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			Chapter 1 

			Stone Dragons at 
the Revel Coliseum

			Night, Wednesday, February 18th 
at the Revel Coliseum in Kerva, Armav

			“Where’s my blue Nibson?” Nik shouted. “Baby Go! Why isn’t it here?” 

			Through the narrow opening into the back room, beyond the recessed bunks along the sides of the luxury RV, Margot, also known as Baby Go when the band shouted at her, could see Nik weaving back and forth, scanning the rows of instruments on the back wall for his beloved guitar. She rolled her eyes at her cousin and finished the last of her iced tea, gathering up her paper plate from where she sat at the small table across from the kitchen and putting both in the trash can under the sink. 

			The luxury RV was much bigger than her converted TW bus. It had two cushy seats in front of a long couch that ended at the small kitchen table. Beyond the kitchen, the Party Bus, as Nik had dubbed this RV, contained four oversized bunk beds for the members of Stone Dragons. For this road tour, they spent most of their time here lounging between shows. Earlier tonight, the band had been sitting on the couch watching TV while Nik absently strummed his guitar—which still sat on the couch.

			She picked up the battered Aniphone and walked back to where he stood, shaggy dark hair wet from his post-show shower. “It’s packed with the rest of the show gear,” she reminded him, tapping his shoulder with her free hand. “Because you don’t take the fancy guitar to the afterparty, Niklaus.” When he turned, she handed him the dark brown guitar. “You take the ancient Hummingbird when you show off for all the ladies.” After a pause, she added, “Since you like to leave your instruments behind for your adoring fans.”

			He took the guitar, giving her a conspiratorial smile. “What if I want to show off for you instead?” he asked, a teasing glint in his eye. 

			Margot gave him a solid push toward the door. “Take your guitar and go,” she ordered. “I know you too well for you to show off for me.”

			“You know you love it when I sing,” he crooned but started walking toward the door, snagging a t-shirt from atop his bunk and sliding the small privacy curtain closed, sealing off his space until he returned. Standing in the small hallway, he dragged the green shirt over his head, managing to shove his arms through the sleeves without losing the guitar in the process, a display of back muscles and tattoos that Margot could appreciate on a certain level. Niklaus Hodges was a beautiful man: dark eyes, tousled brown hair, the taut forearms of a guitarist. If he wasn’t her cousin, she might have responded to his charm. Then she saw that he was wearing yet another of his t-shirts emblazoned with a picture of himself—playing drums—in high school. She sighed, shaking her head. 

			“Again with the shirt?” she asked, knowing he did it to annoy Timothy, the actual drummer of Stone Dragons.

			He grinned at her. “Chicks dig it.” 

			“I don’t know how you manage to get laid at all,” she commented but didn’t mean it. The number of groupies surrounding the band had grown the last year. Even though they were doing an actual road tour, no airplanes and no hotels—much to the delight of their manager Cayla, who thought they were all crazy but wasn’t going to stop them if they wanted to drive across the country—the number of wild fans the band continued to pick up was starting to be a nuisance. 

			Margot could understand why the people were drawn to Stone Dragons. Rock star status aside, all of the members were beautiful, blessed with an unearthly presence that called followers to them in droves. They sang like angels—or demons—depending on the song. In addition to playing lead guitar, Nik was backup vocals and chorus, but he was working on songs of his own. He liked to entertain the ladies at the afterparty with his works in progress. 

			Margot blew him a kiss when he turned at the RV’s door. “Knock ’em dead,” she told him. 

			“You coming?” He took the first step down and patted his pockets to make sure he had his phone. 

			“Later,” she assured him. “I still have a few things to do. Some of us work when you’re not on stage.”

			Nik gave her a look, knowing that Margot’s “later” often meant “never.” 

			“Timothy is heading over,” he told her. “And I saw Ash…”

			“I know,” she said quickly. “I saw.” 

			Margot hated the sharp jab of jealousy that always surfaced at the lead singer’s name. Though she tried not to, she pictured the long line of sexy women who were waiting for Ash Stonewall as he exited what they called the Entertaining Bus, the RV with the actual bedroom in the back. He would stroll out like the rock god he was, long dark hair aching for a smoothing touch, hazel eyes sparkling as he considered his options. Wearing his afterparty clothes—jeans and a faded band shirt (she predicted tonight would have the Blue Giants logo), he might grab a hoodie if the air turned chilly. Ash didn’t have to worry about looking good; he had rolled out of bed dripping with sex appeal since Margot first met him years ago. All of the scantily clad women waiting for him were eager to parade about on his arm or jump into his bed—women who could stand on spike heels and pull off leather miniskirts—despite the brisk winter air in Armav. Margot glanced down at her sweaty band shirt and jeans, dirty from the grime she acquired setting up for the show.

			Nik frowned, then gave her an understanding smile. “It doesn’t matter,” he said, lingering on the bottom step. “They don’t matter.”

			“Right,” she sighed, wishing her little crush wasn’t quite so obvious to everyone around her. Ash had certainly talked to her, hired her as their stage manager for the tour, and he was always warm enough when they spoke to one another, but he had never looked at her in that way. 

			Margot wanted more. She wanted what all those other women wanted, and it was embarrassing. She’d known Ash for years now, and though she’d been starstruck from that first moment, then 18-year-old Ash Stonewall hadn’t looked at the 15-year-old Margot as anything more than a helpful acquaintance who was his friend’s cousin. Ash and Timothy had come to live with Margot’s aunt Maddie only a few months before Margot herself arrived—distant relatives on Nik’s dad side. 

			Margot had been shellshocked from the death of her mother and the end of the carefree life she had always known back in Belsune, but the boys—especially Nik—had done their best to make Margot feel at home in Ardon, helping her learn to live on the new continent. They had explained the little things—like driving on the right side of the road instead of the left—and Margot had always felt that Ash and Timothy were sometimes as lost as she was, adrift in a new place unlike their home, though they were only from Yens, the province north of their home in Arillo. One thing Margot had learned by traveling this continent by bus—things varied immensely from province to province: food, language, customs. She had always thought Ash understood how she felt in a new place, their shared ignorance of local customs something that should bring them together. They may be closer eight years later, and clearly Ash valued her assistance since he’d brought her on tour the last two years, yet Margot still longed for the day he would look at her as something—anything—more, but she was always going to be “Baby Go” to him—never Margot the Woman.

			At least Nik and Timothy could appreciate that she had grown up. Both were always encouraging her to find herself a man for the evening. 

			“You’re the oddest 23-year-old woman I’ve ever known,” Nik would tell her. “Who goes on a worldwide tour with a rock band and stays in her bus reading all night long?”

			“Ardon is not the world. There’s a whole other continent out there, and I come to the parties!” she would argue. 

			“Yeah, to stare at the god himself, sigh a few times, then wander back to your bus and disappear into a book.”

			“Sometimes I watch TV,” she would defend. Lamely. 

			“You’re young. We’re young. And we’re on tour. Have some damned fun, Margot! Let loose a little.”

			She never took his advice, but thinking of the line of women waiting to touch Ash, she let out a long breath, something in her shifting. Maybe it was time to do something else. 

			“You said Timothy was already there?” she asked Nik, tugging off her sneakers and sliding off her socks, already running through the clean clothes she had that would work for the party tonight. 

			Nik watched her curiously. “Yeah?”

			“And you’re going now?” She yanked her t-shirt over her head, glancing down at her tank top. She could probably still wear it, she decided, tucking the clothes and shoes under one arm. 

			Nik nodded, still not following where she was going with the questions. 

			“Good. We’re stopping by my bus on the way there. I need to change. Ten minutes.”

			Nik’s face lit up. “Baby Go is coming out with the boys?”

			“Margot,” she emphasized, “is going to the afterparty and is going to have a good time.”

			“Margot should meet someone sexy and have a very good time,” Nik agreed, stepping aside so she could exit the trailer ahead of him. 

			“Who knows?” she asked, stepping onto the still-warm asphalt of the lot behind the coliseum. “Maybe tonight’s my lucky night.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 

			Lessons Learned at Parties

			Late Night, Wednesday, February 18th 
at the Euphoria in Kerva, Armav

			Margot had been at the party for a total of ten minutes when she decided it was a terrible idea. Nik had disappeared, her cousin easily distracted by the catcalls and gestures of a group of women sprawled on the couches cleverly spaced along the VIP floor of the Euphoria nightclub. The bouncer had taken one look at her plain button-down green dress and black boots, and she knew he had been about to dismiss her, but a word from Nik had changed his mind. 

			“Go’s with the band,” Nik announced as he breezed through. “She gets everything we get.”

			Margot watched the other women in the club for a moment, their high heels and slinky dresses, their dark smokey eye makeup and perfectly messy hair, then shook her head and headed for the bar, tugging out her ponytail and smoothing her mass of dark hair into a tight bun atop her head. The bun flopped forward, skewing to one side, and she paused to slowly redo it before she settled onto a stool. 

			The bartender wandered over, a tiny woman with short blonde spiky hair who gave Margot an expectant look. “What would you like?”

			Margot considered the bottles lining the back of the bar. She wasn’t a drinker, but tonight seemed to call for something a little more than her usual soda water. “Rum and cola,” she told the bartender, hoping that she wouldn’t taste the rum too much. The woman nodded, turned around to grab a bottle from the shelf and filled a glass with ice. She topped off an alarming amount of amber liquid with a spray of cola from the hose, then slid the drink across the bar without a word. Margot wondered if she would ask her to pay, but the bartender headed down the line to help other customers. 

			There were definitely some perks when traveling with rock stars. 

			She took a sip, winced, then took a deep breath and forced herself to swallow a third of the glass. Slamming the cup down with a thunk that disappeared into the background music, Margot paused, hearing the low electronic beat with eerie singing. She listened for a moment, trying to pick out the words. Was it a foreign language? It seemed familiar, but just out of reach, like something heard in a dream. She knew a few words of Armavian, the Ardon dialect not that different from her native Belsune, but it wasn’t that.

			“I didn’t think to find you at the bar, Margot.” The voice startled her back into the moment, and she turned around to smile at Timothy. His tone was kind, like his eyes, but as the oldest member of Stone Dragons, Timothy made Margot feel like she was ten years old again. Though he was only a few years older, certainly on her side of thirty, something about his bearing spoke of long experience—and Margot thought he always seemed slightly sad. Wistful even. 

			She took another long sip, grimaced, and looked up at Timothy through teary eyes. “It’s that kind of day,” she said, trying to stop her gaze from drifting over to the cluster of couches that held Ash and Nik and their spellbound harem. Timothy followed her look and sighed, eyes coming back to rest on her with something like sympathy. 

			“Ash is young,” he said quietly. Despite the noise of the music and the crowd, Margot heard him easily, as if his words were for her ears alone. “He’ll learn better. Eventually.”

			“He’s not that much younger than you,” she snapped, the alcohol sharpening her tongue. “Did you learn better?”

			“Eventually,” Timothy said and smiled. 

			Something in the way he said it made Margot pry in a way she normally wouldn’t. She could appreciate how handsome he was. Not for her, not her kind of man, but definitely a heartthrob for the right woman. That shaggy brown hair begged for fingers to twist through it, and his mouth promised a good time. He didn’t have the cool distance she found in Ash’s attention when they had a real conversation. She always felt Ash was listening to her intently, but that part of him was longing to get away from her—and he only stayed to be polite. She tried to keep her communication brief, her words pointed so he didn’t have to linger in her presence. But he did linger, asking more questions, probing her mind to get beneath the surface. 

			“Did you learn in time?” she probed. 

			Timothy’s smile devolved into a smirk, and he winked at her. “No. You think I’d be trekking around the world with you lot if I was smart?”

			“We’re not that awful,” Margot defended. “Are we?” She gave him her best ingratiating smile. 

			Timothy relented. “You are perfectly delightful, Margot. They—” he nodded over his shoulder at the group on the couch, “need polishing.” 

			Margot saw that two women were currently jockeying for position to be behind Ash on the arm of the couch. Their movements were subtle, nothing obvious like elbowing the other aside, but Margot could feel the tension escalating between them. Ash, however, seemed to enjoy the competition, occasionally glancing at one or the other in encouragement. 

			“So get to work,” she told Timothy. “Polish away!”

			“Oh no,” Timothy laughed. “It’s not my help they need.” 

			He gave her a long appraising look, and Margot felt a whisper of something against her skin, not quite a chill, but not far off. She sniffed, rubbing her upper arms, and glanced around the bar, thinking she may be able to pinpoint the source. Her gaze skated over a tall man heading to the bar, paused, then settled on him. He was lovely—and Margot was surrounded by handsome men—slightly too long white-blond hair, pale skin, high cheekbones, and thin lips that curled into a charming smile as he stepped near. 

			Margot’s focus wasn’t so diverted that she didn’t see Timothy notice the direction of her gaze, seem about to say something, then shake his head, adjusting his jacket and scanning the room, as if keeping quiet track of who was in it. He always did that—Margot always assumed he was just paying attention—but part of her wondered if he was looking for someone specific. 

			“Be careful, little Margot,” he warned, a hand touching her shoulder for a moment and breaking her free from the spell of the newcomer. “You will attract a great deal of attention in this place.”

			“Maybe it’s time I had some attention,” she told him. 

			He glanced over at Ash quickly and shook his head again. 

			“You are right,” he agreed. “You deserve to have your own fun.” He paused, letting go of her shoulder. “Just be careful. These are dangerous waters.”

			“I can take care of myself,” she insisted, taking another long sip of her drink, steeling herself for a conversation with a sexy stranger.

			“I have no doubt,” Timothy said and walked away, leaving her alone at the bar. 

			Margot finished her drink and slammed the ice-filled glass on the bar with more vigor than she intended. 

			“Want another?” a honey voice asked from behind her.

			“Maybe,” she said, turning to face the stranger. He smelled nice, and her body responded to something unspoken between them. “Why don’t you have a seat and we can talk about it?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3 

			Strangers and Back Rooms

			After Midnight, Thursday, February 19th 
at the Euphoria in Kerva, Armav

			Two hours later, Margot and the stranger had worked their way through a row of glasses, the evidence clearly displayed on the bar before them, and they were laughing loudly, the sound lost in the general cacophony of the club. The stranger—his name was Tobin—hadn’t pressured her to drink, but Margot wanted to let go, to give herself permission to cut loose for just one night. 

			“You know,” she giggled, putting her hand on Tobin’s arm, loving the slight thrill that ran through her body at the touch, “I wasn’t even going to come out tonight.”

			“What a loss that would have been!” he said, his warm hand covering hers. “I am very glad to have met you, Margot.” 

			He leaned down to look into her eyes, his face at first blurry, then crystallizing in her mind. Margot couldn’t say what motivated her in that moment, but she tipped forward, closing the distance between them, and kissed him. He seemed surprised for a second, lips flat beneath her mouth, then rallied and tilted his head, moving his mouth against hers in a way that sent shivers across her skin. His hands found her shoulders, pulling her close. Margot reached out awkwardly, not sure what to touch, and she pushed against his stomach. She heard him chuckle, and their mouths separated a few inches. 

			“I…” she managed, too shocked at her forward behavior to finish the thought. Rum really did give her liquid courage. She met Tobin’s eyes boldly. “I think we should get out of here?” 

			She meant to say it as a statement, but it came out as a question. She didn’t know much about him, other than he was visiting the province and avoiding the trouble to the south, conducting business on behalf of someone else. She knew he made her laugh easily. For tonight, that was enough. Normally, she let men come on to her, offering their place for the night. Margot’s bunk on her bus was too small for entertaining.

			Tobin glanced around, and Margot followed his gaze to the VIP couch where Ash and Nik had been joined by Timothy, the drummer having maneuvered his way through the harem to sit on the couch next to Ash. None of them seemed to notice Margot at the bar with her new friend. 

			“Your friends won’t mind if I steal you?” Tobin asked quietly, and Margot grinned at the teasing tone in his voice. 

			“I’m my own person,” she informed him. “Maybe I want to be stolen tonight.”

			Tobin took the hint, grabbing her hand and lifting her to her feet. The world tilted a little as Margot stood. She was definitely tipsy, but not enough to not know her own mind. She looked at Tobin, studying his face. 

			I want to kiss you again, she thought, turning to look around the club. But where can we go? Maybe a dark corner to make out would work for the immediate future. 

			“I have an idea,” Tobin said, raising an eyebrow. “You up for an adventure?”

			“Oh yeah,” she replied, gripping his hand more solidly. “Lead the way.”

			Tobin headed away from the bar, tugging her along in his wake as they passed through the rope marking the VIP area. Instead of heading down the stairs to where she could hear other voices, Tobin turned to the right, leading her swiftly up the stairs. At the top, he lifted her, giggling, over another rope with a sign in a language Margot couldn’t read—she wasn’t as fluent in Armavian as she was in other languages—but the warning of Employees Only looked the same in any language. For a moment, Margot hesitated, debating the wisdom of breaking the rules in a province with a brewing civil war in the south, then decided she didn’t care. She wanted to kiss Tobin again, and if they got caught and got in trouble, she would deal with it then. They ducked under a dark curtain into a small back room. Tobin released her hand, taking in their new surroundings, and Margot made out the dim shapes of stacked tables and chairs. 

			“Come here often?” she asked, a giggle escaping. “This where you bring all the girls?” She peered at him, sure the alcohol was affecting her vision since he seemed to glow slightly in the dim light, his features standing out in the darkness, bright eyes and pale skin beneath all that white-blond hair. She wanted to touch him, to run her fingers through his hair, to yank him close to her, claiming him and never letting him go. 

			“No one else is like you,” Tobin replied, moving closer to her as he seemed to know exactly what she wanted. This time he kissed her, and Margot let herself melt into him, her mouth eager as her hands began to wander, one sliding up the hard line of his shoulder and curling around his neck. His silky hair brushed the back of her hand, and she twisted it, suddenly yanking hard and tugging his face away from hers. His eyes opened wide, the pupils huge, and the surprise was replaced by excitement as he looked down at her. 

			“No one else is like me,” she echoed, pushing onto her tiptoes so she could reach his face and kiss him again, harder this time. Pausing for breath, she whispered into his mouth, “No one else will be like me … for you.” She didn’t know why she said it, wasn’t normally one for talking in the middle of making out, but something inside screamed that the words were right. That she needed him to understand just what she was to him. 

			And what are you? The thought was distant. A drunken hookup in the back of a bar?

			No, the voice inside replied. This is more. 

			“I want more,” she mumbled, losing herself in the kiss again. Tobin, hearing her words for the invitation they were, moved his hands down her body, sliding along her thighs and beneath her dress to the bare skin. She released his hair, softening her touch and pressing herself into his embrace. 

			“You want more?” Tobin whispered against her lips. “Tell me what you want.”

			“I want you,” she panted, body moving so his hands could gain more access under her dress. She wanted to pause, to remember that public sex, especially in Armavian territory where they were strict about such things, was probably a bad idea, but Tobin’s kisses made her delirious, and his hand knew exactly how to touch her. Part of her resisted, knowing that while the man in front of her was sexy and turning her on in all the right ways, he wasn’t the one she truly wanted. 

			You can’t have the one you want, she told herself coldly, shutting down the line of thought. But you can have this. You can have him. 

			“I am yours,” Tobin said, hand moving faster now, sending streaks of delight through her body. “All yours, Margot.”

			Her name on his lips was the final touch, pushing her over the edge until she came apart in his arms. She wasn’t Baby Go to Tobin; she was Margot, and she was shuddering against him, mouth eagerly working against his as the pleasure washed over her. 

			Caught between gasps and echoes of pleasure, Margot realized something else was happening. She expected to feel Tobin against her eager hands, to press against the hardness she knew was eagerly waiting for her touch. But instead, something was happening to her back. She stepped away, awkward on one foot as his hand still held her close, slick against her thigh. 

			“I—” she managed and collapsed forward into his arms as an explosion of pleasure and agony streaked through her body. She fell to her knees, bringing Tobin to the floor with her, and drew him close, not understanding what was happening through the haze. There was a bright light and a flash of something skittering along the skin of her back, and then the sound of something ripping. 

			When she came back to herself, Margot was on the floor, straddling Tobin’s hips as his arms wrapped around her. There was something odd about the way he was holding her, one arm tight against her ass and the other clutching her neck and pressing her face into his chest. When the moment passed, he slowly eased his grip, peering down to study her face. “Margot?” he whispered, fear and excitement blending in his voice. “My Lady?”

			“What was that?” she replied, looking down at her body, trying to see what was different. She could feel something new, a shift in her weight. “What just happened?”

			“You’ve been Awakened,” Tobin said in a formal voice. 

			Margot frowned at him, trying to sit back and get some space. His arm released her shoulder, but the one around her ass stayed firm, holding her on his lap. “Look,” she told him, not liking his tone, “I’ve had an orgasm before. This was something else.”

			Tobin bit his lip. “Definitely something else,” he agreed, his gaze leaving her face to examine something over her right shoulder. Margot turned her head to follow his look, caught a glimpse of shimmering iridescence, and her body froze. 

			“Tobin,” she said quietly, “why the hell do I have wings?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4 

			Fae Awakenings

			“Because many fae have wings?” Tobin replied, though the words were more like a question. 

			Margot pushed away from him, not liking the sound of the word “fae”—like the stories her mother had told as Margot grew up—but Tobin held her firm, not letting her slide off his lap. 

			“Careful,” he ordered. “You’ll hurt yourself.”

			“Let me go!” she squealed, fear streaking through her as she took in more of the thin material hovering over both shoulders. “What did you do to me?” She tried to scramble back, but something caught on her new wings, and she stopped at the painful tugging in the center of her back. 

			“I told you,” he said, his voice way too calm for the situation. “You’ve been Awakened.” He canted his head. “Surely they have told you of such things?”

			“I’m wide awake,” she insisted, moving more slowly to untangle herself from him. This time the bottom of her other wing caught on the top of her boot, and she shrieked at the jolt, arms pinwheeling as she fell forward again—right into Tobin’s waiting arms. 

			“Easy,” he said. “The first time is always painful.”

			“This is not my first time,” Margot gritted, words pouring out at the suggestion of her virtue, not wanting to think about what he really meant. She looked up at him, meeting that bright gaze, and something sparked deep inside—a connection she didn’t want to explore. “I don’t understand,” she murmured, fear fading as a sense of rightness filled her body. Feeling calmer, she narrowed her eyes at him. “What do you mean by Awakened?”

			“How do you feel?” Tobin purred, leaning close, his eyes darker. 

			Biting her lip, Margot tried to sense her body. She felt … light. Filled with air and satisfaction. The new wings were silk against her bare skin, and she realized that her dress must have ripped when they came out of her body. “I liked this dress,” she managed to say. 

			“I like you better without it,” Tobin whispered, mouth closing the distance between them. Margot allowed herself to be kissed, shivering as his hands slid along the new wings, her body a riot of sensation. It was easier to lose herself than face the situation anyway. 

			Kissing Tobin made everything better, and she surrendered to the feelings—both physical and emotional—that rushed over her. She could ignore the rest, though there was a quiet litany of confusion and shock in the back of her mind, just waiting for the moment to burst free. Margot pushed it down, twining her fingers into Tobin’s hair and devouring his mouth. 

			Familiar. Comforting. Safe. 

			“Take your hands off of her right now,” a cold voice snarled, “and I might let you walk out of this room.”

			Margot’s head snapped up, breaking the kiss, and she twisted to see who had entered the back room with them. She recognized the voice, sort of, but she didn’t believe the words had come from Ash Stonewall until she saw the expression on his face. His eyes were wide, his jaw set, his mouth turned down in a frown. Margot barely recognized the man she knew. 

			“Ash?” she asked, very aware of how she was sprawled on Tobin’s lap, his arms still around her body. Ash may not ever want her, but she didn’t want him to see her atop another man. She pulled her fingers out of Tobin’s hair.

			Just in case. 

			“Let. Her. Go,” Ash repeated. 

			Tobin did not release her, his gaze sliding back to study Margot’s face. “I don’t hear her complaining,” Tobin said finally. “Do you want to go, Margot?”

			“I…” Margot tried, but words failed her. What could she say to Ash, the man she had longed for since she started wanting anyone? He was looking at her like she had betrayed him. Tobin’s words sank in, and she jerked her head down to look at him instead. His smirk was all male, clearly thinking he had won some kind of competition. 

			“Seriously?” she said, glaring at him, then tried to stand up, tripping in her haste. Tobin released her immediately, hands moving to help her, but Ash was faster, stepping across the space between them. He put his hands beneath her armpits and lifted her easily to her feet, but paused when he set her down, not letting her go until she found her new balance with the wings. 

			Margot frowned, reaching back to touch the new part of her body. Her wings were soft, silky diaphanous swaths of many colors: brown where she could see over her shoulder, brightening to white and blue at the bottom that brushed the back of her knees. Deciding she could stare at the new wings when she stood before a proper mirror, she settled into her new center of gravity and stood firm, gaze flicking from the man still sitting on the floor to the man standing next to her. 

			“So,” she said, her voice sturdier than she expected, “who is going to tell me what is going on?” Her heart rate was steady, likely a result of the alcohol slowing her reactions. 

			“You’ve been Awakened,” another voice said, and Margot looked up to see Timothy had entered the room and was standing near the doorway. 

			“So I hear,” she retorted. “Want to tell me what that means?”

			“You’re fae,” Ash whispered. “Your powers have Manifested.” He looked at her, and Margot wished she could read his expression, his blank face perfectly neutral, the rage from earlier vanished. He sounded both wistful and excited at the same time.

			Margot scoffed. “Like a fairy in a story?” Both Ash and Tobin nodded, though Tobin’s grin suggested he was far more thrilled about her new status than Ash or Timothy. “Wait,” she said, glaring at all three men as suspicion snaked through her. “How do you know this? Are you fae or whatever?”

			Tobin hopped to his feet and tugged his shirt over his head. Margot was almost too distracted by the sudden sight of his bare chest, abs she had been feeling as they pressed close, but then there was a quick flash of light, and a pair of black and silver wings like her own appeared from his back. Margot’s mouth opened to say something, but no sound came out, and she simply took in the glory that was Tobin. 

			Tobin smiled, blew her a kiss, then cut his gaze to Ash, the gesture clear. 

			Your turn. 

			Margot turned to Ash. “Do you have freaking wings?”

			Ash shook his head. “No. I have … other gifts.” 

			Margot’s eyes widened. The insanity of the situation was too much, so she focused on the nearest thing. “So what makes you … fae? Like, how can people tell?”

			Ash gave Tobin a dark glare. “They can’t.” He shook his head. “Put those away, vassal. Someone might see, and we are among mixed company here.”

			“Vassal?” Margot echoed, thinking of knights and armor. 

			“You know who I am?” Tobin asked, a challenge in the question. A flash of light pulsed and then his wings were gone, though his glorious bare chest remained. Margot tried not to stare at him, remembering her hands on his body. 

			“I know you,” Ash confirmed, then with a look at Margot, he added, “and clearly you know who we are.”

			“Why don’t you show her?” Tobin prompted, shirt held loosely in one hand. “She’d love to see you in all your glory. We all would, my Lord.”

			“I am no Lord,” Ash snapped, putting a hand to his forehead the way he did when he was contemplating a difficult problem. Margot had seen that motion often back when he helped her rebuild the battered TW bus that her mother had left behind, the two of them carefully working together to make it livable again. Hand falling to his side, he glanced at Margot, whose wings were still out for all to see. 

			“Go,” he said, and for a moment, she thought he was dismissing her, but it was just her name. “Close your eyes and concentrate on willing the wings away. You can do it.”

			Nodding, Margot closed her eyes, glad that the distraction of Tobin was hidden, and thought about her wings, glad to have something specific to do. 

			Go away please, she thought clearly, and to her surprise, she could feel a pulse of heat along her back, a burst of light against her closed eyelids, and then her balance shifted again. She could feel the air on her bare back through the holes in her dress. “Oh,” she said, wonder infusing her voice. “That was easy.”

			Ash nodded. “We … have much to discuss.”

			“You’re telling me,” she agreed, then remembered Timothy by the door. “Are you one of them, too?” 

			Timothy bent into a courtly bow, a faint smile on his lips. “At your service, Lady Margot.”

			“Don’t,” Ash barked, but Timothy ignored him, already reaching out to gently take Margot’s hand. 

			“Allow me to be the first to congratulate you on your Awakening,” Timothy continued, placing a delicate kiss on the back of her hand before releasing her. 

			“She hasn’t Awakened,” Ash insisted, continuing despite the two men giving him incredulous looks. “She just has wings. That’s minor. It doesn’t mean—”

			“Apparently, it means that you have forgotten your manners entirely,” Timothy interrupted. He gave the lead singer a hard look, and shame flooded Ash’s face. “Margot is fae, only just revealed. She deserves your respect.”

			Ash frowned, then sighed heavily. He took a step toward her, taking her hand formally and leaning down to kiss it. Margot snatched her hand back, not wanting Ash to go through the motions of civility when he clearly didn’t want to. Jamming her hands into her dress pockets, which remained mostly intact despite the destruction of the back of her clothing, she glared at Ash. “Someone please tell me what the hell is going on.”

			Ash’s eyes were wide as he stared at her hidden hands, realizing she had rejected his touch. 

			Tobin was the first to speak, stepping quickly in front of Ash, and putting himself close to her. “Ask me anything, Margot. I will tell you everything.”

			Timothy’s head moved quickly, shock flitting across his features at Tobin’s declaration, but then the look was gone. Ash tried to step between them, but Tobin only moved closer, gently touching Margot to keep her next to him. 

			“Well,” she began, “how about Awakening?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5 

			The Fae Power Scale

			“It has many names,” Tobin explained. “The Awakening, the Manifestation.” He glanced at Timothy. “It means your fae abilities have been triggered, and you are no longer what you were before.”

			What was I before? The thought was fleeting, her scattered mind trying to keep up with her new reality. Again, she latched onto one word he had said. “Abilities?” Margot echoed. “As in plural? What else is going to happen to me?”

			Tobin shrugged, way too nonchalant for the situation. “Time will tell. You have wings, so you may be a high order fae.”

			“Not necessarily,” Ash interrupted, but Tobin ignored him. 

			“You can fly, obviously, but your other abilities will appear soon.” At the look on her face at his casual mention of the ability to fly, he added, “Do not fear, Margot.” With a pointed glance at Ash, he continued, “I will be here to guide you every step of the way.”

			Margot nodded, reassured despite herself. He seemed quite casual about everything. “Does this … happen often? People Manifesting?” Questions swarmed through her mind, and she snagged onto a random one. “Are there a lot of fae?”

			“Some,” Tobin replied vaguely. “It depends on where you are. For instance, this bar has several fae, drawn by the presence of such fascinating … rock stars.”

			“Do they know?” she pressed, wanting to blame Ash’s magnetism on his fae nature. She glanced around the room, scanning their faces in turn: Ash, Tobin, Timothy. “Do you all know one another?”

			Ash’s voice was brutal. “No, they do not know. And they will not.” There was no mistaking the threat in the words. “Not all of us are as brazen as he.”

			“Still going to play the game, then?” Tobin asked, judgment clear in his tone. “Still pretending to be human?” He paused, adding, “No doubt your father must be very proud.”

			Ash moved, but suddenly Timothy was in front of him, placing his body between Ash and Tobin, defusing the situation. He gave Ash a long look, communicating something Margot didn’t catch, and Ash was calm again. “You should not speak of things you do not know,” the lead singer said finally.

			“You don’t know what I know.” Tobin smirked. 

			“Stop it,” Margot said, not liking the way Tobin was taunting Ash. “You’re not helping by being a jerk about whatever this is.” She gestured between the two men. “I’m sensing some tension here, but right now, I don’t care what your issues are. Not to be a bitch about it, but can this be about me right now? I need to know more.” 

			This time it was Ash who spoke, clearly wanting to one-up Tobin with his sudden forthrightness. “What do you want to know, Go?” 

			Margot winced at his use of her nickname, hearing echoes of their teenage yells when they first met, “Baby Go is on the loose! Baby Go is going to get even for that one! Baby Go is feisty tonight!” Ignoring the memories of their teasing, she focused on what she knew. “Okay, so you don’t all know one another. Can you sense another fae? Like, is there a way you guys can tell? Without wings?”

			“Some fae have horns. That’s pretty clear,” Tobin added helpfully. 

			“Yes and no,” Ash replied, and before she could frown at the non-answer, he continued, “Strong fae can usually sense weaker fae. Some fae can hide their presence entirely from others if they wish, but weaker fae are almost always able to be found.”

			“Do strong fae hide themselves often? Is that common? Why?” Head spinning as she tried to take it all in, Margot wondered how she had lived her entire life without knowing any of this. 

			Ash shrugged. “I don’t know.”

			“Sure you don’t,” Tobin quipped. 

			“Which are you?” she asked, looking at Tobin. “Are you stronger or weaker fae?”

			Ash frowned, clearly not wanting to answer what Margot realized was probably a rude question. But Tobin replied, “Strength of magic doesn’t always mean strong. Power is a complicated thing.”

			“Clearly.” Margot sniffed, thinking. She shifted to her other foot, the memory of wings altering her balance. “So, what do wings mean? Where does that fall on the fae strength gauge, if that’s a thing?”

			“That’s not a thing,” Tobin answered with a grin, “but I take your meaning. Often, wings are found on weaker fae—one of the most common abilities we have.” 

			“Oh,” she said, heart falling as she realized what that likely meant. “Figures.” She was a fae, like Ash, finally on his level, but she was only a weaker fae. Still beneath him. 

			“Wings are only one of your abilities, Margot,” Tobin continued. “I have no doubt that you have others. I look forward to seeing what they are.”

			“What are the options? I mean, what can you do?”

			This time, Tobin’s face closed, the friendly demeanor slipping for a moment. She could tell he didn’t want to answer her. 

			“There are many abilities,” Ash answered instead. “Flying, obviously, but glamours are common enough. Magically altering one’s appearance. Not true shapeshifting, of course,” here he gave Tobin a sharp glance, “but close enough. Superior physical abilities, like strength or speed are also normal.” He paused, considering. “Manipulating the elements is less common but still possible. Telepathy. Telekinesis, that sort of thing. Very strong fae can teleport and control others, and some can manipulate emotions.” 

			“They can make people feel things that aren’t real?” Margot asked, latching onto the last item on his list of possibilities. “That sounds awful. No respect for free will at all.” She scoffed. “What do you think is likely for me?”

			Tobin pursed his lips. “That depends on your parents. What could they do?”

			Margot frowned. “My parents? They could … get sick and die?” A flash of her mother at the very end filled her mind, and she closed her eyes, not wanting to remember her that way. Her father had never been part of her life, though her mother had always spoken fondly of him. Margot got the impression her parents had loved one another very much—but something kept them apart. “I’m sorry. That wasn’t fair.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what they could do. I didn’t know they were fae.”

			“Penelope, your mother, was fae,” Ash said quietly with a quick look at Tobin. “She could fly, and she had some elemental control. Air was her specialty.” 

			Margot had another flash of memory, a younger self giggling as the wind played with her hair, her mother smiling as they soaked up the sunshine on an afternoon on a beach in Belsune long ago. She stared at Ash, surprised he knew so much about her mother. “How do you know that?”

			“Your aunt,” Timothy said. “She too was … fae. They shared similar abilities, though Maddie’s specialty was water.” Margot thought of that first summer at her aunt Maddie’s house, the first time she had met her cousin Nik, and Timothy—and Ash. 

			“If my mom was a fae, why did she get sick? Why did she die?” The words came out before she could stop them, and Ash put a soothing hand on her forearm, his palm warm against her skin. 

			“She was fae. Not immortal. We can all die.”

			“Oh,” Margot said, deflated. Part of her had thought that becoming some kind of supernatural creature automatically made her impervious to harm—like the movies. It had been a silly assumption to make, one she only thought because she was overwhelmed. 

			“And what of your father?” Tobin prompted. 

			Margot frowned, her mother’s wistful expression coalescing in her memory. “No one of consequence,” she replied quickly. “He left before I was born.”

			“A human?” Tobin pressed, looking at Ash. 

			Ash nodded. “So Penelope told her sister Maddie.” 

			“Does this make me a middle-road fae? More powerful than some but weaker than others?” Ash and Timothy shared another of those long looks that Margot couldn’t read. “What did I say?” she asked. “Why do you keep doing that?”

			“She needs to know,” Timothy said. “She needs to prepare.”

			“Prepare for what?” Margot asked, a cold feeling pooling in her gut at their expressions. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 6 

			The Claiming

			“In our world,” Timothy began, his face carefully neutral, “there is a … hierarchy. Everyone has a place.”

			“That’s not exclusive to you,” Margot declared. “That happens everywhere.”

			“Not like this,” Ash added. “You will need to find and accept your place.” He looked away, clearly wanting that to be the end of the discussion. 

			“What the hell does that mean?” she snapped, not liking the sound of it at all. 

			Tobin broke the awkward silence, his words blunt. “It means someone will Claim you, and you have to serve them.”

			“Serve them?” she echoed, hearing him but not understanding. 

			“And you no doubt will take servants of your own, given your likely standing,” he added helpfully.

			“I’m not taking servants!” Margot yelled. “That’s ridiculous!” She whirled on Ash. “And what does he mean that someone will Claim me?”

			Ash’s reluctance was palpable. Margot was tiring of his hot and cold approach to the situation: one second all caring concern, the next coldly distant. When he acted like this, she was so sure he was into her, and just as sure he barely tolerated her. 

			“Everyone in our world owes fealty to someone else,” Tobin explained. “We all have our place.”

			“And where do you belong?” she asked, turning on him. “Who Claimed you?”

			“Lord Rebinus,” Tobin replied immediately, and Ash glared at him, eyes dark with old anger and a long-festering sore.

			“Oh,” she said simply, not knowing who that was. “Wait. That’s why you called him vassal earlier. He’s a vassal to that lord. Regulus.”

			“Rebinus,” Tobin corrected gently. 

			“Whatever!” she snapped. She turned her gaze to Ash and Timothy. “And you?”

			Ash opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again. Timothy seemed to wait another moment to see if he would try again, but when he didn’t, Timothy said, “We cannot say. We do not have such liberties with our situation.”

			“I have no idea what that means,” Margot deadpanned but moved on. “Okay, so how does this Claiming work? Do I get a letter in the mail or what?”

			Tobin snorted, then covered his mouth. “Not quite. Your Claiming will likely be more … dramatic.”

			She narrowed her eyes at him, not liking the tone. “Dramatic how? What happened to you with your Reginald?”

			“Rebinus,” Tobin corrected again. “And mine was different. I was claimed as a child. There was a small ceremony when I was taken into his household. As I said, your situation is different.”

			Margot shook her head, too tired to think much more. She’d had a long day getting the show ready, and while her night had started out good, she was ready for it to be over. “Look, as long as I don’t have to sleep with a stranger, I can work this out.”

			Ash’s face blanched, and Timothy looked quickly away. Tobin alone continued to stare at her, his face waiting for her to figure it out. As she stared at him, he slowly raised a delicate eyebrow, chin dipping lower. 

			“No fucking way,” she whispered, then turned to Ash and Tobin, who both refused to meet her gaze.

			“It is expected for such a late manifestation to be claimed in the old ways,” Tobin explained, voice soothing.

			“And what if I don’t want to be Claimed? What if I want my freedom?” she asked. 

			Tobin shrugged, but there was little sympathy in his expression. “We all want such things, Margot, but there is a price to this new power of yours.”

			“The price is my body?” she asked. “Fuck that. No.”

			“The price is your free will,” Ash said quietly. “After that, no doubt you will not care so much about your body.”

			“And who fucked you?” she demanded, whirling on Timothy as the easiest target. 

			Tobin chuckled. “She sees you well, Timothy,” he commented, “assuming you would be Claimed and not the other way around.” 

			Timothy’s expression was bland as he looked at Tobin, then returned his attention to Margot. “I was very young when I was Claimed,” he explained, jerking his chin at Tobin. “Like him, there was a ceremony.”

			“And you didn’t object?” 

			“I did not object,” Timothy said quietly. “I am happy to serve.” 

			Margot looked at Ash. “And you?” she asked. “Who owns you?” 

			Ash stared at her, face blank, but he said nothing. “Whatever,” she grumbled, turning back to Timothy. “There has to be a way…” she began, but he shook his head. 

			“We all answer to someone, Margot,” the drummer said. “It is the way of the world.”

			“No,” Margot said, determination filling her. “Not my world. There is no way I am going to let some strange fae come in here and steal me away. What is this—a fairy tale?”

			“A rock star fairy tale,” Tobin said, smirking at Ash and Timothy. 

			“How can you be so calm about this?” she asked him, glad to find an easier aim for her anger. 

			Tobin shrugged, pushing a strand of white-blond hair behind his ear—which Margot now saw was slightly elongated. “You will be just fine, Margot,” he said. “No need to worry.”

			“How will this be fine? You just said some stranger is going to kidnap me!”

			“It’s not like that,” Tobin explained. “You will be courted… mostly.” He frowned, possibilities moving across his expression. “Probably.” Cocking his head to the side, he added, “It doesn’t have to be a stranger,” Tobin said, then glanced at Ash. “He could do it.”

			Margot sputtered. “What?!” 

			“It’s easy enough. Before another arrives to Claim your new powers, Ash can Claim you as his own. We all know he’s strong enough for it.” Tobin raised an eyebrow. “And I’d wager neither of you would mind the physical part of the ceremony.”

			A burst of hope shot through her at Tobin’s words. She tried to think of the important things—her free will, her freedom, her bodily autonomy—but that faded before the incredibly wicked image she had of Ash standing before her, shirtless. She’d seen his chest before, of course, plenty of times on stage, especially when he launched into their hit “Heart of Stone” at the end of the show. But this was an older memory, Ash back when he’d helped her fix the TW bus, the two of them both comfortable and awkward in turns as they used the common goal to focus their attention. Margot still didn’t know if he had helped her out of obligation, something about taking care of her since her mother had died, or if he legitimately wanted to. Her mind snagged on the random detail, and she stared at Ash. 

			“You don’t have to,” she blurted, trying to quell the heat she could feel rising in her face. “You don’t owe me anything.”

			“He owes you protection,” Timothy supplied helpfully, giving Ash an appraising look. “We both do.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“We promised your aunt Maddie when you first arrived that we would always look out for you,” Timothy volunteered. Margot glanced at Ash and quickly away. She assumed it was something like that. They didn’t really want to be around her. She was an obligation, a burden. But Timothy was still speaking. “We will not abandon you, Margot. Not when you need us.” 

			“That’s curious,” Tobin commented, looking Timothy up and down. “I mean, you could technically Claim her, but then you’d expose yourself to those who no doubt seek you and your master. And for what?” He frowned. “The next fae would only Claim you both.” He narrowed his eyes at Ash. “He has to be the one, and we all know it. What will it be then, Ash Stonewall? Rock star or the fae I know you to be?”

			“You have no idea who I am,” Ash replied, voice distant, aloof, and suddenly authoritative, like when he threw himself into the chorus and made the audience members swoon, wishing for his touch. “You walk in here, Awaken my Go, and think I will jump to take your suggestions?” He scoffed. “You may be here by the leave of your Lord, but I answer to a different power, and I will not be bullied into a foolish Connection.”

			Margot frowned. It was one thing to be a burden, an obligation, but worse to be seen as a foolish connection. She took a step away from them, clutching her dress to her chest, not wanting to hear any more. 

			But he said you were his Go! Margot ignored the small voice, the ridiculous obsession she hadn’t been able to dismiss in all the years since she’d first met him. It doesn’t matter. He will never want me the way I want him. 

			Something broke inside of her, a part that had been slowly shattering for a long time. She felt it crack, the pieces tumbling free, and suddenly she was angry. Heat flooded her chest and face. 

			“Stop,” she said, voice quiet but powerful, and all three men looked over at her, seeming to notice that she had moved away. She pierced Ash with her glare. “Don’t do me any favors,” she told him. “I would never want to be one of your foolish connections.” She hissed the last words, then turned to Timothy. “And no more about promising Maddie you’d protect me. I’m fine. I’ll be fine.” Before he could speak, flashing that charming smile that disarmed her so, she cut Tobin off, “And you. Obviously you have an agenda here. So here’s what’s going to happen: I’m going back to my bus, and you’re all going to leave me alone.” 

			When Tobin opened his mouth, she continued, “Alone. And I don’t want to hear anything else about fae or powers or Claiming bullshit.” She looked at Ash and Timothy in turn. “You know where I’ll be. If you want anything, send Nik to ask. At least I can trust him not to lie to me.”

			Without waiting for a reply, she turned and walked out of the room. Very aware of her torn dress, she hurried down the stairs and over the rope blocking off the Employees Only area. The hour was late, and the bar had emptied, especially since Ash was no longer entertaining his harem on the couches. She could see a few women lingering, hopeful as they glanced around. A few of them spotted her quick exit from the stairwell and glared, their eyes hot with jealousy. 

			You wish, she thought, knowing they all wanted to be tangled in a rock star’s arms for the night, and pushed open the door to the outside, glad her home on wheels wasn’t too far away. 

			No, I wish. And I need to stop. 
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