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			Chapter 1 

			A Sense of Poise 
and Rationality

			Night, Monday, March 16th at the 
Willis Center at Beau Lake in Taflah, Genc

			Ash bellowed the last line of “Heart of Stone” as Nik worked the final chords alongside Timothy’s wild drumming, all three letting the sound echo in the venue, soaking in the fans’ screaming adoration.

			Margot stood just backstage, her ear plugs dampening the sound, but she could still feel the audience’s joy, an experience she couldn’t avoid as Ash let it wash over him—the final moments of a show always his favorite part of the night. She put a hand to her ear, as if that could somehow block the emotions flooding through the Claim to her, then turned and strode purposefully away from Ashton Stonewall, not wanting to see the bliss on his face as he and the band left the stage.

			She had kept to her word, not running to Ash despite knowing how much he wanted her, and while it had been barely one day since they had Claimed one another, she was quickly learning how to master the magic, pushing Ash and his need aside when she needed to focus. As stage manager for Stone Dragons, she had things to do as the band ended the show, and she started working through her checklist. First things first, she needed to find Travis and have him gather the boys to start breaking down the stage equipment. No doubt the aging roadie would be out back taking a smoke break.

			Margot made her way to the back door, catching Dustin and Ben on the way. At her look, the other members of the crew nodded. Ben winked, adjusting the sunglasses that lived on his head, perched in his shaggy dark hair, and followed Dustin to start deconstructing the elaborate stage setup. Stone Dragons had a good crew, and if she and Ben had a thing back in high school, they were well over it now, the four-man crew a well-oiled machine with Travis at its head. She wondered where John was but shook her head. No doubt Travis would find him and get everyone working together. She knew the drivers planned to start the drive west to Denham Island tonight. The band didn’t have another show until Thursday, but getting the equipment on the ferry to the island involved more logistics and required more time. 

			For once, Margot was glad she was only responsible for getting Ash, Tim, and Nik on the ferry and to the island in time to perform.

			She frowned, remembering that tomorrow night was the full moon, and she tried not to think about what she had recently learned about her cousin Niklaus.

			He said it would be fine, she reminded herself. This is not his first time, and he knows what he’s doing. Her frown deepened as she recalled his plan for his monthly change—to take the ferry to Denham tomorrow afternoon and spend his night as a wolf (Nik is a freaking werewolf! her mind shrieked, the thought still jarring) roaming Denham Island. He insisted it would be fine—Denham was sparsely populated with the only city isolated on the coastline. There were no cars allowed anywhere, so everyone in the city proper used the trolley system or pedicabs. The rest of the island was a preserve, devoted to hiking trails and nature walks. It wasn’t like Nik was in danger of getting hit by a car or anything.

			It would all work out fine, she told herself. Except…

			Except that Denham Island was the home of the dragon shifters.

			Margot was fairly new to the supernatural world of creatures—fae and werewolves and witches and shifters—but she didn’t think the dragons would appreciate a werewolf roaming their homeland. And Nik in human form never knew when to shut his mouth. She couldn’t imagine that his wolf form would have a better sense of self preservation.

			Shoving thoughts of her cousin aside for the moment, she approached the stage door, which stood slightly ajar, a concrete block shoved underneath to keep it open. She was about to forcefully push it open, hopefully startling Travis into dropping his cigarette, but a hushed conversation made her pause.

			“…dragons aren’t forgiving by nature.”

			Margot stopped, a rush of adrenaline causing the hairs to rise on her arms. Who is talking about dragons outside? She held still, focusing on the quiet conversation, trying to identify the speakers.

			“You think I don’t know that?” a different voice asked. There was a pause, then the speaker continued, “I really need this gig, man.”

			There was a cough that turned into a laugh. That would be Travis then. “Listen, kid. Just keep your head down, and no one will even notice.”

			“But what if they recognize me?” the first speaker whispered.

			“It was years ago, dude,” a different voice cut in, this one sarcastic. “Even dragons don’t keep grudges that long.”

			Margot thought it sounded vaguely like Jeff, one of the RV drivers. She pictured him, a tall and skinny white man with long hair always tied back in a ponytail, trying to match the voice to the face she knew. It definitely fit. Could the other speaker be Alex? He was young-ish, more solidly built and shorter than Jeff, with a mop of brown hair that he usually tucked under a hat. Margot frowned, considering. She didn’t interact with the drivers much beyond establishing the schedule and checking in on departure and arrival times—they were always driving overnight while she slept, preferring to drive the next day.

			“And no one ever looks at the drivers,” Travis added, seeming to encourage the nervous speaker. Margot nodded, picturing the three roadies standing outside, Travis and Jeff reassuring what must be a nervous Alex. But what is he talking about?

			There was another burst of laughter, this time louder, and Travis said, “I still can’t believe the balls on you, kid. You really just dipped out of there after that? No one chased you?”

			Alex seemed awkward now, perhaps even regretful. “Of course they chased me. But they didn’t catch me.” A pause, then he added, “I learned how to transform right away.”

			“Must have been nice to have someone to teach you,” Jeff commented, and Margot could hear the bitterness through the door. “Not all of us get so lucky.”

			“Yeah, some of us are lucky enough to be taught to embrace the monster,” Alex retorted, and the pain was obvious now. “I wouldn’t blame them if they wanted vengeance.” Another pause. “I deserve it.”

			A sound, like someone putting a comforting hand on an arm. “You were young. Newly turned… and with a really crappy Master. No one blames you for what happened.”

			“I blame me,” Alex said, fully sinking into guilt now.

			“Look on the bright side,” Jeff assured him, “if anyone does remember you, you can always turn into mist or bats or whatever and get away.”

			Margot bit her lip. Mist. Bats. Is Alex a freaking vampire? And Jeff had suggested that he was also a similar creature. Margot began slowly backing away from the door. If the drivers were vampires, she didn’t want to think about what manner of creature Travis could be. She suddenly wished she hadn’t spent so much time nagging him about his smoke breaks.

			What if he’s a dragon? Margot’s thoughts raced as she made her way back to the green room to check on the band. Maybe that’s why he’s always smoking.

			Resolving to be much nicer to Travis in the future and to pay quiet but not obvious attention to the drivers, Margot approached the back room, glad to hear the guys laughing inside. There was only so much room for the supernatural in her life, and tonight, she would stick to the familiar.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 

			Magic Soaking My Spine

			Night, Monday, March 16th at the 
Willis Center at Beau Lake in Taflah, Genc

			She pushed the door open, immediately smiling at the three members of Stone Dragons who sat on the couch. Nik still held his guitar, brown hair sweaty and his shirt stuck to his chest, a bottle of water in one hand as he talked animatedly to Tim. The drummer was nodding enthusiastically, his own water bottle nearly empty. For all the wild drumming Timothy did on stage, he never looked as rumpled as the others when the show was over. His wavy dark hair was still perfectly in place, and his button-down shirt still looked like he had just put it on. Margot had started to wonder if Tim used a spell to keep his appearance presentable.

			Her gaze drifted finally to Ash, the lead singer silent now as he looked at her. She could feel his desire as he took her in, her flushed cheeks, her hair piled into a messy bun atop her head, the “Crew” shirt clinging to her curves in ways he wanted to touch. Since they had Claimed one another, she knew everything Ash wanted. She only had to look.

			She had spent a good portion of the day not looking, very aware of what she would see. She gave Ash a smile, friendly but not inviting, knowing he could see her as clearly as she saw him. And who was she kidding? Ash after a show was one of her favorite looks on the lead singer. His skin was flushed, eyes bright, still slightly high on the adoration of the crowd, heart only starting to slow down, his body sated and yet always eager for more.

			She knew what that more could be now, and she bit her lip, thinking of Ash’s lips on her skin, before pushing her mind back to the present.

			“Are you coming to the afterparty, Go?” Nik asked, and Margot realized he was repeating the question, all three of them staring at her. Timothy’s quiet gaze flashed between her and Ash, then he finished the water bottle in his hand and reached for another, clearly not willing to get between his Lord and his Lord’s Lady.

			Margot frowned. The thought was Ash’s. Is that what I am to you? She didn’t intend for the thought to reach Ash, but a smirk twisted his lips, and she knew he had heard.

			<Are you not my Lady?> he asked in her mind, and she narrowed her eyes at him.

			“I’m pretty sure your dragon fiancée would disagree on that count,” she said out loud, and Nik let out a giggle.

			“Holy crap,” her cousin marveled. “So it’s true!” He looked at Timothy and, clearly seeing no help there, turned back to her and Ash. “You crazy kids Claimed one another last night!” He frowned, putting the pieces together. “And what does your dear Tobin say about that?”

			“My dear Tobin wants what is best for me,” she snapped, thinking of the pale fae who even now might be waiting in her RV, the two of them still a couple despite everything.

			“Your dear Tobin may want to discuss that with his own Lord,” Ash said quietly, “speaking of fiancés.”

			Timothy’s gaze jerked to Margot. Clearly, Ash hadn’t told either of his bandmates what else had happened last night beyond the mutual Claiming. She could feel the weight of Nik’s eyes on her, her cousin demanding to know what Ash was talking about. She hesitated, wondering just how much of the supernatural world Nik was privy to. He had known about the existence of the supernatural long before she learned anything about her own heritage, but had he heard of Lord Rebinus’s fierce reputation among the fae? A reputation well-earned, though no one knew that the real Lord Rebinus had paid for his crimes years ago when Tobin had killed and replaced him. Tobin had shared his secret with her, and when she was Claimed, Ash too had learned his half-brother’s secret, but Margot didn’t think anyone else knew about the replacement.

			Maybe Tobin’s mother. There was a lot more than he was telling her—nothing new there. For all that they had grown close, Tobin still had many secrets.

			“Go?” Nik prompted, and Margot returned to the moment and the conversation.

			“Huh?” she asked, still stalling.

			“What’s he talking about? Are you engaged?”

			Margot bit her lip and looked away, not wanting to feel Nik’s judgment. He was the one who had encouraged her to pursue a relationship with Tobin, to let someone in… and to let go of her longtime obsession with Ash. That had been before Ash confessed his love for her and all the reasons they could not be together, of course, and well before he had Claimed her in a fit of jealousy.

			The magical compulsion that bound them together was still very much present, but Margot was fairly certain that their connection wasn’t typical of a Claiming. According to the fae, her alliance and focus should have completely shifted to making her Claimer content, whatever that may entail. Margot recalled Lawrence, the fae she had accidentally Claimed, recalled the slavish devotion on his face as he stared at her, anything of himself wiped away by her spell. She could see Ash, see into him, read his thoughts and feelings and memories—and even tap into his magical abilities—but she didn’t need to make him happy. If she did, she would be sitting on his lap right now, surrendering to the kiss he was thinking about.

			She could resist Ash, just as she had for weeks now. When she had Manifested and he confessed his feelings, they had finally been together, but his actions the next day had shown Margot that he would never be a man she wanted to be in a relationship with. He was too much a rock star, too much a fae, to ever be what she needed.

			She thought of Tobin, pictured the pale-haired fae lounging in her bed, likely reading the vampire romance she had stashed nearby. He was also too much fae, but given her own nature, she thought fae were an unavoidable part of her future now. She was already enmeshed in that world, part of their society and culture—as much as she hated it.

			Engaged. The word resonated in her mind, an echo from Ash along with a flash of angry jealousy at the image of her hand in Lord Rebinus’s as they made their pact the night before. She frowned, biting her lip, then found her courage and looked up to meet Nik’s concerned gaze.

			“Kind of?” she managed.

			“Kind of?” he echoed, face incredulous as he stared from her to Ash. “What about Tobin?”

			Margot shook her head, knowing that Nik had assumed she and Ash were engaged. That was the obvious answer, after all. If only Ash’s father wasn’t the man he was, and he hadn’t gone to extreme lengths to secure both his own legacy as well as his son’s—ignoring the new Claims and their significance—maybe Margot and Ash could have worked something out. But that wasn’t her future. Margot had always known that Ash wasn’t for her, and now that he had Claimed her, and she him, bringing them closer together than she ever dreamed possible, they were even further apart.

			“Not him,” she said, gesturing at Ash. “We’re not engaged.”

			“But … you mentioned his fiancée?”

			“My father,” Ash began, “has arranged a marriage for me.”

			“What the fuck, dude?” Nik exploded. “I know fae are old-fashioned, but that is ridiculous. What century is this?” He scoffed. “Just tell him no. You’re busy being a rock star. You can’t be married to some rando.”

			“Right?” Margot echoed, her own outrage rising at yet another facet of fae society that didn’t make sense as she remembered Ash’s shock at his father’s announcement.

			“He doesn’t have a choice,” Timothy interrupted, calmly defusing the situation. “Not if he wants to remain part of his family.”

			Margot glanced at Timothy, curious that he would say such a thing, as if Ash not remaining loyal to his family was even a possibility. The oath made that quite impossible.

			The oath! She stared at Ash, trying to feel the magic. When they had Claimed one another, she could still feel it, ancient magic pushing him to obey his father, to honor his family, but was it still there? Had the Claim somehow managed to overpower it?

			Ash turned to her, sensing her inspection. <What?> The thought was clear and she winced.

			“Please stop doing that,” she said out loud, abandoning her search for the oath. “It’s so weird.”

			“Doing what?” Nik asked. “You’re the ones getting engaged out of nowhere.”

			“Not you,” she snapped. “Him.” At Nik’s wide eyes, she said, “I can hear him … in my head.”

			“Holy crap,” Nik said, accompanying the words with a long whistle. “That’s some serious magic.”

			“Is it supposed to be like this?” Margot directed her question at Timothy, hoping he would know more since Ash had Claimed him years ago in their youth. “Can you send thoughts to one another?”

			Timothy shook his head. “I know what he would prefer,” he said formally, “but I do not know what he thinks.” He paused, then shook his head. “Though he usually tells me.”

			Margot did not miss the emphasis on the word “usually.” Apparently, Timothy was annoyed at his longtime Master and friend for not confiding in him about this recent mess.

			Ash sighed, ever the long-suffering star, and they all turned to him. “Yes,” he said, rolling his eyes as he ran a nervous hand through his hair, “it’s all my fault. All of this is my fault.”

			“I thought you said it was your dad—” Nik began, but Ash cut him off.

			“I Claimed Margot last night. I knew I shouldn’t. I knew what could happen. And I did it anyway. And now here we are—facing consequences even worse than any I could imagine all those nights I convinced myself not to do it.”

			“So why?” Timothy asked the question. “Why did you do it?”

			Margot frowned, knowing the answer. She felt it as Ash recalled the moment he had decided to Claim her—the rush of jealousy and possessive anger that had flooded him when he realized just how close Margot had grown to Tobin, his half-brother.

			“It was foolish—” Ash began, but Margot cut him off.

			“Don’t you dare say I’m a foolish connection,” Margot snapped, recalling his words from the night she had Manifested, when he had resisted the idea of Claiming her and protecting her from other fae who would seek to own her and her growing powers.

			Ash stood up, crossing the room to stand before her, hand reaching out to touch her cheek. “No, Margot,” he said softly. “You are never a foolish choice. I meant that I was a fool, destroying everything with my stupid jealousy.”

			“Jealousy?” Timothy echoed, still seeking answers. “Of what?” He paused. “Or whom?”

			“She lets Tobin drive her bus.”

			The guys were silent, letting the significance of his words sink in. They knew what that level of trust meant. Margot and Tobin were more than a fling, a convenient Connection as she learned about fae society and mastered her new abilities. It meant that Margot trusted him in a way she had never trusted anyone else—including the three of them.

			“Oh.” It was Nik who spoke, breaking the silence. “That makes sense. So you lost it and Claimed her. But then what happened?”

			“I Claimed him,” Margot said. “I didn’t think about it. It just seemed like the right thing to do at the time.” She sighed. “Apparently, my idea of right and Lord Stonewall’s idea of right are not the same thing. He kinda freaked out and basically sold Ash to the dragons.”

			“The Princess Iphega?” Timothy asked, nodding as Ash confirmed his suspicions. “Will you have an audience when we arrive in Denham?”

			Ash scowled, letting his hand fall from Margot’s face, and faced his band mates. “Probably. We’ll arrive tomorrow evening if we make the ferry, Wednesday at the latest. Even with the show on Thursday, I can’t avoid them forever. They will expect me to make an appearance.”

			“And Margot?” Timothy asked. “What are their plans for her?”

			“I am engaged to Lord Rebinus,” Margot said, and Timothy winced, pity filling his features before he quickly blanked his face again.

			“I see,” he said.

			“I don’t see,” Nik said. “Why are you engaged to some Lord?”

			“To keep the balance,” Margot explained. “Ash can collude with the dragons to undermine the balance of power among the five fae Lords. As his Claimed, I know what Ash is up to, so Rebinus wants me as … a precaution.”

			“Because he knows Ash would never risk your safety,” Timothy said, nodding again. “I imagine your father did not appreciate this new alliance?”

			“He was … quite angry,” Margot allowed, then let a grin cross her lips. “I’m almost glad. He knew where I was all this time, but he never bothered to find me after Mom died. I’m not going to worry about how he feels about me now. That time has long passed.” She looked at Ash. “Unlike some people, I do not need to please my father.”

			“Go,” he tried, but she ignored him, stretching her neck and breaking the tense moment. 

			“It’s late,” she said with a yawn, “and I’ve had a really long weekend. I’m going home. I will head to Denham tomorrow and see you on the ferry.” She paused. “Or when you arrive if we’re not on the same boat.”

			Ash nodded, stepping back to let her leave. Timothy gave her a sympathetic smile, then turned his attention back to Ash. They would be having a longer conversation after she left.

			Nik followed her to the door, then into the hallway beyond. “Go,” he said softly, a hand touching her shoulder, “you good?”

			She sighed, resisting the urge to fall into her cousin’s arms and accept the comfort he offered. “I don’t know,” she said honestly. “I just want my bed.”

			Nik snorted. “And the sexy man in it,” he commented.

			“Perv,” she said, pushing his shoulder.

			“Go home, Margot,” Nik said. “Be with your man. This will all … sort itself out another day.”

			“Spoken like the Niklaus I know and love,” Margot said, then gave him a quick hug. The hallway was quiet as she headed out to the back lot where her RV was parked. She caught sight of Travis, Alex, and Jeff going through their final checklist as they prepared to head to the coast in time to catch the morning ferry. She wondered idly what Alex had been so worried about, then stopped herself.

			She had enough trouble as it was without inviting herself into other people’s drama.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Fade into You

			Late Night, Monday, March 16th in 
Margot’s bus at the Willis Center at 
Beau Lake in Taflah, Genc

			Margot stepped into her TW bus, unable to stop the smile tugging her lips when she saw that Tobin was inside, the fae sprawled on her bunk, a romance novel in one delicate hand. His eyes scanned a final few words, then he set the book aside, tucking her bookmark into place.

			“Let me guess,” she said, recalling the main plot points of the story. “They made it to the city?”

			He nodded. “I don’t trust those other vampires,” he said, climbing down and opening his arms to offer a hug. “They’re definitely up to something.” Margot smiled, stepping forward into his arms and accepting the comfort he offered. “Good show?”

			“Oh, they’re definitely up to something,” Margot commented on the novel he was reading. “I thought you’d appreciate all the scheming.” She sank into him, loving the familiarity of the routine: her coming in after a show, him reading a book in her bed, then asking about her day. It was still new, but given the rapid change in her life recently, Margot was glad to have some stability. She didn’t know how to answer his question quite yet, knowing she would have to talk to him about Ash eventually. She wasn’t worried about his reaction. He already knew she was Claimed. He knew she loved his brother.

			She was more concerned with what she would eventually say when she did face it all and talked to him about it.

			“I do love a good scheme,” Tobin agreed, chin down to rest atop her head, hands secure against her back. He paused, waiting to see if she would say something, knowing she needed a few moments to gather her thoughts after a show. His hands slid to her shoulders, rubbing gently as he massaged the stress from her tense body.

			She groaned, leaning heavily against him, ignoring her swirling thoughts and sinking into his touch. “That’s amazing,” she told him. “More, please.”

			Tobin glanced around the small bus, then tilted his head down to look at her. “More requires more room, darling. Do you want to go to my place and spread out a bit?”

			Margot groaned again, this time in frustration, and looked up at him. “We have to catch the ferry tomorrow afternoon, so I figured we’d head out around 10ish.” The drive from Taflah to Denham was only a few hours, so Margot didn’t need to hurry.

			Tobin chuckled. “You know I can get you back on time in the morning.”

			“I know.” Margot sighed. “And I would love your shower about now,” she admitted, thinking of the luxurious palace room that Tobin called home. It was actually Lord Rebinus’s room, but she was still trying not to think about that.

			“Say no more,” Tobin said, a slow grin crossing his lips. “But would you rather arrive portal style with Tobin Fetch or sidestep through the worlds with Lord Rebinus?” he asked, not allowing her to completely avoid the issue. They hadn’t spoken about her engagement to his alter ego yet, but she knew that was his gentle way of asking the question.

			Margot snorted. “Whichever way gets me into a hot shower with the least amount of effort,” she replied.

			Without a word, Tobin lifted her into his arms, his physical form growing beneath her as he shapeshifted into Lord Rebinus, a much larger fae who seemed to take up all the space on her bus. His chest broadened, his shoulders widening as his hair fell, long and white beyond his shoulders. His clothes shifted, the simple t-shirt exploding into rows of lace and ruffles down his chest, the jeans tightening to velvet pants that hugged his thighs. Before Margot could feel cramped, he stepped, and they were standing in his bedroom in the palace in Lorellon, the fae realm. She stared up at him, legs wrapped around his hips, but it was still awkward to be so close to this version of Tobin. His face was clean-shaven, and he shared his nephew’s jawline, though his face was broader, the chin wider. Rebinus was older, only slightly younger than Ash’s father, and Margot still wasn’t completely comfortable around him. She squirmed, and he put her down. She turned away from him, trying to ignore the deep pull in her belly as her body touched his.

			I didn’t know I had such a daddy thing, she mused, stepping to the bed and sitting on the edge. She had been here before with Tobin, that first night spent wondering why a vassal had such a nice room, before she knew about his secret double life. Since the revelation, Margot hadn’t had time to wrap her head around the reality of her situation. Now that they were engaged, everything felt more strained.

			She felt the tingle of magic, and she glanced up, relieved to see Tobin standing before her, his short white hair still a bit wild as he ran his hands through it, the fae prince clothes replaced with his usual jeans and shirt. “You don’t like him,” he said flatly.

			“I don’t know him,” she replied, leaning down to untie a sneaker. She didn’t say it, but he probably knew she was attracted to his other form—and she didn’t know how to deal with her feelings yet.

			“You know me,” Tobin said, kneeling down to tug her other sneaker free. He began removing her socks, and she let him undress her.

			“But you’re not him,” she tried, meeting his gaze with her tired eyes.

			“Aren’t I?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

			“No,” she said firmly. “You pretend to be him.”

			“I’ve been Rebinus for seven years,” he reminded her. “There’s very little pretending involved anymore.”

			She sighed, putting her face in her hands. “Do we have to talk about this now?”

			Tobin rose to his feet and held out a hand to her. He said nothing but continued to undress her, pushing her hoodie off her shoulders, then pulling the t-shirt over her head. He took his time sliding her jeans over her hips, then smirked as he led her toward the bathroom wearing only a tank top and panties.

			He turned on the shower, then returned to her, hands gentle as he removed the rest of her clothing and propelled her into the water. He quickly shed his clothes, abandoning them on the bathroom floor as he joined her in the huge space. Once beneath the hot flow, he massaged her shoulders, rubbing the stress from her muscles and then washing her body with skilled hands. Margot let herself be taken care of, the weight of the last few days crashing over her.

			She let her mind drift, relishing the feel of Tobin’s familiar hands on her body, and for a moment, she was aware of Ash, her Claimed standing with Timothy and Nik at the afterparty, music and laughter filling the air. A woman pressed herself against his side, casually insinuating her body between him and Timothy, and Ash took a step back, leaving the groupie to cuddle the drummer instead.

			<Don’t,> Margot thought, unable to stop herself. <Don’t do that for me.>

			<Always for you, Margot,> he thought.

			Tobin’s hands slid into a very sensitive spot, and Margot jerked back into herself, losing Ash and the faraway scene.

			“There you are,” Tobin murmured. “You want more, darling?”

			“Always,” Margot said, but part of her wondered what she wanted more of.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Love Song

			Wee Hours, Tuesday, March 17th at the 
Palace of Lord Rebinus in Demacia, Lorellon

			“Is that what you had in mind?” Tobin asked, the fae sprawled in his lord’s bed, barechested and still slightly flushed from earlier exertions.

			Margot adjusted her position on his chest so she could look at him, settling into the curve of his arm. “Pretty much,” she told him, then raised a curious eyebrow, “but you already knew that.”

			Tobin laughed, his hand moving gently up and down her hip, a casual touch that soothed any remaining jangled nerves. “You may be Claimed by my brother, darling, but I know you.”

			“You know how to read me, you mean,” she corrected him.

			“Because I know you,” he repeated, “and that means knowing how to anticipate your needs.”

			“Is that what you call it?” she teased, but she knew she wasn’t going to evade his questions for much longer. Tobin was patient. He would never demand answers from her. But she could sense his growing unease. He may present himself as an ultimately confident scoundrel, but Margot knew him now, knew him in a way very different from the way she understood Ash, and she didn’t want to leave him hanging in uncertainty.

			“What would you call it?” Tobin asked, and while his words were casual, she knew what he was truly asking her.

			She smiled, moving so her hand rested under her chin and she could stare at him directly. “I wondered how long it would take,” she mused. She lifted her arm, but her wrist was bare, her watch lost in the pile of her clothes on the bed and floor somewhere. She glanced at the small nightstand next to his bed, knowing that the fae version of a cuckoo clock hid in the top drawer, but she didn’t move to check the time. It didn’t matter. It was still dark outside, so she had hours before they needed to get back.

			Tobin raised an eyebrow, swagger back in his tone. “Are you suggesting that wasn’t enough time for you?”

			Margot chuckled, feeling the satisfied pull of her body. For a moment, she was aware of Ash, alone in his bunk, hand drifting across his bare belly, and she closed her eyes, breathing deeply and forcing herself away from him. When she opened her eyes, Tobin was watching her carefully, all teasing gone.

			“You want to talk about it?” he prompted. Margot pursed her lips. She knew he would let her wait if she wanted. She could postpone the inevitable, but that would be cruel, and she didn’t want to be mean to Tobin. She was pretty sure she loved him.

			“I don’t,” she admitted, “but I will.”

			When she didn’t add more, Tobin said, “Shall I guess?”

			She shook her head. “No. It’s just… There’s a lot to consider right now.” She rolled over and onto her back, staring at the white ceiling above the huge bed. “It’s been a very busy few days.”

			Tobin rolled onto his side, arm cocking up to hold his head as he watched her. “That’s one way of putting it,” he commented. “Since last night, you’ve been Claimed, you’ve Claimed someone, and you’ve gotten engaged to a fae Lord. I’d call that an incredibly productive 24 hours.” He tapped her nose as he recounted the main events.

			“You wanted this,” Margot said, pushing his hand away. “You wanted me to Claim Ash or get Claimed by him or both. Was it because you thought I would break the Claim? Because you knew I loved him?”

			“Love him, not loved,” Tobin correctly gently, threading her fingers through his. “You must continue to love him, or the Claim will return in full force.”

			Margot frowned, knowing he had hinted at this before, but he’d never said it quite like this. “What do you mean I have to love him?”

			Tobin sighed. “It’s magic, darling. You’ve found a way to counteract it, but that freedom only lasts so long as your feelings for him remain.”

			“Did your love for Rebinus come and go, then?” she asked, curious about his relationship to his uncle—and eager to shift the focus away from herself again.

			He nodded, letting her change the subject. “He wasn’t always an easy man to love,” he admitted. “But I managed it in the end.”

			“Was it hard,” she began, “to…” She let the question die on her lips, suddenly not sure she wanted to know the answer.

			“To kill him, you mean?” Tobin finished for her. He frowned, considering. “Yes and no. He was my family.”

			“I’ve met your family,” Margot reminded him with a scowl. Lord Stonewall was not her favorite fae.

			“Then you know what I mean, darling,” he said, the joke lightening the mood in the room. “Speaking of family, have you thought about your father?” he asked, nudging the discussion in another direction, no doubt to give her time to sort through her complicated feelings.

			Margot sighed. “Not since earlier when I snarked at Ash about him.” At Tobin’s raised eyebrow, she added, “I reminded him that not everyone is as eager to please their father as he is.”

			Tobin chuckled. “I bet he loved that.”

			“He most certainly did not,” she told him, “and that was when I left.”

			Tobin leaned down to their entwined hands, placing a gentle kiss on the back of hers. “I’m glad you’re here with me,” he confided. “I really wasn’t sure you would be able to come back to me. Not so soon, anyway.”

			Margot bit her lip at the raw honesty in him, the searching look in his eyes as he waited for her response. “I’ll always come back to you,” she said, the words tumbling out before she could catch them. “I love you.”

			Tobin smiled, but his eyes grew glassy, as if he might cry. “And you love him.”

			“No,” she said, moving closer to put her free hand on his cheek. “It’s not the same thing. I love him because it’s familiar. I know what it means to love Ash, and that love is apparently the only reason I’m able to be here with you right now. But you…” She paused, trying to put her feelings into words that would make him understand.

			“I know,” he said softly, turning his face to kiss the palm of her hand. He slowly moved their entwined hands around her back, using his arm to pull her closer into his embrace, and then he was kissing her, slow and soft and deliberate, and Margot surrendered to the moment.

			It did not occur to her until later that he had not said he loved her back.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			For Old Times’ Sake

			Late Afternoon, Tuesday, March 17th in 
Margot’s Bus in Denham Harbor, Genc

			Margot gave her bus one last look as she stood before the door. She had packed for five days, long enough to cover the three shows over the weekend, and she knew it was only a quick trip, but she still hated the idea of being away from her home that long. Tobin had left her just after they arrived at the harbor, off to perform some function as Lord Rebinus, but he had promised to find her tomorrow night on the island.

			“Margot?”

			She turned to see Timothy standing just outside her bus, the drummer wearing what she thought of as his blending-in outfit: jeans, dark shirt, and a dark green long jacket. His shaggy hair hung loose around his head, and she noticed that he wasn’t carrying a bag.

			“Is the ferry here?” she asked, knowing they only had a few minutes to catch the last boat over to the island tonight.

			“It is,” he said.

			Margot raised an eyebrow, gesturing for him to continue the thought.

			“We can get on it and go over tonight, meet the dragons, and continue the formalities,” the fae said, his last words raised, as if he was about to say more.

			“Or?” she prompted, excitement building in her gut as she considered the possibility of one more night away from the chaos her life had become. She didn’t want to face the dragons any more than she wanted to deal with her engagement to Lord Rebinus.

			Timothy smirked, and she saw what his groupies admired. When Timothy showed any emotion, he really was quite handsome. “Or we could miss the last boat and go tomorrow,” he offered.

			Margot set her bag down, cocking her head. “And why would we do that?”

			“Because Denham Ferry Pub has really great fries,” he commented, “and they also have a stage for a live show.”

			She narrowed her eyes at him, knowing that Timothy coming alone had to be a ploy of Ash’s. Timothy made everything seem reasonable, and Margot often agreed with him when she would have argued with Ash. “Is this your plan or Ash’s?”

			“Mine,” he told her, and she believed him. If he was shilling for Ash, he would say so. He may be Claimed by the lead singer, but Timothy was definitely his own man, quick to distinguish his ideas from what he considered Ash’s bad ones. “An old friend works the bar, and I maybe mentioned that we’d love to do a quick show for the locals. Something small like back in the beginning.”

			“But Nik?” she asked, recalling that her cousin had ridden with the crew to be sure he caught a ferry. He wanted to be on Denham Island for the full moon.

			“He’s busy tonight,” Timothy said, “and Ash and I can still put on a good show.” He paused, then gestured at her. “You’re always welcome to play guitar and sing backup, you know.”

			Margot scoffed. While it was true that she could play and sing all of Stone Dragons’ songs, she was only a passable guitarist, and the fans deserved more than technical skill. Nik played with love, and she knew she couldn’t give the fans the same sound.

			“Ash is perfectly capable of playing and singing,” she told him, recalling those hours when she had watched him practice in the early days of the band. At first, he had played the guitar and then sang the songs in separate takes, but when it looked like the band was becoming more than a hobby, he had dedicated himself to learning to do both at the same time, a feat he said made his fingers clumsier than they had been when he first learned to play. Now, he could play and sing, so Nik could focus on lead guitar riffs while Ash supplied the rhythm guitar and sang, though they had a few songs, like “Heart of Stone,” where he just sang. 

			“But the equipment…” She thought of the stage crew leaving Taflah late last night, no doubt ready for the ferry bright and early this morning.

			Timothy shrugged. “They have the basics, and that’s all we need. My friend knows how to put on a good show. And she’s prepared if we’re up for it.” He put a hand in his pocket, the other reaching up to nervously rub a shoulder.

			“This friend,” Margot asked, “has she let some other friends know to expect a special sneak appearance?”

			Timothy shrugged, confident charm oozing from him, and Margot knew he would not be on the early morning ferry tomorrow, not if his “friend” was as excited to see him as he was to play at her pub. She wondered where Ash would spend the night, then forced herself to abandon that line of thought.

			“Fine,” she said, pulling her wallet from her backpack to tuck into a pocket of her hoodie, and began tying her hair up into a bun. “Just let me put on my shoes.”

			Timothy looked past her into the interior of her bus. “And Tobin?”

			“Busy,” she told him. “He’ll meet me there tomorrow.”

			“I see.” He paused, and she wondered if he would say what was on his mind, if he would ask about her engagement to Lord Rebinus, the fae Lord with a fearsome reputation. “Working for his Lord?”

			She nodded, sitting down to pull on her boots. “Something like that.” She didn’t miss the way he had referred to Rebinus as Tobin’s Lord, which he would be—if Rebinus were still alive and Tobin wasn’t impersonating him with his shapeshifting ability. She waited for Timothy’s quiet commentary, knowing it would be swift and subtle and then never brought up again.

			“Margot,” he began, then frowned, shaking his head. “You know who you are, and you know what you deserve,” he said finally. “I hope that you find what you’ve been looking for.”

			“Thanks, Timothy,” she told him, warmth filling her at her old friend’s confidence in her decision-making skills. “So do I.”

			He nodded as she stood up, ready to go. “You’re not working tonight, Margot,” he reminded her. “This is a fun show just for the fans. I expect you to sit somewhere comfortable and just enjoy the music. Pretend it’s Dexter’s back in Bikstra.”

			She laughed, knowing he saw how she sometimes ran herself ragged before the show, making sure every detail was in place. Back when they did their first shows at Dexter’s Place, she had time to stand around and watch them, always hating the end of the show when she watched Ash walk away with another woman. She barely recognized that Margot, but she could appreciate an evening to sit back and watch the band—especially now that she knew the evening wouldn’t end like that. If anything, Ash would give her those sad eyes, and she would fight the urge to run to him. Either way, she decided, she would sit back and enjoy some live music. “I get it,” she assured Timothy. “Spectator mode engaged.”

			There was a pep in her step as she followed him away from her bus, glad to spend one more night on the Continent.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Dirty Little Secret

			Early Evening, Tuesday, March 17th at the Harbor Ferry Pub in Denham Harbor, Genc

			Margot and Timothy walked along the boardwalk toward the Harbor Ferry Pub, a small wooden building along the water set just down from the ferry dock. There were a few bigger boats deeper in the harbor, a cargo ship and a few midsize vessels, and they were all bigger than the ferry she could see disappearing into the deepening gloom over the water. Glancing to her left, she saw that the sun had set, the sky still streaked with lingering pinks and blues. The air was cool, a breeze off the water lifting tendrils of her hair around her face, and Margot zipped her hoodie up all the way, suddenly wishing she had mastered Ash’s ability to generate heat. She knew she could learn if she wanted. Tobin had said she would be able to share Ash’s powers in time, if she chose to, though he had also suggested that she could share his abilities as well, given the strength of their Connection.

			Claims and Connections, she thought. I’m tired of fae magic. Is this my life now?

			She slowed her step, taking in the view of the water to her right, trying to ignore her thoughts as she stared at the deep blue of the ocean fading to black. Making her way to the wooden railing along the waterline, she knew she should be able to see Denham Island from here during the day, and she squinted, trying to make out the outline of the distant shore from the surrounding water.

			“It’s not visible tonight,” a woman said, and Margot spun around to see Timothy standing very close to a tall middle-aged woman wearing jeans, a tight t-shirt that said, “Harbor Ferry Pub” on the front, and a leather jacket. The wind blew, colder and unforgiving off the water, and Margot shivered, putting her hands in the pocket of her hoodie. She had known it would be cooler here on the coast, but she hadn’t prepared for the icy bite of the wind. The image of Ash flickered across her mind, his hand on her arm as he sent heat flooding through her, but she pushed the memory away, not wanting to think of Ash as he had been on that night before everything went sideways. She focused on the woman and her comment.

			“Why not?” she asked, biting her lip to restrain the grin from crossing her lips as Timothy stepped even closer to the woman, blocking the wind with his body. Just like Tobin would have done for her. Her fae lover couldn’t create heat like Ash, but he always took good care of her.

			“Fog,” the woman replied. She glanced at the drummer hovering over her, narrowing her eyes at him.

			Timothy held her gaze, overly familiar, then looked over at Margot. “It’s always foggy this time of year here.”

			Margot nodded, thinking back to last March. They had been home in Arillo, but she did remember Timothy going away for a week or so the moment the snow ceased. Had he come here to visit this woman? What other secrets did the drummer keep? While he was always pleasant to her, and often gave her useful advice and protected her like an older brother, she and Timothy weren’t particularly close, not like she was with Nik, or even the hot and cold roller coaster she was on with Ash. He may be Claimed by Ash and bound by magic, but Tobin must be right about love being the key to breaking the compulsion aspect since it was obvious Timothy loved Ash the way two boys who grew up together would. This revelation gave Margot even more hope that she would somehow manage to have a life of her own despite the Claim.

			She had asked Timothy if he and Ash could share thoughts, and he had said no, which meant that her connection with Ash was different, but still, if Timothy could have a secret girlfriend—well, secret from her and the rabid hordes of Stone Dragons fans—that meant the magic had more leeway than she had thought.

			“Margot,” Timothy said, putting a casual arm around the woman’s shoulders and tugging her to his side, “this is Jessica.”

			Margot smiled, happy that Timothy had someone he was traveling across the continent to see, even as the questions flooded her mind. Does she know what he is? Is she also fae? Margot stopped herself from narrowing her eyes at the woman, as if she could somehow tell. She thought there must be a way for supernatural creatures to find one another, but she hadn’t learned it yet. “Hi, Jessica,” Margot said, recalling her manners and trying to use them. “Nice to meet you!”

			Jessica returned the smile, then poked lovingly at Timothy. “I can’t believe I’m actually meeting your friends. Should I worry about next steps? Is this getting serious?”

			Timothy laughed, a quiet chuckle that Margot knew was genuine, and she was glad to see him so comfortable. Suddenly, it didn’t matter what Jessica knew or didn’t know—Timothy was happy with her, and that was enough. Mostly. Jessica would still have to pass the vibe check. “Margot is the easy one,” he confided, and Margot smirked. “Ash and Nik can be … complicated.”

			“That’s one word for it,” Margot said, stepping away from the railing and approaching them. “What’s it like living on the water?” she asked, thinking of her early life traveling around with her mother before Penelope got sick. They had stayed near water here and there, especially beaches in summertime, but never very long in the winter months. “Does the ocean actually freeze here?”

			Jessica nodded. “Yep. They have to punch the shipping lanes through so the boats can dock.” She shook her head. “The ice has melted, but that water is still just a few degrees above freezing.” She raised her eyebrow in Timothy’s direction. “Maybe one of these days, you can see it during the summer, when it’s warm enough for swimming, and this place is full of tourists.”

			Timothy nodded, and Margot wondered if he would follow through. The tour still had another six weeks to go, but she had no idea what would happen when it was over. She had requested those weeks to consider her engagement to Lord Rebinus, for them to ostensibly get to know one another, but did that mean that Ash also had six weeks before he was expected to marry his dragon princess? What did that mean for Timothy? Or Nik? Or Stone Dragons?

			Margot closed her eyes, calming herself and her suddenly racing heart as the future loomed over her, uncertain and terrifying, and then someone was holding her hand, a familiar touch as she felt Ash next to her.

			<Easy, Go,> he said in her mind, and despite herself, his voice soothed the raging storm inside. She wondered if she could do the same for him the next time he started to lose it, then assumed she could. The Claim connected them, and if one was calm, calming the other was simply a matter of reaching out, like Ash had just done.

			“Margot?” Timothy’s voice came from far away, and Margot opened her eyes, the world rushing back in, sight and sound filling her senses. “You okay?”

			“Fine,” she said quickly, relieved to find that her voice sounded mostly normal. “Just cold.”

			Ash’s other hand came up around her shoulder, and she sank into his warmth. He was wearing his public disguise—jeans, hoodie, and ball cap—but no sunglasses in the fading light. His hair was curly, sticking out from under the hat in loops and whirls, and she wanted to touch it.

			“Ash,” she said, “meet Jessica.” She couldn’t help the thought that escaped. <Did you know about her?>

			<I knew he had someone, yes. Why? You jealous? My brother and I aren’t enough for you?> The tone was teasing, but she could feel the burn behind it.

			Margot ignored the barb. <Does she know what you are?>

			<She does.> A pause, then he added, <She’s a witch. She knew what we were before we knew what she was.>

			<How?>

			<Witches,> Ash replied in her mind, but he didn’t elaborate. Margot thought it must be like the vampire roadies she had thought were just normal humans, like she had thought herself.

			Their discussion only lasted a few seconds, and Ash had reached out a hand to shake. Jessica smiled, and Margot studied the woman again, trying to see if she could sense anything witchy about her. “The famous Ash?” Jessica laughed, a perfectly human sound. “Meeting two legends in one day.” She glanced around. “Is Niklaus also here?”

			“He’s already on the island,” Timothy told her, “but we seem to have missed the last ferry over.”

			“Shocking,” Jessica commented, still smiling. “You still up for a little show?”

			Timothy glanced at Ash, who nodded. “It’s been forever since we just got up on stage somewhere small and sang some songs,” Ash said, voice a bit wistful. Margot knew he was also thinking about the time left on the tour—and the possible end of his life with Stone Dragons. “I’d love to play a quick set.”

			Timothy nodded. “We’re game,” he confirmed, then looked at Ash, considering. “Figure 30 or 40 minutes? Seven songs and end with your favorite?”

			“Of course,” Ash replied, “but remember that Nik isn’t here, so I may need some cues for lead guitar.” They began talking about the set list for the impromptu show, and Margot smiled at Jessica, then shook her head. She abandoned Ash’s heat, making her way to the other woman, and they left the two fae behind them as they continued down the boardwalk toward the Harbor Ferry Pub.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			The Crew at Harbor Ferry Pub

			Evening, Tuesday, March 17th at the 
Harbor Ferry Pub in Denham Harbor, Genc

			Margot entered the pub with Jessica, glancing around to take in the place. It was slightly bigger than the bar back home in Arillo, but nothing like the arenas the band had been playing. More like an aftershow location, the place could hold about a hundred people. It was made of wood, like everything else Margot had seen since stepping off her bus, and had the same seaside feel as the rest of the boardwalk. A few ring buoys adorned the walls along with some seashells and random shipping gear. A long bar lined the side wall to her right, the side closest to the water, and the far left corner had a small raised dais for a stage. Two people were already there, a statuesque woman in jeans and a leather jacket sliding a piece of the drumkit a few inches closer before tapping out a few test beats, and an even taller man with a shock of long black hair wrapping extra cord around his tattooed arm as he surveyed the setup.

			Margot nodded in approval, though they weren’t looking at her. This was clearly not their first show, and the guys would be fine performing a quick set. She turned her attention back to Jessica.

			The pub owner led her over to the bar, and Margot grabbed a stool on the end, close to the kitchen door. Jessica walked behind the bar, fixing Margot a drink with absentminded ease as she watched the few patrons, clearly regulars, who were mostly ignoring the stage setup.

			They chatted amiably for a few more minutes, Margot learning that Jessica had inherited the pub from her family, and she and her brother Max now ran it together. Max and his girlfriend were the ones currently setting up the stage, extra hands called in when the possibility of a show came up the night before.

			“Last night?” Margot asked, smirking as she watched the couple tidy up cords and have a quiet yet heated discussion about the placement of the microphone. She thought of Timothy at the afterparty, sneaking off to call his girlfriend to set up a secret show. She recalled the groupie who had wormed her way next to Ash, ending up cuddling with Timothy instead.

			Margot had never really paid attention to Timothy’s flirtations, way more obsessed with whomever Ash was taking back to the bus each night, but she always assumed he had his share of action, like her cousin Nik. Was her impression completely wrong? Or did Jessica understand his lifestyle and accept him anyway—taking her time with him when it was offered?

			The way I did with Ash before all this magic took over our lives?

			Margot knew that feeling, and she didn’t like it. She preferred thinking that she had been oblivious and that Timothy had been playing rock star the way Ash had been in the last few weeks, after he started trying to be worthy of Margot’s love—politely but firmly rejecting any company. Jessica didn’t seem like the kind of woman who would share with groupies, but Margot had been wrong about a lot of things, so she decided to leave the details a mystery.

			The conversation had waned as Margot debated, and she came back to it when she realized Jessica was watching her. She sipped her drink, nodding at the smooth taste, then gestured at the stage. “You knew they would agree?”

			Jessica said, “It was Tim’s idea.”

			“You know Timothy well?” Margot asked, not wanting to waste more time with small talk. Timothy was her friend, and she needed to know this woman’s intentions wouldn’t end up hurting him. She didn’t miss how Jessica had called him Tim, a nickname none of the guys used.

			Jessica pursed her lips. “Well enough,” she said evenly, saying nothing else, allowing Margot to guide the discussion.

			“Timothy knows a lot of people,” Margot commented, wanting to see the pub owner’s reaction.

			Jessica nodded. “Of course. He’s famous.” She paused, then added, “I think you’d be more correct to say a lot of people know him like that.” She gestured to where Timothy and Ash had joined the two people on stage, already talking setup. “I doubt that many people actually know him.”

			“And you think you do?” Margot pressed.

			“I know I do,” Jessica said, “but I don’t need to prove myself to you. You’ve already made up your mind about me.”

			Margot grinned, knowing it was true. She had decided she liked Jessica when they stood outside and she saw Timothy’s face when he talked to her. Anyone who made the drummer smile like that had to be worthwhile—even if she was a witch, whatever that meant.

			“And you?” Margot asked. “Have you decided about me?”

			Jessica returned the smile. “I already knew my impression based on what he’s told me about you, but meeting you in person only solidifies my thoughts. You take good care of my man. For that alone, you seem alright to me, Margot Tanner.”

			“Take good care of my friend, Jessica Parkson, and you’ll always be alright with me,” Margot said. Jessica nodded, accepting the terms of her approval, and Margot said, “You don’t need to sit here with me. I’m sure you have a million things to do before the gig.”

			Jessica nodded again, giving Margot’s glass a quick top off from the soda gun before disappearing into the kitchen. Margot could hear her talking to the cooks inside, and soon the smell of frying oil wafted into the bar. Margot’s stomach growled, and she plucked the menu from next to the napkin dispenser atop the bar. As she considered her options, face buried in the two-page spread of greasy appetizers, a familiar voice caught her attention.

			“A secret gig? I didn’t think you kids still had it in you.”

			Margot looked up to see the road crew, Travis, Alex, and Jeff, standing just inside the entrance. She glanced around, wondering where the rest of the guys were. Usually, Travis, Dustin, Ben, and John alternated who rode in their own smaller RV and traveled with the two semis driven by Jeff and Alex while two drove the band’s RVs.

			“They went over earlier,” Travis answered her unspoken question. “We decided to check out the pub for a night since you don’t need drivers on the island, and I can always hop over tomorrow. Looks like we made the right choice.” He cocked his head, eyeing Margot. “How long since Dexter’s Place back in Bikstra?” Margot smiled, thinking of their first show five years ago. They had met Travis there, and he’d been with them ever since, recruiting the rest of the crew as the show grew.

			“It’s been a long time,” Ash agreed from the stage, hopping down to walk over to the crew. Travis met him halfway, Jeff and Alex wandering over to the bar by Margot.

			“You’re not getting your axe if that’s what you’re thinking by texting me,” Travis said. “All the equipment was on the noon ferry. Those dr–Denhamites said they’d do the basic unload and staging with the guys. You just have to show up Thursday morning to do the rest.” He gave Ash a long look. “I don’t know what kind of pull you got in that place, kid, but they weren’t too keen that you weren’t with us.” He led Ash and Timothy closer to the end of the bar, all of them near Margot now, out of easy earshot of the few other patrons. “I got the distinct impression that we weren’t quite welcome without you. They only let Dustin, Ben, and John on after they wouldn’t abandon the equipment. I promised I’d bring you both tomorrow.”

			Margot looked up at that, not missing the fact that she had not been included in that number. “Nik?” she asked instead, knowing her cousin had also taken that ferry to the island.

			Travis chuckled. “That one could charm his way into anything. They weren’t too happy that he was alone at first, but then that Drina woman came out, and he left with her.”

			Margot stared at him. “Drina… Lady Drina?” She exchanged a quick look with Ash, then remembered that it had been Tobin who had been there with her when her fairy godmother had first appeared—with scathing commentary about Margot’s wardrobe, behavior, and life choices. And that was before I broke all the rules and Claimed Ash, she thought. She almost wondered what Drina would say about her now, then decided she didn’t care enough to want to know. Margot hadn’t seen much of fae society, but Lady Drina hadn’t been the best exposure. Nik, she thought again. He was there. Thinking back, she recalled when Lady Drina had first appeared, walking out of the trees like the fae she was, and the look on her cousin’s face as he took in the tiny, though likely much older, fae woman.

			“That’s the one,” Travis confirmed. “Took Nik in like an old friend.” He paused, gauging Margot’s worried expression. “That a bad thing?”

			“I don’t know,” she said honestly, pulling out her phone and sending Nik a quick text to check in. The sun had just set, though, and given his wolf tendencies on a full moon like tonight, Margot didn’t think she’d get a reply until the morning when Nik reclaimed his form and his senses. Is he really spending the night on an island full of dragons with a fucking fae? And as a wolf?

			“Yeah, Drina,” Ash said, clearly recognizing the name. “That’s the one he’s been mad texting.” Margot felt her mouth open, and she closed it. Nik was texting Drina? Since when?

			“But she’s a f—” Timothy stopped, glancing around nervously, and Margot wondered just how much the crew knew about the guys.

			“A fucking disaster,” Ash finished smoothly. “Don’t I know it.” Margot wondered what that meant. How did he know her godmother? She knew she could look into him and find out, but she stopped herself, wanting to keep some boundaries in place. “Nik’s a big boy, though,” he said, ending the conversation with a quick glance at the crew. “I’m sure he can handle it.”

			She frowned, knowing there wasn’t much she could do about it at the moment. Nik was a grown man, fully capable of taking care of himself. She could worry, but that was about all she could really do. And there were other issues, like the conversation she had overheard after the show last night. She glanced at Alex and Jeff, handing them the menu. “I hear this place has epic fries,” she said.

			Alex nodded. “Cool. I’m starving!” He and Jeff both tucked their heads down to examine the menu. Margot frowned. Did vampires eat regular food then? She’d have to ask Tobin. They must, she thought, recalling dozens of times she’d seen them snacking with the rest of them.

			Jessica reappeared from the kitchen and began taking their food orders, wanting them to all eat before the place started filling up for the night. Alex and Jeff wandered off to claim a table with Travis, the guys enjoying the opportunity to relax and watch a show they had no part in staging.

			Jessica’s brother Max joined them at the bar, his girlfriend standing at his side. Up close, Margot could see the family resemblance. Max was tall and slim like his older sister, his hair long and dark, and he was quick to smile. Margot liked him immediately, though she wondered what it meant to be called a witch.

			His girlfriend wasn’t nearly as warm and fuzzy. She had a cool distance that Margot understood but couldn’t decipher. Her hair was jet black and cut short at her shoulders, a line of bangs straight across her forehead. She wore dark jeans, a red shirt, and a black leather jacket.

			“This is Phae,” Max said.

			“Fae?” Margot echoed, unable to stop herself. “Like f–”

			“Like what you are,” the woman replied, her voice cool and smooth like silk. “Except with a ‘PH’ instead of the ‘F.’”

			Margot stared at her, speechless. “Are you…?” She let the question hang in the air. Ash and Timothy were both staring at the woman, clearly trying to identify what she was. Margot wasn’t sure what she was asking. Clearly, she wasn’t fae—she had said “what you are” and not “what we are.” Maybe she was a witch like Max and his sister. That would make sense.

			“Phae is complicated,” Max answered for her, then narrowed his eyes at her, “and sometimes she forgets her manners when meeting new people.”

			“I never forget anything,” Phae declared, but something in her tone softened as she addressed Max. Margot decided they were definitely an odd pairing—Max’s cheerful warmth and her distant cool—but she clearly felt something for the witch. “But it’s not often I get to meet such an … intriguing group of individuals.” She looked at Margot. “The Lady Margot, I presume?”

			Margot swallowed, but she nodded, wondering exactly who Phae was. Not a fae, but someone well versed in the goings on of fae culture. Phae turned to Timothy next, her eyes coolly assessing. “The ever loyal Timothy Green.” Timothy nodded, his face impassive.

			<Do you think he told Jessica, and she told her about us?> Margot sent the question to Ash, not loving the idea of using their telepathy so often but unable to stop herself.

			<No,> Ash replied immediately. <She is something else… someone else.> There was another odd moment where Margot could feel something inside Ash stir, there and gone again—a rush of primal desire instantly doused.

			What the actual fuck? she thought, but she was alone in her head. Ash was staring at Phae, the two locked in some invisible battle of wills.

			“And the famous Lord Ashton Stonewall,” she said, cocking her head, “or should I say infamous?”

			“You seem very well-informed for someone not like us,” Ash said neutrally.

			Phae’s gaze skipped to Margot. “She started it. I thought we were dispensing with the bullshit.”

			“Then do it,” Margot challenged. “You know who we are. Who are you?”

			“I’m—”

			“Phae is just overly excited to finally meet the famous Stone Dragons,” Max cut in, grabbing his girlfriend’s hand and squeezing.

			“She called us by our fae titles,” Margot pressed. “You don’t just do that and walk away a stranger. Who are you?”

			Max gave Phae a pleading look, and Margot saw the moment he gave in to the inevitable. This wasn’t a fight he was going to win. “Fine,” he muttered. “I hope you’re right about this.”

			“I’m from Denham Island,” Phae said. It took Margot a second longer than Ash and Timothy to parse her meaning.

			“Oh wow,” Margot said, taking an involuntary step back and hitting her bar stool with the back of her thighs. “You’re a…” She’s a fucking dragon, Margot thought, unable to say the words out loud. Like Ash—well, sort of. Ash’s mother was a full-blooded dragon from Denham Island, but his father was fae, making Ash a half-dragon. He could transform, though Margot had only seen it in his memories.

			“Yep,” Phae confirmed, her green eyes flashing silver, and Margot suddenly recalled what Tobin had said about the dragons—how they were too big to fit in conventional fae palaces when they transformed. She had known they were going to Denham Island, known they were going to have to meet the dragons in some official capacity, but standing in front of Phae, it was suddenly very real. Too real.

			Ash took a step, placing himself between Margot and the dragon in human form, grabbing her hand, though Phae hadn’t made any threatening movements. “I see,” Ash said quietly, then added, “I assume you know why I am here then?”

			Phae nodded, and there was something else in her eyes now—Margot thought it might be pity.

			“Do they all know?” Ash asked, and Margot got the gist of his question. Did all the dragons know about his engagement to their princess?

			Phae nodded again, and Max sighed, shaking his head. “Fucking politics, man,” the witch commented, and Phae reached out to stroke his cheek, leaning back into him. “I take it you’re about as excited about this as the princess?”

			“I have no idea,” Ash replied. “I’ve never even met the princess.” He shook his head, and Margot watched Phae’s eyes trail down to their linked hands. “It’s complicated.”

			“Yeah,” Max agreed. “That fae magic is a real bitch.”

			“You know about Claimings?” Margot asked. “Is it like whatever magic you have?” She whispered the word “magic.”

			Max glanced around, noting that the bar was starting to fill with patrons, and their quiet conversation wouldn’t go unnoticed for much longer. “Another time,” he promised. “After the show.”

			Margot nodded, her stage manager instincts kicking in, and she shifted the conversation to safer ground. They settled the details of timing and the limited sound options. As the guys took a final swig of their drinks and headed to the stage, Ash giving Margot a long intense look before turning away from her, she caught Max’s arm as he turned away. She kept her voice low as she asked him, “Who is in here with us tonight?”

			Max understood her question. “Everyone,” he confirmed. “Fans, regulars, some like me, and some like Phae.” He gave her a gentle smile. “Be careful, Margot.”

			“You too,” she told him, then settled into her barstool at the corner of the bar, the kitchen door with easy reach. From her elevated seat, she could see Ash and Timothy on stage and easily communicate anything to them.

			We’ve done shows like this before, she reminded herself. Just relax and enjoy it.

			The final thought was soft, but she couldn’t ignore the pit that formed in her gut: This may be the last time you get to do this.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			A Surprise Appearance 
by Stone Dragons

			Evening, Tuesday, March 17th at the 
Harbor Ferry Pub in Denham Harbor, Genc

			A few minutes later, Jessica climbed onto the small stage to a smattering of applause.

			“Hey everyone,” she said, gathering the microphone cord as Ash and Timothy moved behind her, the drummer settling onto his stool as Ash checked the smaller version of his usual pedal setup, “we’ve got a special treat in store tonight.” She glanced behind her to catch Timothy’s eye, then pushed stray hair behind her ears with her free hand, smoothing the rest pulled into a long ponytail down her back. Ash stepped up and waved at the crowd, both of them wearing jeans and form fitting t-shirts that hugged bodies more than one person in the bar wanted to touch. Margot could appreciate a sexy woman, and Jessica Parkson was definitely a lovely lady, but tonight, Margot only had eyes for Ash, seeing in him the boy she had fallen in love with all those years ago. Settling his guitar across his chest, he moved to stand next to Jessica, and he nearly was the Ash from those early days, still confident and sexy as all hell, but not so guarded—not the rock star she now knew.

			Margot glanced around the pub, counting around forty patrons, some gathering in front of the small raised dais that served as a stage, but most sitting at high tables or along the bar. Margot still claimed her seat at the corner of the bar, next to the exit into the kitchen and then outside. It was a small show and she wasn’t working, but some habits were hard to break. It wouldn’t take much for this to get out of hand, and while the professional part of her hated the idea, she knew Timothy was right—they all needed this. Life had been way too complicated lately between the tour and her own fae issues. A quiet show with some locals was a great way to decompress from all the stress.

			Still, it didn’t hurt to be cautious. If the crowd got too wild, she could shepherd the guys out the door to her right and make it to her bus without too much trouble.

			The band RVs were in a different lot than her bus this time. She was parked among the other small RVs in the ferry parking lot, a space surrounded by a chain link fence that suggested safety but still had signs warning people that they parked at their own risk. The guys’ tour RVs were in a back lot for VIPs. They had offered to let her back there too, but it seemed like overkill at the time. Margot didn’t always need to be right next to the band anyway. Their next show wasn’t until Thursday. She really wasn’t working, and a small break sounded very nice.

			Tonight was just for fun. Margot remembered how to have fun.

			“Huh,” the middle-aged woman sitting at the bar next to Margot muttered, glancing over at the guys getting set up on the small stage. “Should I recognize them? Stone Dragons?” She began typing on her phone, nodded in appreciation as she no doubt saw just how popular the band was, then took a few pictures and continued texting. “Apparently, my daughter loves this band. She’s going to try to make it here before they finish.” She turned to Margot. “Are they any good? Have you heard them before?”

			Margot nodded. “They’re pretty good,” she said, not letting on that she was affiliated with the band at all. People could get weird—though this woman clearly wasn’t a fan.

			“I guess I’m just in the right place at the right time,” the woman continued, not really needing Margot for her conversation. She turned her chair so she was facing the stage, ready to enjoy some live music along with her drink.

			The crowd cheered as Jessica finished her introduction. “For one night, and one night only, enjoy a quiet moment with Stone Dragons!”

			Margot laughed, knowing that once Ash began singing, it wouldn’t be quiet at all. The guys started with “Breathing Fire,” an upbeat song about burning down obstacles and succeeding against the odds. Margot wondered how much of the lyrics were about Ash’s feelings for his father. He had written it years ago, so she knew it wasn’t about their recent struggles with fae society, but it felt more relevant now than it had before.

			The woman sitting next to Margot cheered as the song ended, her eyes a bit glassy as she stared at the stage. “Amazing,” she mumbled, then set her drink down on the bar, forgotten, as she leaned forward, body swaying in time with the drumbeat.

			A few more people trickled into the pub, and by the time Timothy was indulging in his drum solo for “Tales of Blood and Maidens,” the bar was standing room only. Margot’s neighbor had stood up and made her way to the front of the stage, her spot quickly taken by another patron and two more people standing in the small space in front of the seat. Margot moved her knees to avoid hitting them.

			<One more,> Margot thought, staring at Ash and sending the thought in his direction. <Then I think it’s time to go.>

			Ash nodded at her, sensing the vibe in the crowd was subtly shifting, moving from enjoyment to something more feral, a feeling she had sensed more and more in the audience this tour.

			<I don’t know what’s in the water lately,> she thought, surprised at how easily she had fallen into communicating with Ash this way, <but the crowd this tour is absolutely wild.> She recalled the near riot in Bacoli and shivered, not wanting to remember what she had done to the lead singer of Das Leprechauns amid that chaos.

			<It’s just my sex appeal,> Ash replied. <I’m irresistible.>

			She rolled her eyes at him, and he smiled at her. There was a high-pitched squeal from the women in the crowd.

			<Just don’t let it get out of hand,> she reminded him. <This is a small venue.>

			Now it was his turn to roll his eyes, and he turned his attention back to the crowd, encouraging their admiration and then bringing them simultaneously up and back down again as he sat on a stool, flipped out his guitar for an acoustic one Max handed him, and began a soulful rendition of “Heart of Stone.” He didn’t look at Margot as he sang, but she could feel him soaking in the crowd’s adoration, relishing the emotions the way she might enjoy a perfect bite of cake or an exquisite hot bath.

			Margot spotted the woman who hadn’t even known who Stone Dragons was standing right up against the stage, her hands raised as she swayed along with the music. One of her hands drifted out as if to touch Ash.

			This is really weird, Margot thought. She had seen Ash work his magic on a crowd before, a skill she had always attributed to his good looks and musical ability, not literal magic—but that was before she knew that magic was real, that they were all fae, and that Ash could literally transform into a huge black dragon and breathe fire. The subtle shift in this place felt more like magic than anything else, though she reminded herself that a certain amount of magic always happened during a show. She looked quickly around the bar, trying to find Jessica and Phae.

			She spotted Travis and the guys sitting at their table, Travis looking around nervously. As she watched, he finished his beer, said something, and all three stood up, weaving their way toward Margot at the bar. Their seats were immediately taken as patrons moved closer to the stage.

			Ash was really into his acoustic rendition, his voice clear and soulful as it rang through the pub, but as he reached the bridge, his gaze found her in the crowd, and for a moment, everything froze.

			The people in the pub held steady, no one moving, their chests barely lifting with their breath. There was no sound but the echo of Ash’s voice and the steady notes on the guitar. Even the bartender had paused, spray nozzle held forgotten in one hand and a half-full glass resting on the bar below. Margot got slowly to her feet, not wanting to disturb the moment with a quick motion.

			Travis, Alex, and Jeff were still making their slow way to her, but they were blocked by the frozen crowd. Travis hunched his shoulders, as if waiting for an explosion.

			<What is happening?> She reached out to Ash through the Claim, and suddenly he felt it too. His hand continued playing “Heart of Stone,” muscle memory carrying him through, but he glanced over his shoulder at Timothy, the two having a quick silent discussion only old friends could manage. He turned back to her, a few more moments remaining before he had to sing the final verse.

			<Get ready,> he told her, standing up slowly. The crowd followed him, every eye in the place locked on him as he moved to the side of the stage. He loosed the guitar strap off his shoulder and over his head, putting a foot on the stool to hold the guitar in place atop his thigh, and took a slow steadying breath, trying to rein in whatever magic he had released over the crowd. <We may have to run.>

			Margot nodded, stepping back to check that the way through the kitchen was clear. The cooks had already wandered out and were standing behind the bar near the bartender, both just as entranced as everyone else. Seeing that their way was clear, she nodded again, this time signaling to Ash that he could escape that way. He returned the nod, a subtle move, and then launched into the last verse.

			Margot scanned the crowd, spotting Jessica standing just off stage on the other side of the room. Her forehead creased, and suddenly Max and Phae were behind her, the tall dragon whispering something to Jessica.

			The crowd started moving again, but there was something odd in their eyes, a blazing worship that reminded Margot of Lawrence, the fae she had accidentally Claimed. As Ash began the last line, everyone began cheering, a sound that slowly ramped up into a high keening wail, a shriek that hurt Margot’s ears.

			“What the fuck!” she yelled, her voice lost in the sound, and then everyone was moving, the crowd surging forward to the stage, hands reaching out for Ash. She saw Timothy stand up and jerk Ash out of harm’s way, the drummer yanking him bodily over the drums to crash down on the far side. People began climbing over one another to get closer, and Margot flattened herself against the wall, not wanting to get caught in the stampede.

			<Get out!> Ash shouted in her head.

			<I won’t leave you here!> she shouted back, nimbly climbing atop an abandoned bar stool and frantically scanning the crowd for signs of Ash and Timothy. She saw them huddled behind the drumkit.

			For a moment, Margot considered her newfound powers, knew she could start blasting lightning into the crowd and make everyone stop trying to reach Ash, but that would only lead to more chaos. She had dealt with mobs before, especially in Bacoli, though never on this side of the stage, and while it was wild, she didn’t truly want to hurt anyone.

			As she stood frozen in helpless indecision, Jessica, Max, and Phae all stepped in front of Ash and Tim—moving without the ferocity of the surging crowd. Jessica was shouting and gesturing behind her, ushering Ash and Tim out a small access door, while Phae planted her feet and seemed to stare down the crowd of infatuated patrons. Margot couldn’t tell what she was doing, but she felt the wave of magic wash over the pub.

			Stop, a soothing voice insisted. Just stop. The crowd eased its surging, people regaining their senses after whatever had just captured them. Go home, the voice continued, authority washing over the bar. Forget about what happened here.

			She’s casting a spell, Margot realized, though she didn’t understand how the dragon could use magic. That seemed more like a witch ability, but Jessica had disappeared behind her, pushing Ash and Timothy. There was a low rumble as the crowd awoke. Margot released her held breath, glad for the dragon’s sense amid the chaos. Her spell was much saner than Margot’s instinct to start blasting the crowd.
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