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Brin

“Valari.” My fingers traced the insignia of my family. My family. Two leather-smooth wings arched into a proud V, etched into a silver disc that gleamed under the soft glow of my cottage’s lamps. The disc crowned a wooden trunk so gorgeous it could’ve been ripped from a museum in northern England.

My new reality still felt like a fever dream, like I was one bad diagnosis away from waking up in a hospital with doctors debating when to pull the plug. But for now, I’d accepted it—mostly. I’m Valari, half-fae, stuck in Aloreia, a sprawling province in the Dominion of Enna. Province, country—same difference, but I’d learned to keep that thought to myself. The fae? They think humans are basically cavemen. Rude, but compared to their magic-soaked world, probably not wrong.

The trunk was a gift from my father, delivered the day after we met. Sure, he could’ve zapped it to me with a flick of his fae mind, but he insisted on doing it in person. Probably wanted to drown me in family pride or some shit. I wasn’t complaining—the trunk was stunning, all carved swirls and polished wood that screamed you’re one of us now, deal with it. I love it, and I'll happily deal with it for all of eternity.

I didn’t overthink my outfit for the day: black tunic, black pants, sleek and simple. It screamed Sila, who rocked the look like she was born to it. I liked Sila. I liked her style. So, fuck it, I was stealing it.

That evening, I summoned coffee and then put on my pajamas—my ritual since landing in this glittery world two weeks ago. Fourteen days of soaking up fae lore, wandering Fyn’s village, meeting people who stared at me like I was a zoo exhibit, and bonding with my dad over his weirdly intense family pride. Life wasn’t just good—it was fucking beautiful.

“I see you started without me?” Sila’s voice sliced through my thoughts like a butter knife through a bad cooking show soufflé. She breezed through the cottage door, her blonde hair catching the firelight like she was auditioning for a shampoo commercial. I’d just set down the remote, the TV screen paused on our latest obsession: a cooking competition we’d been binging all week while Ero was off doing whatever generals do—probably polishing his armor or yelling at trees for standing too tall.

“Nah, just getting it set up.” I flashed a grin as she conjured a glass of wine with a casual flick of her hand, the ruby liquid shimmering into existence like she was the fae equivalent of a Starbucks barista. Fae magic still blew my mind, even as my own powers grew stronger every day. I was getting the hang of it—sort of. Okay, fine, I accidentally set a curtain on fire last week, but in my defense, it was an ugly curtain.

“Can I ask you something?” I said, leaning forward, probably looking like a nosy neighbor ready to spill the tea. Sila nodded, mid-sip, her elegance making me feel like a goblin in pajama bottoms. “Where the hell’s Jaxon been?” Her glass froze at her lips, and her eyes darted away faster than I’d run from a spider. Not a good sign. “Sila? Don’t make me bribe you with my subpar conjuring skills—I’ll accidentally summon a smoothie instead of wine.”

She set her wine on the coffee table, the clink loud enough to wake a hibernating dragon. Sinking back into the couch, she finally turned to face me, her expression unreadable, like she was trying to solve a math problem in her head while pretending to be chill. “It’s your scent.”

I blinked, my brain short-circuiting. “Do I stink? Because I showered, like, yesterday. I think. Time’s weird here.” I sniffed my armpit dramatically, just to sell it.

“No.” She smirked, catching my thought before I could voice it. Dammit, these fae and their mind-reading—can’t a girl have a private panic about her BO? “Quite the opposite, Brin. You smell like a walking dessert cart to certain fae.”

I shifted, tucking my legs under me, suddenly wondering if I needed to invest in magical deodorant. The show could wait—this was way juicier than some chef crying over a soggy pastry. “Spill, or I’m pausing this convo and eating all the popcorn before you get a single kernel.” 

Sila’s lips quirked, but her eyes were serious, like she was about to drop a bomb and call it a confetti cannon. “Jaxon loves the ladies.” Understatement of the century, considering he’d flirted his way into dream sex with me—a memory I’d rather bleach from my brain with industrial-grade mind soap. “But your scent? It’s getting stronger. He’s... how do I put this? Drawn to you in the most sexual way possible.”

My jaw dropped so fast it nearly hit the coffee table. “Oh. Wow. So I’m basically catnip for horny fae princes?”

“Yeah.” She sighed, picking at a thread on the couch like it had personally offended her. “So he’s holed up in the castle while we try to block your scent. It’s nearly impossible, like trying to hide a glitter explosion in a windstorm.”

Guilt slammed into me like a whale doing a belly flop. I was fucking up my only friends’ lives just by existing—great, add that to my resume: Brinley Valari, professional friendship wrecker. “I’m sorry,” I mumbled, staring at my coffee like it held the secrets to not being a magical disaster.

“Don’t be.” Sila’s voice softened, all warm and fuzzy like she was about to hug me or offer me a puppy. “It’s good for him to actually get some work done. Being a prince isn’t all fun and fae-chasing, despite what his fan club thinks.” Her attempt to lighten the mood only made me feel like I’d accidentally set another curtain on fire—metaphorically this time. “Brin, this is new for all of us. The Council scoured our history—they can’t find another hybrid like you. A faeborne wrapped in magic for over two decades? You’re one of a kind, like a unicorn in a cooking show who actually knows how to flambé.”

Great. I’m a freak with too much magic and a weird smell that’s apparently a fae magnet. “It’s not weird, Brin,” Sila said, catching my thought again—because of course she did, stupid telepathic fae Wi-Fi. “It’s beautiful. Almost too much for me, and trust me, I don’t want to sleep with you, no matter how damn good you smell.”

I snorted, the tension snapping like a cheap spatula. “What do I smell like? Because I’ve tried sniffing myself, and I’m getting nada. Unless ‘confused human’ is a scent now.” I did another theatrical armpit check, just to keep her on her toes.

Sila inhaled deeply, her eyes fluttering closed like she was judging a wine-tasting contest for celestial sommeliers. “Starlight.”

I stared, wondering if she’d been sneaking sips of something stronger than wine. “What the hell does starlight smell like? Sparkle and cosmic regret?”

She grinned, breathing in again like she was trying to inhale my soul. “Like a billion particles of everything nice. Honeysuckle, subtle spices, a breeze in a meadow after the rain, sweet pine, perfectly ripe fruit, lilacs—”

My laughter cut her off, loud enough to scare the neighbors—if I had any in this fae-infested forest. “Okay, Martha Stewart, slow down with the poetry.” She nodded, her smile widening like she’d just won a damn prize. “Humans might call it heaven. We just use different words, same vibe.”

I shook my head, baffled. How the fuck was I radiating heaven? I’m the girl who trips over her own freaking feet. “I don’t know, Brin,” Sila said, catching my thought again—because apparently my brain is an open mic night.

“We agreed—use your words! Until I master blocking my mind, stay out of it, or I’m signing you up for telepathy rehab.”

Her hands shot up in mock surrender, but her grin was unapologetic, like a cat who’d knocked over a vase and called it art. “I’ll try. Anyway, your scent? It’s like the loudest mating call in all of Aloreia—hell, probably the entire Dominion of Enna.” Country, got it. “All fae, high and low, would rip each other apart to have you as their mate, like you’re the last beer at a fae bachelor party.”

“Ew.” I grimaced. “Like I don’t get a say?”

“Of course you do,” Sila said quickly, hearing my unspoken outrage. “Unless...”

“Unless what?” She clamped her lips shut, and I glared. “Hell no, unless what?” I flicked my eyes to her wine glass and nudged it across the table with a spark of magic. No smile from her this time. “Sila. Unless. What.”

She looked like she was swallowing glass, but I waited, arms crossed, until she caved. “Mates. It’s a word we toss around a lot.” News to me, but I’d only been fae for a hot minute—my to-learn list was infinite. “But we don’t mean it literally. It’s from old stories. Myths, even.”

I narrowed my eyes, daring her to dodge the point. She sighed. “Remember the five families created by the Ancient Ones?” I nodded. “Okay, take the first Royal family. Legend says twenty of them were created—not born, not related, just poof, made. They multiplied fast, like all the first families.”

I stayed quiet as she grabbed her glass and took a long sip. “At some point, the Council stopped multiplying. Only males were born, no females—an obvious sign they weren’t meant to grow further.” Those creepy fuckers with their demonic black eyes and corpse-pale skin gave me the shivers every time. “But the other four families kept going.”

“Sila. Stop avoiding.” Mates, woman, get to it.

She huffed—actually huffed. “Fine. But this was a long-ass time ago.” I nodded, forcing patience. “It’s said the Ancient Ones kept meddling, even after they left—or so we think. The Royals, according to old rumors, started marrying outside their... class.” Her face said she thought that tradition was bullshit. “So, mates were chosen.”

“Mates. Like spouses?” I asked.

“Kind of.” She shrugged. “If you meet your mate, you can’t live without them. Literally.”

I sucked in a breath, then another. “It’s just legend,” Sila added quickly. “I’ve never known anyone with an actual mate. Love? Sure. But not this mythical mate shit.” I leaned forward, hooked despite myself. Fae lore was wild. “The really old fae swear it’s true. The Ancient Ones would pick soulmates before they’re even born. When they meet, magic grows between them. The longer they’re near, the stronger it gets. Eventually, the pull binds them, and nothing can break it.”

I had a million questions. “What do you mean, they’d die? Like, legit die?”

Her smirk said she wasn’t buying it. “So they say. If one rejects the other, the rejected fae dies—a ‘mercy’ death from the Ancient Ones, because living without your mate would be endless suffering.” That sounded fucking horrific.

At least I’d scored some juicy fae folklore. Jesus, this world was a lot. “Wait!” I froze, panic spiking. “You’re not saying Jaxon—”

“No! Hell no!” Sila laughed, gulping her wine. “He’s not your mate. None of that’s real, Brin. As for Jaxon, he just wants to hump you for all eternity.”

I choked on my coffee, spraying it across the couch. “What?”

She nodded, grinning like a gremlin. “Yeah. Your scent’s driving him nuts. You’re protected from every other guy in the village, but Jaxon’s too strong for glamours or enchantments. He has to stay away on his own.”

Guilt crashed back, heavier than before. I grabbed the remote and hit play, desperate for Gordon’s cooking drama to drown out the fae history lesson. I didn’t want to think about the shit I was putting an entire kingdom through—or the fact that my scent was apparently catnip for a horny prince.
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Brin

Fresh fae jam. Fucking delicious, and I had no clue what fruit it was made from. It looked like grape, maybe, but tasted sweeter, like sunlight bottled in sugar. I’d figure out the weird-ass foods here eventually. For now, I slathered it on a fluffy biscuit, still warm from the oven, and sank into a chair on my cottage’s front porch.

Baking felt like a lifetime ago, but whipping up these biscuits? Pure therapy. The familiar rhythm of flour and butter grounded me, even if everything else in Aloreia was batshit surreal. I bit into the biscuit, the jam bursting on my tongue, and my mind drifted to Lara. Back in the human realm, it’d be eight a.m. right now. I’d already be done baking at the shop, unless some rich Greenwood asshole ordered a custom cake or fancy pastries. Then I’d be stuck at the counter, smiling like an idiot, waiting for Callie to show up so I could clock out around one. Fucking Callie. Fucking Lara.

I’d shower, plop in front of the TV, and if anyone needed me, I’d run to them like a goddamn fool. My old life was a blur of repetitive tasks, catering to people, and faking smiles for no reason. I wasn’t living—just existing. But last week, my dad said something that stuck: You’ll have an eternity to live any way you choose. He was right, but it still stung. That life sucked, and this one wasn’t much better. I needed to start living, to overwrite the bad memories with something good. Problem was, I didn’t know where the hell I fit.

I chewed slowly, staring at the ridge beyond the village. The view was stupidly beautiful—rolling hills dusted with wildflowers, catching the golden light of Aloreia’s sunrise. The Royal Village, as everyone called it, curved in a perfect half-moon around the castle’s front, all quaint cottages and clean air. No name, just Royal Village, like the fae were too fancy for labels. I hadn’t seen it all yet—Sila kept me on a short leash, insisting I stay close to hide my scent. My scent. The thought made my stomach twist.

Anger hit me like a freight train, raw and unprovoked. Not annoyance, not boredom—straight-up pissed. “I’m not going to sit on this fucking porch or stroll through the village for the rest of my life,” I muttered, the biscuit turning to ash in my mouth.
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