformed. Knowledge is power, after all.
I let us into my small room in Mrs. Davey’s boarding house. There were three other residents, all upstairs. My room was on the ground floor, next to the front door. It had a big window facing the street and a smaller window on the side of the house. The room was sparsely furnished with a sink, mini-fridge, kettle, a twin bed, and a dresser to store my clothes. All of which had seen better days. I didn’t have a great job, and London is hella expensive. Still, I’d happily take this tiny little place than some of the fancier foster homes I’d been placed in over the years.
“This is where you live?”
“Ah, he speaks,” I muttered, “yes, this is where I live. It’s a boarding house, Mrs. Davey is the landlady. She’s upstairs.”
He frowned at that. “Are you close to her? She may alert the human authorities when you leave.”
“First of all — ‘if,’ not ‘when.’ I haven’t agreed to anything. No, she and I aren’t particularly close. I’m sure if I left her a note and some money for rent, she’d be okay with never seeing me again.” The words came out unwittingly and the rational part of my brain wondered why I was giving him so much information.
“Seems as though you’ve really endeared yourself to humans during your time here, scout,” he sniggered. I wanted to slap him and then pin him against the wall. My hormones were really clashing with my better judgment right now.
“First of all, foster care has a way of making people wary,” I snapped. “Second of all, my name is-,” I was interrupted by a loud banging on the front door that made me jump. Bryn narrowed his eyes at me.
“Expecting company, scout?”
“Ffion Smith? Police, open up. We received a complaint from Mr. Kayden Lowell about an assault that took place last night. We need to talk to you.”
My face blanched. Was this seriously happening? The dude had locked me in a room to rape me, and he’d reported me for assault? That piece of shit.
Bryn rolled his eyes impatiently. He was taking this development oddly well.
“Look, I don’t really have any vested interest in convincing you to come to the Academy. The dean sent me here to get you so here I am,” he grumbled irritably, and I wondered if the insane connection I felt to him was completely one-sided.
“You’re really selling it,” I deadpanned, glancing nervously at the front window. The knocking on the front door grew louder and waves of the policemen’s impatience lapped at my skin.
“Miss Smith? Open up, please. We’d just like to talk to you.” Lie.
Bryn’s annoyance felt like an uncomfortable chafing sensation my arms and I couldn’t help but glare at him. It’s not like I wanted to be in this situation.
“Your job is awful, and you live in a tiny, damp room, spending your days avoiding people, so you don’t get headaches. At the Academy, you’ll have comfortable accommodations, receive a stipend while you study, and learn more about your abilities,” Bryn listed, rolling his eyes like I was the one being difficult.
That did sound like a vast improvement over my current setup…
“Miss Smith! Open the door, please. We will come back with a warrant if you don’t cooperate,” one of the policemen sniped through the front door. My heart was doing double time. I wouldn’t be able to lie to them if I did talk to them. I’d spend the rest of my life in a straightjacket if I told the cops I blasted Kayden away with magic.
“Plus, I doubt you’ll be able to avoid those migraines in prison,” Bryn added smugly. “Grab your things, we’re leaving out the window. Unless you want to hang around with the humans and see how this plays out?”
Bryn may be an insufferable asshole, but he made some excellent points. Open the door and chance it with the cops or sneak out the window with a sexy fairy? Fuck it, I could lie low for a while and come back when Kayden inevitably got himself arrested for doing something shady. It didn’t seem worth taking the risk with the authorities. Why was I fighting for the right to stay in a tiny room and work the graveyard shift as a cleaner anyway?
I took a deep breath. Time to take a chance with a fae. Maybe I’d figure out how to make that air magic happen on demand and never be vulnerable again.
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I left Mrs. Davey enough money to cover the next month’s rent and a note simply saying sorry — not a lie — and quickly shoved my meager belongings into a backpack. Bryn had tried to convince me to leave them most of my things behind since apparently, synthetic materials would quickly deteriorate in Avalon. Still, I had worked hard for the few things I owned, I felt more comfortable having it with me.
His comment made me pay closer attention to his clothes, though. I’d initially assumed he was some kind of trendy London hipster, but maybe his clothes were standard fae apparel? His pants were dark navy but a sort of linen fabric and loose, stopping just above his ankles. It looked like he had a white tunic type shirt underneath and a thick grey woolen jumper over it, the tails of the shirt hanging below the jumper. On his feet were soft leather boots that looked straight out of the Middle Ages, lacing up over his ankles and underneath the bottom of his trousers. 
We quietly slipped out the side window and used the bins to boost ourselves over the fence. I’d never been more grateful to live on the ground floor. We moved through the quiet backstreets of the suburban South London neighborhood where I lived in silence. Between what Bryn had told me, the physical response I was having to his presence, and the powerful way his emotions were affecting me, I didn’t trust myself to speak yet. I was finding it difficult to separate my feelings from his, it was messing with my head. 
After walking for 15 minutes or so, Bryn flagged a cab and directed the driver to take us to the southernmost limits of the city.
It was already a grey day, and the sun had barely risen when we pulled up outside an ominous-looking pile of ruins.
“You sure this is where you want to be dropped, mate?” the driver called to Bryn. “It’s an old cement quarry, hasn’t been used since the Victorians were about.”
Bryn’s irritation chafed at my skin again, but I was getting used to it. Irritated seemed to be his permanent state of being. Before he could snap at the poor driver, I assured him this was where we wanted to get out as Bryn paid him. Luckily he had some money on hand. I’d cleared out myself out with that rent money for Mrs. Davey.
“Come on then.”
Bryn ducked under a ‘No Entry’ sign and started picking his way across the broken cement flooring and around rusted bits of machinery.
“It is an abandoned quarry, but it has also been glamoured to repel curious humans. It’s a good site for a portal, close enough to be convenient to London but out of the way of passersby.”
Shocked that he was even bothering to explain this to me, I kept my mouth shut so I didn’t jinx it. I was also focused on not getting tetanus from all the old bits of rusted metal sticking out in every direction.
We climbed a few stairs, then Bryn stopped at a ledge in front of a large vat. It looked out of place amongst the ruins, too shiny and new to belong here. The vat was filled with what could have been water, but it had a strange silver sheen to it that definitely didn’t look of this world.
“Welcome to the portal. You need to be carrying a token on you to pass through it so the Assembly can monitor who enters and exits. It also stops humans from accidentally getting into Avalon.”
Bryn looked at me, his suspicion felt like a layer of tar coating my insides. “Your glamour will disappear when you pass through the portal. As will mine.”
“My what?”
“Your glamour,” he repeated slowly like I had a hearing problem. I rolled my eyes, such a pompous ass. “The enchantment that is making you look like a human.”
“Oh, I don’t think I have one of those. This is just what I look like,” I said, shrugging nonchalantly. This is the same face I’ve had my whole life, surely I’d know if it had been changed.
I eyed the shimmering vat suspiciously. “I’m not jumping in that if it’s a one-way trip. I want your word that I will be able to return here if I want to.” 
I had a funny feeling that if Bryn gave his word, he would honor it. I’d always felt a weird sense of levity when I had given my word; maybe it was a fae thing?
I felt the striking sensation of Bryn’s sincerity again when he reached out to shake my hand. “You have my word. You can return to Albion if you wish. The Academy has no interest in imprisoning you.”
He handed me two silver coins that had a small circular hole in the middle and tiny engravings around the edges. “One will disintegrate in transit, but the other is for you to keep so you can come back to Albion if you wish to, as agreed.”
“See you on the other side.” And with that, he jumped.
Of course he just freaking left me here. I stood on the edge of the vat for a few seconds, deliberating what to do. The vibe I’d gotten from Bryn before he jumped hadn’t been malicious, it was challenging. He was daring me to do this on my own.
Was I really going to rise to his baiting?
Probably. 
Yes, definitely.
I lowered myself slowly into the vat and it came alive once I was submerged, gently coaxing me through a swirling mass of silver mist. It felt like icy water against my skin but my clothes didn’t feel wet, and I seemed to be breathing just fine. Weird.
After what felt like a few seconds, I broke the surface of a pond filled with the same silvery substance as the vat had been. I shot Bryn a quick glare as I pulled myself up next to him on the bank. Thanks for waiting for me, asshole.
I would know we weren’t in the human world anymore without even opening my eyes. The air here was so different, so clean and full of… something. Magic? It was something intangible, but I felt it deep in my bones, right down to my soul. There was an intoxicating rush in my veins, like a welcome home from the realm.
The portal was much nicer on the fae side thank the human side — no tetanus-y old concrete mixers or broken glass in sight. It was housed in a meadow that shimmered in brilliant shades of orange and gold. The meadow was full of the most spectacular flowers I had ever seen, far more vibrant than any I’d ever seen in London. They almost...glittered? It was fascinating. I hadn’t spent much time in the country, but libraries had always been a safe place for me, and I had never seen foliage like this in books.
Bryn stood and I went to follow, stumbling slightly when my limbs failed to cooperate with me. My long limbs, I thought, staring down at my body with a frown.
“You’re taller,” Bryn said gruffly, staring intently at my significantly longer legs.
My skirt had been a couple of inches above the knee when we’d left London but now it was practically a belt. I pulled off my parka which had become uncomfortably tight under my arms and found that my hoodie was basically a crop top, a generous strip of stomach on display. Holy hell, how tall was I? My breathing quickened as I looked at my long limbs in a panic. I’d somehow grown half a foot in the past three minutes, I needed a moment to freak out about this.
Bryn cleared his throat uncomfortably as his lust shot through the roof. Not helping. I felt every flash of his desire as an aching pulse between my thighs and a heaviness in my breasts. If this was going to be a regular thing here, I’d be taking cold showers every 10 minutes.
“You’re about average height for a female fae. That was quite the glamour you had on you,” Bryn reassured me while managing to sound snide at the same time, it was quite a talent. His suspicion laced through my system like tar and I grit my teeth to stop myself from snapping at him. At least until after his tour guide duties were over and I had some semblance of where the hell I was.
“What else looks different?” I asked politely, examining my arms and legs and ignoring Bryn’s suspicion. He reached forward and tugged a long lock of curly hair toward my face.
“Your hair is lighter. It has gold tones. Same as your eyes.” I tilted my face up to him, “they’re amber, with gold flecks. And your features are sharper.” I felt my face warm a little at how close he was standing, staring at me intensely. Bryn may be a total dickhead, but he was fine as hell and my hormones were doing a happy dance at his close proximity.
Bryn pushed my mass of curls back to one side and ran his finger lightly over the shell of my ear. I immediately shuddered and bit back a moan, while Bryn dropped his hand like he’d been burned. What the hell was that? My ears had never felt that sensitive before. This was not helping with my hormones.
“Your ears are pointed. You look like a fae. Congratulations.”
Bryn spun on his heel and marched through the grass without a backward glance, stomping to the edge of the meadow where a horse and carriage were waiting. The driver appeared to be napping on the ground but jumped up like he’d been electrocuted when Bryn’s furious footsteps got closer.
I felt the driver’s nerves skittering along the back of my neck, but none of the strange tugging feeling my chest. Apparently, feeling the emotions on my body was a fae-specific thing, but the magnetic pull was just a Bryn-specific thing. I didn’t know how to make heads or tails of all of these new developments in my life in the past couple of hours.
I wasn’t totally sure what Bryn’s issue was now, but I could feel an increase in his lust that was really not helping out my own lust situation, as well as a healthy dose of his embarrassment burning in my cheeks that wasn’t there before. I suspected it had to do with the whole ear-touching thing. I desperately wanted to see his fae ears, but it felt too personal to ask.
Bryn must have been wearing a glamour too. His hair wasn’t black like it had been back in London, it was more like an incredibly dark, midnight blue. The kind of color girls back home would pay good money to achieve. His eyes were different too, the blue was more intense, and they were as bright as sapphires. He was still half a foot taller than me at least, but we were definitely much closer in height than we were in London. The thought didn’t excite me, my limbs felt long and gawky. Hopefully I’d get used to them? I must be about 6ft tall now.
Bryn muttered a few words to the driver while indicating the carriage I assumed we were traveling in. I climbed in and attempted to get comfortable on the thinly padded bench with Bryn following not long after, sitting opposite me and staring resolutely out the window. His emotions were all anger now, but it felt a bit forced, and I wondered if he was trying to mask his other feelings by using rage as a cover. It was a good tactic.
“Get comfortable, scout. Sleep if you like. It’s about an hour's journey from here to the Academy.” He didn’t look at me at all, and I decided not to push it. 
Sleep probably wasn’t the worst way to handle an hour enclosed in a tiny space with a man who inspired more lust in me than I had ever experienced. Since he inconveniently seemed to despise me and all.
◆◆◆
 
I didn’t sleep. As soon as the carriage had started moving, I hadn’t been able to take my eyes off the majestic scenery outside the window. Avalon was nothing like London. The carriage traveled along a dirt path that wound through miles of forest, occasionally broken up by a meadow or rolling fields. The foliage was far more vibrant than anything I’d ever seen back home. Each flower was perfectly formed and had an iridescent sheen to it. There were also fruit trees everywhere. Particularly apples. They didn’t grow in an orchard, the fruit trees just seemed to sprout up naturally in the middle of the forest.
When we arrived, everything was bathed in gold from the low sun. Now it seemed like the sky was darkening, which was weird since we’d left London in the wee hours of the morning. Was there a time difference in realm travel? I had so many burning questions, but Bryn didn’t seem in the mood for chit-chat.
My feet were squished uncomfortably in my now too-small shoes. Bryn had kicked off his boots already and I noticed the driver didn’t wear shoes either so I pulled mine off as discreetly as I could and shoved them in my bag. Probably not the best first impression but I think my feet had grown an extra couple of inches when I came through the portal. The shoes were a write-off.
Either the route we were traveling was quite remote or Avalon was less populated than the human realm. The only emotions I could pick up on the ride were Bryn’s sickly unease and the driver’s warm contentedness that wrapped around me like a familiar blanket. The contrasting emotions clashed uncomfortably. If this was what life here would always be like, I’m not sure I would be able to handle it here.  
Bryn was still staring resolutely out of his window. I wondered idly if he’d moved at all the entire journey.
The carriage pulled to a stop and I was stunned to see an enormous treehouse above me that extended up to three stories into the uppermost branches. I gaped at it in awe. Is this where the dean lived? Do all fae live in trees? I’d always had an obsession with tree climbing, as far back as I could remember, maybe that was my fae showing?
We climbed out of the carriage and I slung my backpack over my shoulders as Bryn started up the rough-hewn log staircase that winded around the tree trunk without a word to me. I guess his brief helpful stint of explaining things to me was over. It had been nice while it lasted.
We were greeted at the entrance by an imposing, stately looking woman who could only be Gwyneira. She looked to be in her 60s, with some fine lines defining her face and silver hair pulled back into a long braid all the way down her back. Her floor-length dark green dress was the same kind of linen-fabric that Bryn was wearing. However, she also wore a thick wool cape with a high collar, held together by a silver brooch that looked like the Celtic knots I’d seen guys tattoo on themselves back home. Gwyneira had an air of authority and confidence rolling off her in waves. Still, I sensed genuine compassion like a comforting arm wrapped around my shoulders that immediately put me at ease.
“Welcome to the Academy of Avalon. I am Master Gwyneira, the dean. You may call me Gwyneira.”
“Hello,” I said, feeling a little awkward at her formality. “I’m Ffion Smith.”
“Ffion, a beautiful name. Mr. Edan, thank you for your assistance. Come sit, both of you. Let us have tea.” Bryn looked like he’d rather be anywhere else, but it seemed he couldn’t turn down a direct request from the dean.
We sat in a simple sitting room, with two comfortable dark blue armchairs, a glossy wooden coffee table and a small emerald green couch. Bryn and I sat on the couch, leaning as far away from each other as possible, as Gwyneira took one of the armchairs opposite. Almost everything in the room was wood as far as the eye could see. Wooden floors, wooden walls, wooden ceiling, wooden furniture. There were candles scattered throughout the room, housed in little glass orbs. They should really consider getting electricity here, all of those candles were a major fire hazard.
The focal point of Gwyneira's sitting room was a large tapestry that covered most of one wall. It looked ancient, the colors had mostly faded but some threads looked like they were spun gold and glinted in the light. In the middle of the tapestry, six figures were depicted in a circle, holding hands. They were indistinguishable from each other, all wore long white robes that covered their faces. In the middle of the circle was a glowing orb where most of the gold thread was concentrated.
Each corner of the tapestry depicted one of the elements. The top left had waves that looked like they were coming from the corner of the tapestry and crashing on the circle of figures. The top right depicted fire, licking flames and curling smoke creeping towards the center of the image. The bottom left showed earth with long, twisting vines covered in blooming flowers. Finally, the bottom right of the tapestry showed air, a furious, twisting tornado spiraling towards the six serene-looking beings in the center.
It was fascinating — not particularly beautiful — but whatever it was portraying resonated deeply in my soul.
A dignified-looking man entered the room with a tray of tea and fruit. Both Gwyneira and the man were barefoot too, I guess that was the style here? I was feeling pretty self-conscience in my denim mini, cropped hoodie, and bare feet. With my sudden growth spurt, my outfit was bordering on indecent.
“Ffion, will you tell me about yourself?” Gwyneira asked as she poured tea, and the man quietly excused himself. I felt his affection for her, must be her husband.
While Bryn and Gwyneira's emotions weren't currently raising any alarm bells, I didn’t feel ready to tell them all my secrets. I decided to keep it pretty vague. “I was raised in foster care. I don’t know my parents. I had some strange abilities and a lot of medical issues that put families off adopting me, so I stayed in care until I aged out. I've been working as a cleaner for the past three years in London.”
“How old are you now?”
“I recently turned 20.”
I left out the part about being found wandering around outside the orphanage as a three-year-old, dressed in oversized rags and no shoes, with ‘Ffion’ written on my arm. A conversation for another day. I didn't Gwyneira to think I was in any rush to track down the parents who had abandoned me.
“Can you tell me more about these strange abilities and the medical issues you mentioned?” Gwyneira asked.
“I guess I’m good at reading people,” I said vaguely, “it gives me migraines if there are a lot of people around.”
“She’s an empath, I’m pretty sure,” Gwyneira sucked in a breath at Bryn’s words. “She read my emotions. And by the sounds of it, she has an air affinity.” It could have been a compliment, but Bryn’s tone was completely unaffected.
“I thought you must be powerful to draw my attention all the way from Albion,” Gwyneira said, smiling kindly. “Once upon a time, most fae had powerful elemental magic but it is increasingly rare these days. 
“It is also difficult to use magic in Albion, where there is none in the atmosphere to draw from. Though, of course, there is always magic inside you that can be called upon. It is an essential part of what makes us fae.”
“So, I have magic inside me? But there’s also more magic in this, er, realm? And not on Earth?” I questioned, my curiosity burning hot. Bryn bristled with irritation, but I felt Gwyneira’s satisfaction with my questions.
“All fae have magic in their blood, even those who do not have an elemental affinity. While the fae’s magic weakens with each generation, the magic of Avalon is constant, and it helps us harness our abilities. Albion, or Earth as you called it, was once filled with magic too. Humans used to be able to channel it. We called them sorcerors many centuries ago,” Gwyneira explained before turning to Bryn.
“An empath, you say? I do not mean to alarm you, Ffion, but I think it would be best to keep that information between the three of us for now. There were many empaths, once upon a time. Their abilities were coveted and they were often hunted.”
A cold trickle of fear ran down my spine. “Once you fully come into your gift, you will be able to use it to defend yourself. Until then, it would be safer for you to have mentoring sessions with me privately to learn more about your gift.”
Bryn’s surge of surprise shot acutely through my gut and I got the feeling that it was quite an honor to be mentored personally by the dean.
“Unfortunately, although you are the same age as our third-year students, you will be in the first-year classes,” she looked at me sympathetically. “I will arrange tutors for you where possible to get you caught up. Meet me at the arena tomorrow at 9 am. We will do a simple test to confirm that you have an affinity for air magic and finalize your class schedule then.”
“I’m not actually sure yet if I want to attend the Academy. It’s kind of a lot just upping and leaving my whole life, you know? Even if I’m not human, that’s all I’ve ever known…”
Not that I really had anything to go back to. I was curious about this supposedly strong air magic I had, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to explore my empath ability. I hadn’t forgotten Bryn’s words about influencing people and that idea was terrifying.
Gwyneira smiled, and her emotions mostly read as respect rather than the irritation I expected. “Indeed, I imagine we have given you much to think about. Perhaps you could commit to a two week trial period? You can leave at any time. You are not a prisoner here. I think it would be beneficial for you to really get involved and get to know the Academy before you make any decisions. What do you think?”
“I have your word that I can leave?” I was pretty confident that this was a significant fae custom. It had worked to get the second token from Bryn anyway, it still sat heavily in the pocket of my skirt.
“You have my word that you can leave at any time. We will never detain you here.” Gwyneira reached out her hand, and we shook on it, sincerity striking at my chest as it had with Bryn.
“You must be exhausted from your journey. Bryn, would you kindly walk Ffion to the dorms? Cabin 47 has been cleared for her use.”
His irritation chafed my arms again as he reluctantly agreed, staring resolutely at the floor. As we walked out the door, Gwyneira added, “You two are a strong match, highly compatible I’m sure.” 
Bryn’s panic spiked as he stormed off ahead of me into the forest.
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Now we were walking, I had a much better view of the campus than I’d had from the carriage. It looked nothing like the large, stately universities I’d often walked past in London. The Academy of Avalon appeared to have been built in the middle of a forest, with as little clearing of trees done as possible. Almost every large tree in sight had a treehouse or two built onto it, connected by swinging rope bridges. 


‘Treehouse’ was definitely underselling it. They were more like little houses built around the trunks, with branches passing through the walls and ceilings. Please, fairy gods, let me be living in a treehouse.
There were lanterns dotted along the bridges and on the stoop of each treehouse. The whole forest canopy twinkled, it was really hitting me at that moment that I was somewhere magical.
On the ground were a collection of small buildings and open-air structures that I assumed were classrooms. They were made of a collection of materials, some wood, some stone, others looked sort of like clay. I could see other paths leading into the forest and I was desperately curious to explore them.
Bryn marched ahead of me until we approached a cluster of treehouses with a beautiful wooden staircase winding around a tree trunk to the ground. As we neared it, Bryn snagged the arm of a pretty, dainty girl with dusty pink hair who was walking past with a basket of dirty plates and napkins. I clamped down on the urge to grab his hand and either stake my claim or take a swipe at him to punish him for touching her. What the hell is happening to me? Maybe it’s the air here in Avalon? I’d never felt this kind of jealousy and possessiveness. I didn’t even like Bryn.
“Briallen, this is Ffion,” he said, letting go of her arm now he had her attention and easing the wave of violent anger that had just surged through me. “She’s a new student, just arrived from Albion a couple of hours ago. Assume she knows nothing about anything. Cabin 47. I’ll let you take over from here. See you around, scout.” And with that charming introduction, he stormed off into the night without a look backward. He really was such an asshole.
Briallen laughed, a musical sound that reminded me of wind chimes. There was something very pixie-like about her. Now my irrational jealousy had passed, I thought we may actually end up getting along. Briallen’s emotions were so warm and fuzzy, I was getting a contact high. Her happiness was potent. It felt like warm sun on my skin, and soft, tingly vibrations that ran over my skin to the tips of my fingers and toes. I resisted the urge to rub against her like a cat.
“I should have known Bryn would fight the mating pull. Never mind him; he’ll come around. Eventually. As he said, my name is Briallen, Briallen Edan.” 
She smiled brightly, and I couldn’t help but return it even though I was confused as hell about what she’d said about Bryn. I almost asked her to explain — Gwyneira had said something similar — but I suddenly wasn’t sure if I wanted to know. I have enough on my plate what with moving worlds and all, adding in boy complications seemed like a recipe for disaster.
“Another Edan?” I asked. “My name is Ffion, but most people call me Fi. Nice to meet you, uh, sorry about all this. I hope I didn’t disrupt your evening.”
“Not to worry, my mate, Leigh, is on guard duty tonight; I just brought him dinner,” she said in her pretty lilting voice, hoisting the basket further up her arm. “And yes, another Edan. Bryn and I are cousins.” Poor girl.
“So you were visiting Albion? Why would Bryn tell me to assume you know nothing?” she pondered.
“Not visiting,” I told her. “I grew up there. Bryn showed up a few hours ago and told me I’m a fae and that I can do magic?”
“You didn’t know you were fae? How is that possible?” Briallen blinked slowly at me, and I felt her shock surging through my gut.
“I guess I thought I was a strange human?” I laughed. How was this my life?
“Right, then.” Briallen laughed and clapped her hands together. “Shall I show you to your room to wash up? I can go find you some food from the commons in the meantime. I’ve never traveled between realms, but I imagine it would make you work up an appetite.”
“That would be amazing,” I said as my stomach grumbled embarrassingly loudly. “Also, perhaps you could help me find some clothes? I don’t want everyone to realize right away that I’m not from around here.” Briallen was wearing a pale blue linen wrap dress that was loose and hung to her knees. Over the top was a bulky, brown woolen cardigan. Like everyone else I’d met in Avalon, she didn’t have shoes. Her blush-colored hair was french braided across her crown and down over one shoulder.
Briallen smiled kindly. “Of course, your room will be stocked with some basic clothes; I’ll show you.”
◆◆◆
 
Cabin 47 was a small but beautiful treehouse built above someone else’s. Briallen let me in before disappearing to find me some food and let me explore.
Apparently, I had the cabin to myself, which was a pleasant surprise. There was a platform either side of the room in the rafters accessible by ladders, that each had a double bed on them. On the main floor, there was a washbasin in the main room and a separate little closet with a toilet and a rain shower head in it, accessible by a couple of stairs. 
The room was comfortably furnished with an antique wardrobe, two cozy armchairs, a wooden desk and some shelves, and a small square table with two chairs. Next to the wardrobe was a heavy wooden chest, which I peeked in and found spare linen and thick woolen blankets. A potbelly stove sat against one wall, next to the armchairs, with an ancient-looking kettle resting on top. There were heavy rugs, gauzy curtains, and pastel-colored patchwork quilts on the beds. The whole place felt homey and perfect.
One of the cabin windows was larger than the others, easily big enough to climb out of and I noticed a small wooden platform underneath the window to stand on. I clambered out to look around. The platform was only big enough for me to take a step in either direction but looking up at the strings and pegs mounted overhead of me, it was clear this area was for drying clothes. I guess that washbasin was multipurpose.
Before Briallen could return, I had a quick, tepid shower. Apparently, treehouses didn’t get boiling hot water, but I wasn’t complaining — at least there was indoor plumbing, and I’d never had a bathroom to myself before. I dug around in the wardrobe for something resembling pajamas and found a simple linen singlet and matching shorts in a khaki color and threw a cream-colored woolen cardigan over the top.
Fortunately, there were new-looking undergarments in a basket at the bottom of the wardrobe. Unfortunately, they were way thinner and way less supportive than I was accustomed to. The underwear seemed to sort of lace-up and tie at the sides, and the bra was more like a bikini top with strings to tie it into place. I had a decent-sized bust and was pretty sure I’d be dreaming about underwire bras when I fell asleep tonight.
Briallen appeared at the door and solidified her spot as my favorite fae by bringing an enormous bowl of salad, filled with nuts and vegetables, and a side of fruit.
“No meat?” I joked.
She looked at me in horror. “Fae don’t eat meat!”
Oh good, already putting my foot in it, and I've only been here a couple of hours.
“Ah, I guess I’ll need to rethink my diet.” I laughed, playing off my faux pas. It wasn’t bad as far as salads go. Maybe giving up meat wouldn’t be that much of a hardship. Then again, grilled chicken would take this salad from ‘good’ to ‘spectacular’...
Briallen was perched on the armchair, and I didn’t need my special emotion reading abilities, sorry — empath “gift” — to tell she was nervous about something.
“Spit it out Briallen, I promise I won’t bite,” I smiled, trying to put her at ease. I wanted to make sure Briallen felt comfortable around me so she’d hang out with me again. I was getting a light buzz from all the positive emotions she was putting out.
“Ah, did Gwyneira talk to you at all about the Pull of Cúpláil or mating circles?”
I cocked an eyebrow at her. “She sort of mentioned something about Bryn and I being, er, compatible? I guess she was more focused on the basics, you know. ‘What is a fae,’ ‘how magic works’ that kind of thing.” 
All of these words felt so foreign on my tongue. The past 24 hours had been a serious trip.
“Right,” Briallen laughed nervously. “Usually, I wouldn’t bring it up, but I don’t want you to go into tomorrow unprepared, especially as you and Bryn are already feeling the pull. If you’re compatible with a fae as strong as Bryn, there’s a good chance you’ll feel the pull with some of the other unmated male fae at the Academy. Those who aren't mated because they haven’t encountered a female fae as strong as you before.”
I stared at her a little too long as I tried to process what she was saying. I would feel a pull? To powerful unmated males?
“Pull of Cúpláil means the pull of mating. It’s felt by two people whose magic is strong enough to support one another. It doesn’t mean you have to claim that person as your mate; we always have free will. Chances are you will meet many people with whom you feel some kind of pull, but the stronger the feeling, the better the match for both your magic and your soul. A strong pull indicates compatible magic and kindred souls.”
I blinked, her sincerity giving me that strange, gong-striking feeling in my chest. “So that weird tugging feeling in my chest that I had around Bryn was the… mating pull?”
Briallen’s eyes lit up, and she grinned. Her excitement made my skin buzz all over my body. “Yes! I mean, I assumed that’s why he was acting so strange, but you’ve just confirmed it.”
I felt my cheeks heating up. Maybe I shouldn’t have said that? 
“Ah, perhaps don’t bring it up around him or anyone for that matter. You said we have a choice to, um, pursue things, right? I highly doubt Bryn and I will be pursuing anything.”
“We’ll see,'' she winked like she knew something I didn’t. “You’re right about the choice to pursue, though. To cement a mating bond, you have to actually claim each other. It’s a private ceremony of sorts between the two in question and then consummated.” 
She didn’t look embarrassed in the least explaining this to me while I felt like burying my head in a pillow like a kid getting the birds and the bees talk.
“If you feel the mating pull and decide to get to know them better, they become your ‘suitor.’ Once you claim each other, they’re your ‘mate.’ Fae mate for life.”
“Well, I am confident I don’t want to spend my life with Bryn. We’d drive each other insane.”
“You never know. You may need one of your mates to challenge you while the others balance him out.”
“One of my mates? The others?” I choked out. I was definitely missing something here.
Briallen looked a little sheepish. “Sorry, humans usually only take one mate at a time, right? Fae females have a mating circle. I have one mate and enough magic for one more; that’s pretty standard in Avalon. You feel powerful, and you’ve already felt a mating pull to one of the strongest male fae in the Academy, so I assume you’ll have three. Lucky girl.” There was that wink again. Lordy, this girl was too much. 
“Why would I want three, er, mates?” stumbling slightly over the odd word. “I didn’t even want one boyfriend in what’s it called? Albion? I definitely don’t need three at once.”
“A human suitor wouldn’t have been suited to you since he had no magic. You wouldn’t feel any kind of pull to be with them. Fae can’t sustain a relationship without the mating pull. Some try or have casual flings, fae have more relaxed attitudes towards our bodies and sexuality than humans as I understand it. But long-term relationships do not survive without a strong mating pull to build from.”
I mulled this over in my mind as Briallen told me about how she’d met her mate, Leigh, during their first week at the Academy and had claimed each other six weeks later.
“Six weeks?” I spluttered, “Isn’t that kind of quick considering the whole mating-for-life thing?”
Briallen laughed and I let out a small sigh of relief that I hadn’t offended her. It was stressful not knowing the parameters of acceptable behavior in this whole different world I’d found myself in.
“Not for fae. When we feel a strong pull, generally we’re all in straight away. Your soul knows, your magic knows, why wait? Besides, the closer you get to them, the more the mating pull encourages you to claim them. It’s quite hard to hold off for more than a couple of months if you spend a lot of time together.”
“Do you still feel the mating pull then? Since you’ve already got a mate? You said your magic could support two? Wouldn’t Leigh be jealous?”
She smiled, “I do still feel the mating pull from time-to-time but much weaker than the pull I felt to Leigh. Knowing how strong that connection was, I couldn’t settle for anything weaker.
As for Leigh, he would be there every step of the way if I did find someone I wanted to pursue as a second mate. He would get to know him as well. Hopefully, they would be fast friends. I wouldn’t pursue anything that made Leigh unhappy, of course, but if the new male was highly compatible with me, he and Leigh would probably have a lot in common. My fathers certainly do. My mother met them three years apart, but you’d never know one had been around longer than the other.”
“I have so many questions from what you just said but I think I should probably sleep on it and give my brain time to try to absorb all of this.”
Briallen laughed. “Of course, sorry Fi, I really didn’t mean to overwhelm you. There are quite a few strong male fae in the senior year and amongst the teaching assistants, if you don’t feel a pull to at least one of them, I will clean your cabin for a week; that is how confident I am. 
"Sleep well, we’ll come to collect you tomorrow morning at 8, and we can go to breakfast together.”
I showed Briallen out before clambering up the ladder to the bed. It was a cold evening and I had no idea how to start a fire so I curled up in bed instead, pulling the soft linen sheets and heavy patchwork quilt up around me. There was a fur coverlet strewn across the bottom of the bed but I felt weird using it. God knows what kind of fur it was. I'd make do with the nice, safe quilt.
The bed itself was a mattress on the floor of the platform. It was encased in a large rectangular wooden frame but there was no headboard. I burrowed into the impossibly soft mattress, pushing my fingers deep into the fabric. I think it was genuinely made of feathers? Whatever it was, I had never slept on something so comfortable in all my life.
There was a heavy, inky blue curtain that could be pulled along the edge of the platform for privacy and above the bed was an enormous circular skylight that gave me a perfect view of the stars. Even without a roommate, I'd be pulling the curtain across. I loved the idea of cocooning myself in my own little world each night, just me and the endless night sky.
Laying in bed, staring up at the sky, I reflected on insane few hours I’d just had. As much as I tried to distract myself, my thoughts kept drifting back to my conversation with Briallen.
“I sincerely hope she’s wrong,” I muttered. I had a whole new world to adjust, air magic to learn, plus the super-rare-highly-coveted-ability I had to hide. I had more than enough on my plate without adding a man or three to the mix.
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I woke up to the gentle, whimsical chiming of bells. Early morning sunlight streamed in through the skylight above my head and I stirred slowly, grateful for the warmth on my face and lack of blaring alarm. I felt more rested than I had ever remembered feeling. Maybe it was the fresh air? Something in Avalon seemed to agree with me, and I found myself feeling more curious than apprehensive about my first day of classes.
Pulling back the privacy curtain, I could spot the clock on the wall downstairs. Perfect, half an hour until Briallen was due to arrive. I headed into the bathroom to wash my face and tame my curls as best I could, I pulled them into a low ponytail, secured with a strip of linen, and hoped for the best given there was no mirror in the cabin. Oh well, it certainly made getting ready in the morning a lot faster.
Flicking through the array of dresses and tunics in the antique wardrobe, I noticed fae fashion wasn’t as medieval as I assumed it would be. Still, it was definitely differed from my human wardrobe. Almost everything was made of linen, though there were some heavy woolen items in there that would suffice for colder weather. I guess the fae nature-based lifestyle extended to their fabrics? 
I chose an indigo-colored loose dress with a boat neck top and short, batwing sleeves. It fell to just under my knees, and there was a thin belt that I pulled tight at the waist. Just because everything was baggy doesn’t mean I had to look like I was wearing a potato sack after all. I pulled a long cream woolen cardigan over the top. It wasn't nearly as cold as it had been in London but the air was fresh and brisk. 
I had a few minutes to spare before Briallen was due to arrive so I pulled out my phone with the intent of killing time. I wasn’t entirely shocked that it seemed to have died at some point on the way to Avalon. Digging around in my backpack, I found my clothes already looked like they were falling apart, just as Bryn had warned me they would. Was it magic? I gave a final, longing look at my favorite pair of jeans before conceding that I’d be limited to wearing linen dresses like all the other females here. I suppose I should be grateful, with my sudden growth spurt, my human clothes wouldn’t fit me anyway.
Hearing a knock on the door, I opened it to find Briallen and a tall man who I assumed was Leigh. All I could really tell about him was he had light brown hair; he stood behind Briallen with his entire face buried into her neck, nuzzling her from behind. She had mentioned last night that fae were pretty chill about sex. Maybe PDA was more of an accepted thing here?
“Good morning!” Briallen chirped, her happiness rolling off her and over my skin like a soothing wave. “I hope you slept well?”
“Very well, thank you. Is this Leigh?”
“Indeed,” she giggled. “Leigh Edan, this is the new friend I was telling you about, Fi.”
“Pleasure to meet ya, Fi,” he tossed me a cheeky grin and a wink resuming his attentions to Briallen’s neck. His accent was different from Briallen’s; it had an almost Irish lilt to it. How big was Avalon? These were the kinds of questions I should be asking instead of learning the ins and outs of mating circles.
“Edan?” I asked, grabbing the canvas satchel next to the door that held a slate board, a couple of pencils and an empty glass bottle with a lid that I assumed was for water. Leigh and Briallen carried similar bags, though theirs looked a lot heavier. Hopefully, I’d get my textbooks in class. The slate board was throwing me for a loop.
“Are you wondering if we’re related?” Briallen giggled as I locked the door and we began walking down the stairs to the grass below. “Don’t worry, Fi. It’s nothing like that! Mated males take the female’s name. It would be incredibly confusing otherwise.”
“Oh, right, I guess that makes sense. So do you two have affinities as well? I meant to ask you last night, Briallen, but you distracted me.” I gave her a pointed look and she grinned in response.
“I have an earth affinity, Leigh has an air affinity. I assume you have at least an affinity since you felt a strong pull to Bryn,” Briallen stated carefully.
“Air as well, I think. I have to go to the arena this morning to test it and find out for sure,” I replied, excited that I had met someone who also had an air affinity. Maybe Leigh could give me pointers.
“We’re both fourth years so we won’t be in any of your classes, but if you have any questions we’d be happy to help,” Briallen said kindly, reading my mind.
“Briallen reckons you’ve got some kind of secret gifted ability that you’re not telling anyone about. There’s naught I love more than a challenge Fi, what do you say? Can I wager you for it? A game of cards? Chess? If I win, you tell me your secret.” Leigh said with a cheeky smile, and I felt only genuine enthusiasm and burning curiosity coming from him. As if it was totally normal to try to extract secrets from someone you literally just met. Maybe it was a fae thing?
“Ah, no. I mean, I’ll play a game of cards with you, but if I win, you don’t get to ask about my magic again and if you win… well, I still won’t tell you about my magic. Regardless, we’ll play a game of cards and get to know one another.” I gave him a small smile to soften my words, but I absolutely was not telling this fae anything. Leigh only grinned in response, clearly interpreting my words as a challenge.
“Briallen mentioned you were on guard duty last night? What’s that about?” I asked, not-so-subtly changing the subject.
“Eh, nothing exciting. All of the male students are rostered on guard duty twice a week to protect the campus. Nothing ever happens, it’s very anticlimactic,” he said with a shrug.
“No need to sound so disappointed, Leigh. Are you hoping for a near-death experience? A maiming perhaps?” I teased and Leigh laughed.
“Briallen, my love, I bet you the choice of the next three date nights that young Fi here will be a strong match for our Marlen!” Leigh’s excitement was rolling off him in waves, and I idly noticed that it was the second bet Leigh had made in just the past couple of minutes. Was it a Leigh thing or a fae thing? I was partial to a wager myself.
“I’m not taking that bet,” Briallen laughed. “There’s no question they’ll have a strong pull.”
“I’m really not looking for any, um, mates or suitors or whatever right now, Leigh.”
“Mmm,” Leigh responded noncommittally. “We’re just going to make one quick stop before we head to the commons, then I promise we’ll get breakfast. Come along Fi, won’t be long.” I noticed the subtle deflection and marveled at how different it was talking to fae who couldn’t lie after a lifetime of talking to humans who could.
Leigh ducked up the stairs to a treehouse while Briallen and I waited on the grass below, and she pointed out various buildings where classes took place. A few minutes later, Leigh reappeared with a beautiful, tall red-headed man at his side, and I felt a forceful yank in my chest. His fresh, woodsy pine scent surrounded and consumed me.
“Fi — this is my best friend, Marlen Ferris. Marlen, meet Ffion Smith. She’s new here; just arrived from Albion yesterday.” Leigh’s giddy excitement was so intense that it broke through the haze of lust and wonder I was in, and I shook my head a little to clear it. Focus, Fi.
Marlen was so handsome though, it was hard not to stare at him. His hair was a vibrant, dark red, and he had a decent 5 o’clock shadow around his cut jawline. Like all fae, his eyes were so vibrant they almost glowed. Marlen’s were a bright emerald and I wanted to stare into them for hours. His pale skin was smooth and flawless. 
Did no one have blemishes here? There weren’t any mirrors for me to check, but when I washed my face this morning, I noticed that my skin felt fantastic.
“Hello, Marlen, nice to meet you,” I tried to play it cool even though I felt anything but. His gaze was lasered in on me and filled with heat; it really wasn’t helping.
“Lovely to meet you,” he took my hand and brushed his lips gently over my knuckles. Is this what swooning felt like? I’m pretty sure I was swooning.
“Come,” he said, offering me his arm to take. “Let’s get some breakfast, and you can tell me everything there is to know about you.”
◆◆◆
 
Marlen and I walked arm-in-arm through the campus towards the commons where food was served. I berated myself internally as the mating pull did a happy jig in my chest, thrilled at the physical contact between us.
A couple of times, I felt a swell of emotion that would indicate a crowd nearby. I assumed that was the commons. I had a sneaking suspicion that Leigh and Briallen were leading us on the scenic route, no doubt, so Marlen and I had more time to talk.
"So, Fi, how long were you in Albion for?" Marlen asked curiously.
"Er, forever?" I answered, confused by his question. "I grew up there."
Surprise rolled off him in waves. "So your family is in Albion?"
"I'm not entirely sure," I mused. "I thought I was human until yesterday." I had contemplated not telling anyone that, but it seemed better than everyone thinking I was just useless at magic and an idiot about all things fae.
"I...wow. Honestly, I'm not even sure how to respond to that," Marlen said, bewildered. I appreciated that he wasn't pretending that my situation wasn't several shades of effed up.
I laughed, but it was a little hollow. "I'm not really sure what to think. My head is kind of a mess right now. What about you? What's your story?"
"Nothing so interesting as yours, I'm afraid. I'm the youngest of four. My parents are bakers in a small village a few hours away from here. I'm in my fourth year at the Academy..." he trailed off, seemingly thinking about what to say next. Marlen was full to the brim with playful, positive emotions, but flashes of self-doubt would appear at random. I doubt anyone would ever think this seemingly suave, confident man experienced such frequent bouts of insecurity.
I attempted to keep the topic of conversation light, lest I give him the wrong impression about where this was heading. This mating pull thing had to go.
"So, how do you know Leigh and Briallen?"
Marlen's eyes lit up. "Leigh and I met at a sporting competition when were 10. They're a way for kids from around the realm to meet each other. We roomed together at the competition and ended up writing to each other after we went home. I was thrilled when I found out he'd be coming to the Academy too."
Marlen's excitement and love for his friend felt genuine and it endeared me to him a little more. He was obviously a loyal friend.
"I met Briallen the same time Leigh did," he continued. "They were pulled together during our first week and have been inseparable ever since. She's a good friend. I relied on her a lot when I was missing my sister." He gave me a small smile, but I felt his wave of sadness.
"I only met Briallen last night when I arrived at the Academy," I offered. "She has been very kind to me."
"That's B," Marlen said, perking up.
"What's B?" Briallen asked, her and Leigh appearing out of nowhere. "Are you two hitting it off?"
I rolled my eyes affectionately at her lack of subtlety. "I believe I was promised breakfast, you two."
"Right you are, Fi," Leigh laughed. "A fae never goes back on their word. Let's away," he said with a flourish and took off with Briallen in tow.
"Come on, let's get you fed," Marlen smiled, guiding me by the arm after them.





Fi

The commons was a large, circular building made out of some kind of whitewashed clay with a thatched roof and wooden floor. It felt very earthy and homey. We had come in through the main double doors, but there were other exits all around the room that students were streaming in and out of. The room was filled with tables of various sizes with benches and mismatched wooden chairs, scattered haphazardly throughout.
One side of the commons was dominated by an enormous food station. There was the most elaborate salad bar I’d ever seen with every kind of vegetable and a variety of non-meat proteins. Next to that was a buffet table with flatbreads and fruit. It all looked very… healthy.
I scanned the buffet table eagerly for coffee but all I could see were assorted flavors of tea and freshly squeezed juices.
“Looking for something in particular?” Marlen smiled. “I like the blackcurrant tea personally.”
“I don’t suppose you have coffee here?”
Briallen grimaced, “Gods no, why would you want that? Caffeine is terrible for your magic.”
Marlen shot her a glare. “Which Fi wouldn’t know, having only found out about magic yesterday.” It was sweet of him to jump to my defense; he didn’t even know me.
“Some of the fruit here doesn’t grow in Albion. Why don’t you sit down, and I’ll bring you over a plate of stuff to try?” Marlen gave me an easy smile, and I couldn’t help but return it. I wasn’t going to get into all of that mating nonsense with him but I could definitely see his appeal.
The boys left to get breakfast for the four of us, and I felt a sharp tug in my chest that drew my gaze towards Bryn. I found his beautiful ocean blue eyes already on me, looking so intently it felt like he was gazing into my soul. Then I noticed the petite little blonde on his lap sucking on his neck like a leech, and anger welled up in me like bubbling lava. 
Was this how I was always going to feel around him? Bryn clearly didn’t want me and obviously I didn’t want him. Was I forever going to respond like a raging bull when I saw him getting handsy with another woman? It would drive me crazy. 
After a few tense moments of eye contact, Bryn stood and towed the little blonde tart through a door behind him. My rage lessened now they weren’t right in front of me, but I had a pretty good feeling I knew what they were off to do and that thought made me feel a little ill. Turning to Briallen, I found her staring at the door Bryn had just disappeared through with a small frown on her face.
Her emotions were a mix of disappointment and irritation which seemed so uncharacteristic of sunny Briallen that I found myself snapping out of my own funk.
“Hey, don’t worry about that. We already knew Bryn wasn’t interested in me, remember? I don't want any mates anyway,” I murmured to her softly.
“I always knew he would struggle with a strong mating pull. Bryn values control, a strong pull challenges that. I never thought he would continue pursuing his barely-there connection with Saffir.” She frowned again.
“Continue things? As in they’re already together?” The idea that he already had a girlfriend sent a sharp pain through my chest, right where I felt the mating pull. “He shouldn’t end things with her on my behalf. He doesn’t want me.”
The words tasted like ash on my tongue but I knew they were right. I didn’t want to be responsible for ripping someone’s relationship apart, regardless of the magnetic feeling in my chest that insisted Bryn should be mine.
Briallen shook her head as if to clear it, leading me over to a free table and dropping down into her seat. 
“Sorry about before,” she said sheepishly. “It’s so surreal to me that you didn’t grow up here and don’t know about this world. I didn’t mean to be rude.”
“I’m not mad,” I quickly assured her, sensing her sincerity. “I’ll probably say stupid things a lot, though, just so you’re prepared. It would have never occurred to me that my diet would affect magic.”
“I wonder if you’ll have some kind of detox period,” she mused. “Lots of things in Albion are bad for fae magic. Pollution, synthetic materials, food additives, the unnatural environment... You were eating meat too, right?”
“Er, yes,” I mumbled, feeling oddly embarrassed about it.
“You won’t find that here, all fae are vegetarians. A lot of them only eat raw food, and that’s the easiest way to cater to so many students, so that’s all you’ll find in the commons. The food table is loaded up from sunrise to sunset, just help yourself whenever.” She waved her hand in the direction of the buffet table, and I wept a little internally. A lifetime of salad? Maybe I wouldn’t love Avalon after all.
The boys arrived at that moment, stopping my pity party from really kicking off. Marlen told me about each item of food he’d chosen and I dutifully tried all of it. It wasn’t bad or anything. Surely I would get used to the diet once I was eating it regularly? I appreciated Marlen explaining everything to me; my knowledge-hungry brain soaked up everything he was saying.
Briallen and Leigh sat opposite us and I covertly admired how well suited they seemed to be. They were always laughing, flirting, and touching one another. The love they felt toward each other radiated off them and made me feel all gooey inside.
“You two have matching tattoos?” I blurted out, spotting the similar inky black lines on their inner left wrists. “That’s kind of cute.”
They both laughed, and Marlen gave me an indulgent smile like I was really adorable. “They’re not tattoos,” he explained, “they’re claiming marks. They appear after the claiming ceremony. The mark itself is an ancient rune, determined by the female’s magic.”
Briallen held out her wrist so I could get a better look. “Mine is unfinished, see?” She yanked Leigh’s wrist closer, so I could compare. Sure enough, Briallen’s lines looked about half done.
“Why?” I asked curiously.
“My mating circle isn’t complete. When I claim my second mate, the rest of it will appear. It’s how I can be certain I’ll only have two mates. If I had three, only a third would have shown up when Leigh and I claimed each other. Leigh’s mark is the finished rune.”
It was fascinating and I appreciate them taking the time to explain it to me. Still, I felt a little uncomfortable discussing anything mating-related with Marlen and his super-strong mating pull sitting right there. I’d save my questions about what the rune symbolized for later when Marlen wasn’t around.
Besides, the commons were starting to fill up and being around a crowd full of emotions was making my head pound. My muscles hurt from tensing up so tightly.
“Are you okay, Fi?” Marlen moved closer and rested his hand gently on my lower back. His presence was so soothing that I found myself relaxing into him instinctually. I’d worry about the ramifications of that later. When my brain wasn’t exploding.
“I have a bit of thing about crowds,” I muttered vaguely. “I might head out; I need to find the arena anyway. Thank you for breakfast.” I added, offering him a weak smile.
“I have this lesson free; I’ll walk you there,” Marlen said, already standing and gathering our satchels. I told my goodbyes to Leigh and Briallen and exhaled in relief as we left the commons and the sea of emotions behind.
◆◆◆
 
Marlen guided me through a maze of small buildings, some made of clay and some of stone until we came to a dirt path that followed the forest’s treeline.
“You really don’t need to walk me the whole way. Just point me in the right direction,” I assured him self-consciously.
“Don’t worry, Fi, I’ll wait outside. I’d have hated an audience for my elemental testing,” Marlen threw me another one of his disarming cheeky grins. Spending time with him was effortless. It had ‘danger’ written all over it.
“Is that because it’s going to be embarrassing? I’m not really sure what they’re expecting; I used air magic once by accident. If it wasn’t for the pointy ears, I’d be convinced I was still human and you were all screwing with me. I’m still kind of on the fence about it.”
Marlen chuckled. “There’s no doubt in my mind that you’re fae, foxglove.” 
He absentmindedly rubbed the spot in his chest where I could feel the mating pull and a primal part of me delighted at knowing I had an effect on him. The rational part of my brain was clearly on the fritz.
“Foxglove?”
“You don’t like it? Ffion means foxglove.”
“I don’t not like it,” I admitted and he gave me a mischevious grin.
“Foxglove it is,” he said, his handsome face lighting up. “Don’t worry about your lack of experience with magic, no one will expect you to be proficient after living in Albion your whole life. Albion is pretty inhospitable to magic now, except for glamours. Even the weakest fae can at least glamour their ears, hair and eye color when they pass through a portal. It’s a self-preservation thing.”
My knowledge-starved brain did a happy dance as I absorbed all the information Marlen was giving me. The migraines and moving around all the time made it hard for me to enjoy school, and I’d ended up leaving early for the peace and solitude of my cleaning job. Being here was an opportunity to indulge in the learning I’d always wanted to indulge in, so long as I could keep the migraines at bay.
“Do you know why Albion is inhospitable to magic now?” I asked curiously. 
What I really wanted to ask was how I had a glamour on me when I hadn’t put it there myself. It didn’t really fit the description Marlen had given of how glamours worked. I deliberated on whether or not I should bring it up but decided it was a question for Gwyneira instead. I’d only just met this guy, after all.
“Sorry, Fi,” he gave me an apologetic look and caught a flash of his insecurity again. “I was never much good in theory classes. You’ll have a History of Albion course at some point, second year, I think.”
He shrugged and grinned at me. “I’d be happy to tutor you for combat class, though?” He asked hopefully, and I felt a brief surge of his lust.
“Are you sure you’re not just looking for an excuse to get your hands on me?” I flirted back, then internally cursed because I wasn’t supposed to be encouraging this. Idiot.
“Always,” he replied, voice filled with sinful promise. Every part of me tingled in response, and I exhaled in relief as we arrived at a large stone structure that looked like an arena. If we’d had to walk alone together any further, I was at risk of pinning him against a tree and begging him to have his way with me. Damn Kayden for interrupting my plans to get laid the other night, now my libido was at serious risk of overruling my common sense.
The arena was a circular structure, entirely made of stone with stairs scattered throughout to lead spectators up to the higher seats. It reminded me of the Roman ruins I’d visited once on a school trip, though this was in much better shape.
“I’ll wait here,” Marlen smiled, leaning against the wall next to a large archway.
“You don’t have to,” I protested. “I don’t even know how long it’ll take.” 
I was a little taken aback by his kindness; we’d just met. I’d been The New Kid many times over in my life, and no one had ever given me so much of their attention.
“The test doesn’t take long. Don’t stress foxglove. I’ll wait; I enjoy your company. Plus, you’ll probably get lost trying to get back on your own.”
I laughed, already heading through the archway and waving him goodbye. “Okay, I’m not going to argue with you. Wish me luck.”
“Ffion,” Gwyneira greeted me warmly as I exited the gladiator-style corridor into the arena. She stood next to a serious, imposing-looking man, but his emotions weren’t concerning. He felt studious, assessing, and a little impatient.
“This is Master Eurig. He is the head of the air mastery discipline here at the Academy and teaches fourth-year students. Master Eurig, this is Ffion Smith. She just arrived here from Albion last night. Ffion grew up there and has not had a chance to experiment with the elements yet. We have reason to believe she has an air affinity.”
That definitely piqued his curiosity and elicited a healthy dose of doubt. I hadn’t asked anyone about how often fae grew up in Albion but based on everyone's reaction, it must be unusual.
Master Eurig gave me a curt nod. “If you have reason to believe you have an air affinity, let’s start there. He placed a heavy-looking leather ball down at my feet. 
“I want you to use your air magic to move this weighted ball across the arena. There’s a breeze today, fae without an affinity would be able to manipulate it to nudge the ball slightly. You should be able to generate a much stronger gust of wind if you have an affinity and move the ball a significant distance.”
His doubtfulness was seriously aggravating me, but I wasn’t entirely sure I’d be able to prove him wrong since I’d only used magic once as far as I knew.
I stared at the ball at my feet for a few minutes and willed it to move with my mind, but that didn’t feel right. Ugh, obviously, Fi. Air magic. I tried to imagine a gust of wind picking the ball up and gently depositing it on the other side of the arena, but it merely wobbled in place. I was quite impressed by that but my audience clearly wasn't.
“Close your eyes,” Gwyneira commanded softly from somewhere behind me. “Remember the way your magic felt the last time you used it. Let it come naturally. It’s part of you, Ffion, an extension of your very soul.”
I closed my eyes and tried to remember how my magic felt but all I could feel was Kayden’s twisted lust, his vicious rage, his triumph as that door locked behind me. Anger rose under my skin, coursing through my veins like a hurricane. No, not anger. This was magic. It was raw power, ready to come to aid, to protect me.
I threw my hands out in front of me to try to expel the aching energy under my skin. I opened my eyes in time to see the heavy ball embed itself in the solid stone barricade on the other side of the arena with a deafening crack.
There was silence behind me, but Gwyneira and Master Eurig’s shock was coming through loud and clear. I was pretty shocked myself. How was Kayden even alive? If I’d thrown him into the wall instead of through glass into the water, he’d be dead for sure. My stomach churned uncomfortably at how close I’d been to becoming a murderer.
“Right,” Master Eurig cleared his throat awkwardly. “I believe we have confirmed you hold an air affinity. A strong one,” he added. He was feeling a little sheepish, but his excitement was growing too. I didn’t relish the thought of bringing more attention to myself.
Gwyneira patted my shoulder kindly, seemingly sensing my discomfort. “As your body adjusts and the human toxins leave your system, you will find it easier to feel your magic and release it in a controlled way.”
She probably meant for that to be reassuring. All I could focus on was the fact that until my body adjusted, magic would explode out of me like releasing a high-pressure valve.
They got me to try to manipulate water, fire, and earth while they discussed my class schedule between them and drew it up on paper. Once, I think I managed to make a ripple in the basin of water I was experimenting with but I may have just been breathing too close to it.
“Right, here is your class schedule, Ffion,” Gwyneira said, handing me a handwritten schedule. “We have configured it so you can move up to second-year air mastery early if need be, but you will be in the first-year class for now. I have also written a letter introducing you and explaining your situation for you to show the masters,” she added, handing me a long note that I fully intended to read once I was out of her sight.
“Please come by my cabin after your final class this afternoon for your first mentoring session.” She didn’t elaborate, and Master Eurig’s curiosity burned hot against my skin.
“I am confident Bryn would show you the way if you cannot recall it,” Gwyneira added kindly, and I snorted under my breath. I was confident that if I asked Bryn for directions, he would bark at me to find Briallen and vanish into the ether. I’d hadn’t even known him for 24 hours, but I felt strangely sure of my ability to read him and it had nothing to do with me being an empath.
Gwyneira and Master Eurig dismissed me and I hurried back through the tunnel. Marlen was still leaning against the wall, lean, muscled arms crossed over his broad chest, one leg propped up at the knee, dark red hair shining the sun. He looked beautiful, and my breath caught at the sharp tug in my chest, urging me to go to him and act on the intense attraction I felt to him.
I took a deep, head-clearing breath and could have sworn I saw him do the same.
“So,” Marlen said, cocking an eyebrow at me. “I heard the distinctive crack of stone, foxglove. Was that the Academy’s strongest air fae giving you a demonstration or were you massively underselling your talent on the way over here?”
My cheeks heated. “Neither,” I said slowly. “I guess my magic is a little hard to wrangle while I’m all dosed up on human poisons or whatever. It sort of exploded out of me.”
“So it was you?” Marlen asked, his surprise spiking. “You’d still need a strong base of raw power to draw from to use that kind of force. Shit, foxglove, you might just give Arthus a run for his money. He was the strongest air affinity at the Academy since Master Eurig.” Marlen laughed, seemingly unperturbed by the fact that I’d cracked a solid stone wall with a ball. Fae were crazy.
“Come on, time for class,” he said, reaching for my schedule. “Let’s give you somewhere productive to direct all that magic.”





Fi

I was mortified to show Marlen my class schedule filled with first-year courses, knowing he was a fourth-year and I was almost the same age as him, but he hadn’t judged me at all and had promised to tutor me to help me catch up. He walked me to the entrance to the small stone building my first fire elemental class would be in and his face lit up when we reached a group of younger students milling around the door.
“Aderyn! You’re in this class? Perfect!” He pulled the redheaded woman into a hug that had me crawling out of my skin with jealousy despite sensing only annoyance from her. My irritation died as he moved back and I got a good look at the girl he’d called Aderyn — she was almost a carbon copy of Marlen. Rein it in Fi. She’s clearly his sister. They looked like they could be twins, but then surely she’d be a fourth-year too?
“Foxglove, this is...Aderyn Ferris.” Marlen’s voice faltered slightly and I felt a wave of sadness from him and a prickling of shame from her. There were definitely some complicated family dynamics at play here. “She’s a first-year as well. Hopefully, you’ll have a few classes together. I trust her to take good care of you. Aderyn, this is Ffion Smith.” He didn’t elaborate, but the mischievous glint in Aderyn’s eye made me think he didn’t need to.
“Hello,” I said, giving Aderyn an awkward wave. I felt uncharacteristically shy like I was meeting the in-laws even though Marlen was basically a total stranger at this point. 
“I prefer ‘Fi,’ nice to meet you. You don’t need to babysit me; I don’t want to get in your way.”
“Nonsense, it would be my pleasure to get to know Marlen’s new friend. Come! Let’s go find a seat. Bye, Marlen!” 
She pulled me away from Marlen before I had a chance to say goodbye, and we headed into the classroom. I was relieved she’d taken the decision out of my hands. I was feeling all kinds of conflicted about this connection with Marlen. I’d have probably done something weird like shake his hand or go for a fist bump or something equally as uncomfortable. 
◆◆◆
 
Aderyn was awesome. She had Marlen’s playfulness but also a quieter, more reserved nature that kind of reminded me of me. But, if I had picked up small tremors of insecurity from Marlen, they crashed over me in waves from Aderyn. It made me wonder what their family was like to make them feel this way.
She listened with rapt attention as I told her about growing up in Albion and arriving in Avalon yesterday. I sensed less shock from Aderyn than I had from the others at my story. She seemed like the kind of person who just took everything in her stride.
Aderyn was also doing a lot better in this class than I was despite the term only starting a few weeks ago. I had been worried about going into this class since, as far as I knew, I didn’t have any fire magic. I’d never used it before if I did. It turned out, everyone in this class was in the same boat. The students who had a fire affinity were in a separate ‘mastery’ class, as I would be for my air magic.
We spent the class learning to grow and shrink a small candle flame. Aderyn managed to manipulate her fire a couple of times, but most students had little to no control and I had even less than that. Nothing happened. For a freaking magic school, the whole thing felt kind of lame.
“Do you have an affinity element?” I asked Aderyn as I focused on growing the tiny flame.
“Ah, no, I don’t.” I felt a mixture of embarrassment and disappointment rolling off her and immediately regretted asking the question. Way to make a good impression, Fi.

“I’m assuming you do? Do you have a strong mating pull to Marlen? He has a water affinity and a gifted ability — healing magic.”
That threw me. I hadn’t asked Marlen about his magic because I didn’t want him asking about mine; I couldn’t lie if he asked me point blank about gifted abilities. Though healing magic sounded much better than my supposedly gods-given gift.
“I haven’t really used it much or anything but apparently I have an air affinity,” I muttered, cursing myself for starting this whole conversation.
“You must think I’m kind of lame, not having an affinity, let alone a gift.” She smiled sadly.
“Not at all!” I exclaimed, horrified at the suggestion. “I don’t think that, Aderyn.”
“Really?” I sensed her curiosity. “Maybe it’s because you’re from Albion. We have a caste system here, of sorts. Those with gifted abilities and elemental affinities are at the top, just affinities are the next step down, and regular, low-magic fae like me are at the bottom. We’re the most common in the rest of Avalon but the least respected. Here at the Academy, I’m the only student without an affinity.”
“That’s awful,” I told her, making sure to hold her eye so she could see my sincerity. “I don’t think any less of you because of whatever magic you do or don’t have.” I was relieved to feel some of her confidence coming back.
“It wasn’t always like this. Centuries ago, all fae had an affinity, and most had gifted abilities. They were granted at birth by the gods and only taken away if they were abused. And all fae had wings, like huge butterfly wings.” She had a dreamy expression on her face.
“How many centuries ago? What happened?”
“My great-great-grandparents were the last generation I believe, maybe 1000 years ago. Someone told you fae have long life spans, right? Anyway, no one really knows what happened. The gods suddenly stopped blessing the babies with gifts except for a select few. A century or so later, the affinities started to disappear too. There are theories as to why — perhaps the gods are punishing us for something. I think they’re dying,” she added the last part quietly.
I made a note to ask someone about lifespans. That seemed like critical information. Was I going to live until I was 700 or something crazy like that? I wasn’t really sure I wanted to.
Both Bryn and Gwyneira had mentioned fae having different types and levels of magic but no one had told me fae magic was dying. Then again, most of the people I had met were on the powerful end of the spectrum by the sounds of it and I wondered if there was more to this than I was being led to believe. 
I pondered the magic drought for the remainder of the day and on my walk through the forest to Gwyneira’s cabin for our mentoring session. I had a lot of questions for her.
◆◆◆
 
Gwyneira welcomed me into her reception room where a tray of tea and fruit was already laid out for us. I had been a little apprehensive about coming here alone, however I hadn’t sensed any worrisome emotions from Gwyneira, and she was probably the best person to talk to about my freaky magic.
“Good afternoon, Ffion. I hope you enjoyed your first  full day at the Academy?”
“It has been very…interesting.”
“Oh? Is there something on your mind?” Gwyneira asked, furrowing her brow. “You look concerned.”
“I guess I’m a little confused as to why I have all this magic. I knew there were different levels of magic and that my empath abilities were unusual, but I found out about the gods today and how fae have less and less magic and no wings. It’s kind of messing with my head.”
Gwyneira’s sadness rolled off her as she glanced at the tapestry of the six figures on the wall. “Yes, unfortunately so. The gods have not told us their reasons for granting us less magic. We simply have to trust in their wisdom. My guess is that if things continue as they have been, within the next two generations, fae will be born with no magic at all.”
That answer didn’t really satisfy me. Why did a select few of us have so much more? If there were fae gods — and everyone seemed to be in consensus on that —surely this magic wasn’t being distributed at random? Aderyn seemed like a wonderful person. Why wasn’t she deemed worthy of having an affinity or a gift?
“I was also wondering about life spans. Someone mentioned that fae have long life spans?”
I felt Gwyneira’s surprise. “My apologies, Ffion. I should have thought to mention some of this to you or sourced some reference materials for you. This must all be very strange for you. Most fae live for roughly 500 years.”
I gaped at her in horror. What was I supposed to do for 500 years? It sounded kind of awful.
“Shouldn’t Avalon be massively overpopulated then?” I blurted out, trying to make sense of everything.
Gwyneira laughed lightly at my train of thought. “The gods accounted for that. Fae women only have a window of fertility every 50 years until age 350. Seven children in total, without multiple births.”
Weird. So, so weird. I guess that explains why I’d never gotten my period. I thought I was just a late bloomer. 
A really late bloomer.
“Is it rude to ask how old you are…?” I asked hesitantly and Gwyneira’s eyes shone with amusement.
“Usually, though I do not mind indulging you. I recently celebrated my 400th birthday.” She looked freaking great, all things considered. I suppose living that long wouldn’t be so awful if I was still in good health.
“I understand that this is probably fascinating, but unfortunately we must move on to less pleasant subjects. I would like us to focus on your empath abilities and how best to keep you safe from those who may hunt you for them.
“Before empaths disappeared, they were hounded by those who wished to either steal their magic and use it themselves or force empaths to work for them. It was particularly dangerous for those who could influence crowds. It is a powerful ability, to bring a group of people to tears, make them angry enough to riot, feel such powerful lust it makes them delirious…” she trailed off as I stared at her in horror. I didn’t want to do any of that.
“I thought we might start by talking about what you can do already. I have managed to find some ancient reference books for you to study. Still, it has been at least six centuries since the empaths went extinct, and even before then, the empaths were very secretive about their abilities, rightly so. Most of what you will read here are secondhand accounts.”
“Any knowledge is better than none. At least I have a starting point,” I said uneasily, dreading what I was going to find. I steeled my spine and imagined putting my big girl pants on. The only thing worse than knowing would be not knowing.
“How do your abilities work currently? Have you noticed any changes since you entered Avalon?”
“I don’t really know how they work; I don’t have any control over them and they’re different here in Avalon. With humans, the best comparison would be the sea — emotions sort of roll off people like waves and lap against me. I don’t seek them out; I feel anyone within a 10-foot or so radius, but I do have to concentrate on figuring out which emotion belongs to which person if I’m in a crowded room. I always tried to avoid that. Crowds give me a headache,” I explained.
“With fae, I feel their emotions physically in my body like they’re my own. It’s a more intense sensation but my head feels much clearer since I entered Avalon. Perhaps because there is less emotional noise. Though crowds are still not great. Breakfast in the commons was a little overwhelming.”
“I think it is likely that the magic in Avalon’s atmosphere is helping you process the emotions more easily. Do you feel emotions differently if they are related to you?”
I thought about it. “Yes, I suppose the emotions feel more potent if they’re directed at me. It’s not something I noticed all that much until I came here. I tried my best to be as invisible as possible in London — it’s why I worked as a cleaner. But Bryn’s irritation felt much stronger when it was directed at me rather than the carriage driver.” I felt my face heat. Why did I say that? I totally ratted him out to the dean.
Gwyneira chuckled. “Bryn has always had a rather serious disposition. You will be good for him.” 
She had the same mischievous glint in her eye that Briallen did when she was talking about mating so I quickly deflected to safer territory. I did not want to speak to Gwyneira about the weird mating pull I had towards Bryn. I didn’t want to talk to anybody about it. Even if I didn’t want the whole mating thing, his blatant rejection of me before he’d had a chance to get to know me was hurting my pride.
“Do you know if there’s a way to block out the emotions?”
“I cannot be sure that it will work, but fae used to practice putting up mental shields to block empath magic. It may not be suitable since you will be trying to block out your own magic rather than someone else’s but it is something I thought we could try in these sessions.” 
A tiny ember of hope flared in my chest at the thought of getting everyone else’s emotions off my skin and out of my head.
“What do you know about other empath abilities? Will mine grow stronger as I work on my air magic? Honestly, I don’t want them to; the headaches already drive me crazy. Plus, people always felt uncomfortable around me when they realized I had a strange sense of intuition. I don’t need more reasons to scare people away,” I rambled nervously.
A different older man to the one who brought in the tea yesterday came in. He whispered something in Gwyneira’s ear, affectionately kissing her temple before he left. Another one of her mates? This whole multiple mates thing was screwing with my head. Everyone seemed so chill about it, but having a whole harem of lovers definitely veered into kink-territory in my head. Did ancient Gwyneira and her two dudes get it on together? Why had my thoughts taken me in this horrific direction?
“My apologies, Ffion. I am going to have to cut this session short. Duty calls.” She chuckled, handing me a stack of books about empaths she’d collected. 
“You do not need to worry about your empath abilities growing by chance or because of your elemental training. It is strong magic. Any growth requires strong magic for balance. Once you begin claiming your mates, you will see an increase in your empath abilities, provided you choose mates whose magic is as strong as yours. I will send word to your cabin to schedule another session as soon as I can. Be well, Fionn.” And with that bombshell, she swept out of the room.
Well, if I was hesitant about the whole mating concept before, I was outright hostile to it now.





Fi

Overwhelmed by my first day of classes, mentoring with Gwyneira, and my first full day of not being human, I shuffled into the commons and dropped down next to Briallen. She gave me a sympathetic smile and disappeared to make a plate of food for me. I was already feeling attached to this girl; she was so kind. Then I remembered what Gwyneira had said about empaths being hunted for their abilities and began to question the wisdom of being friends with Briallen. I didn’t intend to tell Briallen about my abilities any time soon and it seemed unfair to befriend her and potentially paint a target on her back without full disclosure.
As she returned with my food, she surreptitiously sat across from me as Marlen slid into the chair next to me. I cocked an eyebrow at Briallen. Subtle. Marlen offered me a charming smile and the excitement rolling off him was enough to lift my spirits a little.
“Hey, foxglove. How was day one?”
“It was a lot. Like a lot to take in. A lot to remember. Just a lot.”
I felt a spike of concern from Marlen that made my resolve melt a little. He didn’t even know me; he had no reason to feel worried about me. I was going to get myself into trouble with this boy, I could feel it in my waters.
Leigh joined us and I found my spirits lifting as he relayed his escapades from the day. He told us how he’d spent his air mastery lesson sneakily swapping everyone’s satchels around from the row in front of him by gusting them along the floor, baffling his classmates at the end of the lesson. Apparently, Leigh had a healthy dose of mischief in him and a knack for discretely casting air magic without drawing attention. I wondered if he'd be interested in tutoring me. 
I stood and grabbed my glass to get more water. “Allow me, foxglove,” Marlen said cheerily, grabbing my glass and magically filling it with water. I stared at the glass in awe. That was a handy trick.
“Top me up, would you?” Leigh asked, and I felt a wave of amusement from Marlen as he reached for Leigh’s glass, filling it up.
Leigh took a sip and promptly spat it back out. “Without the salt,” he scowled playfully, making us all chuckle. My laughter died in my throat as a strong wrench in my chest pulled my gaze up to meet Bryn’s glare from a table across the room. The blonde from this morning talked a mile a minute in his ear but Bryn's attention was fixed on me.
Uncomfortable with the intensity of his stare and feeling a little overwhelmed by the growing dinner crowd, I stood and made my goodnights. I was eager to get back to the solitude of my cabin after being surrounded by people all day. Hopefully, I’d have enough energy to crack into one of the books Gwyneira had loaned me.
“Let me walk you back. We took a pretty confusing route here this morning,” Marlen said, giving Leigh and Briallen an affectionate smile.
“That would be helpful,” I admitted. I didn’t actually have any idea how to get back to my cabin on my own. We grabbed our satchels and Marlen steered me out of the commons, his large hand resting lightly at the base of my spine. I felt Bryn’s eyes burning holes into my back the whole way out of the room.
◆◆◆
 
“I thought I could show you the library sometime, foxglove. I think you’d like it,” Marlen said, giving me a crooked grin. It was a little unsettling that he’d known just what I would like. I hadn’t mentioned my love of books to him.
“Well, I hope you’d like it. You just seem like you’re quite independent and would enjoy the chance to research things on your own,” Marlen rambled, filling in the silence when I didn’t respond. Another wave of his insecurity crawled over my skin.
I rested my hand on his forearm to get his attention and caught his eye. “I would love that. Thank you. I was just surprised you suggested it to me, that’s all.” His insecurity faded and was replaced with relief.
“I was thinking about what I’d want if I were in your situation. A source of knowledge would be my first priority — I wouldn’t feel comfortable asking people questions all the time,” Marlen shrugged like it was no big deal that he’d basically spoken my exact game plan into existence. Was this what Briallen had meant by kindred souls? 
We reached my cabin and Marlen paused at the entryway while I hovered awkwardly in the doorway. 
“Want me to get the fire going for you before I leave? No funny business, I swear. It’s easier to get it hot with a bit of elemental magic.”
Sensing his honest intentions — and feeling a little chilly — I moved back to let him in. Marlen moved straight to the potbelly stove and I watched closely as he stacked the kindling and lit the fire with a match. He held his hands out and closed his eyes, concentrating hard for a few minutes until the flames began to grow. Marlen tossed on a couple of logs of wood then stood to look at me.
I kept my face neutral while I panicked internally. Would he try to kiss me? Please don’t try to kiss me. I have a very tenuous hold over my hormones right now.
Marlen gently picked my hand up from where it hung loosely at my side, raising it to his mouth and brushing a soft kiss across my knuckles, the same way he had this morning when we met. His eyes stayed intently on mine as if to check that I was okay with what he was doing and I could feel the nerves that he so carefully kept off his face.
“Goodnight, foxglove,” he said softly.
“Goodnight, Marlen,” I said, cursing my breathy voice.
I let him out then leaned my back on the closed door, inhaling deeply to clear my head. It didn’t help. Marlen’s woodsy, pine scent clung to everything he’d touched, making me crave more. Suddenly, Avalon’s rudimentary plumbing didn’t seem so bad. A cold shower was exactly what I needed.
◆◆◆
 
Instead of Briallen and Leigh, it was Marlen who greeted me at my door the following morning to walk me to breakfast. He proceeded to walk me to my first class, then found me a couple of hours later during my lunch break in the commons.
Logically, I knew I should be weirded out that we were spending so much time together so quickly. Still, the mating pull in my chest seemed to override logic. Being close to Marlen made the pull in my chest feel warm and comfortable, heating my body from the inside out. Whenever Bryn was around, it felt like there was a separate mating pull in my chest, burrowing uncomfortably into my bones and forcing me to acknowledge his presence against my will.
My elemental classes were as unsuccessful as yesterday. I had been excited about my air mastery class, only to be sat on the sidelines because Master Aures was worried I was a hazard to my classmates until the human toxins were out of my system. Remembering how that ball had embedded in a solid stone wall, I figured she was probably right. Regardless, I was a little bitter that I didn’t get to participate in the one class actually could do magic in.
By the time I reached the commons for dinner, I was in a pretty foul mood. Marlen rested his hand lightly on my lower back, his thumb rubbing comforting circles over the fabric of my dress throughout dinner. His touch was so comforting, it felt like he was drawing the negativity right out of my body. 
“A few of us are heading out to a clearing at the edge of campus tonight for a bonfire since there aren’t any classes tomorrow. We’ll have ale and snacks and music. It’d be a great way to take your mind of all of this,” Marlen gestured absently at the room, “if only for a few hours. Want to come with?”
His tone was casual but he looked so hopeful like nothing was more important than my answer. I could feel his nerves and it only endeared him to me more. Marlen’s nervousness felt like something I had all to myself. He presented such a cocky facade to the rest of the world but was a sensitive soul underneath all that bravado, it gave me a burning urge to protect him and his secret vulnerabilities. Which was crazy because I barely knew him and he was far more equipped to defend himself than I was.
“Sure, maybe just for a little while? I’m pretty exhausted.”
“Of course, I won’t keep you out too late.” He winked and started digging into his salad. “Finish eating, and we’ll head over there. Leigh and Briallen are coming too.”
◆◆◆
 
We walked the short distance to the clearing together, where a large group of students had already started a roaring bonfire and were holding pitchers of ale. Marlen and Leigh went to fetch our drinks, while Briallen pointed out various students and made introductions that I promptly forgot. Fortunately — or unfortunately — the mating pull I felt to Marlen was strong enough to render any weaker ones insignificant. I had noticed an almost constant, small twinges in my chest throughout the day when I had classes with unmated males. I guessed it meant that I had some compatibility with them, but not enough to really catch my attention. Nothing like what I experienced with Marlen and Bryn at any rate.
Marlen returned with ales for us and our fingers brushed slightly as I took the pitcher from him. Even that small amount of physical contact had me craving more. I wanted to grab his shirt and yank him to me to bury his face in my neck. I wanted him to smell like me. Curiously I hadn’t felt the urge to force Bryn into submission. I wondered what it was about Marlen that brought out this dominant side of me. Maybe the surge of jealousy being directed my way from a few of the surrounding females. I didn’t blame them really, Marlen was hot.
“Kelvyn!” Marlen shouted, getting the attention of a guy on the other side of the bonfire.
The man is question stalked over to us, irritation rising with every step until he stopped right in front of us. As soon as he spotted me, his irritation died and was replaced with a morbid curiosity that sent shivers down my spine.
I angled myself imperceptibly behind Marlen a little more, torn between standing my ground and getting the hell away from the dude throwing off all the creepy vibes. Marlen noticed my discomfort, his eyes scanning my face and his brow creased.
“Fi, this is my roommate Kelvyn. Kel, this is Fi. She’s new here,” Marlen said slowly. I was grateful he kept my origin story vague.
“Fi as in Ffion?” Kelvyn asked and I gave him a wary nod. “Pretty name. Welcome to the Academy." His emotions didn't feel malicious but there was something off about his interest in me. It wasn't sexual, or even friendly, yet there something intense about it.
"I’ll be seeing you, Ffion.” He gave me a long, assessing look before sauntering off.
“That was weird,” Marlen frowned after his roommate. “He’s a prickly bastard but not so...odd, usually. Sorry, foxglove.”
I hummed nonchalantly, unable to tell him about Kelvyn’s bizarre interest in me without hinting at my abilities.
“Was it a mating pull? Did you feel a pull to him?” Marlen continued.
“God, no!” I exclaimed in horror, making Marlen chuckle.
“Sorry, foxglove. I didn’t mean to offend. Anyway, forget about Kelvyn. He’s a fire affinity. Briallen and I have a theory that all fire affinities have asshole tendencies.” Thinking of my interactions with Bryn so far, I conceded that idea might have some merit.
We spent the next half hour with Leigh and Briallen, drinking our ale and laughing at Leigh’s antics. As we listened to another one of his questionable jokes, I felt a sudden rush of panic from Marlen that made my head spin and my heart pound in my ears. Marlen looked determinedly at anything but the sultry redhead stalking over to him with a predatory glint in her eye. I willed myself to calm down, remembering how insane I’d been this morning with Aderyn, and she turned out to be his sister. Maybe this was another red-headed relative.
“Marlen,” she purred, wrapping her long fingers around his upper arm and pushing her breasts against his chest. “I’ve been looking for you.”
Ugh, definitely not a relative. Leigh and Briallen exchanged a wary look before discreetly disappearing into the crowd. Thanks, guys.
Fortunately for her fingers, Marlen extricated himself quickly from Red’s grip and stepped back toward me, resting his hand lightly on my lower back. I had been about two seconds away from seeing if I could rip her fingers off using air magic. What I would give for Bryn’s fire magic right now, I bet I could do some serious damage with that.
What. Is. Happening. To. Me.
“Who is this?” Red snapped, narrowing her eyes at me.
Marlen went to open his mouth, but I got there first. I didn’t need any man speaking for me — sexy fae or otherwise. “Fi. Who are you?”
She snorted and tossed her hair like it should have been obvious to me who she was. Maybe she was famous? Presumably, they had famous people in Avalon? Something to ask Briallen about later.
“Corsen," she bit out, glaring at Marlen’s arm that had disappeared behind my back. “Marlen, baby, what are you doing? Come drink with me.”
“Not going to happen, Corsen. You know what’s going on here.”
I guessed he was referring to the mating pull between us? People had been referring to it casually all day. It was par for the course amongst young fae apparently.
She rolled her eyes. “Don’t waste your time with this, Marlen,” she sniffed, waving her hand dismissively at me. “You didn’t have a problem coming to my bed two nights ago. Clearly, she’s not enough for you.”
Two nights ago?
I felt Marlen tense up next to me, his emotions becoming a tangled mess of panic, irritation, regret, and a bit of self-loathing.
“I didn’t know Fi two nights ago. This changes everything, she changes everything. You know how this works, Corsen. There's no pull between you and me.”
Corsen’s cheeks matched her hair at this point and I felt the teeniest bit bad at how this had played out. I mean, if he was screwing her a couple of days ago, it wasn’t too much of a stretch for her to feel like she had some rights to him.
She turned on her heel and stormed off while I stared into my pitcher of ale like it held the answers to all the questions in the universe. This is precisely why I had told myself not to get involved with anyone, not to give in to the mating pull, and I was failing miserably after three days. I was already at a breaking point in my identity crisis — boy drama was a bad idea on so many levels. 
I needed to get out of here.
I felt another rush of self-loathing from Marlen as he sighed and gave me a sad smile.
“You’re going to run, huh?”
I was pretty sure I hadn’t said that out loud. Aderyn had mentioned Marlen had a healing gift, definitely no mind-reading abilities as far as I knew. If anyone was likely to get those, it’d be me.
“It’s what I would do,” he explained. “The mating pull between us is really strong; we’re kindred souls. Chances are, our decisions will overlap a lot of the time.”
That sounded really nice actually. It’s a shame I’d never speak to him again.
“You’re a powerful fae woman, a rarity these days. You shouldn’t settle for anyone. Make us work for it, foxglove.” He smiled at me kindly, masking the insecurity he was feeling. 
“When we screw up, make us prove our worth as potential mates. And I for sure screwed up. I should have known she’d be here and kept you away from this mess.”
His words did calm my ire. Still, I reminded myself that a) he had sex with another woman less than 48 hours ago, and b) my freaky magic would only get stronger if I did actually did take a mate. It was stupid to put myself in this situation in the first place. The pull between us made me want to act on primal instinct rather than rational thought.
“That’s good advice. I’m going to leave now. Please don’t come to my cabin in the morning." I said in a low tone, the hurt in my voice obvious to even my own ears. "I’ll see you around, Marlen.”
I felt guilty ditching Briallen without a goodbye, but I knew it was for the best. If anyone ever did find out about my abilities, at least she wouldn’t get caught in the crossfire.





Fi

I’d made a deal with Gwyneira to give the Academy a chance for two weeks, so I threw myself into studying while surreptitiously avoiding Marlen, Bryn,  Leigh and Briallen. I had almost every lesson with Aderyn but she didn't seem to talk to her brother or spend any time with him so I still sat with her in class. I'd have been pretty lonely without her company. While I was feeling faint mating pulls towards other males in my class, they were easy enough to ignore. I understood more every day what Briallen had meant by sensing the strength of compatibility.
Marlen was definitely trying to bump into me around the campus and even Bryn seemed to pop up more and more each day. A lifetime of foster care had prepared me perfectly for avoiding people. I had found multiple hiding places around the campus and snuck food from the commons during lulls. I was more convinced than ever that giving in to the mating pull and getting to know Marlen would be a bad idea for both me and my magic. For all I know, Marlen would bolt if he found out what my horrible invasive magic was anyway. Bryn had hated it the second I’d told him about it.
I felt terrible avoiding Briallen but I knew she was eager for me to spend more time with both Marlen and Bryn. Plus, I wasn’t ready to tell her about my invasive magic and the problems mating would bring. She was better off not knowing.
All of this avoiding people left plenty of time for me to explore the campus and discover my various hiding spots. I wanted to try a new forest path this evening — I still had a couple of hours of daylight and I’d always been curious about where this particular path led. It was quieter than the others, I’d be easier to spot if anyone was looking for me but less likely to be stumbled upon by accident.
The narrow dirt path wound through a tightly packed copse of trees, lined by the mysterious glittering wildflowers. The iridescent sheen that covered all of the flowers here made me want to reach out and touch them but I hesitated, in case it was some kind of poison enticing me in. I admired them from a distance to be safe. 
Albion’s flowers really had nothing on Avalon’s. My magic seemed to respond to the flowers too, or perhaps the trees. It was definitely something in nature that made my magic rise and swirl in my veins like it was saying hello.
The path grew steeper and I was glad there was no one around to witness how embarrassingly out of breath I was getting.
Near the top of the incline, the path was lined with colorful stones as big as dinner plates. They were painted in elaborate detail to look like natural crystals. I wanted to reach down and run my fingers over them but it seemed inappropriate, it looked like someone had put a lot of effort into painting them.
At the top of the hill was a clearing with some kind of giant marble arrangement. After hunching over with my hands on my knees for a few minutes to catch my breath, I took in the sight in front of me. Six slabs of bright white marble were arranged in a tight circle. Each slab was taller than me and as thick as a mattress. They sprouted out of the ground like they were naturally occurring.
I walked around the circle in awe, something about the place resonated deep within my bones. Cautiously, I slid sideways through the small gap between two of the marble slabs and stood in the center of the cramped space.
The world around me went silent. I couldn’t hear the trees rustling or the birds singing or...anything. It felt like I was underwater. Some part of my brain reminded me that this was not normal and I should probably get the hell out of here, but the most glorious sensation had taken me hostage. An invisible warm, welcoming goo was reaching up from the ground and running up over my feet and all the way over my body. It wasn’t sticky or suffocating, it was like a comforting caress.
My strange, blissful stasis lasted for what felt like minutes but could have been hours. By the time my head cleared enough for me to convince my feet to move, the sky had darkened and the temperature had dropped. Wrapping my arms tightly around my waist, I hurried back to my cabin wondering what the hell had just happened to me.
◆◆◆
 
I waited until there were no stragglers around the stairs leading up to my cabin and dashed up as quickly and quietly as possible, sneaking in the door and breathing a sigh of relief when no knock followed. Marlen had been hanging around the stairs and rope bridges near my cabin over the past couple of days, presumably waiting for me. My relief was short-lived. Walking further into the room, I found my beautiful wooden wardrobe defiled in burn marks that spelled: 
GO HOME

 
Heart pounding, I walked backward until I was leaning against the front door. Crap. What do I do now? I guess I should tell someone…? I’d spent my whole life avoiding authority figures, it felt weird to ask for help now.
At the same time, someone sneaking in here was a gross violation of my privacy and I didn’t want to stay in this room a second longer.
The decision was made for me with a loud knock right next to where my head was resting against the door. My breath caught, fear coursing through my veins. Get it together, Fi. It's not like whoever left this message was going to come back and politely knock on my door.
Shaking myself out of my terrified stupor, I focused on the visitor's emotions rather than my own. Nothing alarming.
“Ffion?” Gwyneira called through the wood, knocking again. “I was hoping I could speak to you.”
I took a deep breath, keeping my head as clear as possible so I could focus on her intentions. Just in case.
Pulling the door open, I found that Gwyneira wasn’t alone. A tall, distinguished man with salt and pepper hair and deep frown lines stood at her side. His hands were clasped behind his back, the picture of a gentleman. His strongest emotion was mild curiosity, nothing too concerning.
“Ffion, this is my mate, Mawrth,” Gwyneira told me. “We were just leaving the campus for the evening and I thought I would drop by. I wanted to request you attend another mentoring session tomorrow after your last class.”
I nodded and made an affirmative noise in the back of my throat. My eyes flicked to the rope bridge behind Gwyneira and Mawrth, though I didn’t know what I was looking for. An escape route, perhaps?
“May we come in, Ffion?” Gwyneira asked, her gaze narrowed on my face. I hesitated for a second but I couldn’t really think of a reasonable excuse to turn the dean away.
“Of course,” I murmured, stepping back and pulling the door open wider for them to come in.
Gwyneira strode purposefully into the cabin while Mawrth hung back in the doorway. She immediately spotted the message on the wardrobe.
“Ffion, when did this appear?”
“I found it a couple of minutes before you knocked on the door. It wasn’t there this morning and I’ve been out all day.”
“Were you planning on mentioning it to me?” Gwyneira asked, her voice far lighter than her emotions.
“Um, probably? I was just thinking about what I should do,” I answered honestly, wishing for the millionth time that I could just outright lie. Gwyneira and Mawrth’s concern was swirling around me which wasn’t helping; I really needed a dose of happiness to perk me up.
“Mawrth,” Gwyneira said, turning to her mate, “please fetch Bryn. Hopefully, there is enough of a signature here for him to track their magic. I will stay with Ffion. I do not wish to leave her alone right now.” 
My stomach dropped. I could hardly say no, but I also had no desire to see Bryn. For all I know, he could have been the one who left the message, he knew where I was from, which cabin was mine, and he loathed me.
It hadn’t escaped my notice that the message was burned into my wardrobe. The only two people who knew the secret of my gift happened to have fire affinities.
As we waited for Bryn, I contemplated whether the message related to the weird sensation that rooted me to the ground surrounded by those slabs of marble? Was it some kind of a magical ruse to give someone time to get into my room and do this? That didn’t feel right somehow, but I wasn’t going to be heading back to those weird rocks any time soon.
After a few minutes, a magnetic tug in my chest let me know that Bryn was nearby. He stormed into the room with a face like thunder, his anger pulsing through my veins stronger than I’d ever felt, but it didn’t seem like it was directed at me. Bryn didn’t acknowledge me while he moved around the wardrobe, running his hands through the air as if feeling for magic. It left a beautiful trail of glittering gold floating in his wake. It was hypnotizing.
Bryn continued throughout the whole cabin, and I could feel his frustration growing. “The only signature here is hers,” he growled, still not looking at me. “But there is a… disturbance of some kind. Whoever did this must have masked themselves somehow, perhaps an illusionist amulet.” I felt my eyebrows scrunching, amulets? I didn’t realize magic artifacts were in play too. More things to look out for.
“Natural crystals can be imbued with a small amount of someone’s gifted ability. Someone with an illusionist gift could transfer it to a crystal and sell it, for example. It is somewhat frowned upon to sell one’s magic, but it is fairly commonplace.” Bryn snorted quietly at Gwyneira’s explanation and I guessed she was downplaying the whole selling magic thing.
It didn’t sound so bad to me. Why shouldn’t others benefit from useful magic like Marlen’s healing gift if he was willing to share it? If I had a gift worth sharing, I wouldn’t be averse to selling it, but I'd always been poor. It was becoming increasingly evident that the fae at the Academy were massive elitists.
As Gwyneira and Mawrth quietly discussed the possibilities between themselves, Bryn finally deigned to make eye contact, walking up until he was standing just a few inches in front of me.
“You okay, scout?”
I felt his concern swirling in my gut, very much directed at me, as well as the familiar heavy weight of Bryn’s resentment. I again envied humans their ability to lie. He may be acting civil now but I still had no interest in baring my soul to Bryn.
“Not yet.” I chuckled weakly. “Thank you for trying to track them,” I added awkwardly.
“Gwyneira asked me to,” Bryn grumbled. I could almost see his walls coming back up. Confirming with Gwyneira that he was no longer needed, he turned on his heel and left without another word.
“Ffion, dear, I think it would be best if we moved you to another cabin. There is one at the other end of this cluster, currently unoccupied. Let us gather your things and move you there tonight. Please be assured that we will continue to investigate this. I am so sorry this happened.”
I packed my things silently and followed Gwyneira to my new cabin which was nearly a carbon copy of the last one. She left me to rest, but my mind was churning through tonight’s events on warp speed. Between the weird moment with the rocks and the threatening message, I doubted I’d be getting any sleep tonight.
I sat cross-legged on my bed and attempted to study for my upcoming earth magic quiz. I’m not sure how much information I was actually retaining but anything was better than tossing and turning in bed, being left with my own thoughts. A soft knock on the door nearly startled me out of my skin.
“Fi? It’s Marlen…” he trailed off and I waited to see if he’d say anything else. How had he even found my new room? 
“Maybe you’re asleep. I know you’ve been avoiding me, foxglove. I get it. I just heard what happened tonight and wanted to check that you were doing okay.”
The barrier I had been putting up between Marlen and I cracked a little at hearing the sadness in his voice and feeling his genuine care and concern. I crossed the room and opened the door, wishing I was wearing a bit more than a plain sage linen shift and matching kimono-style robe.
“Do you want to come in?” I asked tiredly.
“Gods yes,” he answered, already reverting back to his usual playful self.
I rolled my eyes affectionately and let him in. We sat down at the two-person table and I was grateful for the physical barrier between us. Right now I was vulnerable and in the mood to tempt fate.
“Bryn told me about the message in your room. That’s fucked up, foxglove. Any ideas who wrote it? Made any enemies in the past couple of weeks?”
“Bryn told you?” My eyebrows shot up. Bryn and Marlen weren’t friendly as far as I knew. “Honestly, I thought it might have been him who wrote it. I don’t think anyone hates me more than he does.”
Marlen snorted. “Bryn’s an asshole, but he’d never do that to you. Why do you think he stormed over to my cabin in a huff? He was pissed I hadn’t been looking out for you.”
Awkward.
“I don’t expect you or anyone to look out for me Marlen, I’ve been looking out for myself my whole life. I’m sorry that he said that to you, that was totally out of order.”
“It really wasn’t,” Marlen gave me a small smile. “If I was officially your suitor, then I would absolutely be responsible for looking out for you, and it would be my honor to do it. And I’d like nothing more. I know you’re new to all of this, Fi, but I promise you there’s no rush. We can keep things friendly, get to know one another.”
I was finding it really hard to stick to my guns when Marlen was right there in front of me, looking all rumpled and delicious, smelling like fresh pine and heaven. “Just friends,” I said cautiously.
“Absolutely! Whatever I can do to be there for you, I want to do it.” His eagerness brushed up against my skin like an overexcited puppy and I cracked a small smile.
Marlen insisted on making tea for us and we sat at the table talking about nice, light topics for an hour. I had been so keyed up before he arrived, I thought I’d be up all night. A cup of tea and Marlen’s safe, relaxing presence had my eyelids drooping.
I walked Marlen to the door, and he opened his arms to give me a hug.
“Friends hug,” he said with a playful wink.
I didn’t fight the mating pull as it drew me into his arms, burying my face in the crook of his neck and inhaling his soothing, woodsy scent. He was doing the same in my hair, arms wrapped tightly around my back as if he would never let me go.
I looked up into his eyes, and the pull between us was so pure and magnetic, I could barely have stopped myself if I wanted to. I leaned forward and gently pressed my lips to his — aware that friends absolutely did not kiss each other — and I was giving Marlen all kinds of mixed signals right now.
I was ready and very willing to take this kiss to the next level but Marlen’s lips stayed determinedly soft against me, tasting me gently with his tongue as his hands moved up to cup my face. It was sweet and romantic and a huge freaking tease but I appreciated him not letting me carried away 56 minutes after I said I only wanted to be his friend.
“Don’t overthink it. It doesn’t have to happen again until you’re ready,” he murmured softly in my ear as he pulled away, smiling at me with so much adoration my breath caught in my throat.
He gently stroked my face with his thumbs, gazing at me like I was something precious instead of the total imposter I felt like. “I’ll wait for you, foxglove. Sleep well.”
◆◆◆
 
The next couple of days went smoothly. I went back to sitting with Marlen, Leigh and Briallen at mealtimes, and they politely didn’t bring up the fact that I’d been avoiding them like the plague for the past week.
I hadn’t forgotten about the message on my wardrobe, but without any leads to go on, I’d pushed it to the back of my mind so I could focus on mastering my magic. It felt like a screw you to whoever had left the message — I was here to stay because I had magic to learn. I wasn’t going to be scared away.
My bubble of peace popped when I went to leave my cabin for breakfast one morning and noticed a piece of paper that must have been slipped under the door.
GO HOME was written above a sketch of a woman with a mass of curly hair just like mine, curled up in the fetal position in a barred cage. My hands trembled as I stared at it. Not only did the messenger know where my new cabin was, but they’d also been right outside as I’d been sleeping and vulnerable. 
Was it a student? How easy is it for someone outside the Academy to get on campus? There were male students on guard duty 24 hours a day, it seemed unlikely that someone could sneak in twice without being noticed. I really didn’t want to believe it was Bryn leaving me these messages, but a student seemed like the most likely suspect.
Gwyneira was the only other person who knew. Surely she wouldn’t sell me out? She was the one who had warned me if word got out about my empath abilities, there would be people who would try to keep me captive and use my magic for their own gain.
And then there was the picture. Was it a threat or a warning? Go home or be imprisoned? Or go home to avoid being imprisoned?
There were many reasons I hated my empath abilities, but they had given me good instincts about people and their intentions. Things were different in Avalon though, there was other magic at play. This was a whole new game and I didn’t know all the rules.
For the first time, I ignored the instincts that told me that Bryn and Gwyneira were trustworthy and decided not to mention the note to either of them. I hadn’t grown up in foster care only to come out of it and rely on other people as an adult. I was the only person who truly had my best interests at heart.
Pulling myself together, I hid the note in my satchel. Out of sight, out of mind. Taking several deep breaths, I headed straight for class, skipping breakfast so Marlen wouldn’t see through my fragile facade. I wasn’t going to let whoever was sending me these messages get to me. This was the first time in my life I felt like I’d belonged somewhere. No one would take it away from me.
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Having avoided Marlen all day, I was looking forward to seeing him at dinner in a couple of hours. I went back to my cabin to shower and had a mini-heart attack when I saw yet another note slid under my door. I picked it up, heart in my throat, then breathed a sigh of relief when it was Gwyneira asking me to go to her cabin for another mentoring session. I didn't know how I felt about Gwyneira yet but at least it wasn’t another drawing of me in a cage.
I made my way to her cabin, already uncomfortable with the secret I was keeping. My gut told me she was trustworthy and that she would definitely want to know about the note, but she was also a powerful, 400-year-old fae. Who knew what she was really capable of doing? Maybe she had one of those freaky amulet things? Or maybe one of her three mates knew about my abilities? I chewed on my lower lip and talked myself into keeping quiet for the millionth time since I’d started down the route to her cabin.
“Ffion,” she smiled at me warmly. “Come in, let us have tea. Today is an important day, you know, your two-week trial run is at an end.”
With everything that had happened in the past few days, I had completely forgotten that this milestone was coming up. It didn’t really matter. After one week of seeing all the cool things I could do with air magic and eating three square meals a day, I was convinced that staying in Avalon was the right call.
I still really missed meat though. If I ever got my fae ass back to Albion, I planned to eat my body weight in fried chicken and beef burritos.
“I’m staying,” I announced. “I’m really enjoying learning about my magic. I feel more... myself here than I ever did in Albion.”
“Understandable. Your diet and environment here are much more conducive to your needs as a fae. Avalon will always be a much more comfortable place for you to reside.” She smiled kindly. 
“Now you are officially a student, I will be able to ensure you receive a small stipend that all students get during their studies. I am sure you would appreciate the opportunity to add to your wardrobe if nothing else,” Gwyneira said as she passed me a small leather pouch that jingled with coins. “You’ll be able to pick your stipend every Monday at the administration building.”
“Oh! That’s cool. I didn’t know the stipend was a thing. Are there shops here? I’ve never seen one.” The idea of shopping lifted me out of my funk. I had gotten accustomed to all the linen and wool in my wardrobe, but I could definitely use a few brighter colors.
“There are market towns around an hour’s carriage ride or a short griffin flight. In a few weeks, the Avalon Fair will be held on a field within walking distance of the campus. Merchants travel from all over the realm, it is a two-week event, and many fae look forward to it. Myself included,” she said with a wink. Sometimes it was easy to forget she was 400-freaking-years old.
“Now, unfortunately, we must turn our attention to a less pleasant subject matter — extracting magic to create amulets. There is nothing wrong with choosing to imbue crystals with your magic, but those with rare gifts are at risk of their magic being taken against their will.” My face fell. It had been a nice break from my funk while it lasted.
“I wish I did not have to tell you about this,” Gwyneira said softly, giving me an apologetic look. “Hunting others for their magic and stealing it for themselves is the worst of the fae.”
“How exactly do they steal magic?” I asked with dread, not entirely sure I wanted to hear the answer.
“Blood. Crystals can be imbued with blood, creating an amulet that temporarily allows someone to use that fae’s gift. Some fae choose to imbue the crystals themselves and sell the amulets. Unfortunately, those with rare gifts are more likely to be hunted and kept captive so their blood can be drained regularly.”
I was pretty confident the blood had already drained from my face. It was the first time I’d really given any thought to what would happen if I’d been captured. The goal was to just never be caught in the first place.
Gwyneira hesitated before she continued. “The lure of blood magic can become difficult to resist when fae start down that path. Some forego the crystals and begin to drink the blood directly from the vein.” My stomach churned at the imagery.
“It is a more concentrated dose, though it burns through the system just as quickly. Once they start drinking from the vein, there is no turning back. They will always feel called by the lure of blood, they cannot survive without it. We call them the dark fae. It is where the human myth of the vampire originates from,” she added helpfully as if to lighten the mood.
Unsure how to respond to what was probably going to be my future if anyone found out about my gift, I mechanically drank my tea without tasting it. If magic really was gifted by the gods, I had a bone to pick with them for landing me with this.
“You understand now why it is so important that we keep your gift a secret?” Gwyneira asked and I nodded mutely, lips pursed. “You must be able to block out emotions in a crowd. You cannot risk drawing attention to yourself by becoming overwhelmed.”
Gwyneira reached over and took the cup and saucer from my hands, placing them down on the table and looking at me intently. “I know I have painted a horrible picture, but I will never keep the truth from you, Ffion. For the remainder of our session and all of our future sessions, we will work on your mental walls.”
More determined than ever to master this, I spent the next thirty minutes in a meditation-like state, imagining constructing a 40-foot high wall of bricks piece-by-piece in my brain. Gwyneira projected her own emotions at me as powerfully as she could, the idea being they would bounce off the wall before I could feel them.
I didn’t want to give up hope, but the exercise had failed miserably. I experienced each emotion as acutely as I always did. If anything, they were exacerbated by my own despair. I left Gwyneira to go to the commons for dinner, hopeful I would at least see Marlen and have some small distraction from this terrible day.
◆◆◆
 
I was an emotional wreck at dinner. I sat with Leigh, Briallen and Marlen but my mind was a million miles away, spiralling through a terrifying vortex of bloody crystals and vampire fae. 
My bad mood hadn’t gone unnoticed by Marlen. Every time I fidgeted uncomfortably in my seat or sighed under my breath, he’d give me a questioning look and press further into my side as if to physically offer me support. His concern swirled in my gut and it was both comforting and unsettling to know he cared about me.
“Foxglove, do you want to go for an evening walk? Just the two of us?” Marlen asked and I really wished at this moment that we had more subtle friends. Briallen and Leigh were waggling their eyebrows and winking all over the place.
“That sounds lovely, actually,” I said, giving him a small smile. I loved having Leigh and Briallen around. They unintentionally acted as chaperones when I was struggling to remember that I was supposed to be just friends with Marlen, but tonight I just really needed him. It’s like he read my mind.
We said our goodbyes and Marlen took my hand, linking his fingers through mine — another strike in the more than friends column. Leading me out of the commons, we started down a narrow path to the stream that ran across one edge of the campus. Marlen walked purposefully to a secluded spot next to the stream, hidden by a beautiful, enormous willow tree.
Marlen settled back against the base of a large willow tree and pulled me down between his legs, with my back against his chest. I cringed a little — this position was definitely more than just friendly. Screw it, it’s been a terrible day. I’m going to indulge just this once. I settled back and leaned my head against Marlen’s shoulder. As soon as I relaxed into his embrace, Marlen’s happiness burst through me and buzzed over my skin.
“What’s bothering you, foxglove?” Marlen said softly in my ear. I tensed up a little in his arms thinking about what to tell him and felt Marlen’s insecurity crawl over my skin. Most of the time I hated my abilities, but I loved that I had this insight into Marlen that no one else did.
There were several things bothering me that I could have told him about. Hiding my magic. Hating my magic. Fearing that someone already knew about my magic. Fearing whoever left those notes would resort to more drastic measures. Worrying about keeping him, Leigh and Briallen in the dark about my abilities… But I wasn’t ready to talk about any of those things yet.
But there was one thing bothering me that he could definitely help with...
“I guess I’m struggling a little with the mating pull,” I said slowly. Marlen’s insecurity felt like hundreds of snakes slithering over my skin, and I quickly grabbed his arms, pulling them tight around my waist to reassure him. 
“Probably not in the way you’re thinking,” I added.
“Okay…what exactly are you struggling with? I want to help you Fi, make this easier however I can, you know that.” He tipped my chin towards his face, and I was glad there was only a small amount of moonlight to see by because my cheeks were flaming.
“Well, you know I have a strong pull towards both you and Bryn, and between the two of you, you’re both around a lot, so I feel it all the time and…” I trailed off awkwardly. I knew the exact moment Marlen cottoned on to what I was saying. His lust exploded and his grin stretched broadly across his face. Marlen leaned forward until his lips were right at my ear and I shuddered in anticipation.
“Are you feeling sexually frustrated, little foxglove?”
“Yes,” I said hotly. “Every time I feel the mating pull, it makes me all hot and bothered, and I’ve spent more time than I care to admit either taking a cold shower or getting myself off lately.”
I was briefly mortified that I’d admitted to Marlen that I’d been masturbating to thoughts of him and Bryn. I didn’t even like Bryn! But I couldn’t tell him that I also felt everyone else’s lust and being an academy of young adults, there was lust every-freaking-where. It also felt more potent when it was directed at me, and Marlen’s lust destroyed me on a daily basis.
Marlen made a low, growling sound in his chest that did fantastic things to my sex drive. “If you need to get off, foxglove, you come to me. And you’ll come for me; I will make sure of it.”
He ran his hands over my hips and down my thighs, rubbing circles over them with his thumbs, seemingly testing my response. I arched back into him, releasing a breathy sigh when I felt his hard-as-rocks erection rubbing against my ass.
“Say yes,” he murmured in my ear.
“Yes, oh yes,” I moaned breathily. Marlen made a purely masculine sound of satisfaction and gently pulled my dress above my hips.
I tipped my head back to capture his lips in a kiss that was far more x-rated than the sweet one we had shared a couple of nights ago. No one had ever kissed me like this before — it felt like he was trying to taste my very soul. 
It was intoxicating and I knew that my feelings toward Marlen were going to be a whole lot more complicated by the end of the night. I wasn’t ready to officially pursue him as a mate and all that it entailed, but I couldn’t stomach the idea of sharing him either. It was selfish to expect so much from him and I hated myself for not being able to give him what he deserved.
As he devoured me with his kiss, Marlen’s stroking fingers worked his way up my thighs towards my panties, stroking me softly over the top of the thin, linen fabric. I knew he’d be able to tell how damp they were from that touch alone. Between him and Bryn, I basically walked around permanently wet these days.
“Foxglove,” he murmured against my lips. “Let me taste you.” 
I felt my face heat up along with every other part of my body. My previous sexual encounters had been pretty clinical, oral had always felt way too intimate for what they were.
“I’ve never done that before,” I replied shyly, feeling Marlen’s lust and excitement spark up like a fireworks display.
“Then let me show you how good it feels. I’d be honored to be the first to taste you. I bet you taste like the heavens.”
I could hardly say no to that. Marlen shifted out from behind me and gently laid me back, moving between my legs and bending them at the knee. He leaned forward to give me another toe-curling kiss, our tongues intertwining and hands pulling roughly at each other. 
Marlen pulled back and pressed traveling kisses and nips down my neck, lavishing attention on my breasts, then down my belly to my core. It felt like more than just him getting me off to relieve some frustration. Marlen was worshipping my body like I was his own personal goddess.
I felt awkward just lying back, staring up at the willow tree, so I propped myself up on my elbows to watch him. He undid the lace-up sides of my panties and grinned at me as he lowered his head towards my aching center. Holy mother of fairies, this was the sexiest thing I had ever seen.
Marlen licked slowly with the flat of his tongue before latching on to my overly-sensitive bundle of nerves and sucking. My eyes rolled back, and I bit down on my lip to stop myself from crying out since we were out in the open. Anyone could hear us. I’m pretty sure Marlen took that as a challenge. I felt his thrill of excitement as he inserted one long finger inside me, then adding a second and pumping them as he scraped his teeth lightly over my tingling nerves. His other hand had a firm grip on my inner thigh, fingers digging into my flesh, branding my skin.
Marlen found the perfect spot inside me with glorious precision and stroked it over and over until it felt like there was molten lava swirling through my whole body. Plunging his fingers into me once more and biting down gently, my orgasm ripped through me like a hurricane, my back arching and toes curling into the grass. Crying out loudly enough for everyone within ten feet to hear me, I came riding his fingers, his mouth devouring me.
I lay back on the grass, panting and struggling to catch my breath. Marlen, oozing satisfaction, held my eye while licking my juices off his fingers. It was kind of filthy and had me instantly ready for round two.
“You do taste heavenly, like honey and vanilla.”
He pulled himself up over my body and kissed me gently. I could taste myself on his tongue, and it brought out a primal, possessive feeling like I’d never experienced before. I always wanted him to taste like me, to smell like me. I wanted to scratch him and bite him and leave my marks all over his skin, so everyone knew he was mine.
“I already want more. I won’t ever be able to get enough of you,” Marlen said softly against my lips. Unsure how to respond, I buried my face in his neck, too awkward to look him in the eye.
“Sorry, sorry. I didn’t mean to freak you out with my affection,” Marlen chuckled and tipped my chin up to kiss me again.
“Thank you for being patient with me,” I whispered.
“Always, foxglove,” he smiled.
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I woke up to a persistent banging on my cabin door obscenely early, well before the bells were due to chime, feeling both exhausted and still kind of tingly from last night.
“Fi! I know you’re in there!”
“Briallen?” I shuffled my way over to the door and unbolted it, stepping back so she could come in. I’d gotten paranoid about locking the place up as tight as I could since both messages had been delivered to my cabin.
Briallen breezed in with a plate of breakfast food she must have snagged at the commons and immediately started stoking the fire to make us tea. I don’t know how she had so much energy at 6 am. I was still shuffling around like a corpse, contemplating whether or not it would be rude to just go back to bed and ignore her.
“So?” She spun around and pinned me with a look. “Tell me all about it!”
“All about what?”
“You and Marlen! You went for that ‘walk’ last night.” She put ‘walk’ in air quotes and rolled her eyes as if it was the most absurd thing she’d ever heard. “Did you indulge in a little try before you buy?”
“Briallen!” I screeched. This girl. She seemed so sweet and innocent but it was all just a cover for the gossiping nympho she was at heart.
“We didn’t have sex if that’s what you’re asking. Though we did have fun,” I mumbled. I’m not sure I would ever adopt the cool-about-sex attitude of the fae.
She squealed, her excitement buzzing intensely over my skin, and flung her arms around my neck. “Progress! This is so great. You are so well matched. I can’t wait until it’s official.”
“Marlen is wonderful. I’m fortunate to have a connection with someone like him.” I smiled at her enthusiasm, leaving out the part where I didn’t think I would ever be able to take things any further because my gift was a curse, and I didn’t want it to grow any stronger. She finished brewing the tea and set up breakfast for us on the little table while I dug around in my wardrobe for an outfit.
“Perhaps now you’re progressing things with Marlen, Bryn will get his act together too? I’m sure it grates on him seeing the two of you together.” Briallen looked at me conspiratorially and I laughed.
“No thanks. He and his mood swings can stay the heck away from me. I know he’s your cousin and all but honestly, B. Brooding is only sexy to a point.” Also, he may be threatening me but she probably didn’t want to hear that. 
She laughed, not in the least bit offended. “I totally get it, and I’m not pushing you to pursue him. Bryn’s story is his to tell but you should know that his parents had a strong mating pull and their story has a tragic ending. I think it’s fear that keeps him away from you. He doesn’t want to let himself feel the kind of connection that destroyed his family.”
Even though we would never be together, the idea of him suffering made my chest ache. It could have been the mating pull dictating my response, but I wasn’t entirely sure that was true. Maybe it was my own empathic nature. Or maybe I just had a hidden soft spot for the fire fae that I didn't like to acknowledge.
“No one knows better than me how hard he can be to put up with. But I’m also not giving up hope.” Briallen winked, and we giggled our way through breakfast as she told me about her and Leigh’s various sexcapades around campus in case I needed to find a discrete spot in future. Thank the magical fae gods for girlfriends.
We packed up our breakfast and finished getting ready together before heading out to class.
I had my first-year air mastery class first thing, it had been the only thing giving me hope that I wasn’t a complete waste of magical space. As the toxins from Albion had cleared from my system, Master Aures had allowed me to participate fully in class and I found myself having increasingly accurate control over my air magic. I could now easily control gusts to push items away from me and pull them back. 
Marlen had mentioned that in the third year, we would use air to control our jumps from the tallest trees and by fourth year, I’d have enough control to create an air bubble around my head and breathe underwater. It was a great incentive to keep practicing.
The other elemental classes may as well have been theoretical for the amount of magic I managed to produce in them. Not that anyone without an affinity for the element was able to do much. They could at least grow and shrink candle flames, create whirlpools in their water basins and bring flower buds into bloom. I hadn’t accomplished any of those milestones yet. It didn’t look like I’d be leaving the first-year class any time soon.
Feeling irritable after another pointless session staring at my unmoving basin of water, my mood brightened considerably when I spotted Marlen heading over to me in the commons. Now I wasn’t fighting the mating pull from Marlen; it felt like a comforting weight in my chest, rather than a knotted ache as it still did whenever I saw Bryn. Mainly when I saw him with Saffir, which was more often than not. You’d think spending time with his girlfriend would perk him up, but if anything, he was more furious than ever these days. They did seem less touchy-feely now though, maybe there was trouble in paradise.
Marlen greeted me with a kiss on the temple, immediately wrapping his arm around my shoulders. It was even harder now to be around each other without touching, maybe because we’d taken things further last night? I wanted to blame it all on the mating pull, but Marlen was sexy as hell, and I wanted to touch him, mating pull be damned.
Now my post-orgasm haze had well and truly faded, my guilt at going further with him without being honest about what he was getting himself into was eating me alive.
“Foxglove, you’re thinking so hard; I’m even getting a headache,” Marlen complained. “Come on, I told you I’d show you the library some time, right? Let’s head over there now. Then we can get some blackcurrant tea and turn that brain of yours off for a few minutes.” I grimaced at the thought of that ghastly tea, but Marlen’s words had cheered me up a little. I would tell him everything. Soon.
The library was a stone, circular building. I must have walked past it 50 times but I’d assumed it was just another classroom since it was so small. The walls were lined with old books from floor to ceiling, and there were wooden shelves down the middle housing more rows of ancient tomes.
I was hoping for a Beauty and the Beast library moment and this… definitely was not it. But I was still excited to explore the books. Marlen must have noticed my disappointment, he gently turned me toward him, resting his hands on my shoulders.
“Not what you had in mind?” he asked slowly, a thread of vulnerability in his voice. I instantly felt guilty. He had been really thoughtful bringing me here and I was being an ungrateful brat about it.
“I’m sorry,” I told him sincerely. “I’m excited, I promise. It’s just human libraries are huge, and I guess I was expecting a bigger building is all. I can’t wait to start reading though,” I added hastily.
Marlen gave me one of his warm, genuine smiles. The kind he only gave his sister and Leigh and Briallen, his two best friends. Everyone else got his cocksure, playboy grin. That one did spectacular things for my sex drive, but his honest-to-god smile turned me to mush.
“Books are rare in Avalon, foxglove. Paper is pretty scarce. This right here is probably the largest collection of books in one place in the whole realm,” he explained.
Huh. I had noticed the absence of paper around campus but never gave much thought to how that would impact book production. Did they even have printing presses in Avalon? How accessible was knowledge outside of the Academy walls? The thought sat uneasily with me. I loved the Academy but it was clearly a place of privilege. I wasn’t getting a true picture of Avalon or the fae by living here. 
“I’m guessing we can’t take the books away then,” I mused, taking in the armchairs and little tables scattered throughout the cozy room.
“Gods no,” Marlen exclaimed in horror.
“Never mind,” I muttered, “human thing.”
I snagged a book on the history of elemental magic and settled myself into an armchair, ready to lose myself in books and relishing the feeling of doing something so familiar. Marlen grabbed a book and got comfortable in the armchair next to mine. His contentedness wrapped around me like a blanket and the realization that this was something we both enjoyed melted my heart to him just a little bit more.
◆◆◆
 
Marlen and Leigh were both on guard duty that night, so I invited Briallen back to my cabin to hang out since I knew she got lonely without Leigh around. I spotted Aderyn at dinner and asked her to join us. I’d really been enjoying her company and wanted her and Briallen to get a chance to properly meet.
“So,” Briallen announced, clapping her hands together as we settled in on the floor of my cabin around the warm stove, leaning against the armchairs. “I think that we should have a question and answer time for you, Fi. As a chance for you to get to know all things Avalon. You’re learning a lot about magical theory and magical history. However, the Academy doesn’t cover the kind of general knowledge or popular culture that we learned as kids growing up here.”
“That’s an excellent idea,” Aderyn agreed shyly. She was definitely less confident around Briallen than she was with just me. “Is there anything you’ve been particularly wondering about?”
“I’d like to learn more about the gods,” I broached cautiously, remembering how sad Aderyn had felt the last time we discussed them.
“Really?” Briallen’s eyebrows raised in surprise. “I guess I thought you’d want to find out about Avalon. You know, where to shop, sights to see, creatures to watch out for, that kind of thing.”
“Er, let’s definitely add ‘creatures to watch out for’ to our curriculum. Number two on the priority list? I really want to know more about where magic comes from.” And why some fae have so much and others so little I added silently.
“Don’t worry,” Aderyn smiled. “You don’t need to fear any of those creatures while you’re on campus. It’s why male students do guard duty and additional combat training.”
It seemed hella sexist to me, but fae had pretty rigid views of gender roles.
“Right, well, the gods are fairly mysterious, so I’ll tell you what I can, but everyone has different ideas about them.” Briallen shrugged.
“Everyone is in agreement that there are six gods: three men, three women. Their names are Aine, Cerridwen, Morgan, Eagan, Gawain, and Balfour. They’re always depicted standing in a circle, holding hands with their eyes closed,” Briallen explained and Aderyn nodded in agreement. My mind drifted back to the tapestry of the six figures in white robes that hung in Gwyneria's cabin. Of course it depicted the gods. How had I not realized that before?
“Do their ever...visit? How is any of that known? Humans have gods too, but there isn’t the kind of universal consensus about them that the fae have.”
“Not just the fae, everyone in Avalon. The gods aren’t fae. They’re something other, far more powerful. Or they were…” Aderyn trailed off sadly.
“As for visiting, it’s not straightforward. The gods commune with the spirits, deceased fae, and those with the gift of Second Sight can talk to spirits. They receive visions from them if the gods want them to see something,” Briallen added.
“It’s a powerful gift,” Aderyn mused. “Though it can make those who possess it pariahs of sorts. Many fae fear those who can talk to spirits.”
I pondered their words and decided I’d rather be an empath than see dead fae everywhere I went. Screw that. Especially if I had to listen to them. Emotions were quite enough to be dealing with.
“Aren’t they hunted? For their gift?” I asked casually, not wanting to draw attention to why I was asking.
“Never!” Briallen exclaimed. “The last thing dark fae want is to be reachable by the gods. The ability to communicate with spirits is powerful in its own way but isn’t the kind of power that can be stolen or exploited. That’s the kind of power the hunters are after.”
On second thoughts, maybe the talking-to-dead-fae thing wouldn’t be so bad if it meant being left alone.
“So, the six gods are responsible for all of the magic in Avalon, not just the fae, but fae magic is dying? What about everyone else’s?” I asked.
“Only fae magic is dying,” Briallen confirmed, her voice tinged with sadness. “The fae were once the most powerful race in Avalon, now we're probably the weakest. We’re no match for goblin magic or mermaid powers now. Let alone the dragons.”
“Um, okay, let’s definitely schedule that magical creatures conversation as soon as possible,” I said, already planning another trip to the library in my head. “In my second week, I came across a circle of white marble slabs at the top of a hill in the forest. Is that a representation of the gods?”
“It’s a temple,” Aderyn replied, her voice heavy. “They used to be busy places, fae would go to the temple to connect with the gods and thank them for their magic. They’re kind of a relic nowadays. The gods aren’t there anymore, the temples are empty.”
It definitely hadn’t felt empty when that strange magical sensation had engulfed me and held me hostage in the circle. I deliberated whether or not I should tell the girls about it, but in the end decided against it. Probably best not to draw attention to myself. I would just add it to the increasingly long list of secrets I was already keeping.





Fi

Opening the door to my cabin after dinner the following night, I spotted another ominous piece of paper had been slid under my door. My heart sunk. Whenever I allowed myself to feel comfortable here, one of these evil little notes would appear, reminding me that I was putting myself in danger by staying.
I dropped my satchel and picked up the note. Unlike the others, this one had no writing at all, just a drawing. It depicted the same curly-haired girl as the last picture, this time bound in chains and surrounded by small crystals. There were lines of ink running from her body to the crystals, and I realized with dread that it was blood. This is what Gwyneira had said would happen if I was ever captured by the hunters. I would be imprisoned and my magic bled out of me, stored in crystals.
I curled up in a ball on my bed, staring at the drawing, wondering who might have sent me this and why. My theory that one of the two people who knew about my ability had told a hunter seemed weaker with this latest note. I thought the hunters were telling me to go home so they’d have an opportunity to get to me off-campus, but why would they leave a depiction of what they were going to do to me? 
My other theory that these messages were warnings seemed more and more likely.
Perhaps I would tell Gwyneira about the notes soon. It seemed unlikely that she’d be the culprit. If she thought I was safer in Albion, she had the opportunity to tell me one-on-one during our tutoring sessions. Sending frightening messages didn’t seem like her style.
That only left Bryn. I chewed on my lower lip, something in my gut urging me not to believe the worst in him. But he had told me I was trouble right from the moment he’d found out I was an empath. I constantly sensed anger from him directed at me, and if anything, it was getting worse rather than better. Plus we had a powerful mating pull. Having me around was probably messing with his ability to feel other mating pulls since ours was dominant. 
Maybe that was his motive? Use my fear of my empath abilities getting out to convince me to leave Avalon permanently. My head hurt.
I stored the drawing at the bottom of my satchel with the other notes and went into the bathroom for a long, tepid shower. Gods what I would give for Albion’s plumbing on days like this.
Forehead resting against the shower wall, I tried to think of how I could be proactive about this situation. I needed answers; not having all the information available to me was almost the worst part about all of this. I decided to investigate my own history first. Specifically, why I was ever left in Albion in the first place and who put me there. Maybe the answers to my current questions lay somewhere in my past.
◆◆◆
 
“Ffion, please come in,” Gwyneira greeted me, opening the door to her cabin. “I have tea for us.”
I followed her into the sitting room, and we made small talk about how my lessons had been going while Gwyneira poured the tea.
“Before we start working on strengthening your mental defenses, is there anything else you wanted to discuss today?” I got the feeling that Gwyneira knew I was hiding things from her but was giving me the chance to come to her when I was ready.
“Actually yes,” I told her and felt her surprise.
“Oh?”
“I was hoping to learn more about my family, actually. Obviously, I don’t have much to go on, though I have reason to believe that ‘Ffion’ was the first name my parents gave me. It was written on my arm when I was found outside the orphanage,” I muttered the last part, embarrassed that I’d been left on the side of the road like trash.
“The Fae Council holds a record of births and deaths, you could check it to find a Ffion born 20 years ago? You will need to visit the Records Hall; it is around an hour’s flight from here. Are you hoping to reconnect with your family?” She asked hesitantly and I could feel her concern. Maybe she was worried I would be disappointed, I snorted internally. Like I’d want to spend time with the people who left me on the side of the road in a whole different world.
“Not particularly. I suppose I’m just curious,” I said eventually. Not a lie but not quite the whole truth. I was spending a lot of time telling half-truths lately.
“Understandably so,” Gwyneira smiled kindly. “I know you want answers but if you go to the Records Hall, you will need to sign in. I am not sure drawing the Council's attention to you would be wise until you have better control over your gift.” 
I searched for a hint of harmful intent in Gwyneira's emotions, but I only found genuine unease. It felt sickly, like a wave of nausea. 
“Perhaps you're right,” I conceded. I wanted answers but I wasn't in a rush to get on any government lists either. 

“Shall we work on your mental shields now? I think we should move on from the brick-by-brick method which clearly was not working for you. I want you to try to visualize a bubble around yourself instead. The visual may resonate more with you, given your air affinity.”
An hour of visualizing a bubble of air surrounding me to keep the emotions at had resulted in an impromptu blast of air magic knocking over the teacups and not a lot else. I had been so optimistic when I’d started the sessions with Gwyneira that I’d find a way to shut the emotions out. Now, I was resigning myself to the fact that this might be my life forever. I hadn’t had a migraine since I’d arrived at the Academy, but the fear that I’d get overwhelmed by emotions in a crowd and everyone would realize I was an empath was crippling. 
Marlen had met me in the forest outside Gwyneira’s cabin to keep me company on the walk back to the main campus. His light, playful demeanor was a soothing balm on my soul.
“Foxglove, I was hoping I could set up a little dinner date for the two of us in your cabin tonight? I’d offer mine but Kelvyn is there and he’s a real asshole about guests. Perhaps you could hang out with Briallen for a bit beforehand while I get it ready?” Marlen was giving me his best puppy dog eyes and radiating hopefulness.
I had been pretty protective over my cabin with the messages and all, but I felt like I could trust Marlen alone in there. Things had been heating up between us over the past couple of weeks, and the way he spoke about the future made it clear he imagined me in it. This date night was the perfect opportunity for me to tell him about my empath abilities. Hopefully, he’d take it all in stride, and we could celebrate. Ideally, with several orgasms.
“Of course. Are you sure you don’t want a hand setting up? I’ll love it even if it isn’t a surprise.” I leaned forward, lightly kissing him and linking our hands together. I was finding it nearly impossible to be around him without somehow touching him.
“I know you would. You go far too easy on me, really. I’m trying to court you here. You should be demanding flowers and jewelry and dinner dates,” he winked and leaned forward until his lips grazed my ear. “And oral. You should be demanding that you come on my tongue at least once a day.”
I snorted. “That would be going easy on you. You would enjoy that far too much.”
“You wound me, foxglove,” he said, feigning an arrow to the heart. “Maybe you’re secretly making this hard on me after all.”
◆◆◆
 
I had spent an hour hanging out in Leigh and Briallen’s cabin while Marlen prepared our dinner date. I had assumed Briallen had a female roommate but apparently after the claiming marks appeared, bonded mates lived together. It seemed like there was more bonded fae than not on campus; I don’t know how I missed this. Gods, no wonder the mysterious messenger had been able to get the jump on me three times now. My powers of observation were seriously lacking.
I made my way back to my cabin and kicked myself for not picking out a sexier outfit beforehand. I was in one of my shorter linen dresses, a thick woolen cardigan, no shoes, and I had pulled my hair into a thick braid tied with a strip of linen. It could have been worse but I didn’t really look like I’d made an effort and I knew Marlen was inside pulling out all the stops.
“Marlen? Can I come in now?”
“Of course, foxglove. I’m all ready for you.” Marlen pulled open the door and pulled me into his arms for a slow, seductive kiss before walking me to the table and pulling out a chair for me. It was all very gentlemanly, and it made me gooey inside, knowing that he had done all of this for me. The cabin smelled delicious, the rich aroma of spices coming from an earthenware pot on the table.
“It's lentil stew,” he said, taking the chair opposite me and pulling the lid off the dish. “Nothing gourmet but it’s great comfort food. My mam makes it for us in winter. I know I get sick of the raw food at the commons; I thought you might appreciate it.”
He smiled up at me and he looked so breathtakingly handsome in the candlelight that I nearly skipped the food in favor of dragging him straight to bed. But that couldn’t happen until I’d been frank with him about my gift. I didn’t want to lead him any further down this track until false pretenses.
“This looks incredible. Thank you for going to all this effort. It’s like you read my mind; I have been missing hot food lately.” I spooned the stew into my bowl as Marlen poured us each a glass of what I assumed was red wine, though it had a distinct glittery quality to it I’d never seen in Albion.
“Fae wine,” he winked. “It’s pretty potent. I’ll only give you a little to start with.”
“I’m sure it’s delicious, but I did want to talk to you about something, er, important.” I cleared my throat uncomfortably. 
“Probably best to do it with a clear head. I’ll keep the glass. I may well need a swig or ten after we’re done this chat.” I told the table, unable to meet Marlen’s eyes.
“Fi? What is it?” he asked, radiating concern.
“Do you want to maybe eat first then talk?”
“I don’t think I’ll be able to focus on anything else now you’ve brought it up, foxglove, you’ve really got me worried.” Gods, this man was too sweet. I didn’t want to ruin him with my burden.
“Okay well, hopefully this chat goes well, and we can eat and discuss it and not ruin this lovely meal,” I laughed nervously then exhaled, willing myself to calm down. 
“You know I’m still on the fence about this whole mating thing,” I started slowly.
“Believe me, I’m well aware,” he said wryly. He didn’t feel angry though, just resigned.
“Right. Well, I’m still unsure about everything, but you’ve become so important to me. Whatever this is…” I trailed off awkwardly. “I don’t want secrets between us, and this is kind of a big one. You should know what you’re getting into with me.”
I waited to feel his bitterness. I had just admitted to keeping a big secret from him and told him to his face that I planned to keep stringing him along, after all. The bitterness never came though. Marlen was still worried but mostly curious, with a tiny glimmer of hopefulness I didn’t quite understand.
This is why being around Marlen was so dangerous. I was always surrounded by people’s cynical and jaded emotions, but Marlen’s soul was joyful and bright. His was the kind of soul I could fall in love with.
“It’s actually about my magic. You know I have an air affinity but I, um, also have a gifted ability. You never asked me if I did, and I never volunteered the information. I didn’t mean to deceive you,” I rushed out awkwardly.
Marlen’s worry dissipated significantly, and I caught his amusement. “I’m not mad, foxglove. My magic wouldn’t have called so strongly to yours if you’d only had an air affinity. After the message on your wardrobe, Bryn mentioned you had a gifted ability but said it was your story to tell, so I didn’t push it.”
That was surprisingly decent of Bryn. I filed that away for later consideration. Marlen smiled, reaching for my hand across the table. “Are you going to indulge me now? You’ve piqued my curiosity.”
“I know,” I sighed.
“You know?”
“I know I’ve piqued your curiosity. Just like I know you’re not mad. And I know you were worried when I said I had something to tell you and you thought it was funny when I said I didn’t mean to deceive you. I know how you feel. How everyone feels.”
I wanted for some kind of horror or disgust to emanate from him or for him to give me a petty nickname like Bryn had, but… nothing. There was definitely a wave of surprise, some awe, then a fresh wave of concern.
He let out a whoosh of breath. “Shit Fi, who knows you’re an empath?”
“You, Bryn, and Gwyneira.” His face darkened and I felt his jealousy from him when I said Bryn which was weird. Marlen often felt insecure but I had never sensed jealousy from him before. 
“You know Bryn collected me from Albion, right? And told me I was fae? I asked him about my abilities and he pieced together that I was an empath. Gwyneira made him swear not to tell anyone.” Marlen’s jealousy abated, and he sighed.
“Sorry, I don’t know why I was jealous of that. I know you and Bryn have a difficult relationship at the best of times,” he said with a sheepish smile.
“I should be embarrassed that you’ve been able to read my emotions this whole time, but honestly, I’ve never tried to hide any of them from you anyway. That moment of jealousy is maybe the only thing I am embarrassed about,” Marlen laughed. “I’m kind of excited you’ve been able to feel my lust this whole time,” he waggled his eyebrows at me, and I rolled my eyes playfully.
“Yes, I don’t doubt your level of attraction to me; don’t worry about that. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. Gwyneira emphasized how important it was to keep this information on the down-low…”
“I’m glad you didn’t tell me. It was smart of you to get to know me and assess whether or not I was worthy of your trust, Fi. Though I’m definitely freaking out a lot more about that message in your room now. I assumed it was Saffir or someone like her, someone jealous of your mating pull. This is so much worse. No wonder Bryn was freaking out.”
“I, um, haven’t told anyone about this, but there were two more messages…”
Digging around in my satchel, I found the notes and passed them over to Marlen. “They were both slipped under my door in this cabin, one a couple of days after the wardrobe message, the other just yesterday.” Marlen was unnaturally still even though his emotions were swirling like a whirlpool, too fast to accurately identify.
“Please tell me Gwyneira knows about this?” Marlen asked, staring at me intently. I chewed on my bottom lip and looked at my hands. “Fi? You told her, right?”
“I know it sounds crazy. I get she’s the dean, and a big part of me does trust her, but I don’t know… There are only two other people that know about my ability, and she’s one of them. What if the threats are coming from her? Or someone she told?”
He let out a low whistle. “I get it. I’m not sure I agree with you — Gwyneira is basically revered by the whole fae world — but it makes sense to play your cards close to your chest until you’re 100% sure who to trust. What about Bryn? Do you suspect him?”
I wrung my hands nervously in my lap. “I don’t want to suspect him. He’s always so furious around me since the moment I met him. He resents the strong pull between us. Maybe this is his way of getting me out of the way?”
“Maybe,” Marlen hedged, but he didn’t sound like he agreed with me.
He looked at me solemnly through his lashes. “Please promise me you’ll be more careful, Fi. You’ve been taking a lot of risks, especially walking around campus alone. I need you to be safe. If anything happened to you…” he trailed off and gulped audibly. “Please, Fi. Let me help you. If you say no, I’ll probably just follow you around like a stalker anyway.”
That made me smile, gods he was like a giant teddy bear. “I wouldn’t want to make a stalker out you. We’ll figure out a plan that gives us both peace of mind.” I laughed and brought his hand up from the table so I could gently kiss his fingertips.
Everything about how Marlen had handled this had been perfect. He was compassionate, didn’t offer empty platitudes about how it would be okay, and the concern he showed about my safety made me feel warm and fuzzy inside. Even his little spurt of jealousy had been kind of sexy. I wasn’t ready to admit it to him yet, I could barely admit it to myself, but I didn’t think I’d be able to walk away from this handsome, playful, kind fae.
“Now that’s out of the way, let’s enjoy this amazing dinner you’ve prepared so we can move on to dessert.”
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My relief at telling Marlen about my magic had me giddy. For the first time since I’d met Marlen, I wasn’t fighting the mating pull at all. It felt like a crushing burden had been lifted off my shoulders. I reveled in the way the pull physically drew me to Marlen, the sensuality I was feeling, the red-hot desire that had me squirming in my seat all through dinner.
All throughout dinner, I was reaching for Marlen constantly and flirting like crazy. It was a side of me he’d never seen before and it was definitely affecting him. I couldn’t tell if it was all me or if the mating pull was driving us both insane with need but everything about him was seducing me tonight. I could feel Marlen’s desire like it was my own, tightening around my nipples and aching between my thighs. The double dose of lust was driving me crazy in the best possible way.
The desire Marlen felt was only second to the sense of pride he had been feeling since I told him about magic. I wished I had more insight into why he felt that way. My best guess is he was proud I trusted him? The thought made me feel all warm and fuzzy inside — an emotion that was entirely my own.
We worked together to clean up after dinner in the small basin. As we finished, I wrapped my arms around Marlen’s waist from behind and rested my cheek against his back, pressing every inch into him. He was all firm lines in contrast to my soft curves. My hands slid slowly over the ridges of his abs down to the bulge in his trousers, gently running them back and forth over his length. 
Marlen exhaled a long breath. “Foxglove, what are you doing?”
“Just checking something,” I mumbled into his back, smiling.
“What is it that you’re checking?” he asked, reaching his hands back and rubbing them down the outside of my thighs, pulling my body even closer to his.
I hummed in satisfaction, sliding around him ducking under his arm, so I was between him and the basin. Leaning up to his ear, I whispered, “I was checking to see if you’re as turned on as I am right now.”
Marlen ran his hands up my legs, under my dress to cup a generous handful of my ass.
“And? What’s the verdict?” he asked, keeping one hand cupping my ass and moving the other in between us, so he could rub over my already damp panties.
“Fuck, never mind foxglove. You’re soaking,” he groaned, leaning his forehead against mine. “On the bed, Fi, I have to taste you.”
I tipped my face up and bit down lightly on Marlen’s lower lip, sucking it into my mouth. “Not tonight. I have other plans for you tonight.”
“Mm, and what might those be?” he asked cautiously, and I felt an ember of his hope spark in my chest.
“I want everything,” I whispered breathily into his ear, lightly pushing him back towards the ladder and following him up to the bed.
I was so ready for this. Mentally and physically. I needed zero foreplay at this point. All I could think of throughout dinner is that there were no secrets between Marlen and me. Finally, we were free to take things to the next level. It was a weirdly massive turn-on.
Something about Marlen made me want to take the lead. Whenever I was with him, I had a burning desire to make him worship me, to possess his passion, to mark him, and brand him and let everyone know he was mine. Either I had a previously undiscovered dominant side, or it was a hang-up from the whole Corsen incident, and knowing how recently he’d been screwing other women. Just the thought made me want to leave a deep bite mark on his throat so everyone would see he was mine.
I crawled up the bed, attempting to look seductive and hoping I was pulling it off before straddling Marlen’s hips and teasingly undoing the buttons on his shirt. He grinned up at me, tugging at the bottom of my dress. Tonight wasn’t going to be slow. I had so much pent up frustration to work off with this fae. We had the rest of the night to explore all the things we wanted to do to each other. Hopefully, more than tonight.
I made quick work of our clothes and crawled to his side so I could take him into my mouth, slowly licking and savoring the bead of precum on his tip. He’d tasted me before, and turnabout is fair play. I hadn’t ever given oral before, and I’d been dying to try it on him.
Wrapping my hand around the base of his thick length, I worked it up and down as I swirled my tongue around the head of his cock. Marlen gathered a handful of my hair and guided the back of my head gently, groaning and making all kinds of delicious sounds that spurred me on. He was making those sounds because of me, I was having this effect on him. It made me feel… powerful.
I slowly moved down his shaft, taking him inch by inch into my mouth and marveling at the velvety smoothness of his cock. This was much more fun than I thought it would be. His lust was building in me, I felt how much he was enjoying this, felt his pleasure as if it was my own.
Just as I settled into a rhythm, I felt his hand drift towards my soaking core, and he slid two fingers into me, pumping to my match my speed. Gods, that was distracting. I moaned around him and felt him increase his speed, mercilessly plunging his fingers into me until I was a mewling mess.
Turned all the way on and needing more, I moved to straddle him. Letting him guide my hips, I sunk down inch by glorious inch, relishing the burning stretch of him filling me up. Either Marlen was supremely well endowed, or fae were just bigger in general because I had never felt anything like this before. I was full.
Taking a moment to adjust, I look up through a curtain of hair at Marlen’s satisfied expression.
“This is quite the view, foxglove. I could get used to it,” Marlen murmured, reaching up to cup my breasts, rolling and pinching my nipples between his thumb and forefinger. Smug fae.
Wanting to make sure he knew I was in charge, I lifted myself up and slammed down on him, relishing his groan of pleasure. Marlen’s hands gripped my hips hard enough to bruise as I rode him hard, my nails raking lines into his chest and over his forearms. It was too much, I was too hot and too cold, pulling him closer and pushing him away. My body was wound so tight that if I didn’t come soon I might actually die.
Marlen lifted his thumb to my mouth, and I sucked it deeply before he moved it down to work rough circles over my sensitive nerves, sending me into a heart-stopping orgasm. My neighbors would probably hear but I couldn’t hold the scream in if I wanted to. I felt him tremble then still underneath me as he climaxed with one final thrust, growling out my name, hands still gripping my hips as if he’d never let me go.
This was ten times better than when he made me come from his mouth alone. This was everything. I wanted at least three of these a day.
I collapsed against Marlen’s chest, panting, sweating and burning in all the right places. Marlen arms banded tightly around me, pulling me up his chest for a slow, sweet kiss.
“You’re incredible, foxglove,” he whispered against my lips, and my heart swelled with affection for this man who knew my terrifying secret and accepted me anyway.
I moved next to him, cuddling up in his side with my ear against his chest and leg flung over his. Marlen’s hand rested firmly on my hip, rubbing soothing patterns into my skin with his thumb. I’d never felt so at peace, even as I fought against my natural inclination to flee. 
It might be awkward if I ran away from my own cabin.
“I know you haven’t formally asked me to be your suitor, and maybe you don’t see me that way yet,” Marlen broached hesitantly, “but I want you to know you’re it for me, foxglove. For what it’s worth.”
I moved my head back into the crook of his arm so I could meet his eyes. He looked down at me with so much adoration in his gaze that my cold, guarded heart skipped a beat. I’d sensed bouts of self-doubt from Marlen before but I’d never seen him so visibly unsure.
“Though I doubt you’ll have any competition for me,” he added, “you marked me up pretty good.” 
He winked good-naturedly as he admired the lines I raked down his forearms, and my face heated up. Fortunately, he didn’t feel angry. If anything, he was exuding a smug sort of male satisfaction that I’d never picked up on before.
“I’m sorry, I don’t know what came over me,” I admitted, “maybe it’s because of that night at the bonfire…”
He smiled reassuringly as if I hadn’t tried to rip his skin to ribbons with my nails. “It’s normal, foxglove if that’s what you’re worried about. Fae females are notoriously possessive over their suitors, marking them is one way they express that. After the claiming, the mating mark appears, which lessens some of the territorial urges.”
Well, that was unfortunate since I still planned to put off anything to do with claiming for as long as physically possible. If ever. I deflected instead. “I guess fae males aren’t possessive then? Because of the whole sharing thing?”
He tucked me closer into his side, one hand playing lazily with my curls as he pondered the question.
“Not at the beginning, I guess. After the claiming, we’re very protective and wary of anyone outside our mating circle. Before we’re bonded, we males are just doing our best to impress the girl, you know? We don’t really have the right to be possessive yet.” He smiled at me.
"That doesn't seem fair to me," I said frowning at Marlen. "I don't want to be treated like some kind of goddess while doing nothing to woo you in return. You should expect me to impress you as well."
"It's not really the way it works, foxglove. Particularly with a connection as strong as ours. You don’t need to impress me. Our magic is compatible and we're kindred souls, I'd be crazy to let you go."
"I get that," I said slowly, not wanting to upset him. "It's just that everyone keeps saying that pursuing a mating pull is a choice. If you automatically pursue someone with a strong pull, it doesn't seem so much a choice as an inevitably."
Marlen's insecurity was rising so quickly, I felt like I was drowning in it.
"All I mean is I want to be chosen for me, not because magic says it's a good idea, you know?” I added quickly, hoping to reassure him.
“Trust me, Fi, I choose you, for you, every day. Please don’t be offended by me trying to impress you, foxglove. It’s a privilege for a male fae to get to demonstrate his worthiness. Even if I’m not officially your suitor.” Marlen leaned down and sweetly kissed my temple. It still sounded kind of sexist to me, but I didn’t want to upset him again.
“Between the two of us, it’s not your worthiness that I’m worried about,” I murmured.
Marlen chuckled. “I know you don’t see it yet, foxglove, but you will. You've spent so long hiding your abilities and denying your nature that you don’t recognize how amazing you really are. You deserve the world, Fi.”
I tipped my head back to meet his lips. I meant for it to be a sweet, gentle kiss, but it morphed into something much more. I was baring my soul through this kiss, telling Marlen all the things I felt but wasn’t ready to say. He returned my passion in kind, reassuring me with every stroke of his tongue and nip of his teeth that he was mine, heart, and soul, that he’d wait for me.
I vowed to myself to find out more about how mating would affect my magic and make an informed decision on the risk. I was losing the battle to keep Marlen at arm's length, and I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to keep fighting it.
◆◆◆
 
“Is there something you particularly wanted to discuss, Ffion? You seem distracted.” Gwyneira asked kindly as I tried and failed for the hundredth time to erect a mental shield against Gwyneira’s emotions.
I've been keeping a close watch and I still hadn’t sensed anything concerning from her. My reasons for not telling her everything had started to sound weak even to my own ears. I decided to take a small leap of faith that she was in fact on my side and ask her about the impact of mating on my magic. The guilt of constantly pushing Marlen away when I knew he wanted more was wearing heavily on me. It had been a week since we’d started having sex and the urge to claim him as my mate was so strong it was almost suffocating.
“I was curious about the impact of mating bonds on gifted abilities,” I hedged cautiously. I hadn’t explicitly stated that I was asking for me but I’m sure Gwyneira figured out. It was probably hard to pull the wool over the eyes of someone who has been around for 400 years.
Her eyes twinkled. “All of those with gifted abilities notice differences in their magic once they have completed a mating bond. It may be an increase in strength or a new ability entirely.” She looked at me pointedly.
“You think it’ll be the latter for me, I take it?” I muttered, my heart dropping.
“Not for the first bond, maybe not even the second…” Gwyneira said cautiously. “From what I have read, only when an empath's mating circle is complete can they can influence the emotions of crowds.”
“Ugh,” I groaned petulantly. “Sorry. I just really don’t want to influence emotions. Experiencing them is more than enough to deal with,” I added, embarrassed.
Gwyneira chuckled at my outburst. “It is a powerful ability, one that was often abused when the empaths were still around. There was a time when all fae could erect mental shields, like the ones we have been working on, to prevent being influenced. It has been many centuries since we needed such a skill. While the myth of the empaths is still popular among the fae, much of the practical knowledge has been lost to time.
“When you fully come into your abilities, you will be a coveted weapon if the information falls into the wrong hands.”
I stared at her at a loss for words. Why couldn't I get some telepathy skills instead? It’d be awesome if I could have silent chats with Marlen. We could really go to town on the dirty talk in public.
“So that will happen with the complete mating circle? Three mates?”
“Correct,” Gwyneira gave me a tight smile. “However, as I understand it, you will develop some influencing abilities before that. You would have to physically touch someone to influence them, and it has to be done with intention. I imagine the influencing ability will appear with your second mate, provided you choose someone with strong magic to balance it.”
Well, that was reassuring, at least since I had no potential second suitors on the horizon. I sent a silent thanks to the gods that Bryn and I had no interest in each other. Well, aside from the part where he looked like an Adonis. That part interested me quite a lot.
“So, what do you think will happen if I have one mate?” I asked, giving up the pretense that this conversation was about anything other than me.
“I cannot say for certain, but many of the texts refer to empaths knowing the reason behind an emotion or understanding the person’s general intentions from that emotion. Correct me if I’m wrong, but your abilities at this stage just allow you to feel and know others’ emotions but not why they are feeling that way, right?”
“Right,” I agreed.
“My guess is your abilities will be sharpened with one mating bond if the magic is a strong enough match. I assume you would ‘feel’ emotions the same way you do currently, but you could choose to examine them more closely if you wish. I do not think it would be exceedingly overwhelming.”
Gwyneira was really trying to sell me on this. I wondered who she thought my potential mate was. She’d commented on the strong pull between Bryn and me before; she probably assumed it was him.
It didn’t sound like things would be that much worse with just one mate. If anything, it might make things easier if I could understand the emotions better. Not easier for people whose privacy I’d be getting all up in but definitely easier for me.
I sighed heavily. I’d spent my life giving things up because of my abilities. My education, my social life, my freedom to move around during the day. Why should I have to give up Marlen?
“We’re almost out of time. Was there anything else you wanted to discuss today, Ffion?” Gwyneira asked, pulling me out of my musings.
“No, thank you. You’ve given me a lot to think about.” I excused myself and hurried back towards the dorm. I had a sexy water fae to make things official with.





Marlen

Fi looked like she was deep in thought throughout dinner but strangely, she didn’t seem upset. It wasn’t unusual for Fi to be withdrawn after her sessions with Gwyneira, but the coy looks and flirty smiles were new. She sat next to me, leg pressed tightly against mine, occasionally trailing her fingers lightly up my inner thigh. I didn’t know what was going on, but I wasn’t going to risk questioning it.
“Walk with me?” Fi asked sweetly as we all went to depart for our cabins.
“Always, foxglove.”
“Could we take a little detour tonight? To that spot by the stream? With the willow tree?”
I chuckled as she described it to me. That place would be burned into my memory for the rest of my life. Even now, I was having flashbacks of how good it felt to bury myself in her taste, her scent, the way her thighs had clamped around my head when she came…
“Now, what could possibly be putting that smug smile on your face, Mr. Ferris?” Fi teased, wrapping an arm around my waist and throwing me a cheeky grin.
I laughed and threw my arm around her shoulders, tucking her in close to my side. “Just revisiting one of my favorite memories, foxglove.”
She released a tiny, adorable growl, and her nails dug into my side in warning. I must be messed up as hell because her possessiveness really did it for me.
“That memory better be of us. I’ve got big plans for you tonight, Marlen. I’d hate to put them on hold because I have to go kick some girl’s ass.”
I planted a firm kiss on her temple. “That spot is ours, foxglove, just for us. And you're the only girl that features in any of those kinds of favorite memories.”
She visibly relaxed, then shook her head as if to clear away the jealousy. I chuckled and tightened my arm around her shoulders.
“I’m-”
“Nope, don’t you dare apologize, foxglove.”
She smiled sheepishly. “I kind of feel like I’m going crazy,” she murmured as we reached the stream and dropped onto the grass side-by-side.
“Not even a little,” I assured her. “Though I can see why it would be weird for you, not having experienced this in Albion.”
She turned toward me, and I matched her position, sitting cross-legged facing each other, knees brushing.
“So, foxglove. Tell me more about these big plans you have for me,” I winked.
She’d been so confident and flirty a few minutes ago, but now she was chewing on her lip, staring down at her lap nervously.
“Fi? I kind of thought it would be good news. You seemed so excited on the way down here. Now I’m getting worried,” I laughed nervously. I kept waiting for the moment when Fi realized she was miles out of my league — it hadn’t happened yet, but I’m sure it was coming. Finding out she had a powerful, formerly extinct gift had only heightened my insecurities. She could have anyone she wanted.
“I’m sorry it is good news. I mean I think it’s good news. I hope you’ll think it’s good news. I don’t want to assume anything. I’ve been so hot and cold with everything…” Fi babbled, like a total stranger. My Fi didn’t babble.
I grabbed her ankles and pulled her legs forward, draping them over mine then grabbed her hands in mine.
“Deep break, foxglove.”
“Willyoubemysuitor?” she mumbled, staring at our joined hands.
It took me a moment to unjumble the words and let them sink in, but once they did I grinned from ear to ear like an overexcited kid. I knew she’d pick up my emotions, but I couldn’t help torturing her a little. Fi was pretty hard to rattle; this was a rare treat.
“Hmm. Could you repeat that? Perhaps a little slower?”
She looked up and gave me a mock glare before pulling herself entirely into my lap and wrapping her legs around me.
“I said,” she murmured, leaning forward until our lips were almost touching. “Will you be my suitor?” She quietly enunciated each word against my mouth.
“Yes,” I breathed, capturing her lips with mine and showing her just how much I liked that idea. She moaned, and I pushed my tongue into her mouth, hands drifting down to cup her ass as she gouged nail marks into my shoulders. It was only meant to be a quick, celebratory kiss but we both wanted — needed — more.
I slid one hand between us under her dress to stroke her over her panties, teasingly sliding my fingers under the fabric a little before pulling them away again. Fi started grinding against my hand, writhing in my lap until she was panting. Fuck that, I wasn’t about to let her come in her panties. What a waste.
I reached under her dress to unlace them and yanked them away, so she was bare and soaking for me. Fi returned the favor, tugging my cock from my trousers and impaling herself on me in one smooth movement.
Her eyes rolled back and she let out a long, breathy moan that had me swelling with pride. Fi always kept a cool, calm facade. She always held it together when everyone’s emotions were battering her until she wanted to fall apart. But she never did. It was a heady feeling to know that I could make her lose control. If only for a moment, she could lose herself in the pleasure I gave her.
We met each other thrust for punishing thrust, kissing each other urgently as we both chased our release. Fi bit my lip as I lightly pinched her bundle of nerves, and we clung to each other as our bodies exploded with bliss.
Fi’s forehead rested in the crook of my neck, a spot she favored, and I held her close, softly stroking her back and savoring this moment. She’d picked me to be her suitor. A baker’s son from a small-town, low-magic family. Someone with healing magic, decidedly less badass than many of the other gifts the gods bestowed.
I held her tighter and silently vowed to do everything in my power to be the fae she deserved.
◆◆◆
 
Fi

Marlen stayed with me in my cabin that night. I’d always kicked him out before, worried that I was going to get too attached, but things felt so settled and amazing between us now. I couldn’t imagine not having him next to me.  
I woke up wrapped around him like a spider monkey, arms flung around his neck and leg all the way over his hip. Marlen’s arm was wrapped around my waist. My thin singlet had ridden up overnight and his fingers were resting on the sliver of skin. Embarrassed, I tried to extract myself without waking him up but Marlen’s grip around my waist tightened.
“Where do you think you’re going, my little foxglove?” he rasped, his voice rough from sleep. I melted at his words. He’d never called me his before.
“I was just trying to give you some breathing room, I’m holding onto you pretty tight,” I chuckled to cover my embarrassment. I’d never had a ‘morning after’ with someone before. Should I offer him a cup of tea…? Crap, I needed a handbook. I could ask Briallen for advice on handling all of these new milestones but she’d probably laugh until she wet herself.
“You’re almost exactly where I want you, Fi,” he murmured, hauling me up so I was laying completely over top of him, then sliding his hands up my ass underneath my loose sleep shorts.
“I can work with this,” I purred in what I hoped was a seductive voice, pushing myself up so I was straddling his hips and giving him the wake-up call we both wanted. Maybe this morning after thing wasn’t so horrid after all.
◆◆◆
 
After a very leisurely start to our morning, Marlen and I made our way to the commons together hand-in-hand. It wasn’t unusual for us to be touchy-feely with each other but everything felt so much more significant now we were official. No one was paying us any attention though so I guess we didn’t look any different from the outside.
Marlen and I headed over to the buffet and loaded up our plates with fruit, flatbread and hummus. Marlen poured himself a blackcurrant tea and held the cup toward me in question but I shook my head. I really was trying to get used to herbal tea but nothing could replace my beloved coffee. We sat in our usual spot by the wall, beating Briallen and Leigh this morning. I allowed myself a few seconds to fantasize about bacon and eggs before shaking it off and tucking into my watermelon. I was fine with it. Mostly.
I felt the pull that announced Bryn's presence but shrugged it off. Briallen and Leigh waved as they came in a few minutes later, heading straight to the buffet to get their food before coming to join us. They were both a little rumpled and harried this morning but satisfaction oozed off both of them. It looked like they’d indulged in a morning quickie too. The thought made me giggle.
“Why are you so cheery this morning, Fi?” Briallen asked suspiciously, raising her brow at me. Leigh continued to shovel food into his mouth, totally oblivious. He was spectacularly bad at multitasking if there was food involved.
“Oh, you know. Just happy from waking up next to my suitor I guess,” I said with faux flippancy, tossing Marlen a smug grin.
“What?!” Briallen shrieked and all three of us cringed at the noise. “It’s official? Marlen is your suitor? This is really happening?”
Leigh laughed heartily, throwing his arm around his mate’s shoulder. “So excited, my love. Are you living vicariously through Fi? Do we need to go on the hunt for a suitor of your own?” Everyone else laughed and I smiled, pretending that I was totally fine and not at all weirded out by that concept.
“Of course not. Well, not yet anyway. I just knew these two were such a perfect match though, I have been waiting for this moment for weeks, it’s so romantic.” Briallen sighed dreamily.
“How do you even know it’s romantic? I haven’t told you how I asked him yet,” I asked, baffled. Honestly, it wasn’t that romantic. I panic-asked Marlen to be my suitor, then we screwed out in the open where anyone could have seen us. I didn’t have any complaints but 'romantic' isn’t the word I’d use to describe it.
“That doesn’t matter,” Briallen said, waving her hand impatiently. “It’s the whole will-they-won’t-they of the past few weeks and now you’re finally together! That’s the romantic part.”
Leigh snorted into his bowl of oats. “It was more when-will-they rather than will-they-won’t-they but whatever makes you happy, my love.” He smacked a kiss on her cheek and she rolled her eyes playfully.
“Congratulations though and all,” Leigh added. “I can’t wait to see what your mating mark will be, something unique I bet.”
Before either of us could respond, there was a loud crash behind us. I whipped my head around in time to see Bryn’s back as he stormed toward the exit, his chair lying on the ground where he’d shoved it back.
I turned back and quirked my brow at Briallen.
“What?” she asked innocently.
“You knew he was listening,” I deadpanned.
She shrugged, giving up the pretense. “He needed the push.”
“I disagree, Briallen. There should be no pushing of any kind. It’s a choice, that’s what you told me,” I argued.
She had the grace to look a little chagrined. Her guilt clawed uncomfortably at my chest and I rubbed my breastbone as discreetly as I could manage.
“You’re right. I just…I know he wants you. Or at the very least is intrigued by you. But he won’t even give himself the chance to get to know you because of his own hang-ups. If he would at least talk to you, I’d get off his back about it,” Briallen said, exasperated.
“B, please promise me you’ll let this go,” I begged. “You’re not doing either of us any favors by trying to force something to happen.”
“Fine,” Briallen reluctantly agreed. “I’ll let it go for now.”
Marlen rested his hand on my lower back, rubbing slow circles into my spine with his thumb and easing some of my tension. I chanced a look up at him from under my eyelashes but he didn’t seem bothered by the fact that we were talking about his friend hooking me up with her cousin.
I wonder how long it would take me to be relaxed about this? Maybe by the time I reached my hundredth birthday? I shuddered involuntarily at the thought of getting so old and Marlen gave me a questioning look.
“On that note,” I said, standing and reaching for my satchel, “I’m going to head to my fire elemental class. Come with? I’m sure you want to see Aderyn,” I asked, turning to Marlen.
A burst of his excitement buzzed all over my skin and I could see the anticipation in his gaze. We waved goodbye to Leigh and Briallen, walking to the stone fire elemental building hand-in-hand. Aderyn sat cross-legged on the ground, leaning against the building, eyes closed and face tipped up to the morning sun. She rarely joined us for breakfast, preferring her solitude in the mornings. She said it reminded her of the quiet mornings she spent alone in her family’s bakery, preparing for the day.
Aderyn stood as we approached, greeting us with a smile. “Good morning lovebirds,” she teased.
Marlen gave her a broad grin, “It’s a good morning indeed. I have to get to combat training, see you in a couple of hours,” he said, turning to me. I expected him to kiss my hair or cheek like he usually did, but he wrapped his arms around my waist, hauling me up so my feet dangled off the ground and kissed me until I was seeing stars. Marlen gently put me back on my feet and tossed me a cheeky wink before walking off with a little extra swagger in his step.
Aderyn’s surprise surged through my gut but I barely felt it, there were three girls in my class who I’d seen making eyes at Marlen before and their wave of jealousy tightened in my chest uncomfortably. As discreetly as I could, I took a deep calming breath to remind myself that the tightness in my chest wasn’t real and the emotions weren’t mine. You’re not actually going to have a heart attack outside your fire elemental class, Fi.
“Anything you want to share?” Aderyn asked, quirking her brow at me, the corners of her mouth tugging up in a faint, smug smile.
I snorted, “I’m sure you’ve figured it out. It’s all, you know, official or whatever.”
“Good,” Aderyn said simply, making her way toward the class as the master arrived. Her satisfaction wrapped around me comfortingly, but she didn’t make a big deal about it and I was grateful for it. Sometimes it felt like Aderyn was as intuitive to people’s emotions as I was.
We sat ourselves down in our usual spot next to the wall, unlit candles and matches already set out on the desk in front of us. The master instructed us to light our candles and practice flame manipulation, as he did every lesson, before kicking his feet up on the desk and pulling out a book. Apparently we’d spend the whole semester working with candles and there was no guarantee we’d all have mastered them by the end anyway. It all felt so pointless.
Aderyn was having intermittent success with her flame as usual while I lit my candle and glared at it. Why was I here? If I had an extra air mastery class in place of this pointless elemental class, I’d be much better off. Air was the only element that seemed to want to cooperate with me. Oxygen was more important than fire anyway, right?
Oxygen.
Holy shit, surely it couldn’t be that easy?
My mind traveled back to a science lesson in high school where we’d learned about fire. The girl next to me had just broken up with her boyfriend and her heartbreak, as well as her friends’ pity, had given me a stabbing headache. Even so, I remembered copying the teacher’s diagram — The Fire Triangle. A fire needs heat, fuel, and oxygen to ignite.
Curious, I tapped into my familiar air magic, pulling it forward. It rushed through my veins like a comforting old friend, bringing a smile to my face. How had I lived my whole life without it? I cupped my hands around the candle flame and allowed my magic to swirl around it, to find the oxygen within the little flame and pull it toward me, laughing gleefully when the fire went out.
“Fi! You made that look so easy!” Aderyn accused as if I’d been holding out on her this whole time.
“I just thought I’d try something different. I’m going to see if I can make it grow now,” I replied, relighting the wick with a match.
Once it was burning, I cupped my hands around the flame again and let small amounts of air magic trickle out in tiny gusts, imagining a teeny set of fireplace bellows. Surely enough, the flame grew bigger and hotter, shooting up toward the ceiling.
“An impressive display of control, Miss Smith,” the master commented curiously, wandering over to my desk. “This is your first successful attempt in this class, correct?”
Sensing his suspicion, I answered honestly, “I’m using air magic to manipulate the oxygen in the fire. I just wanted to see if it would work.”
His eyebrows raised into his hairline. “Experienced air affinities can successfully manipulate flames using air, but no first-year student knows how to use magic that way.”
“What do you mean? Fire needs oxygen. Take the oxygen away, the flame dies. Add more, it grows.” I frowned at his accusatory glare.
“How did you know that?”
“From school…? Human school?” I replied, puzzled.
“We don’t learn that kind of thing here, Fi,” Aderyn interjected softly. “Our knowledge of the elements is based on their relationship to magic, not…”
“Science?” I supplied helpfully. Maybe my human education wouldn’t be so useless here after all.
“I’ll be telling Master Gwyneira about this,” the master said with a final indignant huff, before storming back to his desk. I didn’t care. I don’t think I’d actually broken any rules by using air magic in this class and even if I had, I wasn’t really bothered about it. If anything, I was excited to get back to my cabin and get a roaring fire going in my potbelly stove tonight. I could practically imagine my toasty toes now. That thought kept me warm — pun intended — for the rest of the day.





Fi

Marlen stayed with me again that night. The idea of him not staying me sent a panicky feeling through my chest. I was beginning to see why Briallen and Leigh had claimed each other within six weeks of meeting. Even though it was a huge, permanent step, the mating pull’s urging grew more insistent every time I was around Marlen.
I woke up to the bells chiming, with Marlen spooning me, his arms wrapped tightly around my waist, his leg pinning mine to the mattress.
“Good morning, my little foxglove,” Marlen murmured, pulling me back tightly, his erection rubbing temptingly against my ass. I wiggled a little before groaning.
“As much as I’d like a repeat of yesterday morning, I need to get up and shower,” I said, sighing in disappointment.
“Is that so?” Marlen said in a low voice, right next to my ear. He rolled me forward so I was laying on my front, running his hands over the top of my arms until he reached my hands and tangling our fingers together. His hips pressed me into the bed as he worked slow, languid kisses down the side of my neck.
I moaned softly, ready to say screw it and forgo the shower when Marlen leaped over me off the bed and raced down the ladder.
“You snooze you lose, foxglove!” Marlen called over his shoulder as he raced into the bathroom and closed the door behind him. I sat up in bed, stunned, as I heard Marlen turn the shower on.
A giggle escaped me. Did that seriously just happen? Marlen had always been playful but there was a new lightness to him now we progressed our relationship. I had noticed fewer flashes of insecurity from him too in the last two days.
I made my way down the ladder at a more leisurely pace than Marlen had, stripped, then wandered confidently into the bathroom without knocking. It definitely had the desired effect, Marlen paused, drinking me in from the tips of my toes to the top of my head. His eyes were filled with heat and his cock was standing fully at attention. I gave him a smug grin.
“On second thought, let’s share,” Marlen purred, reaching out a hand to pull me under the tepid water with him. I didn’t think I’d ever get enough of him.
After a longer shower than I had planned — and learning a lot about the fun ways Marlen could tease me with his water magic in the shower — I pulled out a collared navy, linen dress that fell to mid-thigh and had buttons all the way down it. 
The dress had been a gift from Briallen. She claimed she didn’t like dark-colored clothes but I think she was just sick of seeing me wearing Academy-issued clothing. This is the first thing I’d worn in the weeks I’d been here that was actually similar to my size and had buttons. Everything else had been a sort of generic, baggy size that could be wrapped tight and secured with ties or ribbons. One of these days, we’d take a shopping trip to a market town so I could pick some things out for myself.
The sleeves of the dress came to just past my elbows and I threw on my chunkiest, black knit cardigan over the top and a thick grey scarf. Today was the first day of winter and it certainly felt colder, though not nearly as cold as it got in London. Did it snow here? I was already on the fence about the whole no-shoes thing. There was no way I’d be forgoing shoes in the snow.
We stopped by Marlen’s cabin so he could change into clean clothes. Fortunately, Creepy Kelvyn had already left for the day. Marlen emerged wearing his usual linen tunic-style top in dark green and dark grey loose trousers but he’d also added a thick light grey woolen jumper and dark grey beanie. I eyed it enviously, I really needed to go shopping. 
As we approached the commons for breakfast, a large crowd was starting to form outside the entrance. Their emotions were a heightened jumble of confusion, apprehension, some amusement, and a few spots of malicious glee.
Marlen’s grip tightened slightly on my hand as he led us through the crowd to see what had caught everyone’s attention. My heart plummeted when I saw the words that had been burned into the grass:
GO HOME FFION

 
Shit, this was not good. Whoever was trying to get rid of me was clearly upping their game.
The people around me noticed my presence and whispers spread throughout the crowd. They turned the focus of their pity, amusement, and apprehension directly to me and a tidal wave of feeling crashed over me, threatening to drown me in the weight of their emotions. My head spun and black spots started dancing across my vision.
“Shit, shit, shit,” Marlen cursed softly, wrapping an arm around my waist to keep me upright. “We need to get you out of here.”
We struggled through the crowd pressing in on us, volleying questions at me, for a few steps before I felt a second powerful mating pull yanking at my chest.
“Move!” Bryn barked at anyone blocking our path, flicking little fireballs at them that harmlessly fizzled out in front of their faces if they were too slow.
The pressure and dizziness eased as we got further away from the crowd. By the time the three of us reached my cabin, my head felt like I’d been on a three-day bender. The pain had eased, but everything still felt a bit fuzzy.
I fished out my key, and Marlen let us in. Bryn stormed in behind us, slamming the door loud enough to make me wince. Inconsiderate bastard. Though I suppose it was nice of him to have helped us back there.
I collapsed into an armchair while Marlen filled a glass with water, using his magic to freeze ice cubes. I couldn’t even get a decent read on Marlen’s emotions. The force of Bryn’s rage was so potent it sucked the rest of the feeling out of the room. It coursed through my aching veins, still recovering from the overload of a few minutes ago.
Bryn stalked over to me with a dangerous glint in his eye, leaning down with his hands on each arm of the chair, caging me in.
“You don’t seem all that surprised to hear from your mysterious messenger again, considering it’s been weeks since that message on your wardrobe. Why is that, scout?” he asked, his voice deceptively calm.
I attempted to blink away some of the fog in my brain and lifted my head to meet his gaze. He was closer than I expected, our noses were practically touching, and his warm breath fanned across my lips. His proximity made it incredibly hard to focus. Bryn and I had never been this close to each other.
After a few seconds of intense eye contact, I realized Bryn was still waiting for my answer. I hesitated, not knowing how much to reveal. I don’t understand why Bryn would have helped me if he was the one behind the messages, but I also never sensed concern from him about me. It was just anger, resentment, frustration, and more anger. With an occasional dash of lust, followed quickly by even more anger.
“It’s nothing you need to concern yourself with, Bryn.” I meant for it to sound stern and confident, but it came out as a breathy whisper, and I felt Bryn’s lust before his fury doubled.
“Is that so?” he asked dangerously. “It seems like something I should very much concern myself with since Gwyneira herself asked me to track the messenger’s magic. So, let me be very specific, Ffion. Have you received any other threatening messages between the one on the wardrobe and the one on the grass today?”
Shit, that was a difficult question to get around.
“I don’t want to discuss it with you, Bryn,” my voice broke slightly on his name. Bryn and I weren’t friends or anywhere close to it, but I knew this conversation was going to end painfully for one or both of us and I didn’t relish that thought.
His eyes narrowed. “And why is that, Ffion?”
“I’m protecting myself,” I whispered.
“You think I had something to do with this?” His tone was flat, but his eyes flashed with hurt. It was nothing to the sharp stab of pain I felt emanate him. Those three words had caused an anguish in Bryn that was so acute it took my breath away.
Without another word, he turned on his heel and left. I felt a hot prickle of shame run down my spine, and I knew without a doubt that the emotion was all my own.
“Rest up, foxglove,” Marlen murmured, pulling me to my feet and tugging me towards the ladder leading up to the bed we’d left only an hour earlier. “Whatever else is going on can wait until you’re feeling better. It has to.”
Usually, I appreciated Marlen’s sweetness and patience with me, but today it only exacerbated my self-loathing. Why should I deserve his kindness when I’d made Bryn feel so wretched?
◆◆◆
 
Bryn

I made my way to the edge of campus in a haze of anger, barely remembering the walk from Ffion’s cabin to the base of the rocky mountain area that bordered the Academy on one side. I aggressively scaled the rocky incline, relishing the burn in my lungs and ache of my muscles. The physical pain was a good distraction from  the mating pull that was twisting like a knife in my chest. There were caves scattered throughout that were often used for practicing fire magic, and I was the only one who used the highest one. Maybe I could quite literally burn off my anger.
What the fuck was that girl’s problem? Was attacking my honor her way of punishing me for not pursuing the mating bond with her? Was this her twisted way of letting me know she wasn’t interested in me either?
What the fuck did it even matter? I was losing my mind.
Not since my parents had died 15 years ago had I felt so conflicted. From the moment Briallen's family had taken me in, I vowed to never lose control like I had in the wake of what had happened with my parents. 
That vow had been easy to keep until Ffion had shown up in Avalon and shattered the calm I had worked so hard to create in my life. The night I brought the little scout to Avalon, I spent hours in the caves, blasting my fire magic at anything and everything until I couldn't sustain it anymore.
It had helped until I got to my cabin and found Briallen waiting outside for me, looking at me like I was a moron. I'd tried ignoring her while she yapped on about Ffion's positive attributes and sang the praises of a strong mating pull. I'd always found her mate, Leigh, to be a bit of a fool, but Briallen would never see that. She was a pretty rational person most of the time, but the mating pull made people stupid.
It was pure instinct, an intense mating pull encouraged feelings of protectiveness and devotion, but I was determined to be stronger than my instincts. The stronger the pull, the worse it was. It was one of the many reasons why I would never pursue the pull with Ffion. She'd already done more damage to my self-control than anyone or anything else in 15 years.
Trusting the mating pull blinded you to a person’s flaws. My fathers let the strong mating pull to my mother dictate their choices, overlooking her mania and instability. I doubt they truly realized the extent of her issues until they woke up bound in the middle of the night with flames surrounding the bed and my mother laughing like she didn’t have a care in the world.
I was four years old when I discovered my fire affinity. I pushed the wall of flames back as the house burned around me and barely escaped out the window, the sound of my mother’s laughter ringing in my ears. It haunts my nightmares to this day.
I wouldn’t make the same mistake my fathers did. When I claimed my mate, it would be someone I could get to know objectively. Someone I could be sure was a suitable life partner. My magic wouldn’t dictate my decision.
If Marlen Ferris was stupid enough to follow her around like a lost puppy while she scouted his emotions, that was his problem. 
A healer. What good was a healing gift to Ffion? I knew he had a substantial water affinity too, but Ffion needed mates with offensive magic, not defensive. She was forever at risk with her rare empath abilities.
What was wrong with me? What did I care if she chose a weak mating circle? She thinks you’re the one threatening her, idiot.
Marlen appeared to know about her ability now, he hadn’t looked surprised when Ffion had been on the verge of fainting in the crowd, just concerned. It was on him if he wanted to put himself in danger by being with her. I doubt this was the last threat she’d receive.
I threw increasingly large blasts of fire at the boulders along the mountain path. What a fucking nightmare. I’d never asked to have a strong mating pull to Ffion, I never wanted it. It felt like the gods were punishing me for something.
I should have just claimed Saffir before Ffion showed up, I wouldn’t be experiencing the pull to Ffion if I was already mated. Except that idea didn’t sit well with me either.
Before Ffion had arrived, I had been considering pursuing Saffir, regardless of our almost non-existent mating pull. She was from an influential family — her mother and one of her fathers were councilors. As an orphaned kid from a disgraced family, I could certainly do worse than Saffir as a mate. 
But now, the mating pull to Saffir paled in comparison to what I felt with Ffion. Any other female would have immediately noticed my disinterest, but I doubt Saffir particularly cared whether there was a connection or not. She wanted magically powerful mates; whether or not she or her magic were suitable for them was something of an afterthought.
Then there was the other issue. No matter what tricks Saffir pulled, my cock was totally unmoved by the icy blonde, only coming to life when a mass of dark curls and luscious curves walked through the door. The godsdamned mating pull was screwing with my both my heads.
I slid down the rock wall in the cave, feeling a bit spent and slightly less enraged. But not less hurt. I’d known Ffion’s secret for weeks and never said a thing to anyone. The gods knew I was a grumpy bastard most of the time, but I wasn’t without honor. My honor was about all I had left after my mother destroyed our family’s name. I wasn’t about to sell this girl, or any girl, out to the dark fae who would keep her captive and drain her magic. The thought made me feel ill.
While there were many reasons I wouldn’t pursue things with Ffion, I inherently knew that if the roles were reversed, I would be able to trust her with my secret. We were kindred souls after all, if she didn’t have integrity that matched my own, we wouldn’t have such a strong connection. It stung that she didn’t trust me.
Did I really come across as that much of an asshole? The mating pull was so distracting that, for the most part, I avoided Ffion. But I’d helped her whenever Gwyneira had asked me to, I’d pushed Marlen back toward her when he needed encouragement, I kept an eye on her from afar to make sure she hadn’t done anything idiotic or gotten herself kidnapped. Just once or twice a day, to check. If anything she should trust me more than Marlen, I doubt he’d done half as much to help her.
For a brief second, as we moved the crowd, we’d been on the same side, the three of us. It had felt easy to be around Ffion. Effortless in a way that it never was between me and Saffir. When Ffion had sat on that chair and I’d got up in her face, it had been 50/50 whether or not I interrogated her or finally gave in and kissed her.
But then she all but told me she had to protect herself from me and I remembered all the reasons why we were a bad idea.
For fuck’s sake, she was nothing to do with me. She was nothing to me. Why did I care about this?
Telling myself that this anger stemmed from my integrity being questioned, I made my way back down the mountain to find Saffir with a new plan in mind. My cock still wasn’t cooperating, but I could at least focus on getting her off. Maybe Saffir’s screams would drown out the persistent tug in my chest that was telling me I was with the wrong girl.
Step 1: Get Ffion out of my head for good. 
Step 2: Show her that she meant as little to me as I clearly meant to her.





Fi

Today was a shitshow. I’d missed my morning classes to sleep off the hangover from the torrent of other people’s emotions, pulled myself together enough to attend my afternoon classes, only to now feel terrible all over again. I wished I could hide out for a few weeks until everyone forgot about this morning’s incident. I’d never had so much emotion directed at me at once; it was agony.
Marlen offered to bring food to my cabin so I didn’t need to go down to the commons for dinner, but I decided it would be better to get it over with rather than putting it off and letting myself get freaked out about it. If it was too much, we could always sneak out.
As we neared the commons hand-in-hand, I was relieved to see that the message in the grass had been cleaned up, I guess by someone with an earth affinity. There was no evidence it even existed except for the lingering stares and the stabbing feeling in my head. All day, I’d expected a note from Gwyneira asking me to come and see her about the message but I hadn’t received anything. Did that mean I was right to suspect her? Or was she just giving me space to process? My head throbbed even harder. What to do about Gwyneira would have to be tomorrow’s problem.
Marlen snuck us into the commons using one of the back entrances and sat me at a table by the wall where Briallen and Leigh were already waiting for us with plates of food. Clearly, they’d coordinated all of this and I loved them for it.
I felt the second pull that usually indicated Bryn's presence, and my heart sank. Usually by the time I felt his presence, he was already halfway gone, which I doubted was coincidental. I felt terrible about our confrontation this morning, but my guilt had lessened a bit over the day. It was mostly replaced with anger.
What right did Bryn have to demand answers of me anyway? What right did he have to be mad at me for not trusting him when he had never given me a reason to? Yes, he brought me here, but that was an assignment he undertook on Gwyneira’s orders, not an act of kindness. Yes, we felt a mating pull, but neither of us had ever acted on it or given any indication we ever would. I didn’t owe him anything. I regretted making him feel bad but I didn’t regret keeping him out of a loop he had no right to be in.
I chanced a glance across the room where Bryn was leaning a little too casually against the wall, arms crossed, and leg propped up. He wasn’t looking at me, but that felt intentional too. He obviously knew I was here. His gaze followed Saffir’s sashaying figure, slinking up to him in an indecently tight, short linen dress that I’m pretty sure was meant as sleepwear. My eyes narrowed. What was he playing at?
As Saffir got close to him, he reached out one hand to grab the back of her head, tangling into her hair and pulling her face forward to kiss her deeply. His other hand rested possessively on the curve of her ass, and she gripped his shirt tight, pulling them closer together. Even in a crowded room, I felt the thrill of her conquest and swell of her lust. It made my stomach turn.
Saffir and Bryn weren’t a new thing, but somehow I knew that little show had been for my benefit. I just didn’t understand why. I had never tried to pursue the mating bond with Bryn, so I shouldn’t care what or who he did.
Why did he choose this way to hurt me?
Why did Bryn’s cuts leave such deep scars?
Why, when Saffir’s lust was so potent, didn’t I sense any from Bryn?
As Bryn passed our table on his way to the buffet, Briallen’s hand shot out to grip his arm, her knuckles turning white from the effort.
“What was that about?” she hissed, more venom in her tone than I’d ever heard. I could barely feel my heart splintering into a million pieces, Briallen’s anger was so distracting. Why am I so heartbroken anyway? 
Bryn and I are not a thing.
“What was what about?” Bryn drawled lazily. His bored tone raised everyone else’s ire but I could sense his tension and bitterness. I wish I knew what they meant.
“That little display with Saffir!” Briallen whisper shouted, her cheeks flushed with anger.
“Is there something wrong with me kissing the girl I’m courting? As I recall, Leigh couldn’t keep his hands off you when he was your suitor and I was courteous enough not to complain about it,” he replied flatly, his jaw ticking.
“You’re courting her now?” Briallen confirmed hoarsely as ice wrapped around my heart. I didn’t know who the emotions belonged to, it was too numbing to pinpoint. Surely it wasn’t mine?
Unwilling to participate in this awful charade any longer, I stood up silently and made my way back through the exit, Marlen following behind me, unquestioning. I was starving but it wasn’t worth staying to eat. Bryn had brought a lot of attention to our table and my head was starting to ache. I’d probably be sick if I tried to force food down anyway.
Marlen and I walked back to the cabin in silence while I berated myself for my stupid feelings. Bryn wasn’t mine to lose, he never had been. Just because we had kindred souls and our magic was trying to push us together didn’t mean we were meant to be. It didn’t even mean we liked each other because we absolutely didn’t.
Ugh, had I not basically accused him of threatening me just a few hours ago? Obviously that was going to be the death knell in the relationship that never was.
I shook my head to clear my thoughts and gave Marlen a brief, reassuring smile to let him know I was okay.
Bryn didn’t have the right to be upset about my choices, and I had no right to be upset about his.
◆◆◆
 
I’d slept like the dead in Marlen’s arms, emotionally exhausted from the fucking nightmare that had been my day yesterday. Unwilling to risk another passive-aggressive showdown in the commons with Bryn, I’d chickened out and asked Marlen to grab food for me which I ate on the way to class.
My classmates were still giving off a strange mixture of emotions directed at me. Not enough to overwhelm my senses but still definitely uncomfortable. Fortunately, notices had been put up around the campus yesterday afternoon announcing that students were invited to a masque ball that would take place in a few weeks to officially open the Avalon Fair and that had taken the heat off me. I was much less interesting than a ball.
As I entered the first-year air elemental class, Master Aures pulled me aside before I had a chance to sit down.
“Ffion, I think you would be better suited to Master Drysi's second-year air class. Your control is coming along well, and the teaching assistant for Master Drysi’s class has agreed to tutor you separately if they feel you need it.”
“Oh, well, that’s good news. Right?” I had been enjoying first-year air mastery. It was nice to have one class where I felt like I was doing well instead of tossing weak, ineffective magic at everything.
“It’s excellent news,” she smiled, and I felt a hint of pride coming from her. “You are taking to air faster than we had anticipated, and now you are ready for a greater challenge. You should head to your new class now. It’s right across the clearing.”
At least I was one step closer to catching up with my age group. I rushed across the clearing to a similar, open-air wooden building, already late for class. Master Drysi didn’t seem surprised to see me, which was a relief. She was a statuesque, intimidating woman, with a severe black bob and crystalline blue eyes. Her outfit was similar to what the boys wore, loose, brown linen trousers with a white tunic over top. Master Drysi was the first fae woman I’d seen who didn’t have long hair and wasn’t wearing a dress. Maybe she was a warrior? She had a warrior-kind of vibe and no-nonsense disposition. I liked her straight away.
Two steps into the classroom and the now-familiar magnetic pull hit me right in my chest. I looked around, assuming Bryn or Marlen were here but confused as to why, when I realized the scent surrounding me wasn’t Bryn’s bonfire embers or Marlen’s woodsy pine. It was a seductive icy smell, like the breeze off the mountain after a fresh snowfall and it had me practically salivating. The drool situation wasn’t helped when I saw who the scent belonged to.
His skin was a shade darker than mine; a rich coffee color, contrasting with his brilliant silver eyes. His hair was thick and black, cropped short on the sides with longer, messy pieces on top. My eyes drifted enviously to his cheekbones, they were sharp enough to cut glass. His dark stubble looked more like an afterthought than Marlen’s tidy scruff. Like he'd gotten so absorbed in his studies that he’d just forgotten to shave. While he seemed studious and academic, I felt like there was a dangerous edge to him that perhaps not everyone saw. I hoped they didn’t. I had an overwhelming urge to want his that side of him for myself.
His eyes cataloged every inch of me, filled with heat but also assessing. I had been so absorbed in this feeling that I hadn’t realized how close we were standing. We must have gravitated toward each other unconsciously.
“Ffion, this is my teaching assistant, Arthus Calder.” Master Drysi’s eyes twinkled with amusement. I guess Arthus and I’s response to each wasn’t particularly subtle.
“Fi,” I corrected absentmindedly.
Arthus’ eyes never left mine. “Pleasure to meet you,” he murmured softly, and the deep, silky timbre of his voice had my already overstimulated nerves firing up again. Blinking away some of my lust haze, I focused on his emotions to try to get a read on him. The last thing I needed in my life was another Bryn.
Fortunately, Arthus was mostly a mixture of curiosity and lust, but he was also wound so tight, I could feel his self-control. I’d never felt anything like it. Arthus must be incredibly disciplined to maintain that level of control almost unconsciously. I was both relieved and disappointed when I didn’t feel any excitement from him like I had from Marlen when we met. I didn’t want this whole mating thing anyway. Right? Right.
Arthus stayed close to me throughout the air mastery class. He was quiet but it didn’t feel awkward, I think he was just quiet by nature. He was careful not to make any kind of physical contact, but corrected my technique and explained things so well that by the end of class, I was weaving my feather pretty smoothly around the small obstacle course of hoops and sticks we had set up on my desk. I was a teeny bit proud of myself, even though the obstacle course Master Drysi had set up for me was clearly easier than what my classmates had. She watched me work, and I felt that she was impressed.
“Excellent control, Ffion. Moving you up to the second-year class was the right call. However, I think you could benefit from some additional tutoring sessions with Arthus, at least for a few weeks, to ensure you’re caught up with your fellow students. Perhaps twice a week?”
I looked to Arthus automatically. I didn’t want him to be stuck with me if it made him uncomfortable. His face gave nothing away, but I felt a small wave of satisfaction roll off him that made my little affection-seeking heart light up.
“Of course. I would be happy to tutor Ffion.” I smothered a grin as I agreed to the tutoring sessions because I really didn’t need to be going around smiling like an idiot and scaring him off. I had a feeling I would often by trying to keep my cool around Arthus, and I made it my goal to use our tutoring sessions to crack a little of his composure.
◆◆◆
 
“How was your air mastery class?” Marlen’s voice startled me as he dropped down into the seat next to me in the commons. I’d been so absorbed in my thoughts about Arthus that I hadn’t felt him approach.
“Oh, it was good. I’m in Master Drysi’s second-year class now. They thought I was making good progress.”
“That’s great news, little foxglove. I thought you would be happy about that? You seem nervous.” He leaned in, wrapping an arm around my shoulders and landed an affectionate kiss on the tip of my nose.
“I’m not nervous…” I trailed off, not knowing the etiquette for telling one of my suitors that I’d felt a mating pull as strong as his to someone else. Would Marlen be jealous? Did he know Arthus? I’d already met most of Marlen’s friends around the Academy. Did they not know each other or worse, not like each other?
“What’s on your mind, foxglove? You know you can always talk to me,” Marlen asked softly, his insecurity crawling unpleasantly up my skin. Right, I guess we were doing this then. Probably best to just rip the band-aid off.
“I felt a strong mating pull in my air class,” I mumbled to my bowl of cold bean salad, “and it wasn’t you or Bryn.” Still unable to make eye contact, I paid close attention to Marlen’s emotions instead. I braced myself for anger or jealousy, but all I found was curiosity and a touch of excitement. Weird. Fae are weird.
“You can’t just leave it there, foxglove! Who was it? I hope I know him.”
“Arthus, the teaching assistant.” Marlen made a choking noise, and I felt his surprise as his excitement levels rose.
“Really? Foxglove, that’s amazing. Arthus only graduated last year. We were both students for the past three years. I don’t really know him, but he never appeared to feel a mating pull towards anyone. Girls followed him around with stars in their eyes for years, but he’s never shown an interest.”
That made me feel all kinds of warm and fuzzy until I remembered that Arthus seemed kind of distant with me too. Maybe he just didn’t want a mate? Or had whatever problem Bryn had?
“Isn’t it, er, weird that he’s....you know…” I trailed off, face flaming.
“That he’s what, Fi?” Marlen asked, his confusion washing through me like a wave of dizziness.
“A teaching assistant,” I whispered, mortified.
“What?” Marlen blurted. “Why would that matter?”
“Um, that’s a huge deal with humans. He’s part of the staff, it would be super frowned upon,” I told Marlen, brows furrowed. Why was he looking at me like I was the weird one here?
Marlen laughed, a proper belly-rubbing, keeling over kind of laugh. I was deeply unimpressed.
“Sorry, foxglove. I thought you might have been joking? No?” he chuckled again and some of my annoyance faded. It was impossible to stay mad at Marlen.
“Teaching assistants aren’t really in authority positions here, only the masters are. Masters aren’t eligible to teach unless they’re fully mated so that isn’t really a problem,” he explained. “The teaching assistants are usually graduates who were the top of their classes and have an interest in pursuing teaching one day. When they’re fully mated too.”
“So it’s normal for teaching assistants to meet potential mates among the students? Theoretically,” I added hastily and Marlen gave me a knowing smile.
“Normal is probably not the right word, most fae meet their mates during their four years at the Academy. Arthus didn’t for whatever reason, probably because he has strong magic and there wasn’t a female on campus powerful enough to balance it until you,” he said, shrugging like it wasn’t a huge deal. “That’s how it was for me anyway, and probably for Bryn though he’ll never admit it. Your magic is incredibly powerful, foxglove.”
“Then Arthus has a gift too?”
“An exceptionally rare gift, he didn’t mention it?” Marlen asked.
“No? I mean, I know he has an air affinity, but we didn’t talk about anything else. I figured if I asked him about his magic, he might ask about mine, and I definitely don’t know him well enough to talk about that…”
“Good call, foxglove. Arthus’ gift is well-known throughout the Academy. You’ll definitely see it for yourself at some point since they appear when he’s frustrated or angry or experiencing any kind of high emotional state.”
“They…?”
“His wings.” I stared at Marlen.
“He doesn’t have wings,” I said blandly, “I’m sure I would have noticed that.”
Marlen smiled indulgently like I was the cutest thing he’d ever seen. “They’re hidden most of the time. He retracts them when he's not using them to keep them safe. Fae wings are incredibly rare nowadays, and I’m sure he’s been hunted for his before. There are plenty of people who would kill him for them. They’re worth a lot.”
“That’s awful,” I muttered, knowing exactly how it felt to have rare and desirable magic. “Maybe that’s why he’s pursued a mating pull before? If he has been hunted, I’m sure he has some concerns about getting close to someone and making himself vulnerable. I’m not sure I would acknowledge the mating pull at all if everyone knew about my magic, I wouldn’t trust that they were pursuing me for the right reasons.”
I could feel Marlen’s insecurities slithering over my skin again. “I don’t mean you, Marlen. I am pretty attuned to your emotions at this point anyway. If you were duplicitous, I would pick up on it.”
“Thanks. I think?” he said drolly, but his mood did improve. “Anyway, Arthus will probably be hard to get close to — if you do intend to pursue him — but I think you’ll find you have a lot in common once you get talking. When you’re ready to tell him about your magic, I’m sure he’ll understand the obstacles you’re facing a lot better than I do.”
“Well, fortunately for me, I have private tutoring sessions with him twice a week to get me up to speed on second-year air magic.”
Marlen waggled his eyebrows, “I think you’ll find that ends up being fortunate for both of you, little foxglove.” I laughed, feeling a lot better having talked to Marlen about Arthus and seeing his reaction. I wanted to talk to him more but Leigh and Briallen joined us at the table at that moment.
“How was your day?” Briallen asked cheerily.
“No more messages?” Leigh enquired around a mouthful of a mushroom wrap.
“Great, no messages.” I smiled. “I got moved up to the second-year air mastery class, the masters think I’m making good progress with my air magic.”
“That’s wonderful, Fi!” Briallen’s infectious excitement wrapped around me like a familiar blanket.
“Second-year with Master Drysi?” Leigh asked around another mouthful of mushrooms. I wrinkled my nose at him and he swallowed, grinning at me.
“That’s the one.”
“I heard Arthus came back this year to assist for that class?” Leigh’s question was directed at Marlen. It would make sense for Leigh to know Arthus since they were both air mastery and only one year apart.
Marlen looked at me to respond, raising a brow in question. I appreciated him deferring to me, I wasn’t ready to tell Leigh and Briallen about the mating pull I felt to Arthus yet. My gut told me to let Arthus take the lead.
“Arthus is the teaching assistant for that class,” I responded vaguely, grateful when Briallen changed the topic of conversation to the upcoming masque ball.
“What will you wear, Fi?” Briallen asked excitedly. “I think I might go as a unicorn, the whites and silvers will go well with my hair.”
“Unicorns are badass,” I agreed. A white and silver outfit would look awesome with her pink hair too. “Is there a theme?”
“We always wear creature-themed costumes to masques, magical or non-magical creatures,” Marlen explained.
“Oh, that sounds fun. I guess we should schedule that shopping trip soon, B?”
“Most definitely,” Briallen agreed. “For what it’s worth, I vote dragon for your costume. Maybe a homage to fire will do it...” she muttered under her breath and I chose to ignore her. Hopefully Bryn and Saffir would complete their mating soon, Briallen was never going to let this go.





Fi

Marlen and Leigh were on guard duty together the following night, so Briallen, Aderyn, and I planned a girls-only dinner in the commons. We commandeered our usual table by the wall, as far away from the main dinner crowd as I could discreetly manage. There was still some lingering curiosity from the message on the grass so I was trying to keep my head down, particularly in the commons.
We’d long since finished dinner and were relaxing at the table, exchanging stories and tasting different flavors of tea. The girls had noticed the face I pulled whenever Marlen brought me blackcurrant tea and had made it their mission to find one I liked. So far, peppermint was winning. It was as close as I was going to get in Avalon to my beloved peppermint latte. We joked around as I sampled them all, but my laughter died on my tongue as Bryn and Saffir walked into the commons together, arms wrapped around each other.
I’d never had to actively avoid Bryn before. He’d always done a bang-up job of avoiding me. Unfortunately, now he seemed to be popping up everywhere like he was trying to rub the pain of the rejected mating pull in my face. Every time I saw him, all I could see was his hand on Saffir’s ass, his grip on her hair, his mouth on hers. It made me feel stabby.
Those feelings were always followed by rage at myself because why should I care what stupid Bryn did anyway? After all, mating was a choice, as Briallen so often reminded me.
Briallen followed my gaze across the room and narrowed her eyes at her cousin. "Nope, this is an idiot-free night. Let's finish our tea in your cabin instead."
"I am on board with that plan," I agreed, getting up from my seat. I didn't want to run away, but removing myself from the situation was the best way to show Bryn that he wasn’t going to get a rise out of me. Besides, I would be less tempted to blast Saffir through a wall if I wasn't in the room. She had years more experience with magic than me and could probably drown me with her water affinity with a flick of her wrist.
We headed back to my cabin and tucked up on the floor in my cabin with cups of peppermint tea and knit blankets tucked around our legs while I lit the fire in the cast iron stove and sent in small gusts of air magic to get it hot.
“Fi, didn’t you want to know more about the other inhabitants of Avalon?” Briallen asked.
“The little human girl in me really wants to know more about dragons and mermaids,” I admitted as I reached for my satchel to pull out my slate board and pencil. These lessons about Avalon with Briallen and Aderyn may be unofficial, but I didn’t mess around when it came to knowledge. Knowing what else inhabited this realm seemed like critical information.
“What about unicorns?” Aderyn laughed.
“Are you screwing with me?” I asked seriously and Aderyn frowned.
“Not at all. You didn’t know we had unicorns in Avalon?” Briallen asked.
“You said you wanted a unicorn costume for the masque but I assumed they were mythical creatures. How has no one mentioned this?” I exclaimed. I’d never been a horse girl but I’d make an exception for a freaking unicorn.
Briallen laughed. “Well they are super rare. Or maybe not so much rare as secretive? They live in remote areas and keep to themselves. They don’t have an interest in making protection deals with fae like the griffins do.”
“Okay, what about dragons?” I asked, furiously scribbling on my slate board as Briallen and Aderyn sipped on their tea.
“Dragons are shifters. They have a humanoid form, though much taller and bulkier than the average human. They have elemental magic too, though it’s less refined than fae magic. But they can also shift into 50-foot, fire-breathing beasts so best not to get on their bad side,” Briallen said. “They live in isolated, mountain areas that are only accessible by flight. They keep to themselves, I think they have a bit of a superiority complex.”
I snorted at that. As if the fae didn’t have a superiority complex.
“They have their own Dragon Council but also sit on the Avalon Assembly, along with fae, mermaids, giants, goblins and centaurs. That’s the majority of races represented,” Aderyn went on.
“Goblins?! What are they like?” I exclaimed, thinking of grumpy, wrinkled bankers.
Aderyn and Briallen both grimaced. “Fairly unpleasant to deal with, but they’re the biggest group of merchants in Avalon so you’ll definitely come across them. They’re very shrewd, you’ve got to keep your wits about you when you’re dealing with them.”
“What about the Assembly? What does it do?” I asked eagerly, getting excited about all the new topics I was adding to my research list.
“Keep the peace between the races, mostly. Solve territorial disputes, monitor the portals, that kind of thing. The Councils are responsible for their own citizens but the Assembly handles any crossovers. For example, the Fae Council would deal with disputes between fae and dole out punishment accordingly, but if a fae attacked a centaur, they would be put on trial by the Assembly and thrown into the dungeons. Or executed,” Briallen said with a shrug as if the death sentence was an everyday occurrence. Maybe it was.
“I’ve never been particularly interested in politics but this is fascinating. If it wasn’t so late, I’d ditch you both here and go to the library,” I admitted.
“Good to know you value our company, Fi,” Briallen said with a laugh.
“Maybe hold off on the obsessive research until tomorrow,” Aderyn added with a wink. “I’m going to leave you to analyze everything you’ve learned in peace, I need sleep.”
“I second that,” Briallen agreed, standing.
I walked them both to the door and we hugged before exchanging goodnights. Girlfriends had been difficult for me to keep in my former life. Either I’d move away or they’d get freaked out by my intuitive nature, or sick of my excuses when my migraines flared up. Having Briallen and Aderyn in my life eased an ache in me I hadn’t realized was there.
I went to sleep with a smile on my face, grateful for the many amazing ways in which my life had changed, and dreaming about underwater fortresses and fire breathing dragons.
◆◆◆
 
I walked to my second-year air mastery class the next day full of nervous excitement. I loved the challenge of pushing my magic and my control.
I’d always loved learning but never really had the opportunity to excel. Spending hours with raging teenage human emotions battering at me gave me a migraine and no motivation to study.
I hadn’t experienced migraines like that since I arrived in Avalon. Either the fae had less turbulent emotions, my magic was helping me, or it was easier because there weren’t hormonal young teenagers at the Academy. I definitely wasn’t making any progress with the mental shields that Gwyneira had me working on.
The other perk of my air mastery class was more time with Arthus. Where I felt possessive and playful with Marlen — and furious around Bryn — Arthus had a dominating presence that made me want to roll over like a dog and let him rub my belly. There was a beast under all that self-control, and it felt like my subconscious was warning me not to challenge the biggest fish in the pond. I don’t know how I felt so assertive around Marlen and so submissive around Arthus. Maybe that’s why I needed so many mates. Not for my magic. For my sex drive and all my personalities.
In today’s air mastery class, we were outside working on hovering heavy items. Apparently it was a building block for when we would eventually be able to use our air magic to hover ourselves. I was giddy at the thought —  it wasn’t quite flying but I’d take it.
It was fortunate we had to work up to it because I’d have broken my neck by now if we started with our own bodies. I got my boulder into the air multiple times but it landed with a deafening thump after a few seconds each time.
Arthus appeared silently behind me, watching me work silently for a few minutes. Just his presence sent a wave of desire through me, the mating pull filling me with need.
“You’re using your air to pull the boulder up,” he said in his low seductive voice, as his air magic swirled around the top of my dress, lightly tugging my already aching nipples upwards. I gasped softly at the sensation.
“It’s an impressive show of raw power but you’re burning magic and have less control. Try channeling your magic underneath the boulder, lifting it into the air, then creating a current underneath it to hold it steady,” Arthus murmured, and I felt his magic start twining around my feet, moving gently up my legs and swirling between my thighs. I bit down hard on my lip to stop myself from moaning out loud.
Holy air magic, Arthus did not play fair.
I looked up in time to catch his smug smirk as he walked away, leaving me a turned on, distracted hot mess.
◆◆◆
 
I had a break for lunch after my air-mastery class and I was feeling keyed up as hell. I paused on my way to the commons, contemplating whether I should go to the commons for food or back to my cabin to get myself off in the shower. I needed to get rid of some of this crazy tension. Godsdamn Arthus and his teasing.
Distracted by my dilemma, I didn’t notice the mating pull until Marlen wrapped his arms around me from behind, squeezing my middle in greeting.
“What has you thinking so hard, my little foxglove?” he said into my hair where his face was buried.
I chewed on my lower lip, debating whether or not it was poor form to tell Marlen that another guy had got me worked up. Fae were all about the sex though right? Surely it would be fine? Deciding that saying nothing might be better, I turned in his arms to face him and started pushing him back into the treeline. Marlen’s brows raised and his surprise skittered across my skin. He continued to let me move him though. He was much stronger than me and could definitely have stopped us if he wanted to.
When we were a few feet from the main path and suitably hidden, I backed myself up against a tree and yanked Marlen towards me by his shirt collar. Winding my hand through his hair, I pulled his ear down to my mouth and gently bit his ear lobe.
“I need to come,” I breathed into his ear.
“Gods,” Marlen choked out. “How ready are you?” he asked, hand already drifting under my dress to check for himself.
“So fucking ready,” I said, swatting his hand away so I could yank my panties down. I wasn’t going to waste any time, I was ready to go and already testing the limits of my exhibitionism.
Marlen quickly caught on, tugging his hard and ready cock out of his trousers and lifting one of my legs to wrap around his waist. I pulled my dress out of the way and he impaled me in one smooth moment as I bit down hard on his bicep to keep quiet. Marlen’s grip tightened on my thigh, his other hand wrapping around the back of my head, tangling in my hair so he could pull me forward for a frenzied kiss. Our tongues battled as he roughly slammed into me, the bark scraping uncomfortably at my back but it felt way too good to stop now.
My hands pulled at Marlen’s shirt, nails clawing at him, desperate for more, for everything. I leaned forward enough to suck on his neck, replacing the marks that had faded and he rewarded me by pulling back further and slamming into me so hard I felt like I was seeing stars. I could feel him beginning to tense and wanting to get there with him, I reached down and rubbed circles around my most sensitive nerves, relishing the way Marlen’s eyes widened and nostrils flared as he watched.
“You’re so godsdamned sexy, foxglove,” Marlen groaned.
“Less talking,” I panted, body wound so tight with need my limbs were trembling. “More fucking.”
Marlen’s grip tightened as he thrust into me harder, capturing my moans in a punishing kiss. I came so hard, my knees wobbled and my vision went black for a few seconds. Marlen never let me go, continuing to ride me hard through my spectacular orgasm until he found his own release, leaning his head in the crook of my neck as he spilled inside me.
"So," Marlen panted. "Do you want to tell me what Arthus did in that air mastery class to get you so worked up?"
I laughed breathlessly because of course he had figured out why I was so worked up. There wasn’t even a hint of jealousy from him either, just pure satisfaction. I took deep breaths, trying to get enough oxygen in my lungs to respond when I noticed the second mating pull that had been burning in my chest, that I’d ignored in favor of chasing my orgasm.
Looking over Marlen’s shoulder, I caught the briefest glimpse of blue-black hair as the second mating pull faded away. How long had Bryn been standing there?
◆◆◆
 
I approached my first tutoring session the following night with Arthus feeling more than a little apprehensive. The mating pull felt like it was twisting and coiling in my chest as I moved closer to the training area, eager to pull Arthus and me together. Rationally, I remembered what Marlen had said about Arthus not getting close to anyone and how he had probably been hunted for his wings. Despite his flirtations during class, I wasn’t going to assume he wanted to get close to me. I had one hell of a crush on him but if sex was as far as it ever went, I could live with that.
“Ffion, glad you could make it.” Gods, his voice was like liquid sex. This was going to be harder than I thought. His burst of lust wasn’t helping.
“Thank you for taking the time to tutor me. I imagine you have plenty of places you’d rather spend your evening.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” The corner of his lip kicked up into the sexiest half-smile; it took my breath away. 
He had a dimple. If he kept throwing dimples at me, I was going to have to track down Marlen again after my tutoring session. Was it weird to get turned on by one guy then act on it with another guy? Maybe not for the fae. Still weird for me.
"Your control is impressive, given that you're new to all of this. However, by the second year, most air mastery students have greater precision, so that's what we'll be working on."
I didn't sense any judgment from Arthus; he seemed like he genuinely wanted to help me get caught up. I watched with interest as he set up a small but elaborate obstacle course on the desk to float a feather through. The gaps were even closer than when Master Drysi set them up for me during class, and I raised a questioning brow at Arthus.
He tossed a lazy smirk at me, and I wondered how the same expression looked so tempting on Arthus and so infuriating on Bryn.
"I'm not interested in coddling you, Ffion. I have been tasked with bringing your skills up to the second-year level, and I intend to do so."
I looked at him dubiously, and he gave me a reassuring smile. "For what it's worth, I am confident you will be able to master this."
It was worth a lot actually, but it felt a juvenile to admit that.
If my progress was slower than Arthus anticipated, he never let on. His emotions were calm and steady, and he was endlessly patient with me. After two hours of practice, my feather was traveling through the entire obstacle, guided by my air magic. I had room for improvement — it definitely hit the sides a few times — but it was a step in the right direction. 
“Let’s take a break,” Arthus announced, handing me a glass of water.
I flopped down onto the ground rather ungracefully. Arthus was definitely a taskmaster. I felt more wiped after two hours training with him than I did after a full day of classes. Arthus wasn’t letting me off the hook the way some of the masters did. He knew I was capable of more, and he was determined to get me there. I respected him for it. And sort of hated him for it too.
Arthus took a seat on the floor next to me. Right next to me. The mating pull did a little happy dance in my chest.
“So, the word on campus is that you grew up in Albion, and no idea you were fae. That’s an unusual background story.” It probably should have rubbed me the wrong way the way he laid it all out there, but he delivered his statement with his usual factual calmness, and his emotions felt curious rather than judgmental.
“Was there a question in there?” I teased and was rewarded with another one of those glorious little half-smiles.
“No,” he replied slowly. “I guess I’m trying to figure you out. Fae gossip, but it’s rarely the full story.” I felt a wave of bitterness emanating from him.
“Sounds like you’re speaking from experience,” I said cautiously. Arthus hadn’t really given much away on a personal level yet, and I didn’t want to scare him off, but I did want to get to know him better. Even though I wasn’t interested in pursuing him or anyone else as a mate. I mean, I’m pretty sure I wasn’t.
99% sure.
67% sure.
“I’m sure you’ve heard things about me?”
“Uh, that you have wings?”
“And?”
“And that you’ve never pursued a mating pull before? Which is totally understandable, it’s a big deal, and I definitely hate the assumption that just because you feel a pull towards someone, you should explore it,” I babbled nervously, my face feeling like it was on fire.
He cocked a brow and gave me a tiny half-smile, showing off that devastating dimple again. I could feel his amusement. If he thought I was insane, he was polite enough to not mention it.
“Both of those are correct. Having a rare gift like wings can be… taxing. I need to be on guard constantly to make sure I don’t make myself vulnerable to people who would take advantage of me.”
“I understand how that feels,” I said softly, and I felt his curiosity spike sharply. “I’m not ready to talk about what my gift is just yet, but I can relate to having coveted magic. Trust becomes a rare commodity,” I muttered, thinking of Bryn and Gwyneira and lingering doubts I had about them. 
“I’ve never felt a mating pull like the one I feel towards you, Fi.” His use of my nickname sent a flutter of desire through me.
“A couple of times, I’ve felt a pull that would indicate compatible magic, but I’ve never felt the pull of a kindred soul before. It’s intoxicating…” he trailed off, staring at me intensely.
“You should know, Fi, control is essential to me. In all areas of my life.” I didn’t miss the sultry emphasis he put on all. I squirmed a little on the floor, starting to feel distinctly achy in all the best places. His heated gaze told me he clearly noticed my discomfort.
“I have always assumed that my…preferences were what prevented my connection with other women. They may have had strong enough magic, but they weren’t strong enough to handle me. But you are, aren’t you Fi?” he murmured, leaning closer. “You could be patient for me. Wait for me. Take direction from me.”
“I could do that,” I whispered breathily, barely recognizing my own voice.
I really hoped we were talking about sex. Arthus was giving off lusty as hell vibes, but his words could be interpreted in multiple ways. My panties were soaked through, and my nipples were so tight they chafed painfully against the fabric of my bra. I’d never been submissive in the bedroom but if Arthus wanted to tie me down and have his way with me, I’d be totally on board at this point.
I was leaning back with my hands splayed behind me on the floor. Arthus gave me that dimply smirk again as I felt swirls of his air magic wrapping around my wrists, pinning my hands to the floor for a few seconds before he released them. Oh yes, we were definitely talking about sex.
“I know you could, but not yet. You’re not ready for me yet,” Arthus said in a low, seductive voice. “And I’m not sure I’m ready for you yet either, but I’m working on it,” he added with a sad smile.
We both stood, and he reached out to stroke my hair again. “Goodnight, sweet Fi. Go find Marlen. I’m sure he will be more than willing to help you out with that ache you’re feeling.”
And with those parting words, he disappeared into the night, leaving me alone with my burning face and drenched panties.





Marlen

The past few weeks since Fi had entered my life had been some of the best I’ve ever had. Not just because she was perfect for me and a godsdamned supernova in the bedroom, but because of how well she fit with Leigh and Briallen and how she’d brought my twin back to me.
Aderyn and I had always been close growing up; she was my best friend, but since she’d been forced to attend the Academy a few years after me, things had been different. She’d always been careful to be seen spending time with me and asked me not to advertise the fact we were related. I had been upset at the time, thinking she was ashamed of me, but after watching her from afar these past few months, I think she was ashamed of herself. That cut me far deeper than anything else could have.
Fi had brought Aderyn back into my life, probably without even realizing it. She and Aderyn had hit it off straight away. They both had quiet, assessing natures and a mischievous sense of humor. It really wasn’t a surprise to see them become good friends. They also had most of the same classes, so they spent plenty of time together. Her friendship with Fi seemed to give Aderyn the cover she needed to be seen hanging out with me around campus, though I thought it was stupid that she needed one.
I liked that Aderyn was getting to know Briallen better as well. B had become a significant fixture in my life via Leigh, and I really enjoyed her company and valued her opinion. The girls had taken to getting Fi caught up on the kinds of things she wouldn’t learn in her Academy classes. Like Avalon pop culture and the essential sort of history we were taught as kids. It was good they’d taken the initiative to do it. Not having all the answers was Fi’s biggest pet peeve but her independent nature often stopped her asking for help. 
The girl time came in handy for other reasons too. She definitely wasn’t asking for information about mating from me.
Today was a day off from classes, and I didn’t have guard duty, so I planned an activity that would satisfy Fi’s curiosity about Avalon, give me time with my sister, and double as a relaxing day out for all of us. I’d already asked everyone to meet me near the stables with spare clothes and snacks. I was pretty sure this was going to blow Fi’s mind, but I was still kind of nervous. I felt like a kid with my first crush around my foxglove.
Our little ragtag group ambled over to meet me, and Fi’s eyes sparkled with curiosity as she took in the stables. This wasn’t the kind of stable that housed horses; this was the home of the school griffins. The stables were open-air, with a roof to protect the herd from bad weather but the gates were always open, the beasts were free to come and go as they pleased. Confining them would have been a grave insult.
Griffins had the body, tail, and hind legs of a lion and the head and front talons of an eagle. They were at least as big as a carriage though they could only carry two full-sized fae comfortably over long distances. They were also incredibly smart. They understood a lot of what we said and could find places they’d visited before without direction.
Griffins were majestic beasts and had to be treated with respect; they weren’t so much as kept by the school as offered sanctuary here in exchange for their services. Not all creatures in Avalon were as respectful of the griffins as the fae were. I was glad the Academy had made a deal with this herd. Avalon was big, and plenty of areas were only accessible by flying, including the secluded waterfall I was planning on taking us all to today.
I lifted Fi around the waist and she scrambled, rather ungracefully, onto the waiting tawny griffin. He turned to give me a very fae-like what the hell face before ruffling his wings irritably. I smothered a smile at Fi’s alarmed expression and boosted myself up behind her, nestling her in tight against my chest and wrapping my arms around her waist.
Once everyone was settled on their griffins — Leigh and Briallen on one, Aderyn flying solo — I made sure Fi was comfortable and got us ready for take-off.
“To the waterfall at the edge of dragon territory,” I instructed the griffins and all three inclined their heads in unison.
“Hold on, little foxglove,” I told her cheerily. “Take-off is the worst part.” I leaned forward, curling my body over hers so I could gently grip the griffin between her legs. I moved Fi’s hands to my thighs. The last thing we needed was to be thrown off at 10,000 feet because Fi yanked out a bunch of feathers.
“I’ll wager you a kiss that you scream during take-off,” I teased to try to ease some of her nerves.
“I’ll wager you a kiss that I don’t. Either way, we both get what we want,” she countered with a saucy grin.
The griffin took off at a run, wings beating hard and buffeting our legs as the three of them took to the sky with us on their backs. It was the most efficient way to travel but by far the least comfortable.
Fi’s white-knuckled grip on my thighs would probably leave bruises, but I didn’t mind. I loved wearing her marks. She didn’t scream, but she did squeal in delight as our griffin swooped and then leveled out, gliding high above the brilliant forest and glittering meadows below.
We soared through the sky and I stared at Avalon below us, trying to see it through Fi’s eyes. She stared so hard at everything, hardly blinking, memorizing each detail. I knew she’d be taking this flight as seriously a class or a textbook, Fi never let an opportunity to gain new knowledge pass her by.
“Aren’t you scared at all, foxglove? I think my heart stopped the first time I rode a griffin,” I called over the sound of the rushing wind, grimacing at the memory.
“Oh, I’m terrified. However, I trust that you have this under control. Right?”
“Your faith in me is heart-warming and entirely misplaced, little foxglove,” I told her honestly. “This is my first two-person trip, it’s sort of terrifying.”
“Marlen!” she shrieked, her nails digging into my thighs.
“We’ll probably be fine, the griffins are amazing. They won’t drop us unless they want to. Besides, we’re almost there,” I said, pointing at the mountain ranges ahead and a clearing in the forest below that was dominated by an enormous waterfall.
“Not that I don’t love this idea, because I absolutely do, but isn’t swimming more of a summer activity?” Fi called back teasingly, not releasing her vice-like grip on my legs.
“So much faith in my flying skills and so little faith in my date-planning skills.” I shook my head. “The mountain is dragon territory, dragon fire burns in the mountains year-round and warms the water. It isn’t like a hot spring but it’s comfortable enough to swim in winter. Plus, there’s never anyone here this time of year.”
The griffin began its descent and Fi leaned so far back into me it was like she was trying to embed herself in my skin. I curled myself around her and enjoyed this brief moment where Fi was depending on me. I knew she trusted me but, for the most part, she didn’t rely on me. I didn’t take it personally. I would be the mate to comfort her and make her laugh. Hopefully she’d find someone she felt comfortable turning to for guidance.
Arthus would be the ideal choice if they were able to open up to each other. Fi’s sex drive had been out of control since her tutoring session with him the other night. I was definitely reaping the rewards of his seduction.
We landed gracefully, the griffin cantering to a halt a few feet from the pool of water. The other two landed quickly behind us. Leigh and Briallen looked unaffected but Aderyn was a little green. Neither of us had ridden a griffin until we arrived at the Academy, it was a luxury only the wealthy could afford.
Dismounting the griffin, Fi made a beeline for the waterfall just like I thought she would.
There was a large pool at the bottom of the falls, perfect for swimming and rocky paths to climb to the top. The whole area was lush and green and relaxing. It was the ideal place to escape to when life at the Academy became too much.
Satisfied the griffins were making themselves comfortable nearby, I walked up behind Fi and wrapped my arms around her shoulders, resting my chin on her forehead. The feeling of her body melting into my touch was incredibly satisfying. Every moment we spent together, I felt Fi becoming more relaxed around me and letting me in a little more. She was clearly used to doing everything on her own, and I never took for granted the chances she gave me to show her that she could lean on me. I knew each one was a tough concession on her part.
“I’ve never seen a waterfall in real life,” Fi breathed, staring at the rushing water in awe.
“What do you think, foxglove? Wishing you had some sweet water magic right about now?” She laughed, and the sound warmed my soul.
“Why would I want that? The water is already here.”
“But you can’t do fun things like this,” I curled a finger, beckoning a stream of water up toward me then directed it square between Leigh’s eyes. Leigh used a gust of air magic to dry himself off and narrowed his eyes at me playfully.
“It’s on, Ferris. You just started a battle that you can’t win.”
I scoffed, shucking my shirt and wading into the pool in my shorts. “Bring it on. I’m literally in my element.” I spread my arms to gesture at the water around me and tossed him a wink.
I turned back to the edge where Fi was waiting and preened a little when I noticed her gaze was firmly on my chest. She shot me a challenging glare before oh-so-slowly lifting her dress over her head, seductive gaze firmly caught in mine.
Gods, I was glad Aderyn was distracted exploring her surroundings. I really didn’t need my twin to see me eye fucking my girl.
Fi stood there in a skimpy dark blue linen bra, laced tightly behind her neck and around her back, and matching underwear, laced up the sides and tied at the top. It was standard, Academy-issue underclothes for fae females, but it looked like it had been designed just for her.
She waded into the water, and as she got close, I tugged her into my arms, relishing the feeling of her bare skin against mine.
“That was mean, foxglove,” I murmured, my lips grazing the shell of her ear. “Now I have a hard-on, and my sister is here.”
Fi laughed lightly and pulled my hips tightly against hers, rubbing herself discreetly against the bulge that my shorts were doing a poor job of hiding. “Guess we’ll just have to wait until we’re back at the Academy to do something about it then, hm?”
“Not a fucking chance, foxglove,” I murmured, summoning the water to scoop us up and speed us through the waterfall to the hidden spot behind it. Fi squealed, clinging onto me tightly but laughing in delight. It seriously took a lot to shake this girl.
I boosted Fi onto the ledge and used my magic to reinforce the curtain of water behind us, cocooning us in our own little oasis. Unfortunately, it wasn’t soundproof. I could hear Leigh and Briallen’s laughter follow us through.
“My, my, it appears I’ve got you all to myself, Mr. Ferris,” Fi laughed as she pulled me to stand between her legs. We were eye-level with her sitting up on the ledge. Level in all the right places, actually. Fi lazily licked a line from the base of my neck to my ear before nipping at my ear lobe. Gods, this girl.
“So what shall I do with you?” she murmured.
“Anything you want,” I breathed hoarsely, her hand moving down to stroke my painfully hard cock over my wet clothes.
I groaned as she pulled her hand away but perked up when she moved it to unlace her underwear.
“You do owe me a kiss since I didn’t scream when the griffin took off. I don’t believe we specified where that kiss had to be,” Fi winked saucily, pulling her underwear off, so she was bare from the waist down. Gods yes, I could work with this.
“Best make it quick, we’ve got company,” she added huskily. I dropped down to my knees in the shallow water without hesitation. I needed to taste her, it was like a compulsion at this point. Nothing tasted as good as she did.
I pulled Fi’s long, tanned legs over my shoulders and they rested on my back, leaving her beautifully exposed for me. Her head dropped back against the rock wall behind her as she sighed a long, breathy moan that I felt through my entire body to the tip of my cock.
I worked her over and over, using my lips, teeth, and tongue to hit every sensitive spot I knew she loved. I could write a thesis on giving Fi pleasure. I had all of her hot spots memorized.
Just as I felt her begin to tense and squirm with an impending orgasm, I yanked my cock free of my shorts, dropped her legs back to the ledge so I could stand and sunk deeply into her, smiling into her neck as her walls clenched tightly. She came around me, biting down hard on my shoulder to keep in a scream, then breathing out my name as reverently as a prayer.
I gripped Fi’s ass and pulled her closer to me as she wrapped her legs around my waist, meeting my movements with her own ferocity. If sneaking off together hadn’t given away what we were doing, the gouge marks Fi was leaving on my back and shoulders definitely would.
I was happy swimming gave me an excuse to show them off. I wanted everyone to know I was hers.
Our mouths met in a frantic tangle of tongues and knocking teeth as if no matter how close we got, it wasn’t enough. The mating pull was drawing us ever closer together, pushing us to claim each other and seal the bond.
With a punishing bite to my lip that had me groaning, Fi found her release again, arching her back and thrusting her luscious breasts into my face, her expression euphoric. Taking a nipple into my mouth and enjoying her long moan, I followed quickly behind her, growling out her name. We rested our foreheads against each other’s, both searching the other’s eyes for a long moment.
“That was… intense,” Fi hedged, still clinging tightly to my shoulders.
“It’s the mating pull, encouraging us to claim one another now we’ve grown closer.” Her eyes widened a fraction in panic and I moved my hand to cup her jaw, stroking my thumb across her cheek. “Hey, it’s okay. We don’t have to act on it, foxglove. We’re moving at your pace, remember?”
“Snail’s pace,” she said apologetically.
“Right,” Leigh yelled, bursting our bubble of serenity. “Unless you two are actually having your mating ceremony in there, do you mind coming out and joining us? You’re monopolizing Fi’s time, ye’ selfish bastard,” he added. Prick.
Fi laughed, already reaching for her underwear. “Come on then, before Leigh loses his patience and follows us in here.”
“I’m wounded that you have so little faith my magic, foxglove,” I told her, feigning an arrow to the heart. “No one is getting through that water without my say so.”
I leaned forward, so my mouth was right next to her ear and bent to lace up her underwear. “I’m not about to let just anyone see you like this, foxglove. Practically naked and on display for me. Though I’ll make an exception if Arthus ever wants to join us,” I murmured, loving the way her breath hitched. Oh, she definitely liked that idea.
As we made our way back to the group hand-in-hand, I thought about telling Fi that I’d be okay sharing with Bryn too if he ever pulled his head out of his ass long enough to become her third mate. I didn’t think she was ready to hear it yet. Those two were an inevitable conclusion, and they were the only ones that couldn’t see it. 





Fi

As soon as Marlen and I waded into the main pool, a strong gust of air magic blasted us apart and I landed on my ass in the shallows.
“Dude,” I exclaimed, glaring at Leigh.
“For your own safety, Fi!” Leigh called back, grinning like mad as he gusted air magic at Marlen over and over each time he tried to stand. Marlen laughed, using his own magic to create an enormous globe of water that he shot at Leigh.
Leigh grinned in anticipation, getting ready to block the ball of water when vines shot out of the ground below him, binding his hands and feet. Marlen’s ball of water exploded above Leigh’s head, leaving a confused, spluttering air fae in its wake.
“Briallen!” Leigh yelled in mock outrage, “what did you do that for?!”
“Sorry, my love,” Briallen said sheepishly, retracting the vines.”I just wanted to see how that would play out.” She shrugged and tossed Leigh a mischievous grin.
Between the three of them and Aderyn who was sitting on the rocks watching, their amusement tickled my skin so strongly, I had to resist the urge to squirm. I dived into the water instead, trying to distract myself from the strange sensation on my skin.
When I broke the surface again, Marlen gave me a knowing smile. It was such a relief to have someone know my secret. Someone I could be my whole self around.
I spent the next half hour in and out of the water to distract myself from the boys' rambunctious emotions. When Briallen joined their games again, I headed over to the rocks where Aderyn was sunbathing.
“Do you fancy a climb to the top?” I asked her, eager to have a breather from the excitement.
“Sounds great,” Aderyn agreed. Aderyn was such a soothing person to be around. Her emotional state was always so calm, being around her was like floating down a lazy river.
We reached the top of the rocks, both panting for breath and slightly red in the face. I was relieved that I wasn’t the only one out of shape. The boys all did mandatory combat training and were in awesome shape, us girls got off easy.
Aderyn and I sat next to each other on the rocks next to the waterfall, our legs dangling over the edge. There was a melancholy edge to Aderyn’s emotions today, it felt like a tight lump rising in my throat.
“Are you okay?” I asked her cautiously. “You seem a little down today.”
“You’re so intuitive,” Aderyn said with a smile and I laughed nervously.
“Perhaps I’m just in a reflective mood today,” Aderyn hedged. “You know I’m not really supposed to be here? At the Academy?”
“Of course you are,” I frowned. “Or you wouldn’t be here.”
She gave me a taut smile, but I felt her sadness. “Twins are pretty rare among the fae. Did you know that?” I shook my head.
“Marlen and I have an older brother and sister. They have mates now, have their own families… We don’t really have much to do with them, but that’s pretty normal for a fae family. With each child, it’s like starting over again from scratch because it’s been 50 years since the last one.”
I guess that made sense. Marlen and Aderyn had always seemed like siblings to me, but every other fae I’d met had seemed like an only child. To all intents and purposes, they kind of were.
“Okay…” I said slowly. “But what does that have to do with you being here?”
“Our older siblings didn’t pay us much attention until Marlen’s affinity began to manifest. We were about five when we realized he had remarkable control over water. Our elemental abilities don’t usually manifest until we’re 18, but affinities show up much earlier, as do gifted abilities. There hasn’t been anyone with an affinity in our family for generations.” She took a deep, steadying breath.
“Our parents are bakers. Did Marlen tell you that?” I nodded. “When we were 13, my dad had an accident at the bakery. He had terrible burns all the way up his arm. I think he’d probably been drinking. Don’t get me wrong, he’s a good man, but the drink…he struggles sometimes.”
She seemed uncomfortable to have revealed so much, and I patted her back awkwardly to try to comfort her. “I’m not judging,” I reassured her.
“My older siblings came home to help out and Marlen was so distraught seeing dad’s arm. He touched the burn almost instinctively. That’s when he discovered his healing gift.”
I felt her happiness. It was obviously a good memory for her.
“There was no question that Marlen would attend the Academy of Avalon when we came of age — everyone with gifted abilities comes here.
“My plan was to work with my parents like my older siblings had until I was mated. Then my mates and I would figure things out from there,” she shrugged.
“But you came here instead?” I prompted, sensing she wasn’t sure how to proceed.
“Not by choice. My older brother is quite vindictive. My theory is that he was trying to find a way to get Marlen out of the Academy. Instead, he stumbled upon a way to get me in. There’s some rule about siblings of current students, if they’re an eligible age, being given a place at the Academy automatically. It must have been a rule designed to keep multiples together, but there are so few of us, it’s barely used.”
“Okay,” I said slowly, trying to make sense of the timeline.
“It was only a few months ago my oldest brother found the loophole and contact Gwyneira on my behalf.” She said bitterly, and resentment rolled off her.
“I had been working at the shop pretty happily for the past three years. Then I got a letter out of the blue from Gwyneira, apologizing profusely for the oversight and insisting I start my first year in the fall. My eldest brother was only too happy to take the credit, and my parents wouldn’t have dreamed of turning down an opportunity like this. So here I am.”
“Is it so bad being here?” I asked curiously. I enjoyed life at the Academy, but I didn’t have many positive memories to compare it to.
She sighed, her conflicted emotions rolling off her and written all over her face. “I’m grateful to be able to learn more about magic. Most weak fae don’t get the chance. I like seeing Marlen, even though I don’t want people to know we’re twins and ask questions about why I’m so behind. Fortunately, ‘Ferris’ is a common surname,” she said with a hollow laugh.
“There’s something else,” I hedged. I could feel something was causing her pain.
Aderyn smiled sadly and heaved a breath. “I haven’t felt the mating pull at all since I came here. I’m by far the lowest on the food chain. My minimal magic isn’t a match for anyone here.”
My heart broke, feeling her loneliness and the burden of rejection she was carrying around. Maybe I’d been a bit of brat complaining about the intense mating pulls I’d felt.
“The village my parents are from is tiny, there weren’t many eligible fae there. I had planned to travel this year to meet people. There’s still the Avalon Fair, it’s going be in a field a short walk away from the campus. Lots of people meet their mates there.” Her bright smile didn’t match the hopelessness she was feeling.
I reached over and squeezed her hand. “What if you do and he’s from some far-off land? Will you leave?” I selfishly wanted her to stay, but I understood why she’d want to go.
Aderyn shrugged. “Would you? There’s a high chance you’ll discover another strong connection there, you know.” She elbowed me lightly and grinned.
I blanched. “I have enough, so I seriously hope not. I definitely wouldn’t leave the Academy though. I totally get that it might not be right for you,” I added hastily, “I just think this is where I’m supposed to be right now.”
Aderyn laughed, not offended in the least. “Like you’d ever plan your future around a man. You’re the most independent female fae I’ve ever met. Most females with as much magic as you would have at least three suitors on the go, swapping them out when stronger mating pulls came along. Even Gwyneira kept her mates on a long leash for a couple of years, so the rumors say, not letting them get too close so she was able to put off claiming.”
“I guess that’s my human showing,” I muttered uncomfortably. Not that I’d ever want a rotating harem of male lovers but between the threats I was keeping to myself, the mating pull driving Marlen and me crazy, and the tension between Bryn and me, I wondered if my independent streak had been causing more problems than it solved.
◆◆◆
 
I entered the water elemental class with Aderyn, and we sat in our usual spot on the outer edge of the room. Since our waterfall trip a couple of days ago, I felt closer to her than ever. I was fully prepared for another pointless, unproductive lesson spent staring at my unmoving basin of water.
Aderyn looked over at my mopey face and chuckled. "It's definitely not going to get any easier if you don't even try, you know."
I huffed and stared down at my basin of water. Why couldn't I crack this? Gwyneira had asked me to try gain control over the other elements without using my air affinity to help me, as I had in my fire class, and I’d made zero progress since then. I'd spent my entire life being the worst student because my head hurt too much to concentrate. It made me angry that I was failing here, even without the migraines.
The master lounged in his seat at the front of the class, occasionally taking a lazy look around the room but otherwise leaving us to it. I couldn't even remember his name; we had so little to do with him. I suppose it must be infuriating for him as a water affinity to try to teach fae with no water inclinations.
I stared at the basin of water, willing it to move and silently commanding my air magic to stay put when it gusted through my veins to come to my aid. Idly I wondered if Marlen's water magic felt like water in his veins since my magic always felt like air. I tried to imagine cold water trickling through my veins, and the tiniest ripple ran through the basin of water.
"Aderyn! Did you see that?" I exclaimed. I imagined the watery feeling again and the surface gave another weak ripple.
"You did it, Fi! Well done, Marlen is going to be so excited that you manipulated his element," Aderyn laughed, and I joined her. I finally felt like I was making some progress towards becoming a fully-fledged fae.
For my efforts, the master looked over and gave me a curt nod. Ah well, can’t win ‘em all. I still wasn’t going to bother learning his name.
◆◆◆
 
I was gutted I didn’t get a chance to tell Marlen about my progress in water elemental class today, but I had a tutoring session with Arthus directly after my last class. Aderyn promised to tell Marlen at dinner. I hoped it made him happy since he was stuck on guard duty tonight and probably needed a pick-me-up.
I entered the air mastery room just as Arthus finished setting up the obstacle course for tonight’s tutoring session. It looked the same as last time, and I was mildly disappointed we’d be doing the same thing. I’d gotten quite good at controlling my feather’s movements.
“Good evening, Fi,” he murmured in his low, silky voice. It never ceased to amaze me the way my body responded to his voice alone. My nipples scraped painfully against my bra, and my panties were immediately damp. It was a little embarrassing how easily he got me going.
“Good evening,” I said breathily, then cleared my throat and tried to pull myself together. Arthus smirked knowingly.
“How was your day?”
“Good, actually. I made some progress in my water elemental class. I’ve never made anything happen in that class, so it was a pretty big moment for me.”
“That is an achievement worth celebrating,” Arthus said without a trace of sarcasm. “In many ways, it is easier to manipulate the elements for fae who don’t have an affinity. Our affinity element takes over, distracts us.”
Of course, we would have this conversation after I’d figured out that I needed to set aside the sensation of air in my veins to try to imagine something else.
“That’s what I figured out today, finally. Hopefully, I can replicate it for earth and fire now,” I said absently, pondering whether I needed to imagine dirt in my veins for earth magic. Something to ask Briallen about, she was the only earth affinity I was friendly with.
“So, more feather obstacles today?” I asked brightly, careful to keep the disappointment out of my voice. I must not have succeeded as Arthus quirked a brow at me and I felt his amusement.
“Don’t worry, Fi. I won’t let you get bored. Today, you’ll be completing the obstacle course multiple times over as fast as you can,” Arthus said, and I rolled my eyes internally. Easy peasy.
“However, you’ll be switching the item you float through each time. You can start with the feather if you like,” Arthus added smugly. He laid out a row of small items that would easily fit through the obstacle course but were all different sizes and weights.
Right, slightly more of a challenge then.
Arthus positioned himself directly behind me so he could watch me work over my shoulder. Unthinkingly, I pulled my mass of curls over one shoulder. The feeling of his warm breath skittering across my neck gave me goosebumps.
My feather went through the obstacle course without incident, but when I attempted the course again with a small rock, I knocked half of the course over within a few seconds. Arthus chuckled, and I remembered how incredibly close he was standing behind me.
“Not as easy as you thought, hm? Maybe you need a strong hand to guide you,” he murmured, and I felt the effect of his words in my panties instantly even as my face heated.
Hands shaking, I reassembled the obstacle course and attempted to float the marble through it. This time, I couldn’t even get the marble into the first hoop; it either fell short or shot rapidly into the air. Apparently, my newfound precision was exclusive to feathers, anything heavier, and I was out of my depth. I growled in frustration. It felt like I was always taking one step forward and two steps back.
Arthus leaned forward until his lips were right at my ear. “Close your eyes, Fi. Take a deep breath. I know you can do this. I would never push you past your limits.”
He definitely was talking about more than magic, and it was distracting as hell. But it did have the desired effect of calming me down so I could focus and start over.
We practiced for an hour, and I made good progress with the strip of fabric, the marble, and the leaves. The small rock and lump of amethyst were a total bust, though. A selfish part of me was glad I hadn’t mastered them since it would mean more tutoring sessions with Arthus. Then the non-idiotic part of my brain reminded me that I didn’t need to fail a class to spend time with a boy, and I should really get my shit together.
I helped Arthus pack away the obstacle course, our fingers occasionally brushing together and sending the most delicious rush of sensation along my nerves. Arthus wasn’t generous with his touch. Every movement was controlled and deliberate. It made me appreciate the little moments of physical contact we did have all the more.
As I went to leave, Arthus stepped in front of me and wrapped a lock of my hair around his finger, the same way he did last time. He searched my face for something, though I wasn’t sure what. His emotions were as controlled as ever. Eventually, I felt a hint of his satisfaction, and he released my hair slowly.
“Goodnight, Fi,” he murmured.
“Goodnight, Arthus,” I breathed quietly, not wanting to ruin this peaceful moment we were sharing.
I walked back to my cabin, debating what my next step would be. I had already put significantly less fight into avoiding the mating pull with Arthus than I had with Marlen. It was as if giving into Marlen had opened the floodgates, I didn’t even want to fight my connection with Arthus, even logically knowing that my gift would become harder to manage if things ever got serious between us.
Maybe I should just tell Arthus about my magic? I wasn't worried about him selling me out to the hunters. If anyone had a reason to avoid them as much as I did, it was Arthus. If I was honest with myself, I wanted to tell him about my gift. I wanted to talk to someone who understood the fear that came when your gift was also your curse.
Mind made up, I went to find Marlen and tell him about what I planned to do.





Arthus

This girl was going to ruin me. I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her since our last tutoring session two nights ago. The way she swayed toward me when I stood behind her. The way she’d bared her neck to me without even thinking about it.
I’d teased her into a frenzy during today’s air mastery class, but Fi didn’t even blink. Never complained, never whined for more, just took everything I threw at her. She really was perfect.
I had expected Fi to vanish after class, probably to find Marlen Ferris to take care of her pent up sexual frustration. Instead, she approached me nervously, looking uncharacteristically serious.
“Are you free right now?” Fi asked, chewing on her lip. Unconsciously, I reached out and tugged her lip away from her teeth, soothing the worried skin with my thumb. She immediately relaxed into my touch, releasing a breathy sigh. It was the first time I’d touched her skin and I struggled to pull my hand away. Her lip was silky soft, her warm breath on the tip of my thumb affected my entire body.
“I am,” I confirmed, inclining my head curiously. Fi hadn’t ever made any kind of move on me, she subconsciously seemed to defer to my dominant nature.
Fi shook her slightly, refocusing her thoughts. “I wanted to talk to you about my gift. I know I said I wasn’t ready to discuss it before but I think I am now. Could we talk in my cabin? Marlen is waiting there too.”
“Of course,” I agreed, following her out of the classroom and across the campus, ignoring the inquiring glances we were getting from other students. Fi had said she knew what it was like to have a coveted gift, maybe she wanted advice on dealing with it? This felt like an important step, whatever it was. She was trusting me.
Fi let us into her cabin and Marlen crossed the room to greet her with a gentle kiss. Gods, I wished I could kiss her like that.
“Arthus,” Marlen greeted me with a warm smile. I’d always liked him, he was a friendly guy.
“Marlen,” I returned, inclining my head toward him in greeting as I pulled the cabin door closed and took a seat in one of the armchairs Fi indicated. She followed suit, sitting in the armchair next to me. We were angled toward each other, our knees almost touching.
Marlen pulled out one of the wooden dining chairs and sat facing us, maintaining a small amount of distance. His presence seemed to be comforting for Fi but he was giving her space to lead the conversation. They were a good match.
“So,” I broached when Fi continued gnawing on her lip and staring at her hands. “You wanted to talk to me about your gift?”
“I, um, well…” she hesitated before taking a deep steadying breath and seemingly pulling her thoughts together. “Screw it. I’m an empath.”
My panic was so acute, it ate away at the edges of my vision. It wasn’t just panic, it was fear. Fear for Fi. Fear that I would lead the hunters right to her. Fear that news of her gift would get out and her life would be in danger.
Gods, this was not the time for me to lose my shit. I didn’t speak for a few minutes while wrangled my terror under control. Clear my mind. I am in control. Deep breath. Keep my anger in check.
I looked up to see Fi’s crestfallen face tipped down, staring at her hands wringing together in her lap. Of course. She could feel my reaction. I was screwing this all up.
“Who knows?” I rasped.
“You, Marlen, Bryn, and Gwyneira.” I laughed bitterly.
“That’s four people too many, Fi. You know what could happen if this information fell into the wrong hands, right? Your life would be over. The hunters would come for you, you would be held captive and drained of your blood over and over again until you had none left. Amulets with empath magic would be worth a fortune…” I muttered, my control over my emotions slipping again.
Fury was rising, coursing through my veins, the muscles in my back straining from the effort of keeping my wings back. The idea of someone hurting her...
“Rein it in, you’re hurting her,” Marlen snapped, his tone harsher than I’d ever heard it.
My eyes shot to Fi’s as she clenched her jaw tight and tried not to let me see how much pain my emotions were causing her. Regret weighed heavily on me. I was handling this all wrong, I was hurting her. She’d trusted me with this and I was only making it worse.
“I’m sorry, Fi,” I whispered, his voice hoarse. “So fucking sorry.” I stood up and left without looking back. I needed to pull myself together.
Of course, the mating pull had led me to the one girl with magic more rare and coveted than my own. Gods, this was a mess. My wings were significantly harder to hide than Fi’s empath ability. Being seen with me could put a target on her head, and she couldn’t afford the extra attention.
Hurrying through students until I got to the edge of campus, I pulled off my shirt and tied it around my waist before releasing my wings and shooting up into the treetops. At least here I could have room to think, to breathe. I had put enough physical distance between Fi and me that the mating pull had all but disappeared, but I couldn’t escape the memory of her devastated face.
Furious at myself and the whole situation, I took off into the air above the tree canopy to try to burn off some of this rage. Fi’s hurt-filled amber eyes felt like they were following me into the sky. It wasn’t safe for me to land until I calmed down enough to retract my wings. Someone could try their luck at subduing me and cutting them off. It wouldn’t be the first time. Yet another reason why Fi and I could never be.
I’d had such high hopes when I first felt a strong pull towards her that day. I’d never experienced anything like that and had been beginning to think I would never find a kindred soul. Not many powerful fae females were able to give up control, even for their own pleasure, but Fi would. I could see it in the way she moved around me, the submissive way she’d unknowingly expose her nape or throat to me.
I’d observed her with Marlen from a distance more than I cared to admit to, and she never acted that way around him. If anything the little minx had a little dominant streak with Marlen, she marked him pretty liberally. It was hard to believe such a woman could be a perfect fit for both of us, but I’d seen how natural they were together. There was no doubt that their pull was as strong as Fi and mine.
My back muscles were beginning to ache from exertion, so I headed towards a high point of the mountainous area on the edge of campus. Landing on a ledge where I had a good view of anyone approaching my spot, I sat on the ground overlooking the Academy.
I’d only been sitting there a few minutes when I heard someone exiting one of the caves, heading up towards me. I eyed the ledge warily. They weren’t making any attempt to sneak up on me. Still, they could be lulling me into a false sense of security.
I was both surprised and completely unsurprised when Bryn Edan appeared. He watched Fi as closely as I did but from much further away. We weren’t particularly friendly, I’m not sure I’d ever spoken to him before. The guy had a reputation.
Bryn approached carefully with his hands up like he was nearing a wild animal. I didn’t think he’d attack me, he was an honorable sort of guy, but I still appreciated him leaving ample space between us when he sat down.
We both looked down at the campus, Bryn lazily drawing small fireballs into his palm and extinguishing them mindlessly. He really did have excellent control over his fire magic.
“She told you then? About her gift?”
In my moment of panic, I hadn’t asked Fi why Bryn knew about her gift. My eyes flicked to his face, assessing. He and Fi exchanged heated glances and angry glares, but I’d never actually seen them converse. Were they being pulled to each other too? Why were they both fighting it so hard?
“Yes,” I said cautiously, in case he’d discovered Fi’s secret against her will.
He snorted, clearly sensing my suspicion. “I tracked Ffion to Albion at Gwyneria’s request. I told her about what she was; she mentioned her ability to feel emotions. Brought her back to Avalon.”
“You knew before anyone.”
“Yep,” he said, popping the 'p'. We sat in silence. It wasn’t awkward, but I also didn’t really know what to say. Why was he here? Last I heard, he was courting Saffir Cullen.
“You’re an idiot to run, you know.”
“Excuse me?” I exclaimed. Gods, I’d heard Bryn was insufferably rude. The rumors were clearly correct.
“You think you’re doing the right thing. That you’re somehow keeping Ffion safe by ignoring the pull, but she needs you. She didn’t grow up here. She barely understands anything about this world. As soon as she arrived, Gwyneira freaked her out about the danger she was in because of her magic.
“No one is going to hold Marlen captive for his healing magic. He doesn’t get it. But you do. She needs you.” His tone was flat throughout his speech, his eyes fixed on the campus below. I wasn’t fooled though, Bryn wouldn’t be here talking to me if he didn’t care.
“What’s your excuse then? You must feel a strong pull towards each other. I’ve seen the way she looks at you. And you’re always staring at her when you think she’s not looking.”
He turned his head and glared at me. “You’re hiding up here because you think you’re doing right by her. I’m only pointing out that you’re not. I have no interest in avoiding her for her own safety or any other noble but stupid reason.”
“Then why are you avoiding her?” I pressed, noticing that he didn’t say he had no interest in her, and I had a feeling he wouldn’t be able to say that because it wouldn’t be true.
“It’s not your concern, wings. Besides, I’m courting someone else.” He stood and took a few steps back towards the cave before pausing and turning back to me. 
“Ffion has already received at least two threats. I’m convinced there’s more, but she won’t tell me about them because she suspects I'm responsible for them," he said bitterly.
"Pursue her or not. It’s your decision, but if I find out you’ve told anyone about her gift, I will come after you myself.”
Reflecting on his words, I decided that Bryn was an asshole but he was probably right about this. Fi hadn’t asked me to come and talk to her about pursuing the mating bond, she’d asked to talk to me about her gift. If she’d told me because she needed me, then I’d utterly failed her.
I flew back to the tree canopy above my cabin, landing among the branches finally calm enough to retract my wings. Gwyneira had given me an isolated cabin without a roommate because of the dangers of me being vulnerable around people I didn’t know. The only secluded cabins were the ones for mates, so I currently enjoyed having a huge space all to myself. Though there would be plenty of room for Fi and Marlen to move in if we got to that point.
I shook my head to clear my thoughts. One thing at a time.
Grabbing a slate board and pencil, I sketched out everything I knew about Fi’s schedule and the times I had observed her walking around on her own. Those days were at an end. I wanted to make Fi mine, but more importantly, I would ensure her safety if it was the last thing I did.
◆◆◆
 
Fi

I’d been holed up in my cabin feeling sorry for myself since Arthus took off. Marlen had been plying me with cups of tea and back rubs, despite my pleas for him to break out the extra-strong fae wine. He was determined to keep me sober for some reason.
I dropped my head into my hands, choking back the sob I refused to let out. What had I been thinking telling him? Marlen taking the news well was the exception, not the rule. Arthus obviously felt the same way about empaths that Bryn did.
“Stop,” Marlen ordered, lifting me out of the chair so he could sit in it, then pulling me back down onto his lap and wrapping his arms tightly around me. “Don’t write him off just yet. I’m confident he just needs a little while to process.”
“You’re wrong,” I rasped, relenting and letting the tears fall.
“I don’t think so. You have a strong pull to Arthus. You’re kindred souls. You ran from me when you needed some time to think, remember?”
I did remember but I wasn’t in the mood to have a rational discussion when I felt so shitty.
A couple of hours after Arthus had fled, there was a knock on the door, and Marlen gave me a very pointed, smug smile.
“Didn’t I tell you? He just needed a moment to process. Like you did.”
I rolled my eyes at him. “Firstly, you don’t even know that’s him. Secondly, he might be knocking on the door to tell me he never wants to see me again.”
“It’s him, and he’s not,” Marlen said absentmindedly as he went to answer the door. He stood between me seated at the table and the door, so I could only just make out Arthus’ form around him. There was silence for a minute as Marlen and Arthus had some kind of stare off. Silent conversation? No idea, I was busy taking deep breaths and discreetly drying my face.
Arthus must have passed whatever test Marlen was conducting as he stood aside to let Arthus through. He was wearing a different shirt to what he’d left in, and it looked like he’d yanked it on haphazardly. His hair was a disheveled mess too, far more so than usual. Gods help me; if he’d been screwing some girl for the past couple of hours while I sat her bawling over him, I’d mount his testicles on my wall.
He lowered himself into the seat across from me without saying a word; his intense gaze felt like it was boring into my soul. His emotions felt...settled. Like he’d been through a raging storm but had reigned it in. I didn’t know what to make of it.
Marlen leaned against the basin, quietly observing as the silence between Arthus and me stretched. Rationally I knew I should say something, but something about Arthus seemed to demand my submission, so I waited for him to speak. He was pretty frugal with words anyway.
Arthus sighed. “I shouldn’t have run.”
“I would have,” I said quietly.
Marlen gave me an encouraging nod from over Arthus’ shoulder then slid quietly out the door, evidently confident that I was going to be okay here without him.
“I didn’t run because I find your magic abhorrent or anything like that, Fi,” Arthus said sadly. “I’m worried about putting you in more danger. My gift is common knowledge and the hunters are always looking for an opportunity. I couldn’t live with myself if they took you to get to me, especially if they found out about your gift. My wings are rare, but empaths are basically a myth.”
I felt his sincerity. His concern for me swirled uncomfortably in my gut. But his words were basically a breakup letter, and tears pricked at the back of my eyes. Gods, I was not going to cry in front of him. That would really be the cherry on top of my mortification cake.
“Stand up,” he commanded in the low, sultry voice he used to flirt with me.
Say what now?
As if my legs had a mind of their own, I stood and moved next to the table. He mirrored me, standing so close I could feel his breath fanning across my face. His hands were at his sides, and he felt so close yet maddeningly far away.
“Ask me to be your suitor,” he murmured.
“Why?” I challenged. “Are you going to say no?”
He scoffed lightly. “I’m not going to say no, sweetheart. Now ask me. And I’ll punish you for your insubordination later.” He gave me a sultry smirk, and my knees wobbled a little. That was a dangerous look.
“Will you be my suitor?” I asked obediently.
He continued to look at me expectantly. “Uh, please?”
Another dangerous, panty-melting smirk. Oh my stars.
“Yes.”
He wound his hand through my hair to cup the back of my head and pulled me forward to finally kiss me. All the flirting, all the foreplay, had led us to this moment.
Arthus kissed me like he owned me, one hand cupping the back of my head and the other firmly holding my jaw while mine rested lightly on his hips. He dominated and took and possessed, and I loved it.
There was something soothing about his presence. I could give my control over to Arthus, and he would protect it with his life, giving me the freedom to just feel for myself for once. It didn’t feel better or worse than what I had with Marlen, just like a different part of my soul was being nurtured.
I was definitely eager to take this make-out session to the next level, but Arthus pulled back, still holding my head firm as he stared at my swollen lips. I could feel him pulling his lust back, tightening the leash on his emotions.
“Not yet, sweetheart. Soon,” he promised, dropping another light kiss on my lips. “There’s something important I need to finish working on, I’ll come see you later.”
Disappointed, I leaned into him and sucked his lower lip into my mouth. A rush of his lust ran through me again before Arthus reined in his emotions again. I didn’t even know that kind of control was possible. I don’t think he was doing it to hide himself from me. It wasn’t for my benefit but his own.
“Until later, sweetheart,” he murmured against my lips.





Fi

That evening, I sat in our usual corner spot in the commons with Marlen, Briallen, Leigh, and Aderyn. I was happy with the end result of my conversation with Arthus, but the whole exchange left me emotionally exhausted and more than a little confused. What happens now? Marlen and I were already so close that nothing much changed when he became my suitor. Arthus was a whole different story. Would I still just see him in class and tutoring sessions? How was this going to work?
I picked unenthusiastically at my raw mushroom salad when I felt the mating pull encourage my eyes to the door.
I expected to see Bryn, who often made an appearance in the commons with Saffir hot on his heels. I definitely did not expect to see Arthus striding purposefully over to our table, leaving a trail of open mouths and wide-eyed stares in his wake. I’d never seen Arthus in the commons before. I’d barely even seen him outside of the classroom.
He swung by the salad bar and loaded up a plate before approaching our table. As he got closer, Marlen moved down the bench, pulling me closer to him, so there was room on my other side for Arthus. He lowered himself onto the seat, throwing me a tiny, smug half-smile before starting on his own salad without saying a word.
My friends stared at him, and I could feel their disbelief rolling off them. And something akin to awe radiating from Aderyn. I quirked a brow at her slack-jawed expression, and she blushed red, clamping her mouth shut and staring down at her plate.
Marlen’s amusement grew as he watched his starstruck sister. “Aderyn has been obsessed with fae wings since she was a little girl. She’s got a serious case of hero-worship going on right now,” he whispered. I stifled a smile, not wanting Aderyn to feel more embarrassed than she already was.
Arthus didn’t reach for me or touch me affectionately the way Marlen always did in public. However, his leg pressed tightly against mine, and our pinkies brushed together a little too often to be coincidental. It was small and discreet, but coming from Arthus, it felt like he was making a huge statement about our relationship. That must have been how everyone else was taking it too. There was a suffocating wave of surprise, disbelief, and more than a little jealousy coming my way.
I tensed as the emotions became overwhelming, and Marlen wrapped his arm tightly around my waist, nuzzling my neck comfortingly.
“Focus on me, sweetheart,” Arthus murmured under his breath, leaning to talk in my ear on my other side. “Just me. Drown out the noise.”
I tipped my head down, hiding my face behind a curtain of hair and closed my eyes. Concentrating on isolating Arthus’ emotions from the rest, I focused on his steady calmness and his ironclad resolve to stay in control.
Taking deep, steadying breaths and focusing hard on his self-control, the impending migraine began to retreat. I gave myself a few more minutes before opening my eyes and meeting Arthus’ concerned gaze.
“Better?” he asked softly.
“Much,” I breathed, staring at him in wonder. Several meditation sessions with Gwyneira focused on building mental walls hadn’t achieved results. Yet, Arthus had figured out in seconds that it wasn’t a wall that I needed but an anchor. How had he known?
“Instinct,” he said quietly, replying to the unspoken question in my gaze. Leigh cleared his throat loudly and the spell was broken. Looking around the table, I found three confused faces staring back at me. Crap, I wouldn’t be able to keep my gift a secret from my friends much longer; it was getting harder and harder to hide.
I gave them an apologetic look and scrambled for a topic to break the tension. Hopefully, they’d play along for now. The commons were definitely not the location for that conversation.
Arthus arched a brow, looking around the silent table. “Is your dinner conversation always this stimulating, or is this all on my account?” he asked lightly.
Leigh snorted, and I felt some of the tension at the table dissipate. “You’re a bit intimidating,” Leigh replied honestly, and Briallen elbowed him.
“So, how do you and Fi know each other?” Briallen asked casually while shooting me a glare that promised we’d be discussing this new development later. I hadn’t mentioned Arthus to my friends because I wasn’t sure he’d be comfortable with me telling people about us.
“I’m her suitor,” he responded smoothly, without an ounce of hesitation. Huh, maybe I’d read him wrong after all.
Leigh let out a low whistle, “Both your suitors have gifted abilities, Fi? Quite the circle you’re forming there.”
“She’s not done. She’ll have three for sure. Still, time for Bryn to get his act together,” Briallen muttered.
“B!” I hissed, face flaming. Speak of the devil, Bryn had just walked through the door, and I looked up in time to see his hard glare on our table. Our eyes collided, and for a second, I thought I saw a flash of something that looked like hurt, but it was gone the next instant. There were too many people in the room for me to get a clear read of his emotions. Even though he had just entered the commons, presumably to get dinner, Bryn turned on his heel and stormed out. Confusing fae.
I shrugged off the weird moment and focused my attention on the five people in front of me who had quickly become a significant part of my life over the past few weeks. I’d never had a group of friends before, and I was more grateful than they could possibly know for their friendship.
We finished up dinner and Marlen, Arthus, and I seemed to naturally gravitate out of the commons together. Having them either side of me felt like a little slice of heaven. Could I be selfish enough to pursue claiming them as mates in spite of the problems it might present for my magic?
Would the mating pull even give me a choice? As we walked, Marlen’s hand was gripped firmly in mine, the idea of not touching him seemed insane to me. How much of that was me and how much was the mating pull?
“There was something I’d like to discuss with you both if you have a moment,” Arthus enquired politely. He was much more reserved around Marlen than he was when it was just me. There were zero sexy air magic tricks happening right now.
“I’m free,” I said a little hopefully, looking to Marlen. It felt so good being around both of them, I didn’t want to go back to my cabin yet. Even if Marlen would probably come with me.
“Sure.” Marlen smiled at me. I should have known. He never really denied me anything.
I was beginning to understand what Briallen had meant about different mates balancing you in different ways. Marlen was my teddy bear who would let me get away with murder, but I could already tell that wasn’t how the dynamic between Arthus and me would go. If Bryn and I had decided to pursue the mating pull, I knew without a doubt he wouldn’t have let me get away with anything. It’s probably the thing I liked most about him.
“Great, let’s go to my cabin. Fewer ears around,” Arthus added quietly, drawing me out of my revery before striding off ahead. I exchanged a glance with Marlen before pulling him along after Arthus.
Arthus’ cabin was much nicer than mine. Not to bitch about it because I genuinely liked my cabin and I was grateful I didn’t have to share it but holy hell, this one was way cooler.
“How’d you wrangle a circle cabin?” Marlen asked with a low whistle.
“A what?” I asked him.
“It’s a cabin for mates, they’re a bit more spacious and have enough furniture for three people. And just the one bed, though it’s much bigger,” he added with a wink and I flushed. Too soon for that conversation.
“I’ve had it since I was a student. Everyone knows about my gift, it isn’t safe for me to have a roommate,” Arthus answered with a shrug.
“Speaking of safety, I’d like to talk to you about your schedule, Fi. Specifically, all of the times I’ve noticed you walking between classes on your own. That is a dangerous risk to take, given the two threats you’ve already received,” he continued and I stared at him.
“Er, first of all, have you been watching me around the campus? I...don’t know how I feel about that. And what do you know about the threats? Only one was public,” I said suspiciously. Had I read Arthus completely wrong?
“I’ve hardly been following you,” he said dismissively. “You’ve been going out of your way to walk past the air mastery classroom, have you not? The mating pull is constantly drawing us together.”
That didn’t sound as creepy as following me around and he had a very valid point about me hanging around outside the air mastery classroom.
“As for the threats, Bryn told me you’d received two and he thought there may be more but you wouldn’t tell him because he’s on your list of suspects?” Arthus raised his eyebrow at me in a way that made me feel distinctly judged.
“I don’t know,” I sighed. “I’m just being cautious, just in case. I know that upsets him though I don’t really understand why. He doesn’t even like me.” A strong tickling sensation told me both Marlen and Arthus were amused by that idea.
“What?” I asked them accusingly, crossing my arms and giving them each my best glower.
“I don’t know Bryn well, sweetheart, but I doubt he would have told me what an idiot I was by running from you or threatened me not to tell anyone about your gift if he didn’t like you,” Arthus said with a light chuckle.
“He did those things?” I asked, baffled. “Maybe it’s the mating pull driving him to protect me or something. Remember, I would be able to tell if he had feelings for me. Empath, remember?”
“You’ve spent most of your life trying to avoid other people’s emotions, foxglove. I’m not sure you would be able to tell with Bryn. It might not be as obvious as you expect it to be,” Marlen countered gently.
“Okay, let’s move on from this topic and never discuss it again,” I muttered irritably. “What were you saying about my schedule, Arthus?” Arthus gave me a long look but let the subject drop.
“I can tell you’re resistant to the idea of relying on other people but can you at least allow the two of us to escort you on campus until we know where the threats are coming from?” Arthus asked.
I huffed a sigh but I could feel both Arthus and Marlen were genuinely concerned, and Arthus didn’t even know about the two drawings of me in a cage yet.
“Okay, sure. You two can escort me around like bodyguards until we figure out who is sending the notes,” I conceded.
“That’s our girl,” Arthus murmured into my ear, kissing me lightly on the temple.  Oh my, those three words had a serious effect on my libido. Arthus definitely noticed, tilting my chin gently towards him and stroking his thumb over my cheekbone. I knew my stare was bordering on longing and I should try to regain some cool points but I just wanted him so much, I totally lost my head being in close proximity like this.
“Soon, sweetheart.” He smirked. That infuriating word again. I resisted the urge to growl at him as Marlen wrapped an arm around my waist from behind me.
“All in good time, foxglove. Let’s head back to your cabin, I’ll take care of you,” he murmured in my ear, giving my hip a light squeeze. I don’t know what I expected to happen but I was definitely surprised when Marlen threw Arthus a cheeky wink and Arthus chuckled softly in response. How is this my life?
I was not thrilled at leaving Arthus behind but at least I was bringing my sexy water fae home with me.
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“I hired a carriage for us tomorrow,” Briallen said casually as the six of us ate dinner together for the second time.
“Why?” I asked, my tone laced with suspicion. “Where are we going?”
“Where indeed, my love?” Leigh enquired, his voice deceptively calm considering the tension he was feeling. “Marlen and I are both on guard duty tomorrow.”
Marlen’s concern swirled through my gut and I reached over to give his hand a comforting squeeze.
“Don’t be mad,” Briallen sighed. “Fi hasn’t had a chance to visit Inver yet, she only owns Academy-issued clothing and we both need dresses for the masque. I’m so desperate to take her shopping!” Briallen pleaded and Leigh’s resolve crumbled into dust. I don’t think I’d ever seen him say no to her.
“What’s Inver?” I asked, turning to face Arthus.
“A market town, around an hour’s carriage ride from here. It’s shorter by flight but that will limit the amount of stuff you can bring back,” he replied, cocking a brow at Briallen who flushed as pink as her hair.
“I can accompany the girls tomorrow,” Arthus added, and both Marlen and Leigh’s relief was palpable.
“Do you not have to do guard duty?” I wondered aloud, frowning as I realized again that I didn’t know all that much about my mysterious air fae.
“Not anymore, sweetheart. Just the students,” Arthus said softly.
“That seems unfair,” I muttered.
Marlen shrugged. “I guess it’s how we earn our keep around here. The Academy isn’t as well-funded as it once was. Not enough magic to keep the population up.”
“Swear you’ll stick with Arthus the whole day, B. I mean it. I don’t like you going out without me,” Leigh interjected, still fixated on tomorrow's shopping trip.
“I swear,” Briallen said honestly, gripping his hand.
“Aderyn, are you coming with us?” I asked. She had been even quieter than usual tonight.
“I’m going to sit this one out, I hope that’s okay,” Aderyn responded shyly and I felt a strange awkward embarrassment emanating from both her and Marlen. I frowned up at him but his look clearly said not now so I let it drop. I trusted that he’d talk to me when he was ready.
Briallen’s rising excitement made it hard to focus on anything else after that, it buzzed over my skin like a swarm of bees. I smiled at her giddiness, I could think of worse ways to spend my day than shopping with Briallen and Arthus. Besides, I’d been meaning to learn more about Avalon and this was the perfect opportunity.
◆◆◆
 
The journey to Inver was beautiful. I hadn’t been in a carriage since that first night I arrived in Avalon and I was glad I had another opportunity to see the realm from the ground. The view was mostly trees and a couple of rolling meadows again, but I still hadn’t gotten used to the majestic beauty of Avalon, or the sense of peace it provided me.
We traveled for a long time before I began to sense other souls around us. The Academy grounds must be seriously isolated. As we approached Inver, the forest became sparser and cottages were interspersed increasingly closer together. We crossed an arched stone bridge over a little river to get to the town gates, then exited the carriage where it would wait for us outside the town walls.
The town was walled the whole way around, with an arched entryway that held a large metal grate that could be dropped to keep the citizens in. Or the intruders out. Whatever. We passed through on foot and I was immediately struck by how different Inver was from the Academy. There were no dirt paths or treehouses here — Inver was all cobbled streets lined by tall, connected stone buildings. It looked like the ground floor of each building was a shop or workspace, with housing above them.
I looked around in awe but keenly felt the loss of the grass beneath my feet. There was an uncomfortable tightness in my veins that made me think that my discomfort was emotional but magical. My magic didn’t like being away from nature.
“Inver is a market town for the whole realm, not just fae,” Arthus said, taking pity on my confused face. “More and more fae live within the city walls now though. Without an affinity element, the need isn’t as pressing to live amongst nature. The goblins don’t care about being close to nature, they make up most of the population here.”
As we followed the winding path into the town, the streets became more crowded and stalls began to litter the pavement and I realized there were definitely more species than just fae here. Toward the hub of the market, the goblins definitely outnumbered everyone else.
A vain part of me was grateful I was a fae, not a goblin. Aesthetically, they were...not great to look at. Their noses were so long, they looked more like a short elephant trunk, hanging down over their blubbery, downturned mouths. All of them had shifty, beady eyes that glittered black, contrasting with their pale leathery skin. The goblins kind of reminded me of blobfish, if blobfish had spindly arms and legs.
A hard elbow to the ribs from Briallen made me realize I was staring. I wasn’t exactly being subtle either, the goblins were a good couple of feet shorter than me, so my perusal had been pretty obvious.
We wandered past a row of more permanent-looking stalls, with canvas coverings and makeshift wooden displays for the wares, as well as people who looked like they’d just parked up their cart of goods for the day wherever they could find a spot. One of the carts was manned by two centaurs. They were beautiful and majestic — basically the polar opposite of the goblins. The centaurs had the head, torso, and arms of a human, but their lower half was the body of a horse.
The female centaur had smooth, dark skin that seamlessly blended into a rich ebony horse coat. Her long black hair was as straight and silky as her tail, both swished elegantly as she moved. She wore a brown leathery-looking bikini top to preserve her modesty but nothing else. Her face was the most beautiful I’d ever seen, with high, angular cheekbones and dark almond-shaped eyes. Her male companion was just as stunning, with pale skin and thick chestnut hair that matched his coat.
I had about a million questions on the tip of my tongue, but Arthus silenced me with a long knowing look.
“Some of the visitors to Inver have more sensitive hearing than we do. Best save the questions for later, sweetheart,” he murmured in my ear and I nodded to let him know I’d heard him.
Briallen clearly didn’t have time for my questions anyway. She powered through the crowd, parting them with ease until we came to a dressmaker’s shop, marked by a wooden sign with a picture of a needle and thread hanging above the door. Briallen tugged me through the door and I snagged Arthus’ hand to make sure I didn’t lose him. I felt a brief flash of his surprise, probably because I never initiated physical contact with Arthus. It wasn’t our thing.
There were racks on racks of dresses all throughout the store, and Briallen explained that we could choose the design we want and the tailor would make them to our sizes and send them to us on campus. It felt indulgent to spend my stipend on clothes when I probably had enough Academy-issued things to go on, but I also really wanted a few things for myself. The meager supplies I’d brought with me from Albion were basically a disintegrated mess now, as Bryn warned me they would be. Besides, I needed a dress for the masque and I definitely didn’t have any gowns in my wardrobe.
I drifted over to the wall of gowns and felt Arthus step up close behind me, inches from my back.
“You know, Marlen and I talked about it this morning and we both like you in red,” he murmured in his deep, sexy voice, breath hot on my ear. Arthus’ gently circled my wrist and lifted my hand so my fingers brushed over a beautiful, deep red ball gown.
It was made of linen, like all of my other clothes, but it looked and felt infinitely more luxurious than anything else I owned. I didn’t have a great view of it on the rack but the bodice looked quite skimpy while the skirt was made up of asymmetrical layers that gave it a full, fluffy effect. It was very striking.
“I’ll try it on,” I promised, my voice breathy. Gods, all Arthus had done was touch my wrist and I was a hot, panting mess. He’d better stop with this you’re-not-ready-Fi bullshit soon, I was losing my mind.
In the end, I bought the red gown and an emerald linen long sleeve top and maxi skirt combo that seemed to be a popular winter fashion trend. We stopped at some of the roadside stalls and I picked up a plum-colored woolen beanie with matching gloves, as well as an enormous scarf that could have doubled as a blanket in a plaid-type pattern. I ended up donning all three straight away because I definitely was not warm enough in my wrap dress and cardigan.
On our way back toward the city gates, something must have caught Arthus’ eye as he directed Briallen and me to stand with our backs to the wall we could keep an eye on us at all times and went to talk to a stallholder.
“Briallen?” I asked and she hummed in response, distracted with admiring the silver leaf brooch she’d just purchased.
“My feet are freaking freezing.”
“What?” She looked up in surprise.
“My feet! Why don’t fae wear shoes? It’s winter,” I said, trying and failing to keep the whine out of my voice. Briallen burst out laughing.
“We use the connection to nature to support our magic. You can get by without it but it always feels…odd. You’re not feeling that now? Being in the town?” she asked curiously.
“I mean, I guess so. I just…do you all just get used to having cold feet all the time? It’s seriously uncomfortable,” I said with a shrug.
“I suppose we are just used to it. I have leather riding boots I use sometimes in winter if I’m flying and it’s really cold out, or if I’m visiting somewhere snowy. It doesn’t feel right though, so I don’t use them much. Did you want to get some while we’re here?”
I sighed, not wanting to be the odd-fae-out on campus by wearing shoes. “No, it’s fine. I’ll guess I’ll just have to harden up.”
Arthus returned then, one hand behind his back and the slightest hint of nervous energy rolling off him, skittering down my spine.
“I have something for you,” he said slowly, and Briallen politely took an interest in a nearby fruit stall to give us an illusion of privacy.
“You didn’t have to get me anything,” I told him sincerely, even as my excitement bubbled up, threatening to overflow. No one had ever got me anything before. I’d been given donated presents each Christmas but they were always purchased by an anonymous stranger for a Girl, Aged X, not for me in particular.
“I wanted to,” Arthus responded honestly. Holding out his hand so I could see the gift he’d chosen for me.
It was a deep green swirling stone that had been cut into a rough triangular shape with polished edges. Threaded through the top of the stone was a long silver chain. Silver like Arthus’ eyes. Deep swirling green like Marlen’s eyes...
“Green and silver, to represent each of your suitors,” Arthus confirmed my unspoken theory and I felt myself tearing up a little. He lifted the chain over my head as I undid my scarf and pulled my curls out of the way. The chain was long, the stone sat in my cleavage and I sort of loved that I could hide it. It was too personal to share with the world. 
“I love it, thank you,” I said softly, gently stroking Arthus’ face, never sure how he’d receive my touch. Arthus’ relief spilled through me and he leaned into my hand for the briefest second. My heart melted that he would let me touch him like this. I doubt many people had gotten the privilege.
I wrapped myself up in my scarf again and we grabbed Briallen and headed back through the crowd to the city walls. Arthus walked close enough to me that our hands brushed together — from him that was a huge amount of physical contact in public. We sat close to each other the whole carriage ride back to the Academy as Briallen listed all the other market towns within a few hours flight or ride that we had to visit.
For a brief moment, I felt like the normal young human woman I’d always wanted to be, hanging out with her boyfriend and best friend after a day of shopping. But the moment passed and I was glad for it. I was fae. I had two boyfriends — suitors — whatever. I had multiple friends. My life was so much richer than what I could have ever dreamed for myself.
I leaned slightly more into Arthus and smiled like a goofball as I listened to Briallen making plans for us. Blasting Kayden out the window had been the best thing I’d ever done.
◆◆◆
 
As I undressed that night to pull on my pajamas, Marlen’s hand shot out and he gently grabbed the pendant around my neck. I startled, not sure how he’d feel about me wearing a gift from Arthus even though Arthus had considered Marlen when he chose it.
“Um, Arthus got it for me. It has silver for him and green for you, see?” I said awkwardly, pointing them out like he couldn’t clearly see the only two colors of the pendant for himself.
I didn’t sense any jealousy from Marlen but his insecurity crawled over my skin and his sadness constricted my throat.
“Marlen?” I asked cautiously. “Does it bother you that Arthus got this for me?”
“Not at all, foxglove,” Marlen exclaimed. “I’m just a little upset I can’t do things like that for you. You deserve beautiful things like this,” he added sadly.
“Do you really think I care about things like that? I grew up with nothing,” I chastised. I gripped his chin, forcing him to look at me. “It was really lovely of Arthus to get this for me, but I don’t expect gifts from either of you. I haven’t got you anything.”
Some of Marlen’s insecurity eased. “Aderyn didn’t come shopping with you because we both send most of our stipends home to our parents,” he admitted. “Our family is one of the poorer families at the Academy, the coin really helps them…”
“You need to stop feeling bad right this instant, Marlen Ferris,” I commanded. “That is incredibly sweet and generous of the two of you to do that for your family. I wouldn’t care if you were from the poorest family in all of Avalon, your riches are soul-deep.”
I startled as an emotion I’d never felt before wrapped around my heart, spreading like fireworks to every nerve in my body. It felt warm, tingly, fluttery, light and heavy at the same time. It wasn’t like the usual affection Marlen felt for me, this was something… more.
It was probably something I should unpack… later. I wasn’t ready to analyze this sensation or what it meant for us just yet.
Marlen leaned forward to capture my lips in a deep, intoxicating kiss. I felt his hand move toward his belt and hoped this kiss was leading to even more fun places but he pulled away and I realized he’d been reaching for the dagger he kept in a scabbard that hung from his belt. I watched with fascination and a small degree of apprehension as Marlen sliced the pad of his index finger and squeezed until blood welled up.
“Um, Marlen? What are you doing?”
He gave me a cheeky smile and held the stone of my necklace in one hand, bringing his bloody finger up to it with his other hand. The blood didn’t smear over the stone like I expected it to — it seemed to absorb straight into it like the stone was sucking the blood off his skin. The pendant briefly glowed a bluish hue before returning to it’s rich, swirly green tones. It felt different now though… it felt like Marlen.
“What did you do?” I breathed.
“I don’t think it was a coincidence that of all the green crystals Arthus could have chosen, he picked malachite. It’s the best crystal to absorb healing magic. Now you have some healing magic, enough to heal a small injury or tide you over if it was something more serious. If you use it up, I can give you more. You’ll always have some of my healing gift with you now, foxglove,” Marlen said, his pride evident in his voice.
I pulled his head down into the crook of my shoulder and hugged his head tightly as his arms wrapped around my waist. I didn’t think it was a coincidence that Arthus had chosen that either and I made a mental note to figure out how best to show him my gratitude. If it involved him tying me down and having his way with me, so much the better.
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We had another day off from classes and I was eager to get off campus for a few hours. I felt like I saw Saffir’s smug smile everywhere I went, and it was doing terrible things to my blood pressure. Marlen had suggested a walk to the field where the vast Avalon Fair would be held in a few days. Apparently, there were all kinds of inhabitants from every corner of the realm in attendance, and watching them set up was a great chance to people watch. Fae watch? Creature watch? Whatever.
Arthus had immediately volunteered to accompany us, and walking through the forest with my two suitors felt surreal. Marlen had my hand tucked in the crook of his arm, guiding me around logs and rocks. Arthus walked close by and told me all about the different birds and plants only found in Avalon. He was still physically keeping his distance in public, but the fact that he was here, just hanging out with us, felt like a huge step forward.
We paused to look at a for-sure-magical orange bird perched on a branch above us. It was as big as a turkey but flitted from branch to branch as if it were no bigger than a sparrow. Marlen was on my left and Arthus on my right when I felt a powerful blast of air magic, forcing the three of us apart. Before I had a chance to get back on my feet, I found myself being dragged upright, and my hands quickly bound with rope while I was heaved onto the back of a waiting griffin. We took the sky before Marlen and Arthus could reach us, both shouting my name and screaming profanities at my captors.
I was being held uncomfortably between two men, older than myself, half dangling off the side of the griffin. I tried to calm myself down enough to get a read on their emotions and was surprised to find both of them feeling determined and perhaps a little protective? Of what, me? Now that I was focusing on it, I realized the man holding onto me was being careful not to hurt me. However, his emotions held a touch of resentment that the man in front of me didn’t have.
A tugging my chest pulled my gaze behind me, where Arthus had lost his shirt and was gaining on us, his glorious fae wings on display. They spanned a couple of feet either side of them and looked like enormous butterfly wings, reaching all the way down to his knees and above his head. The edges of his wings and the veining down the middle were an inky black but the center was the same brilliant mixture of steely grey and silver as his eyes.
I turned back to ask my kidnappers who they were and found the air magicked right out of my throat before I could get the words out. Well, that was a neat and terrifying trick. Not sure I’d be asking Master Drysi about that one.
We flew for what felt like hours, but I doubt the griffin could have carried three adult fae for much longer than one hour. Only when we landed did I realize I’d been here before. This was the meadow Bryn and I had arrived in via the portal. Were they going to take me back through it? Were these men responsible for hiding me in Albion in the first place?
I was helped gently off the griffin right next to the pond where the portal to Albion was. My wrists were still tied and someone’s air magic swirled at my ankles, keeping my feet suctioned to one spot on the ground. Clearly, they didn’t trust me not to run. Smart call, really. 
The griffin hung back and both men stayed close to me, crowding into my space but they didn’t seem to be threatening me. I’d never been kidnapped before but I assumed the captors would have ill intentions. These two were a confusing combination of relief, sadness, resolve, and longing.
“I’m Galvyn Laisren,” said the man who had been in front of me, directing the griffin. Both men had fairer skin than me but Galvyn had the same distinctive amber eyes with gold flecks that I did…
“You once called me Father.” Well, okay. Family reunion it is.
“This is Attie Laisren. You used to call him Papa.” Attie, who had been carefully holding on to me throughout the flight, tipped his chin to me in greeting. He stared intently at my face, and I felt so much sadness bursting from him... I felt like I was drowning in it.
“Ah, okay. I’m Ffion?” I didn’t mean for it to come out as a question, but the realization that perhaps ‘Ffion’ was not the name I was born hit me mid-sentence. It was written on my arm when I was found outside the orphanage, but I have no idea who wrote it.
“We know lass, we named you. Ffion Laisren.” A hint of Galvyn’s amusement tickled behind my ears though his face gave nothing away. This guy would give Bryn a run for his money in the blank expression department.
“Your mother wrote your name on your arm when she transported you to Albion.” There was no amusement from Attie, just a tinge of bitter resentment on top of his despair.
For the second time today, I was hit with a large gust of air magic. Galvyn and Attie went flying in opposite directions, landing sprawled out along the grass. I stumbled back as the air magic released around my ankles, but strong arms immediately circled my waist, pulling me into a hard chest.
I inhaled Arthus’ fresh, icy scent as if I were taking my last breaths. Galvyn and Attie didn’t seem like they were planning on hurting me, but they definitely felt determined to get me out of here. Arthus’ wings curved around us in a protective embrace, the tips of them trailing lightly over the fabric of my shirt. It made me shiver. He immediately reached his arms around me to untie the rope on my wrists, throwing it to the ground in disgust.
“Can’t say I think much of your choice of suitor, daughter,” Galvyn grumbled, brushing debris off his clothes as he stood. “I would have never been so disrespectful when I met your grandfather.”
Fortunately, Arthus had the presence of mind to respond. I was speechless at his casual use of the word ‘daughter’ and the mention of a grandfather I didn’t know I had.
“Yes, well, I imagine you didn’t meet him right after he’d kidnapped your girl,” Arthus drawled, unperturbed. His bored tone didn’t reflect the white-hot fury he was experiencing. It was coursing through my veins and making it hard for me to look at the situation objectively. 
I rubbed my temples and tried to clear my head. Gods, all I wanted was a walk off-campus with my two suitors. This whole afternoon had really gone to shit.
My dads had made their way back to each other’s side, standing with arms crossed and identical scowls.
“Give me a minute,” I said to them, holding a finger up. I turned in Arthus’ arms, acutely aware that this was our first cuddle and it was happening in front of my two pissed off fathers, right after they’d kidnapped me.
“Arthus,” I crooned in my most soothing voice, standing on tiptoes so I could speak into his ear and balancing my hands against his chest. The small amount of contact seemed to break him out of the haze of anger he was in, at least a little. He looked away from my fathers down to my face, seemingly scanning for any sign of injury.
“I’m okay,” I whispered. “I want to hear what they have to say. Please, Arthus. I need you to calm down for me, I can’t focus when you’re this angry.”
His demeanor immediately changed, his shame prickling down my spine. I could it bothered Arthus when he lost control, he had been so upset with himself when he stormed out of my cabin a few days ago. Now the rage had cleared, I took a deep breath and leaned forward to give him a quick, reassuring peck on the lips. I never wanted him to feel ashamed of his emotions.
“Thank you,” I murmured against his lips, turning in his arms to face my dads again.
“Attie, Galvyn, this is Arthus. One of my suitors. Arthus, these are my fathers, apparently. Attie and Galvyn Laisren. I’m hoping they were just about to tell me why they’ve brought me to the portal.”
“To return you to Albion, of course,” Galvyn scoffed.
“Fi isn’t going anywhere,” Arthus growled, the rumbling from his chest traveling through my back where I was still held tight against him. I felt the distinct tug of two more mating pulls in my chest, growing closer.
“Would you prefer her dead in Avalon or alive in Albion?” Attie snapped.
“I’ve spent 17 years watching over her in Albion, glamouring her, keeping her safe. She was never supposed to come back here,” Galvyn gritted out.
She was standing right here, feeling increasingly irritated. Men.
“Ah, it was you then,” Bryn said, strolling out from a copse of trees at the edge of the meadow next to an uncharacteristically pissed off Marlen. How the hell had they got here? “You’re the illusionist. That’s how she had such a strong glamour and why I couldn’t track the magic on the wardrobe.”
My heart dropped at the now obvious realization that Bryn had nothing to do with those messages.
“How were you getting on campus?” Marlen asked conversationally, his body language tense. It was strange feeling Marlen’s fear chilling the blood in my veins while Bryn’s anger cut through it like lava. It didn’t feel as agonizing as it could though, they were trying to keep their emotions in check for me.
Bryn and Marlen and circled around us so they were standing either side of me. It was quite the show of unity.
“Three suitors, daughter?” I registered Bryn and Marlen’s surprise at that last word, they must not have overheard that revelation.
“Two,” I rasped awkwardly and Bryn’s irritation chafed uncomfortably against my skin. What was he expecting me to say? He was literally courting someone else. There was a beat of silence and I could have sworn he muttered “for now” under his breath.
“How were you getting on campus?” Marlen asked again, irritation seeping into his tone.
“We weren’t. Your roommate planted the messages for us,” Attie replied.
“Kelvyn?” Marlen confirms, surprising spiking in all three guys.
“Nothing personal. We know his parents, knew he was at the Academy. He did it for the coin,” Galvyn said with a shrug.
It all made total sense now, in hindsight. The messages on the wardrobe and the grass had both been burned in, Kelvyn had a fire affinity. He’d be able to track my whereabouts easily by following Marlen. And he’d been creepy as all get out when we met, assessing me like I was a project. Or a job. Which I guess I was.
“You gave him a cloaking amulet,” Bryn guessed.
“I have an illusion gift,” Galvyn confirmed. “Though not a powerful one. I mated with your mother for love, not for magic. My abilities never grew because her magic wasn’t strong enough to balance them.”
My mother? Parents that loved each other? I blinked back the tears that burned behind my eyes. This was really not the time for me to lose it. As if they could sense my distress, Marlen and Bryn moved in closer at my sides and Arthus’ arms tightened around my waist. I drew strength from their support, allowing myself a moment to indulge in the comfort they were offering me.
“Is she here…?” I asked hesitantly, dreading the answer when Galvyn and Attie’s combined heartbreak clawed agonizingly at my chest.
“Your mother, Rhedyn, took you to Albion to hide you. She wanted to keep you away from Avalon and those who would capture you for your abilities. Those same people killed her for her taking you to safety. You can’t be here, Ffion. We’re taking you back.”
 

 






Thank you

Thank you, reader! The Terrible Gift is my first book and has been a labor of love. I have really enjoyed writing it and I hope you have enjoyed reading it.


I would also like to thank my wonderful husband. Without him, this book would have never happened. 


Fi's story isn't quite done yet, watch this space...


Colette x







BOOK 2: THE UNWANTED CHALLENGE





Coming soon...
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