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Chapter 1
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IT HAD BEEN TOO LONG since I’d spoken to my sisters. Sending messages to them was dangerous—for them, and for me—but I couldn’t leave them in radio silence any longer. So, as I languished in a Fae realm, in my own little cottage, I picked up a pen and set it to magical paper.

Dearest Bella and Courtney,

I miss you both and hope you’re well.

Things have gone terribly wrong here, and I’m in hiding. 

The Council wants me dead, but luckily, I have some friends that are helping me.

I can’t tell you any more than that, for your own safety,

But please, stay in the realm, study, train—protect yourself, and I will contact you as soon as I can.

All my love, forever, Ava.

Unfortunately, I kept the letter vague, so if it was discovered, it could not be traced back to me. 

However... maybe it was still too much.

I chewed my bottom lip and decided to rewrite the letter, leaving their names off it. And mine. Finally satisfied, I folded the piece of paper I’d written the letter on four times over and closed my eyes.

My love for my sisters knew no bounds, so as I chanted the spell the Fae had taught me for transport and focused on where my sisters were, the paper burned up within my hand and disappeared from sight.

I sighed. I hoped they received the letter. I hoped they understood. I still felt wretched for not being able to talk to them directly, to explain all that was going on. The fact that I was nowhere to be found as far as my sisters were concerned must have dragged on them. I couldn’t go to them and risk being followed, not yet. I wasn’t powerful enough to protect them, or myself, against the Council.

I also couldn’t protect them against the man who hunted me. The head of the Council guard. The face that still haunted my dreams even now.

Tavlor. 

Something inside my chest, and much lower down, clenched at the mere thought of the half warlock/Fae. I hadn’t heard from him in a while which was probably a good thing. He did want to turn me in to the Council. 

But it was his job to hunt for me, and even though the Councilors hated Tavlor, hated what he was, he followed their orders without question like the good soldier he was.

God, he was beautiful. A strong, magical, half-breed man with more loyalty, love, and mixed up emotions than anyone I’d ever met. 

From the moment I’d seen him, I wanted him. Like no-one I’d met before, nor met since. Something about him called to me, connected me to him. 

I’d never felt like this before. Unfortunately, my mother—who passed recently—never warned me about this sort of sensation either. I had no idea if he felt the same way I did, despite a singularly hot kiss we’d shared. 

My father, the High Warlock, had lied about my parentage and stood by while they passed the sentence to execute me. How could he be on my side? Granted, standing up for me would force the Council to strip him of everything he owned and relegate him to the status of a war criminal. 

There was a chance that he was pretending not to care about me, but I couldn’t believe anything anymore. Not when so many people had already lied to me, including my mother.

Tavlor was no more trustworthy. He’d been the one to arrest me and had turned a blind eye to my interrogation and incarceration. 

Abigail said my father and Tavlor had helped her rescue me, but Tavlor hadn’t come to see me since that fateful day, and neither had my father. I had been in a strange realm completely alone, with no idea what was going on, no idea who was after me and who I could and couldn’t trust. 

It had been weeks since the day I’d been sentenced to death. When my world had gone from being the secret heir to the High Warlock, a powerful and happy witch... to Hell in a handbasket, in a matter of hours. 

I still couldn’t believe how fast everything had turned.

The locket around my neck heated my skin and I laughed at her timing; my mother always knew when to speak.

“Yes, Mother?”

I told you, Ava... I told you they would never accept you. That your life would be in danger if they found out who you were.

I rolled my eyes. Yes, she had told me. And I hadn’t believed her. More fool me.

The thing was, my mother was bossy. I was always expected to listen because she was my mother and she knew better than me. But it was difficult to trust someone when they had been keeping things from me my whole life. 

And now, when it would be nice to have someone to talk to, she decided to remind me how right she was and how wrong I was.

“I know, Mother,” I snapped, playing with the chain of the locket and debating whether or not I should remove the necklace. “You don’t need to keep repeating the same thing over and over again.”

She had been right, obviously, but I had innocently and rather naively thought that the Council would accept me when they met me. And of course, once my father stood up for me, and stood beside me. He was the High Warlock after all. 

But he hadn’t, not at all. Now, they wanted me dead.

All because my father was the key to the Council’s power, and they didn’t want that power going anywhere but to a person of their choosing. A person of their breeding and make up. Not a person like me.

I was not their choice. I was a wild card. So, despite my own magical power that was allegedly unsurpassed in their realm, they wouldn’t accept me.

And that was the part that didn’t make sense. I was powerful, more so than I’d realized, so obviously a powerful High Warlock was not what they craved. They wanted submission. Obedience. 

Unfortunately for them—and for me, to a degree—I was my mother’s daughter, and that was never going to happen. I would never bend the knee to them when they were so obviously corrupt. Maybe my father chose to do that, but I wouldn’t.

Which made me a threat, in their eyes. A threat they needed to remove.

Well, my mother said, interrupting my thoughts, how is your training going with the Fae mages?

The Fae mages were the only people I’d met in the Fae realm. They were the only reason I held onto my sanity. If I had been left alone with no one but my mother for company, I would have gone insane. 

“It’s going well,” I said.

My mother’s laugh filled my head as the locket around my neck buzzed with her energy. I sighed, flaring my nostrils. There was nothing funny about what I said, and yet, this subject always amused her. 

I never thought the Fae would help a witch.

I almost rolled my eyes at her total lack of understanding and bigotry. She was nearly as bad as Mallory back in the Magic Realm. 

“They’re not that different to us, Mother,” I reminded her. I was tired of repeating the same thing over and over again.

Except, they are immortal. And that makes them dangerous.

“Maybe, but no more than the witches and warlocks I’ve met,” I pointed out. I stretched my legs under the small desk, leaning my back against the chair. “Plus, the Fae who have helped me so far have done so against their own safety and at great risk to themselves and their people.”

I still didn’t understand why they chose to help me when they didn’t have to.

Mother went silent and I let go of the locket hanging around my neck. I didn’t want to deal with talking to her right now. I didn’t need her judgment ringing through my head.

Footsteps approached and I turned in my chair to look at the doorway to my small cabin and saw Abigail walking toward me. She was tiny, with braided dark brown hair and an innocent look about her gorgeous face that was truly deceiving.

She was the one I’d gone up against in my trial. The one to accidentally uncover my power in front of the Council.

Despite her appearance, she was as powerful as me, and a hundred years older with that much more experience. I was lucky that she was willing to help me.

“Hey Abigail,” I said when she came into the living room. “Any news from Tavlor?”

Abigail looked at me for a long time. I hoped I wasn’t blushing and giving my feelings away. 

Finally, she nodded. “I have heard from him,” she said. “He is searching the human world at the moment, pretending to be looking for you. But I think he will be here soon. He wants to see you in person.”

My cheeks heated like a summer sun and I looked away, not sure how to handle the sudden intense amount of embarrassment flooding through me.

“Oh... well...”

What could I say? I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. Did he want to see me because he missed me or because he wanted to kill me?

I had to hope, and assume, that Abigail wouldn’t lead him to me if he wished me harm.

Abigail chuckled and touched my hand to get my attention. “The Mage Horlow is ready for you. He has been wanting to teach you some protection spells for the fights he believes you will soon be in.”

Had he had a vision? I needed to speak to him. “Thanks. Where is he?”

“In the main eating area.” She gestured behind her, toward the door and the woods. “He is getting some lunch if you are hungry?”

On cue my stomach rumbled. I loved food, but what was produced here was better than that. I wasn’t sure what to call it, but food felt like an understatement. 

“That sounds like a great idea, thanks.” I hadn’t realized how much time had passed since I’d sat down to write a letter to my sisters after breakfast. Time was different here, though that wasn’t exactly a bad thing. I stood to follow her. “How are you doing?”

Abigail was one of the few people I actually considered a friend. She had saved me when I was locked up and she was protecting me now.  We chatted as we left the small abode where I was being kept and stepped out into the rich forestry that surrounded us.

The sun was high, but it wasn’t blinding, the air was cool and refreshing. I took a deep breath and filled my lungs with crisp, clean air. It almost reminded me of the place my mother had carved out for all of us to live in, completely isolated from people and pollution. It had been lonely at times, but I missed it, looking back now. 

The Fae lived within several large kingdoms, all structured like massive towns, with lots of security and little crime. I’d felt safe immediately upon arriving here, even though I was worried I would be found out. 

The whole community functioned on the premise of helping one another, sharing their food, their jobs, the raising of the children.

Humans and warlocks alike could learn a lot from these ancient people. 

The main eating area was ten times the size of my cottage and already filled with people. There were spots to eat outside, and the Fae who lived here were sitting and talking quietly amongst themselves. 

Abigail and I stepped into one of the large eating halls, where tables were laid out with huge banquets of food. More Fae sat around talking and eating. They didn’t even look at me, which was a good thing. I didn’t feel out of place. I could blend in and not receive any unwanted attention.

My stomach tightened and my mouth began to water as the scent of the food wafted toward me.

I licked my lips. 

“I’m still getting used to the richness of the food here,” I admitted.

Abigail chuckled. “Did your mother cook badly?”

I laughed. “Well, she never really cooked. We had servants...” 

Now that I thought about it, her magic created and controlled all of the servants so did that mean that my mother technically had cooked for us?

I shook myself, not wanting to focus on the past, nor the questions my mother’s untimely death had left behind. I could still feel the locket against my skin, and I was glad it remained silent, even now. 

I cleared my throat and got in line. “Either way, I love the food here. It’s just different to what I’ve eaten my whole life.”

Abigail handed me a faded orange tray from the banquet table before grabbing one for herself.

I made myself a plate quickly before thanking her. As much as I wanted to sit and eat lunch with her, Horlow wanted to see me and I couldn’t reject an invitation from him. He had been teaching me since I arrived here, and it still felt like an honor each time he let me come back and learn more.

Nearby, Mage Horlow held up his hand, catching my eye from where he sat with three other Fae men. His long silver hair hung down his back, while his face held the wrinkles of age and time, his eyes did not. They were vivacious and clever and didn’t miss a thing. His still strong body was encased in his training attire which reminded me of comfortable white pajamas.

I smiled, walking over to them, and sat down.

“Hello everyone,” I said, my face flushed. I set my food down and grabbed my utensils. 

The pointed-eared, gorgeous men murmured their greetings but barely paused in their eating.

My stomach flipped a little as I took a bite of the stew. It was richly seasoned and oiled with flavors I had never tasted before coming here. I didn’t know how they made any of the food, nor what meats the stews consisted of, and I didn’t ask.

In such cases, it was often better not to know. But God, it was good.

“What are we doing today, Horlow?” I asked after swallowing a large bite of potato and sage.

Mage Horlow smiled at me. “You will find out soon enough,” he said. “Eat, and then we will go.”

The conversation flowed around me, and I found myself relaxing in a way I hadn’t allowed myself to do in years. It was nice being surrounded by people who didn’t care who I was or what I was or anything else.

My mother’s illness had caused so many issues in the years preceding her death. Then her passing, followed quickly by my imprisonment in the Magic Realm, was a whirlwind of emotion I was still recovering from. 

My life had been fast, and grief-filled for so long, it was nice to simply be calm and still. And strangely content, despite my situation. 

I ate the fresh vegetables and meat, relishing every morsel as I swallowed them down, then cleared our plates away.

When I returned to the table, Horlow was waiting for me.

“Shall we go?” He indicated to the door and together we walked outside, toward one of the many training arenas. 

The Fae were a fantastic combination of magic, spiritual understanding, and warrior combat skills. I had magical skill and untampered power, but I didn’t know physical combat, and my mother had kept so much from me in terms of actual intellect concerning magic. I was lucky he agreed to train me in the first place.

It was no wonder the Witches and Warlocks found the Fae people to be a threat.

They lived ten times as long as any Warlock and could accumulate ten times the knowledge if they so chose. It was amazing that the Fae had not taken over the Magic Realm and tried to usurp the power of the Council.
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ONCE WE REACHED A TRAINING area in the woods, Horlow stopped. It was simply a cleared, flat area, with an earth floor and trees all around. 

It was beautiful, serene and calm. I couldn’t imagine a better place to tap into my magical powers.

“Today, I would like to work on several protection spells,” Horlow said, his rich voice vibrating in the air around me.

“Several?” I repeated, surprised he wanted to spend so much time with me.

Usually we got in a single lesson, physical, magical, or spiritual, then Horlow was off doing whatever it was he did for the rest of the day. He was always busy.

He nodded very matter of factly. “Yes. I believe you will be leaving us soon, so you need to be as prepared as possible for the onslaught of magic coming your way.”

My eyebrows shot up my forehead. Leaving soon? 

“How do you know this?” I asked. I hoped I wasn’t disrespectful with my tone, but this was news to me. 

Had he heard from Tavlor as well?

Horlow shook his head. 

“Call it intuition,” he murmured, and I knew that would be my only explanation.

I swallowed down my angry response. I loosened the fists at my sides. This powerful man was teaching me things that no Witch or Warlock could or would, so I needed to stay respectful of his gift. He was doing this for my own good. He wasn’t like my mother, who purposefully hid things from me in order to keep me from asking questions and discovering who I really was. There was a reason for his avoidance.

“All right.”

Horlow actually laughed, which surprised me. The Fae were not the ‘laughing’ kind of people, especially not Horlow. 

“I know you want to know everything, Ava, but you are young, and powerful and need to learn patience,” he said. 

I snorted through my nose. 

“Yeah, I agree with you there,” I said, although waiting twenty-three years to escape my mother’s realm showed I was plenty patient. And respectful.

“What you need to know for yourself is that you’re capable of anything,” he said. “Your emotions, your reactions, also dictate how you handle your magic. It’s why I like practicing outside. It’s peaceful out here. It’s hard to get angry about anything when you’re here.”

I nodded.

“When you get distracted, when you get emotional, that’s where you make the most mistakes,” he said. “It’s okay. You are like most. But you need to get a handle on it, or it will be a detriment to your education.”

I chose to wait, and not ask more questions. He would tell me when he thought I was ready. What he was already telling me was more than he usually did.

“What sort of mental barriers do you have up at the moment?” he asked as he walked around the area slowly.

My mouth dropped open. 

“Ahh... I’m not sure what you mean,” I replied. The breeze tickled the back of my neck. The leaves of the trees whispered around us, singing a soothing song. If my guard was up, I didn’t realize it.

I’d been told by Tavlor that I had decent mental shields in place, but I wouldn’t know how to describe them to Horlow. They were natural, not particularly curated. I tried to call them up on my own, but I wasn’t sure if the magic listened to me or not. I couldn’t feel anything either way.

“Perhaps it is better that I show you.” Horlow spoke casting words and tilted his head forward, keeping eye contact with me.

My mind filled with the image of people dying from mortal wounds, all around me. The clang of metal blades meeting rang in the air like bells. 

I twirled around, pressing the palms of my hands to my temples, aghast to watch the horror before my eyes.

And then it was all gone, and I was back in the forest, the coolness of the air wrapping around my heated skin.

I gasped loudly, needing to catch my balance. My head spun. I put a hand to my chest, feeling the pounding of my heart within my breast. I swallowed; my mouth was dry. I took a breath, then another, trying to steady myself.

“Oh, my God,” I said. “What did you do?” 

I struggled to breathe. Was this some kind of vision? Or was this all Horlow? 

I conjured a bench seat. My knees gave way and I dropped down, staring up at Horlow in dismay.

He tsked and shook his head as though disappointed. “How could your mother not teach you any mental barrier techniques?” 

Even though he was referring to me, it sounded as though he was muttering to himself.

“She didn’t teach it, so to speak. We had natural barriers, she said,” I said, feeling compelled to answer. “But I don’t seem to have any defenses against your particular skills.”

The locket around my neck began to vibrate with heat but I ignored my mother’s call. More than likely she would be shouting back some defense.

“What was that in my head, Horlow?” I asked him.

He shrugged. “Some of my memories,” he said. “Nothing too personal or offensive to you.”

I gaped at him. “Seriously?” 

He clearly must not have realized what he had just shown me.

He’d lived through wars like that? Poor man.

He seemed to dismiss my concerns and instead, looked at me with pity in his eyes. “We Fae are taught this technique from very young, Ava. You must guard your mind at all times from spells that would seek to harm you in the worst ways. I could have projected any image into your mind and taken away your ability to think, to see. You wouldn’t have known if those images were real, or not.”

I nodded, swallowing hard. Obviously, this was an area of training that my mother had neglected, or it wasn’t a tool our kind used so she hadn’t known to teach us.

Either way, I needed to learn.

“Will you teach me how?” I asked as I stood up and waved my hand, making my park bench disappear into the ether from whence it came.

“Yes, of course. And I will also do a physical training session with you, guarding against offensive spells that I know witches like to use.”

These words brought a smile to my face. I liked the physicality lessons. They made me feel like I was making a real difference in my arsenal.

“Thank you. I would love that.”

Horlow began to talk, explaining everything I needed to know about this new technique and how to apply it.

We spent hours together and by the end of the afternoon, my head pounded with new knowledge and my muscles ached from the spell-casting work-out he’d given me. I wanted nothing more than to take a long, hot bath.

When I staggered toward my accommodations, I was strangely happy, yet a low whisper of unease worked its way through me.

Horlow had ramped up his lessons for a reason, and that meant that only too soon, he expected me to have to use them.

***
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WHEN I GOT BACK TO my cottage, my entire body brimmed with energy. 

I paced back and forth, arms gesturing wildly, as I recounted the protection spells I’d learned from Horlow. I needed to know them, inside and out. I had to become as proficient with them as if I had performed them my whole life. I thought I might consider taking that bath I wanted, but I couldn’t force myself to relax even though I tried.

Someone knocked on my door. Relief rushed through me at being disturbed from my own thoughts. 

“Come in!” I exclaimed.

Abigail stepped through the door, the smile on her face nothing short of spectacular, her green eyes sparking like the star-lit sky.

“What’s going on?” I asked her, closing the door behind us. I wasn’t sure if this was a good visit or a bad one. She had always been difficult to read.

“I... have a visitor for you.” She gestured to the door. “We might want to let him in, considering he’s not someone you want roaming about.”

I quickly opened the door. A tall figure in a hooded robe stood in the area outside my cabin, a few feet away. My breath caught in my throat.

“Tavlor...” His name felt like a prayer, and because of that feeling, I loved saying it. “What are you doing here?” I glanced behind him and managed to kick my lips up into a smile. “Are you alone? Or are the guards here to arrest me again?”

I grinned at him to show I was joking, as I was sure his Warlock side would know. I knew Abigail wouldn’t have let me get arrested by any of the Guard. If she brought Tavlor here, she did it because she knew he was alone. 

“May I come in?” he asked, ignoring my joke. His voice was cold and clipped, as though we were nothing more than strangers. 

My heart panged but I ignored the feeling.

I gestured to the small room. “Of course.”

“I’ll leave you to it,” Abigail said, and before I could stop her, she shut the door after stepping out.

My face heated with fire and I cleared my throat. I made sure to lock the door—I didn’t want anyone stumbling on Tavlor in my cottage. I wasn’t sure how the other Fae would feel about him being here. I didn’t want to lose their trust after I tried so hard to earn it. But I wasn’t going to lie and say I didn’t want Tavlor here. 

The room, which contained my bed and a small couch, suddenly seemed tiny. Tavlor was huge by human proportions, and his aura filled any space around him. 

“Please, have a seat,” I said, gesturing to the couch while I plonked down on my bed cross-legged, anxious to put some space between us. It was strange. I wanted to be close but being close felt as though he was smothering me. Distance allowed me to breathe a little easier.

If I didn’t take the proper precautions, I was liable to kiss him, or strangle him for leaving me hanging for so long. I hadn’t decided which desire was stronger yet. Hell, I might do both.

Tavlor glanced around and then lowered onto the couch.

I almost laughed watching him perch on the edge, his back ramrod straight as he tried to appear proper and business-like. It reminded me of pictures Mother had once showed us of a human school, when the adult teacher would balance precariously on a chair designed for one of the child-aged students.

When he didn’t speak, I pushed on. “So, what’s going on?” 

I rubbed my hands on my thighs, trying to prevent the perspiration that started to accumulate on my palms from getting out of control.

He lifted his gaze and met mine with an intensity that almost took my breath away. 

“The Council have charged me with the job of finding you, arresting you, and bringing you in,” he said, his voice firm and unwavering.

I nodded, swallowing the large lump that gathered in my throat. “Yes, you already told me that.” I released a breath, treading carefully. “Is that why you’re here? To collect me?”

I tried to inject levity into my tone, but it came out strained. I wasn’t sure I was ready for his answer. I didn’t want to hear that he was willing to listen blindly to a group that thought he was some sort of abomination. 

But Tavlor had always been the sort to keep his head down and follow orders. We hadn’t known each other very long, but that was something I immediately picked up, right off the bat.

He shook his head harshly. “No, of course not.” 

His fingers curled into fists, as though he was offended I would even suggest something like that.

But what did he want me to think?

I stopped rubbing my thighs, relief flooding through my body. “Then, not that I’m not happy to see you... but why are you here?” I said. As much as I liked Tavlor, he wasn’t the type to drop by and say hello. He always had a reason for everything he did. “Isn’t this dangerous? You coming to see me?”

Could he have led people to my whereabouts? Maybe he, himself, wasn’t going to claim me, but others would?

He flared his nostrils, looking at the wall behind me. “I have family in this kingdom, and simply requested a day to visit them as I have been busy searching other realms recently, pretending to look for you.”

“Oh.” How could I have forgotten he was half-Fae? It was a critical reason why he was so hated. I shrugged. “That’s nice. I suppose.”

The room filled with an awkward silence. It was unfair that the only man I’d ever kissed, was sworn to be my enemy. 

I didn’t completely trust his intentions, but I was filled with contradicting emotions. Part of me wanted to tell him to leave, that it was too dangerous, while the other part wanted to invite him onto my bed and finish what we had started weeks ago.

God, I wanted him to kiss me again.

“So, did you get to see your family, then?” I asked, forcing myself to find the words somewhere. Considering he had never mentioned his family before, I wondered who they were and if I had met them while out and about in this realm. I hadn’t noticed anyone who looked like Tavlor, but then again, had I been looking properly? Probably not.

“No.” He shook his head once. “I came straight to see you.”

My stomach leapt and twisted, though I was unsure whether I should be excited or worried. I started to rub my thighs again. I felt magic tickle my fingertips, pushing against my skin, begging to be released. I was afraid if I did that, my feelings toward him would be obvious. I would give myself away. 

Not that he didn’t know how I felt. That kiss pretty much revealed everything. But I didn’t need to accidentally send the feathers in my pillows flying everywhere because I couldn’t control my magic, either.
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“BECAUSE YOU WANTED to check on me?” I asked. I couldn’t believe the words actually came out of my mouth. “Or because...” I let my voice trail off and held my breath.

Tavlor sighed, heavily. He leaned forward, elbows on knees, rubbing his palms together casually. His hands probably weren’t sweating. He probably wasn’t even nervous. 

“Because I need to tell you something that I felt better done face to face,” he said.

I inhaled quickly, my breath quivering. I didn’t like the tone of his voice. I wasn’t sure what he had to say, but obviously it was important. He wouldn’t risk coming to see me so openly if it wasn’t. 

“Tell me,” I said.

Was there something wrong? Had the Council found my sisters?

“The Council have changed their approach,” he said, flashing his eyes up at me.

“Okay...” I needed more information than that. I still wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

“I have been doing my best to lead them in another direction, to distract them while the High Warlock secures their trust and investigates the law for loopholes regarding illegitimacy...” He sighed, sitting up, rolling his shoulders back. His big, hulking frame made the couch look tiny. I couldn’t believe he fit through the cottage doorway.

“Hang on,” I said, putting up my hand. I cocked my head to the side. “My father’s trying to find a way around the sentencing?” 

Really? Why hadn’t anyone told me? Why would he do that? Why would he risk that?

“Of course.” He said it so matter-of-factly, like it should have been obvious.

I rolled my eyes. “How would I know that?” I asked, annoyance prickling my skin. “I’m being told nothing, and I can tell you, letting my father lie to the Council about my parentage was not fun.”

I took a steadying breath, my chest burning. I hadn’t realized how angry I still was about how things went down at the trial. I shouldn’t have expected that he would be there for me, not when so much was at stake, but to completely betray me? That hurt.

Tavlor blinked a few times, absorbing my words. “I’m sorry that we have not kept you in the loop as much as we should have,” he said. I was surprised to find he actually did sound sorry. “Your father is doing everything he can to help you, and I’ve done everything I can do so far to protect you, but things have become more complicated. And that is why I’ve come.”

“What’s happened?”

“The Council have taken my lack of success... badly.” His words sounded strained. Even though he was helping me, even though he was doing me a favor by not turning me in, he still didn’t like failure. That was obvious. “I have been put on restricted duties, and I’m now relegated to little more than a doorman at the Council steps. They have instead put a bounty on your head.”

I blinked, then blinked again, trying to understand everything he was saying all at once. I didn’t want to make any assumptions, but I also didn’t understand what he was saying.

First things first. 

“They punished you for failing to find me?” I asked, tilting my head to the side.

He shrugged. “Of course.” 

His eyes narrowed, staring at his hands.

His response surprised me. Not that the Council punished him, but that he didn’t turn me in, despite that punishment. What was worse, it tarnished his reputation as an infallible soldier, as someone they could rely on to carry out orders. 

Even though the Council treated him as though he was nothing but a monster, he still listened to them. He still obeyed.

Until now.

I leaned forward, my words soft and careful. “And you still went through with it?”

A smile crept onto his lips. 

“I have endured a lot worse, for much less before, Ava,” he said. “Your safety, and your life is, well, worth fighting for.”

The little hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. The way he said that made it sound like I was worth dying for, but he couldn’t possibly mean that. 

Could he?

I was getting ahead of myself. The last thing I wanted was for him to die for me. But the fact that he was willing to fight for me, even if it meant betraying those he was most loyal to, was a big deal. 

And if it was a big deal for him, it was a bigger deal for me.

My heart fluttered.

The only problem was, I didn’t want him to get in trouble for me. If the Council wanted to kill me for being born, what would they want to do to him for outright betrayal?

“Thank you.” The words were not enough to express my gratitude, but for now, they would have to do.

He inclined his head and I ached to run across the room and kiss him. I wanted to hold him, to remind myself that this wasn’t a dream, that he was really here, and he had come to see me because he wanted to. 

However, I wasn’t sure where we stood at this point. I didn’t want to make things tense or awkward between us. I didn’t want to ruin this... friendship? Relationship?

Another moment ticked by.

I began to rub my thighs with my hands again. “Um, did you say something about a bounty?”

Tavlor’s lips thinned as his jaw hardened. “Yes.” Another nod, short and firm. “The Council have put out a notice to every realm that you are to be captured, alive.”

I guess if there was a silver lining to this, it was that they wanted me alive.

He paused and I wondered if that was an indication that the Council had considered putting a ‘dead or alive’ clause on the notice. Maybe they wanted to try and take me in alive but if that didn’t work, I would be ordered to be killed. 

“Is it a lot of money?” I asked, my ego strangely putting a lot of weight on his answer. Was I a threat that went for a nice amount of money? Or was I as insignificant as a fly, an annoyance, that needed to be contained?

He nodded once, sharply. “Yes, it is a lot of money.”

I couldn’t stop the way my lips turned up in a smile. “I’m strangely flattered.”

“You shouldn’t be.” He seemed angry and disturbed. 

I looked down at the floor, heat flushing my face. He was right, of course. This whole thing made me uncomfortable. I was starting to say stupid things. I shook my head, trying to rid myself of the shame that filled my body.

I coughed, clearing my throat. “I understand that,” I forced myself to say. “So, how bad is it?”

I wasn’t sure if I even wanted the answer. A lot of money meant it would attract a lot of attention. Everyone would know my face. I highly doubted they would know who I was, that I was the High Warlock’s daughter. The Council wouldn’t want that information getting out. Not right now.

“It’s bad,” he admitted. He glanced over at me. It felt as though he was trying to evaluate how I was taking the news. 

I would have thought it was sweet if I didn’t want to know the answers so badly. I didn’t want to be protected. I wanted to know what was going on and how I—and possibly my sisters—were affected by this. 

“Every bounty hunter in the known Universe will be after you. Every shifter, some Fae... I can’t stand by and let this happen.” He clenched his jaw so hard that it popped. He looked in front of me, rather than at me. “And my people, Abigail... they will only be able to protect you for so long.”

He stood up suddenly and shuffled around the tiny room.  

I wanted to ask him what that meant. Should I go somewhere else or was it better that I just stop running? I didn’t want to risk the people who had tried to protect me. Tavlor or Abigail or my sisters. I even didn’t want to risk my father. If Tavlor wasn’t lying and he was helping, I didn’t want him to push himself to the point where everything he had worked for was for nothing.

Tavlor continued, almost to himself. “It’s more money than most people would make in ten years. More money than has ever been offered—for anyone. It’s absolutely ludicrous.” He shook his head. His movement was graceful, and I recognized the Fae in him, the air of timelessness we magic folk didn’t have.

I stood up, unable to stay seated while he roamed like a caged animal. He was too big for this cottage. Every move he made filled the space up even more. His hair roamed wildly like the mane of a lion. I wanted to calm him in some way. I wanted to run my fingers through his hair and make myself feel better. Instead, I kept everything to myself, my hands, my words.

“So, let me get this straight,” I said, shifting my weight from one foot to the other, trying to keep myself out of his way but needing to be on my feet as well. Magic buzzed around me, but I didn’t dare give into it. I didn’t think I’d be able to control myself. Not around Tavlor. “I’m no longer safe here, because the Council has put a massive price on my head, and every bad guy around is going to be hunting me down soon for the bounty.”

“Not just the bad guys.” Tavlor stopped pacing and faced me, his intense gaze burning into mine. “Ava, anyone in desperate need of money will be after you. You won’t be able to trust anyone.”

He stepped forward, so that we were a whisper’s breadth apart. He lifted his hand and stroked my cheek, his touch as warm and light as a summer’s breeze. I leaned into it before I could stop myself. The last thing I expected from Tavlor was gentleness. He was fierce and strong and deadly. To have him touch me like this made me yearn for more.

Goosebumps ran up and down my arms. I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry.

I couldn’t stop looking at the beauty of his face or thinking about how much I’d missed seeing him.

How could I yearn for someone I barely knew? And yet, it felt as though I knew him as well as I knew my sisters. As well as I knew myself. It was difficult to remember what life was like before I’d met him. Which, to me, someone who had never been kissed before him, sounded absolutely insane. And yet, that was exactly how he made me feel. 

I went up on my tiptoes, bringing myself closer to his face, and leaned forward, hoping he would feel what my intention was and kiss me back. 

I was being bold. I had been waiting so long for him to kiss me that I didn’t want him not to. I didn’t know when I’d see him again. I had to make this count.

He didn’t disappoint. 

His lips pressed into mine, stealing my breath. 

I wrapped my arms around his waist while he cupped my face and held me tight, devouring my lips in a perfect kiss. I wasn’t cold, but I shivered. Butterflies crashed into each other in my stomach.

It wasn’t enough. I wanted to get closer. 

I pressed myself harder against him and he swept his tongue between my lips. 
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