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      The world around me had just gone crazy.

      The air within the living room of our family home spun like a tornado, bits, and pieces of mementos and fragments of our family history riding the gusting currents in a large swirling whirlpool of wind. The once welcoming room, with its soft crème-and-gold decor, inviting sofas and pale plush carpets, was now a mess of frantic destruction.

      The portrait of Dad, Grams and Grampa Mason that had once hung above our mantelpiece, had been ripped off the wall, its frame smashed to smithereens simply by the force of the speeding air. Deadly shards of mahogany joined the debris spinning around the room like a vortex hungry to suck our home right into it.

      Across from me, my parents were huddled inside the great stone fireplace, faces and once-pristine clothes smudged with coal and ash, cold, half-burned logs kicked out in a hurry sending cinders across the creme pile carpet.

      Celeste and Corin Odel were unaccustomed to being helpless, and I felt a ripple of sympathy for them now as they stared out at the destructive force mowing down their home, unable to do anything but hide to safeguard their lives. They would no doubt be assessing the situation, but right this second, neither had come up with the brilliant plan required to save any of our asses.

      My parents’ hidey-hole was definitely safer than mine. I hunkered down, tense and uncertain in the furthest corner of the room crouching beside our antique sideboard, handed down through three generations of Odels and holding a crapload of priceless knickknacks and wedding gifts.

      I chose the spot because it was away from the windows, the best place to shelter myself and to avoid the dagger-like shards of glass that had once been the cottage-pane doors of our living room, and near enough to the doorway to the hall which was my only path to relative safety. But, my current position meant it was only a matter of time before I went the way of the mahogany frame.

      Still, I was safer than Grams who stood stiffly on the threshold of the living room, facing down the tornado, expression implacable, as though she would use her body and her mind to stop the damned thing. I had no clue what she was thinking, and part of me wanted to run to her, throw her out of the way and drag her to a safer spot.

      Then maybe yell some sense into her—if I could be heard above the roar of the spinning vortex.

      The temperature had dropped too, an icy chill taking hold of everything around us, chains of frost appearing along the walls and floor like shimmering necklaces, a cold beauty that would precede an awful death.

      Pulsing vibrations rumbled beneath my feet as the house shook right to its foundations. I softened my knees to keep my balance, and an irrational fear rippled through me as I imagined the entire building being lifted off its foundations, then flying off with the tornado when it finally decided to move on.

      This was insane.

      The people of our town would be shocked. The small panther walker enclave of Tukats, Illinois, must be horrified to see such a dramatic and almost inexplicable event as this.

      And then I caught myself mid-thought. I knew I was wrong.

      I’d heard as much from Mom and Grams not too long ago, enough to confirm how wrong I was, because this very home had seen a dramatic enough event a few decades back. The events of a day long ago, discussed within the shadows, spoken in whispers I’d never even heard.

      The day the Fae came to claim one of their own.

      Our little walker town had its own personal history when it came to face-to-face meetings with an attack that came out of nowhere. An attack the nature of which had both shocked and befuddled its innocent citizens, leaving one family scarred for generations while the townspeople helped to hide the event altogether.

      Tinkling echoed around me as shattered glass now also joined the vortex, thankfully having done no damage to the occupants of the room. My heart tightened at the thought of how close the kids—who we’d sent up to their bedroom to wash up before dinner—had come to being hurt had they still been here in the living room when this ethereal tornado had ripped into our home.

      Thank Ailuros, the rest of the family was safe with Iain in Europe busy with Council Meetings and Darcy on a case out of state. Alina and Axel, our adopted goblin twins, were feisty enough to have insisted on remaining with us given the chance. Not that we were stupid enough to have given it.

      I whispered a prayer of gratitude that Logan—who’d been at my side when the tornado had shown up—had swooped off out the shattered doors to skirt the house and take them to safety. I’d glimpsed flashes of his golden scales as he passed by, the light of the moon casting a dark shadow as he flew off.

      He was going to be pissed, that much was sure. I’d refused to go with him when he’d insisted on taking me to safety. I knew why, and I suspected he did too.

      Grams.

      We’d planned on a quiet evening as a prelude to the big day when we would depart for Mithras to help Saleem out of his incarceration. But moments ago, our family night had been reduced to shards and shattered pieces when the tornado had appeared out of thin air while we’d been laying the table for dinner.

      My black leather pants had lost its sheen, covered in a layer of dust, and I sighed. This vortex was also taking out its frustrations on my threads, and I was not a happy girl. The pink-and-purple paisley blouse I’d worn for the special evening was still intact, thank Ailuros—Grams would kill me if I got it ripped, she had a thing about heirlooms aka hand-me-downs.

      Gusts of air lifted my hair and threw the dark locks back into my face. I swiped them away from my eyes and focused, trying to think.

      Insanity prevailed now, the speeding currents plucking more pictures off the walls, half a dozen ceremonial masks that Mom and Dad had collected on their travels, an obsidian platter they’d been given for their wedding, the box of cigars Dad had kept on the mantelpiece, the set of kovale metal sculptures they’d had made from our baby feet, all sucked into the swirling mass in the middle of the room.

      Only Greer’s little feet had remained, tossed to the carpet. Probably something I could read a lot into, but maybe later when I had time. To ponder why our dead sister’s baby sculpture had been forgotten by the vicious tornado

      A mass that was slowly growing ever larger.

      The furniture wobbled on the floor, the great leather sofa shifting in place while two Victorian armchairs began to slide across the carpet, drawn to the tornado and powerless to stop their inevitable destruction as the spinning air crushed them into nothing.

      I swallowed hard as I watched the panel above the fireplace shudder as it too threatened to be sucked out of place. As much as everything within the room meant a lot to us, the contents of the Odel artifact repository was invaluable.

      Years spent collecting priceless and rare objects, some of them believed to have been lost to the past, many of them dangerous in the hands of an ignorant user, and deadly within the grasp of a knowledgeable one.

      Heart racing now, my gaze shifted to Dad, who crouched within the shadows of the stone fireplace, an arm slung around Mom’s shoulders.

      Mom didn’t appear to be aware of her husband’s attempt to protect her either. Which meant she was too distracted to notice because Celeste Odel was the last person in this universe who would allow a man to save her when she was fully capable of saving herself.

      They made a scruffy disheveled pair; Mom’s baby-blue blouse with dozens of tiny rips through it, pants covered in ash, Dad’s white button-up shirt smeared to a tie-dyed black-and-grey, blond hair discolored by dustings of coal and littered with woodchips.

      I could almost feel their frustration and anger all the way across the room.

      But that was probably the crux of our predicament. We could do nothing to save ourselves. Not until we figured out what in Ailuros’ name was going on. Where had this tornado come from, and why did it decide to touch ground inside our living room?

      Even though I had a suspicion, I wasn’t yet prepared to believe that Grams’ past had come back to haunt her.

      A decanter, still half-filled with eighty-year-old dwarven fire-whiskey, flew past my face, missing my cheek by a mere breath and a wish. It crashed into a spinning chair leg, scattered shards of crystal in the air and then disintegrated into nothing.

      I had to put a stop to this madness.
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      But for once, I had no idea what to do next. My panther strained for her freedom, urged on by the pumping of my heated blood through my veins. But I forced her down and tried to think. How was I supposed to stop the raging tornado, I didn’t know.

      I had zero magical powers, no Fae magic handed down to me through Grams either—unless you counted my golden glow demon-killing mojo courtesy of Mommy Dearest.

      Shifting into my panther form wasn’t about to do anything to help other than make me more vulnerable and likely just get my furry feline ass obliterated.

      I had to do something though, as Grams still appeared to be frozen in place on the threshold, still looking perfect from her pale silk shirt to her inky blue jeans, down to her shiny black boots, not even a hair out of place. Whatever she meant to do, I hoped it would be soon.

      Preferably while we were all still breathing.

      Half my mind remained on Baz and Lily, who’d gone into the city to work on their military training at Tara’s workshop, and my anxiety bubbled at the thought of them coming home with this maniacal atmospheric disturbance as a welcome.

      Mentally crossing my fingers, I hoped Logan was out there somewhere and would stop the pair from entering the house and walking into certain danger. Unable to remain still any longer, I threw caution to the wind—or the tornado considering it was literally a few feet away—and I scrambled from my position of relative safety. Moving closer to the doorway, I hoped to get a better look inside the center of the maelstrom. As I half-crawled, half-scuttled across the carpet, I spotted movement out of the corner of my eye.

      A soft croak escaped my lips, and I blinked and then stared inside the vortex so hard that my vision blurred. But I saw nothing other than the remnants of years of memories, all of which amounted to little more than slivers and shards, all broken by this strange meteorological event that had decided to show up in the middle of our home.

      Again I paused as something pale shifted within the maelstrom of air.

      I swallowed hard. Someone was inside the tornado?

      It had to be a person. Nothing else would explain what appeared to be pale skin, a thin, tall frame, and dangerously silver eyes.

      I blinked again, and then the flicker of the image was gone. Shaking my head, I scooted forward and was about to kneel dangerously close to the vortex, so curious was I to spot the image again. But something thumped me hard in the side and sent me sprawling unceremoniously across the uncarpeted wood near the doorway.

      I let out an undignified oof and craned my neck around, but I only had a fraction of a second to identify my attacker before the air in the room sparked with energy.

      The spinning vortex shuddered and undulated as though some force was attempting to grind it to a halt mid-spin. And then, without warning, the air stopped spinning, and everything within the tornado crashed to the living room floor, raining down in random piles, the sound of thudding and crashing splitting the air sharply in the sudden silence.

      “What in Ailuros’ name are you doing, Kailin Odel?” Grams growled, eyes sparking with fury, skin shimmering with a silvery dusting of sparkles.

      I gasped, shocked as Ivy Odel’s voice and presence came out of nowhere. She stood there now, almost glowing with fury, but I wasn’t about to apologize for trying to save the family. I shook my head. “I had to do something,” I said in a loud whisper, though I wasn’t sure why I was whispering. “And I think someone is inside that…that thing,” I continued, aiming a thumb in the direction of the debris pile.

      Grams blinked then rolled her eyes and shook her head. She glanced over at the pile of remnants and gave the shards of our memories a curt nod.

      “Grams?” I asked tentatively.

      “Yes, dear?” came the Odel matriarch’s distracted response.

      “Why are you nodding at the remains of our living room?”

      Grams shifted her gaze to me for a brief moment, though her head and body still remained trained on the center of the room. “Because you were right, dear. There is someone in the middle of that destructive vortex.”

      “There is?” I asked slowly, even though I knew I sounded a little soft in the head. Across from us, Mom and Dad were slowly emerging from the safety of the fireplace. I began to rise too, but Grams held out a hand.

      “Corin, Celeste, get back inside. Kai, dear. Please go join your parents and stay with them until I say it’s safe for you to come out.”

      “But Grams,” I began, reluctant to leave her alone with the person in the middle of the tornado who also happened to be a person I couldn’t see. I wasn’t too comfortable with invisible people.

      “Kailin Odel, do as I say.” The words cut into me, sharp and painful as a lash from a thorn riddled branch. But even as I reeled from the hurt, I heard the desperate fear in her voice. And then she faced the debris, back straight, eyes hard, all signs of fear or trepidation gone as she said, “I see you, Grand Sire.”

      Holy shit.

      I didn’t wait for Grams to order me to the fireplace, just crawled as fast as I could around her to join my parents, who were both deathly silent. There had been someone inside the tornado, someone powering its destructive force. Someone Grams appeared to know all too well.

      Grand Sire. Grand Father?

      This is so not going to end well.

      My knees tightened, thigh-muscles flexed and hard. Mom’s arm crept around my shoulders, and I stopped shivering. I hadn’t even registered that my body had been shuddering from cold.

      I’d never known my grandmother to be afraid before.

      Never known her to take her emotions out on the people around her.

      Never known her to look so furious, so devastatingly dangerous.

      My mind and heart now focused on my grams who stood there facing down this silver-haired stranger who’d clearly arrived with every intention of causing the worst damage with no care as to who he injured in the process.

      He stood there now, in the silence of her cold anger. He’d drawn himself taller and allowed his glamor to fall just a little. His shimmering silver hair would easily have been a waterfall of mercury, reflecting the lights in the room and seeming to let off an ethereal glow. He wore a pale floor-length coat which rippled with a floral pattern, like ivy drawn in living silver which undulated as he stood staring at Grams.

      But I didn’t need this stranger to drop his glamor. For some odd reason, I was able to see him for his true self. So now suddenly I had powers I wasn’t aware of until my life had almost been snuffed out? This was getting weirder and weirder by the second.

      Which made my awareness jerk back to the ending of the destructive tornado. One moment it had been wreaking havoc inside our living room and the next it was gone, poof. Just ended.

      And someone had to have deliberately stopped it. Someone with power strong enough to stop it.

      Grams had some explaining to do.
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      Grams stood still, spine stiff as she stared straight at the Fae King.

      His pale skin gave off an icy glow, like a fluorescent light on a low ebb. His eyes sparkled, shifting from obsidian to pearlescent, holding danger as well as an odd attractive quality, a deadly seductiveness I was certain would have any non-fae, male or female, ready to give themselves to him wholeheartedly.

      He didn’t appear old either, though I was pretty certain he was ancient enough as were most fae. I’d learned a little of the lore from Tara as well, so I wasn’t clueless. Thinking of Tara made me realize I do have a powerful Fae contact to ask for help, although, I wasn’t sure how to send her an SOS right this very moment.

      I’d have to get someone like Mel to track her down like I had the last time.

      For now, I had to focus on what this powerful fae wanted from Grams.

      They both stood so still, as though time had frozen them in place, not even a strand of hair shifting to reveal they were living breathing creatures rather than granite statues. Mom’s arm tightened around my shoulders, an unspoken word of comfort edged clearly with an iron band of warning.

      Don’t do anything stupid.

      Yes, Mom.

      I glanced over at my father, concern in my eyes as I sent him an unspoken question: What can we do?

      He merely shook his head, eyes hard with warning. But I wasn’t at all convinced that he was happy to let this play out--whatever it was that was going on with Grams and her silent stare-down with her Fae Gramps. No way a son would wait to see his mother killed or taken without doing something.

      Then again, Grams could have made him swear to keep us safe and let her go if there was ever a choice. I could understand her need to ensure we remained out of the firing line. But this was life or death. Despite the silent stalemate, I could feel it in my bones.

      Danger lurked all around us. None of us were safe.

      And then the room rang with low music, somewhere between a throb and a chime, ethereal and ghostly, and enough to send the hair on the back of my neck standing at attention. The Fae King’s voice was musical beauty and deadly threat all in one.

      “Ivy, child of my child, blood of my blood. You are hereby called to the bosom of thine own family. You are requested to obey the summoning and return with me to the Fae Court of Ancients.”

      “Requested my ass,” I whispered beneath my breath. Mom’s fingers tightened around my bicep and Grams’ jaw tensed ever so slightly.

      Had she heard me from the other side of the room?

      And then my heart stilled and felt like it was creeping up into my throat. The Fae King shifted his gaze from his granddaughter and focused on me, his strange eyes meeting mine and holding on it with a death grip.

      I silenced a gasp, then realized I hadn’t moved a muscle. I couldn’t move a muscle. The muscles in my throat tightened and my chest convulsed as air ceased to enter my lungs.

      Shit.

      I should have known my smart mouth was going to get me into trouble. I tried to swallow, tried to breath, but though my nostrils flared, I wasn’t able to draw any breath into my lungs.

      And while I struggled for air, all the Fae King did was smile at me, a gentle, sad smile, the way someone would look at a deer or a rabbit they were about to slaughter. I shifted in place, aware my body hadn’t been frozen, only my ability to draw air.

      Which was clearly enough to end my life.

      My head felt heavy, and I heard my parents’ rushed and desperate conversation. The word tracheotomy filtered into my brain and I nodded, gripping tight to Mom’s hand to tell her to do it.

      “Kill my granddaughter and be prepared for war,” said Grams, her tone deadly.

      The Fae King laughed, the sound brittle and crackling, lightning striking around the room, leaving random burn scars in their wake. “Do you truly believe you possess the kind of power and support required to take me on? Are you feeble-minded or simply far too rash for your own good?”

      Grams smiled serenely. “I have enough support. I’d prefer to avoid a war, but should you endanger the lives of my family, I will have no choice but to take a stance against you. Grandsire.”

      Again she spoke the word, though now it was filled with contempt--along with ice. Grams’ voice danced around the room, seeming to fill my head and my heart. But still the room darkened, and I became lightheaded.

      In my peripherals, Mom was twisting open a silver pen and springs, and an ink cartridge clattered to the stone floor. Dad was muttering something about the pen being sterile, and I was certain I heard Mom reply, “Fuck sterility. She’s going to die.”

      Go, Mom, I thought, though my ears were buzzing while darkness had clouded my vision, so much that I could barely make out the forms of the two people facing each other down. Grandfather and granddaughter.

      With the rest of his descendants hiding in the fireplace.

      Didn’t we all make one big happy family?

      “Let her go,” Grams said, her tone calm though I could tell she was furious. More furious than afraid, which was significant enough to make an impact on my emotions, even when I was close enough to passing out that I shouldn’t be capable of feeling much.

      “Will you come with me if I let the half-breed go?” Said the Fae King, his lips curling in an icy smirk.

      “I will not engage with you under these circumstances. If she dies, you will find it all the more difficult to convince me to leave with you.” Grams’ response was granite, obsidian, unbending.

      Panic filled my heart, and my head grew hot as my panther filled me with a second wind. Mom shifted around me, then placed the pen at the base of my throat. Her head was low, leaving my line of sight to the Fae King clear. Mom was smart to hide herself, to hide what she was doing. This would give Grams the upper hand if the Fae King believed he had control of her choices.

      Mom lifted her eyes to me, and I nodded then clenched my fists—no need to hold my breath considering that option had been taken from me in entirety. A blink of an eye later, I felt the sharp jab of the pen as it penetrated my throat. The whoosh of air into my lungs was so welcoming that I almost gasped out loud.

      “Easy, honey. Don’t make it obvious,” she whispered as she patted my arm and moved slowly back to my side.

      I understood what she meant when I glanced over at the Fae king, who was slowly turning his attention back to me. His cold gaze remained on my face, and I held my breath, determined to not reveal that his control over me had ended.

      I had to wonder, though if we were playing a losing game. Was it even possible to pull the wool over the eyes of an extremely powerful Fae?

      And then, just before I was certain I was about to keel over in a dead faint, he shifted his attention back to Grams. “It appears you have chosen to sacrifice your little grandchild. I hope you remember this night. I hope you always remember that you chose her death over your own obligations.”

      Grams simply smiled. “As I said, kill her and it’s war.”

      I had to hand it to Grams. That smile said precisely how much venom she possessed where her Grampa was concerned.

      Grampa Fae King tipped his head in acknowledgment, eyes flickering silver to black as he said, “So be it.”

      Seconds later, a shard of ice shot through the air, straight at my heart. Mom gasped, and Dad shifted in place as though he was about to shove me out of the way.

      But time seemed to pass faster than normal, and I knew they would never move in time to save me. I did the only thing I knew had even half a chance of saving me.

      I raised my arm and used my armband to protect me.
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      Light flashed around the room again, though this time the electric energy surging from the Fae King returned to him with a power equal to that which he’d infused within his first strike.

      I watched his eyes widen when he understood that he’d met his mark, the almost arrogant satisfaction knowing he’d landed a blow that would be both devastating to Grams, but that would force her to make her next decisions more carefully.

      The Fae King had little respect for Grams’ declaration of war, and he hadn’t taken her seriously. All he was doing was biding his time when he’d threatened to kill another member of her family.

      Still, he could have killed me already with a mere flick of his finger, but he hadn’t. What game was the king really playing? And why did he want Grams to go with him?

      The power had bounced off my bronze armband and was now surging through the air toward the king. His eyes filled with fury as he was forced to raise both arms and form a cross with them in order to protect himself from the rebounding power.

      The energy hit his shield and set his power aglow, revealing the dome he’d erected around himself. I would have called him a weakling, such a strong shield for a deflected power surge from a SkinWalker was overkill, but my body still shook from the impact of his initial attack, my bones still vibrating with the force of his fae magic. He definitely needed a strong shield, which had me wondering if maybe he had intended to mortally wound me.

      If so, I’d have to rethink what his strategy truly was. Not that I had time at this moment.

      As the power converged on the Fae king, it surged out of my bones and flesh, leaving me weak as a new-born as I sank to the floor of the fireplace. Had it not been for my parents’ support, I would have fallen flat on my face.

      Now, as pure white light spun around in a different kind of vortex, I crumpled to the ground into my mom’s embrace, her soft arms giving me comfort and infusing me with warmth and energy. Dad’s arms were around my hips, supporting me and preventing me from keeling over.

      As the energy fled, pain filled its wake, and my head swam. I was light-headed, but the sensation was far stranger and way more intense than anything I’d ever experienced.

      Was it the power from the armband given to me by the goddess Ailuros? Or was it the blast of energy from my great-great-granddaddy the Fae King that I’d no choice but to endure?

      I tilted my head to stare straight at him where he stood now, battling the energy that crackled and sparked as it ran rampant over the curved ceiling of the protective dome around him.

      Grams stood still, gaze flicking from me to her grandsire and back again. Her expression was confused and shocked, but not at all surprised. What did Grams know that I didn’t? I really was getting tired of the woman and her secrets. I was surprised my dad hadn’t yet had an all-out tantrum when it came to his mom’s antics. The woman just didn’t know when to quit. Guess that would explain why her family didn’t seem to want to quit either.

      I stared even longer now, determined that I wasn’t about to let the ancient fae out of my sight. Not until I knew exactly what he was up to, not until I knew for certain that he was down and out and not about to attack again.

      From the look of Grams, her body tilted a little forward, fingers curled around a dagger and a strangely built pistol, her knees soft as though ready to spring into the air the moment the Fae King decided to attack again.

      I coughed slowly, clearing my throat of the obstruction. Or rather, trying to clear it. I blinked as it sank in that I still had the pen stuck in my throat from the tracheotomy. Perhaps it was best to leave it that way, especially since I was pretty certain the king hadn’t removed the spell as yet. Probably one of the reasons he was surprised by my response to his attack. Maybe he’d expected some meek feeble female?

      He got way more than he’d bargained for then.

      A low roar filtered through the room, dull at first as it became clear that the king of the Fae was expressing his utter fury at his own failure. I almost felt sorry for him that he’d been bested in so many ways all in one evening.

      And then the roar continued, striking deep into my eardrums, almost challenging me to continue breathing as the scream filled my mind and my body as though it were a living slug settling in my solar plexus with every intention of taking over.

      I looked over at Grams who was also wincing, not bothering to hide the effect the king’s scream was having on her own body. Clearly, she wasn’t in the least bit concerned to reveal that such an attack would make her vulnerable.

      But, before I could think more on Grams and her possible intentions, the dome surrounding the Fae King shuddered and then crumpled inward as though sucked toward him by some sort of invisible vacuum. And then, just as suddenly, it burst outward, the energy blasting through so violently that the walls of the living room cracked and swayed, the paint and plaster falling off the brick like layers of dried icing crumbling off a birthday cake.

      The energy escaped the living room, and then only silence enveloped us all. A silence that was misleading.

      As I scanned the area around the Fae King, wondering what else he’d managed to destroy, I again spotted movement in my peripherals. With one experience not so long ago proving accurate, I figured I ought to trust my new sense of awareness of things I couldn’t really see but was seeing anyway.

      I glanced over at Grams and waited a mere three seconds before I spotted movement again. This time the person I saw was dark-haired, ebony locks a miso-mash of uneven slashes that traced her chin then trailed her shoulder to reach all the way to her waist on one half of her head. The other half was a mass of dreadlocks peppered with leaves and flowers that I could have sworn were bug-eating flowers.

      I had this strange image of the tooth-lined petals of the flower’s clam-like mouth opening wider and wider in order to swallow me whole.

      I blinked and would have stepped back had I been standing. Given that I was sitting on the floor supported by my dad, all I managed was a short flinch before I understood I was going nowhere real fast.

      I was vulnerable, and so were my parents and grandmother.

      And there were probably more fae lurking just beyond the Veil, ready to pounce, ready to fight.

      It looked like Grams was about to get that war she’d just threatened the king with.
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      The dark-haired Fae rose from her crouch and crept closer to the king’s side. I wondered for a moment if they were his royal bodyguards, but that thought soon fled as I watched him glance at her, watched them exchange some unspoken words, then saw the Fae straighten in a silent salute.

      They were not just delegates keeping the king company on a visit to his grandkid in the EarthWorld realm.

      They were soldiers.

      And as I thought the word, the Fae woman’s body shimmered, and a silvery sheen covered her skin. It grew from her neck to her wrists and then skimmed her torso all the way to her toes. The gold light danced along her limbs, riding the length of her body until it had encased her in entirety.

      Again, my peripherals helped me out to reveal almost half a dozen spots of silvery glowing shapes, more of the king’s soldiers preparing for battle. That he’d come to our home bringing with him a great contingent of fighting soldiers was a real concern.

      He’d come for war, even if it were just a minor one to him.

      The dark-haired fae soldier spun on her heel and raised a hand, as a silent call to the rest of the half dozen armed Fae who’d by now encircled the king, armor shimmering with a dangerous beauty, hands slowly closing around the hilts and grips of a variety of weapons.

      I glanced over at Grams who was still standing facing her grandfather as though this sudden show of weapons and soldiers meant nothing to her.

      What was Grams up to?

      “Does she want to die?” I whispered, barely registering that I’d spoken despite the pen still dangling from my throat.

      “Hush, honey. He can hear you,” scolded Mom on a soft whisper.

      I glanced over at Grams then back at my mother whose eyes were dark and ringed with worry, and now suddenly lined as though age had decided to take this particular moment in time to show its presence.

      I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. Let him listen in on our conversation. He’s not going to learn anything we don’t want him to hear.”

      Mom shook her head in warning and Dad’s grip on my waist tightened. Neither of them wanted me to take any risks, and I understood that. They were trying to protect me. But I could take care of myself. Besides, I did also have my own personal dragon warrior to help me out.

      I stiffened then, checking the time on the clock on the opposite wall. It was tilted sideways having come off one of the wall-hooks, but it was still functioning enough to tell me that Logan was gone awfully long. I slipped a finger into my jeans pocket and fished out my mobile phone, glad to see a message from Logan, disappointed to read its contents.

      Can’t get through the ward. Too powerful. Anything else I can do from here?

      I thought about who we would need that was powerful enough to fend off Grampa King and his band of merry murderous Fae.

      Barry, Evie and preferably Tara.

      Ok. I’ll see what I can do.

      I wanted to respond and say please see as quickly as possible, but I didn’t have time to think about replying. Something crashed hard into the fireplace just beside my head, and I looked up in time to catch the smirk on the dark-haired fae soldier’s face. Her eyes glinted a dangerous emerald and her skin undulated with tattoos of lifelike plants, stems and stalks entwining themselves around her arms while the leaves floated upon her skin as though they were lily pads on a pond.

      The Fae dropped to her knees behind an overturned sofa though she wasn’t entirely hidden from view. I suspected the armor she wore would render her pretty invincible when facing our puny human or supernatural magic.

      Tara is who I needed more than anything else right now, but I honestly had no clue how to contact her. Asking Logan to locate her had been a shot in the dark. Now I had to hope he’d succeed where I’d assumed we’d fail.

      I forced myself to focus on my attacker who seemed ready to send out another volley of rocks that she was apparating out of thin air. I had to assume she had an endless supply of granite missiles, wherever she was bringing them in from.

      I ducked in time to avoid a second rock hitting me in the head.

      Dad grunted. “I’m getting a little fed up stuck here as though we are helpless.”

      I snorted. “Right now, against this force of Fae? We are more helpless than ever. Grams had better be pulling something amazing out of her a-” I caught myself in time before saying, “I mean out of her bag of tricks, or else we’re literally done for.” But my parents appeared to have not noticed my slip, both too engrossed in fear for what was likely to happen sooner rather than later.

      Mom sighed then looked up into the chimney “Can either of you shift and get your bony feline butts up the chimney?” she asked as she ducked to hide her face from the latest shattered rock to impact the side of the fireplace.

      Dad was shaking his head as he replied softly, “Sadly, neither of us are small enough to get up there. We’re staying put until we come up with another plan to get out of here.”

      “What I wouldn’t give for the ability to jump right now,” I muttered under my breath.

      “You and me both, honey,” Mom said, her eyes now focused on Grams, worry evident in her expression.

      As she spoke, a second Fae soldier came into view, and I stiffened. In his hand he held a silver bow-and-arrow, the mercurial metal shimmering eerily as he lifted the weapon to his shoulder. It seemed such an impractical weapon to bring to a fight, almost as large as the soldier himself, and yet he lifted it with ease and set an arrow into the nock, his silver-etched face remaining expressionless the entire time.

      He too wore armor of glowing silver, and even from where I hunkered down in the relative safety of the fireplace, I could make out the whorls and markings on the surface of the metal. The designs moved much like the dark-haired soldier’s had, only this Fae’s armor appeared to have a deeper strength to it, making him feel all the more dangerous.

      These Fae certainly had a hard time with facial expressions, though I shouldn’t be surprised when I’d come face-to-face with one of them before, and when they were ruthless like my grandpa across the room, they were unfeeling and cold as well.

      Tara though hadn’t had much of a problem with expressions, considering she’d been one of the gentlest Fae I’d ever known. How I wished I could have called her to me, but she hadn’t given me any way to summon her should I have needed her in an emergency.

      I could only pray that Logan somehow managed to locate her in time.

      Right now, though, we just had to make a concerted effort to stay alive.
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      Wary of the tall Fae warrior, I still tried to keep part of my attention on their king. He had ceased his screaming and was now stalking toward Grams, his stiff strides filled with purpose and fury.

      He certainly didn’t appear to be the loving sort of grandfather. Grams was ready for him though, hands raised as he sent a stream of crackling power at her from his raised palm, the one-handed movement nonchalant, as if saying this is nothing, I have worse where this came from.

      Grams defended herself well, icy blonde hair flying behind her having come loose from her usual neat knot at the back of her head. Hands flung out, she was either deflecting or absorbing the strikes of lightning coming at her and I had to force myself to focus on my own predicament, ignoring the amazing show of ethereal power my grandmother had just displayed, powers we’d had no clue she possessed.

      My focus had been on Grams’ awesome badassness and partly trained on the tall Fae with his big-ass bow-and-arrow, and I’d missed the sneaky bastard who’d made a wider approach around the room. Too late, I spotted him as he transitioned out of his glamor and was raising both hands in my direction.

      Palms out, he flicked his fingers at me, sending two sets of spinning black daggers straight towards me. Each weapon was made up of half a dozen blades attached to a central ring so that they spun around and around, each dagger capable of inflicting dozens of injuries in one revolution.

      Dad moved almost without me realizing he was no longer within the safe zone of the fireplace. No surprise there considering he was an alpha walker, and it was hardly likely that he’d sit around waiting for the women of his family to protect him.

      Whatever instruction his mother had given him had ceased to hold much weight with him now as he surged in front of me, probably intending to protect me.

      But he likely hadn’t thought it through.

      The Fae we were dealing with would not be playing fair. And even as the thought filtered through my mind, I spotted an odd glow on the deadly-sharp edges of the blades spinning in the air. Dad was moving, his torso now fully covering me, protecting me but also exposing himself to what was most likely a horrible death.

      “The blades are laced with something!” I hissed, shoving his body hard to the side so that his momentum would keep him going beyond where he’d intended to stop.

      “Kai!” he grunted as he kept moving past me. But I didn’t stop to explain.

      Watching the oncoming daggers, I waited only a second more before surging out of my crouch. I grunted, “Mom, get down,” just as the first of the blades drew close. I tucked into a forward roll and cleared Dad’s legs then sprang into a crouch, my one arm raised, the second reached for my boot to withdraw one of the daggers I carried around with me. Only to realize I didn’t have the blade on me. Neither was I wearing my boots, or any shoes for that matter.

      That’s right. Quiet family evenings didn’t often call for one attending while sporting full weaponry. I blinked as the first two rotating blades reached me simultaneously. And on automatic, I thrust out my armored hand to deflect the first.

      As I moved, Mom’s low whisper reached me. “I got the other one.”

      I didn’t have time to protest as I focused on the approach of the second set of spinning blades, one of which trailed the other for some reason. Whatever slowed its flight, whether weight or throwing technique, the split second of delay gave me the opportunity to spring back and throw my armored hand out, smash the bronze metal into the first of the blades then keep moving into a quick spin before I reached the second.

      My movements were quick and sure, and beyond the spinning blades, I caught Grams flick a glance back toward me, aware that within the admonition in her glare, I could see admiration, pride. I’d probably be in trouble for not obeying her commands in the first place but it wasn’t as if grandad Fae had given me much of a choice.

      My throat still throbbed from the pen embedded within it, but I used that pulsing of pain and focused it on the next rotating blades. Moving through my spin, I quickly came around to face the weapon then flick it away with the top of my armband. I felt somewhat hampered by my only weapon being a rather large bracelet, but I had to take what I had and use it as best as I could.

      Dad was sprawled on the floor and the tall fae warrior was now pulling back on his mega-arrow, readying himself to let loose straight at me. Oddly enough, I felt somewhat hurt that my fae kin wanted me so dead that they’d use an arrow that was taller than I was.

      Seemed a little like overkill to me.

      Another silvery form shifted beyond my line of sight and Mom grunted out, “I got this bastard.”

      Again, I didn’t protest as a brief scuffle ensued just outside the fireplace. We’d all ended up more or less sprawled in front of the fireplace by now, Dad slowly rising to a crouch beside me.

      I squinted at the fae with the bow and stared hard at his silvery eyes. He seemed to be hesitating, why else would he not have already sent that arrow flying. He had plenty of opportunity while I’d been deflecting the spinning arrows. But right now, I could give him all my attention.

      Out of thin air, another glamored Fae appeared, long curved blade in his hand that was already on a downward strike, aiming straight at Dad’s neck. Dad was unarmed, and no matter how powerful an alpha he was, such a battle fell in the favor of the opponent with the weapon. Still, the man wasn’t easily taken down.

      He sprang forward his movement half panther in length and smoothness, aiming left where the fae had begun his strike. Too late, he wasn’t able to fully redirect his strike. Dad hit him hard, shoulder to gut, like a footballer shoving his opponent backward with the full force of his body in motion.

      The fae though, was still determined to inflict some injury and reversed his grip on the blade, probably hoping to slice into some part of Dad’s body--any injury would likely be a win if the blades were laced with poison.

      I didn’t wait, just swerved around the fae warrior and slammed the knife down, feeling a sense of satisfaction when the sharp steel tip entered his thigh and went even deeper from the force of my blow. The air shifted and a twanging sound registered in my ears.

      I kept moving though, leaving Dad to deal with the injured Fae who was attempting to hide himself with glamor. But Dad had a grip on the warrior’s arm and for some reason he appeared unable to hide himself. And unable to free himself from the alpha’s hold.

      Still moving, I spun around and faced the oncoming arrow which the tall soldier had let loose, giving me almost zero time to defend myself.

      Smart move, I thought, as my mind scrambled to figure out my next move. My head was beginning to throb, the pressure of this battle slowly crumbling my defenses against the injury to my brain.

      I just had to hope I wouldn’t stroke in the middle of all this. It was going to be a little hard to explain to Dad, especially since I’d redirected the results of the MRI he’d requested. Still, alive was the best way to face the music with Dad.

      The armband was my only option now as back-pedaling would only give me a fraction of a second before the arrow embedded itself within my chest.

      I blinked, about to say a prayer to Ailuros for forgiveness, when the arrow shattered before my eyes, tiny sparkling bits of silvery crystals raining down onto my head and the carpet around me.

      “How come I’m always saving your ass, walker?” said a familiar voice.

      I glanced above my head as a gust of air cooled my sweat-drenched skin, my gaze meeting bright blue eyes that were both amused and concerned. I let out a puff off relief.

      “Thanks, angel. I owe you one.”
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      I’d liked Evangeline the moment I’d met her in the catacombs in Rome not so long ago, and now I liked her so much more. Guess saving a girl’s life is very much like good food, straight path to her heart.

      I gave the angel a smile and straightened to focus on the Fae King and his warriors. The king threw one last blast of power at Grams who reached out and grabbed hold of it, molding it into a ball of energy between her palms before hurling it straight back at him. Everything she did took mere fractions of a second and the king's eyes went wide as he blinked to see the energy missile hurtling toward his head. He ducked then waved a hand in the air, and to my utter disappointment, the globe of crackling power simply disappeared beyond the Veil.

      I had to wonder what lay beyond the rip in the Veil, what destruction had Grams’ missile caused. And from Grams’ expression, she too was concerned. She wasn’t the type to take injuring the innocent as collateral damage and simply shrug it off.

      She stiffened now, waiting for the king to respond, but he didn’t. He simply scanned the room, eyes settling on me for a moment, then on Evie who hovered nearby, Mom who’d stood and dusted herself off though she still had shards of crystal and a few pieces of Fae rock in her long hair, Dad who’d stepped to my side, arm at my back as though to send a warning to his forefather. The king’s expression went cold as he looked beyond my shoulder where I was certain a dragon and demon stood, probably with their best scowls plastered on their faces.

      The Fae King now knew he wasn’t up against just a small family of walkers.

      He let out a grunt and then met Grams’ gaze. “You have seen what I can do, so make your decision wisely.”

      Grams let out a sigh. “You’re still singing that song? I thought I made it pretty clear I won’t go with you.” I had to hand it to Grams, she was treading on thin ice and she didn’t seem to care. Or was that just false bravado?

      The king snickered. “You know very well why I am here.”

      “You want me to come back to court to fulfill some duty or obligation I know nothing of?” Grams smiled. “Will you return my mother to me if I did go back with you?” she asked coldly.

      I could have sworn I felt the temperature in the room drop but that could have also been attributed to the Fae King whose own expression turned icy.

      “I am not here to discuss your mother.”

      “Then why don’t you leave my family out of this?” she asked archly.

      The king waved a hand and his warriors converged on him as he said, “My dear, you know very well that this visit is everything to do with family.”

      Grams shook her head and laughed, the sound low and filled with threat. “I told you I will not bargain with you. You hurt my grandchild, and for that, I will take payment.”

      “You may take payment at some point, I grant you that. But in the meantime, you must come with us. It is imperative that you understand our position and that you agree to our terms with that full knowledge in your possession.”

      “You’re talking in riddles. Just say what you want and be done with it.” Grams took a step closer to the Fae King, and all I could think of was, she’d certainly forgotten about respecting ones’ elders. Although, I suppose when those elders are trying to kill you and your family, respect and manners kinda took a back seat.

      The Fae King straightened and seemed to grow even taller. Mom stiffened beside me as Dad also took a step in Gram’s direction. But the ancient Fae merely said, “I will not speak of it aloud. I would prefer to speak in private.”

      Evie’s dark leather coat flapped around her as she floated smoothly to the ground and, just as she touched the floor, the king waved a hand and I instantly felt lightheaded.

      When I blinked again, I opened my eyes and watched as everything in the room began to freeze in place. The air stopped moving, the warriors ceased breathing, even Mom and Dad turned into statues.

      The only people I could see were unaffected was Evie and myself. I couldn’t account for Logan or Barry though, but as I began to turn to check on them, I felt a warm finger tug on my pinkie. I stopped and glanced quickly at Evie before facing forward.

      So she wanted me to pretend to be frozen? Okay then.

      Was there something about this spell that didn’t work on me? And why?

      The Fae King stepped close to Grams and raised his hand again to draw a veil of sound around the pair, like the rushing of water over rapids, the crashing of waves against cliffs.

      And, within that dome of sound, I saw the pair begin to talk. The king spoke first for a few minutes, Grams’ expression going from shock to anger to fear and then back again.

      She even glanced over at me, eyes widening ever so slightly as she realized I wasn’t frozen like the rest. But that knowledge seemed to make her more scared instead of reassuring her that I was capable of helping her out if the king should prove a danger to her life.

      Soon Grams was shaking her head and appeared to be refusing. At which point the Fae king reacted by shaking with fury. Though I’d expected him to have injured her, or at least threaten to harm her physically, he hadn’t succeeded in making Grams afraid for her life.

      Instead, she was afraid of something else.

      When she glanced over at us again, sorrow filled her eyes and I knew then that she was afraid for our lives. Had he threatened us again? Was he going to use this freezing spell to kill us if she didn’t go with him? My spine stiffened as panic rose within me, tempting me to do something rash, to rush over to her and pull her free from this spell he’d cast to keep their conversation private. Even my panther seemed to be spurred on by some visceral need and she bucked against my hold

      But again, a finger tugged at my pinkie, holding tighter this time.

      For some reason, Evie was insisting I do nothing, and I had to trust her. I didn’t believe that she’d give me advice that would lead to the deaths of my family. So I relented and relaxed. And Grams looked over at me, this time her expression a tad relieved.

      I couldn’t understand how she knew what I was feeling but I didn’t want to question the link we seemed to have. For now, I waited until the king dropped the privacy dome and stepped away, hands dropping at his sides as though he’d rest his case and Grams was now to make a decision based on whatever he’d just told her.

      The next second, the freezing spell fell away and someone raced past me, their form a mere blur to my eye. I glanced over my shoulder to see Logan taking flight toward the king, then felt the rush of air as Evie did the same.

      They were working together to distract the king.

      Smart move, guys. A heads up woulda been nice.

      Baa’ruk, the albino demon skimmed past Grams, white dreadlocks flying as he grabbed hold of her and disappeared. Oddly enough, she didn’t appear to want to leave.

      As they faded away, she looked over at me, her eyes screaming some kind of warning that I wasn’t able to understand. The Fae King turned, attention on the dragon spewing fire at him, and on the nephilim soaring toward him with her angelic sword outstretched.

      The demon overlord appeared at my side seconds later and simply jumped me away, leaving me praying the Logan and Evie wouldn’t be injured. When I materialized, I found Grams waiting, arms wrapped around her shoulders as though cold to the bone.

      As I opened my mouth to speak, Evie appeared, her voice echoing mine as I said, “Ivy Odel, you have some explaining to do.”
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      Grams blinked as the question came from two places, then looked at each of us in turn. Worry lined her brow and darkened her eyes, and fear began to creep around my heart.

      “Grams? What’s going on?” I asked, my voice shuddering.

      Grams ignored me and said, “You shouldn’t have taken me away. This is only going to make things worse.”

      I shook my head. “From where we were standing you looked like you were in pretty deep doo-doo. What did he want from you? And why did he want to kill me?”

      Grams opened her mouth to respond then pointed a finger at my throat as she stared at Mom’s handiwork.

      I rolled my eyes. “Grams, stop trying to change the topic.”

      She didn’t reply, just continued to stare. And then, when both Evie and Barry joined her in staring, I shook my head. “What is going on with you guys?” I asked throwing my hands in the air.

      Evie cleared her throat. “You have a 1910 limited-edition silver-plated fountain pen sticking out of your neck.”

      “Of course I have. The big bad Fae King was trying to throttle the life out of— I lifted my hand to my throat and swallowed. "Oh. Right.” The pen was still in place, things having gone from bad to worse and everyone just forgetting to remove it. “Anyone wanna help a girl out?”

      Evie shook her head, raising her hands as she backed away. “Nuh-uh, not a chance.”

      I scowled. “Why not? You kill demons on a regular basis. Why get squeamish about pulling a pen out of my throat? It’s not life-threatening.”

      Evie shrugged. “How do I know you won’t spurt blood all over me when I take that thing out? And what if I nick something and you die in the process?”

      I grunted. “What is with you?” When she remained silent and averted her eyes, I said, “Okay fine.”

      Turning to Barry, I was about to ask him to do it instead of the scaredy-cat angel when he tapped his wrist and said, “I gotta go save a few more asses from the big bad Fae King.”

      “Coward,” I called back though he wouldn’t have heard me, that’s how fast he jumped away. I sighed and looked at Grams. “Don’t you dare tell me you’re not going to help me.”

      She shrugged. “Sorry, dear. You have a hole in your throat. If we take the pen out, you will still have a hole in your throat, but we have nothing to clean or bandage the wound. You may have to let it stay there until we get a first-aid kit or something. “

      I made a rude noise. “Seriously? You want me to walk around with a silver pen sticking out of my neck? You have any idea how ridiculous I look?”

      My question was met with giggles, one choked off quickly, the other unabashed unchecked. I glared at Grams. “This is funny?”

      Tears filmed her eyes and she kept shaking her head. She’d gone to the next level of laughter now, silent sobs that only kept her tears flowing. She wiped her eyes delicately with the sleeve of her blouse but when she tried to speak again, she succumbed to another wave of laughter.

      “You’re hopeless,” I said, disgusted with being the brunt of her amusement. “When you’re done can you please explain how we’re going to get out of this mess? And what exactly did Grampa Fae want?”

      Grams stilled at the question, her laughter fading almost instantly. “It isn’t safe here. You shouldn’t have taken me away before I was done talking to him.”

      I shook my head, trying to ignore the presence of the pen in my neck. “What’s going on Grams? What does he want?”

      “It’s better that you all don’t know the truth unless it’s necessary. Right now, he’s going to be very angry, and this place isn’t safe.” The Odel matriarch’s tone was stubborn, leaving me little room to fight her.

      “Baa’ruk was certain this plane of the underworld was completely safe,” Evie said, her brow creasing with a frown. I had no clue where we were, but I didn’t have time to ask because Evie kept talking. “Is there something you know that we don’t?”

      Grams sighed. “Nothing untoward. Just that he would have been able to track us through the Veil. We didn’t stop to erect wards to hide our tracks. They’ll be here any second now.”

      “Then we’ll just take you somewhere else, keep jumping you until we figure out what to do to get you to safety,” said Barry as he materialized again.

      Grams looked like she was about to resist then took a moment before replying, “We are going to need help.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You don’t say….”

      “Thank you for your input, dear. Now can you please get a message to Cassie? I’m quite certain she’ll have a plan to spirit us to safety.”

      I nodded and grabbed my mobile from my jeans pocket only to discover that I didn’t have reception. “I can’t from wherever the Hell we are right now. We’re going to have to get closer to Chicago to get a message to her.”

      Barry let out a deep growl then disappeared. Moments later, he reappeared, fingers gripping Cassandra Monteith’s upper arm. The second they arrived, he let go of her as though she were a live serpent. I almost wanted to laugh at the pair’s strange behavior but I didn’t have time.

      Cassie didn’t let me speak. “What the bloody hell!” She snarled at Barry who took a step away and then pointed at Grams and me. “Oh? What’s going on?” she asked, a little mollified now that the demon overlord hadn’t spirited her away for his own nefarious reasons.

      “Grams needs help,” I said quickly. “We need to hide her from some dangerous bad Fae.”

      “I see,” Cassie replied, giving Grams a knowing glance.

      But before she could speak, the wall beside Grams shattered sending bits of rock flying.

      Pain flared on my forehead and in my hip, moist head filling the wounds I’d received from the flying debris. We threw ourselves to the ground and even as I scrambled away and turned to Barry, he was jumping Grams away and returning for Cass and myself who he took with him in one jump.

      We materialized again in the EarthWorld, at the lake where I’d used the portal to the Greylands to see Greer. But I couldn’t think about the dead right now. The living needed my attention.

      “Grams? What are we supposed to do?”

      Grams simply sank to the ground and poked a thumb in Cassie’s direction before slumping flat on the grass. Evie ran to her, waving me off saying she had it covered.

      “Grams’ blood is ok but not mine?” I muttered though nobody appeared to care.

      Cassie touched my arm and said, “We need to talk.”

      I shrugged. “Guess we do. Grams seems to think you’re the person with the escape plan that could work?”

      She nodded. “I’m afraid I haven’t been entirely honest with you,” Cassie said softly.

      She looked so filled with guilt I didn’t have the heart to berate her. “Okay. What do you need to tell me?”

      Cassie took a deep breath. “I’m not from England.”

      “Oh,” I replied, thinking this wasn’t such a bad thing when it came to truths and lies. “So, where are you from then?”

      “I’m from a realm that forms part of the DarkWorld Universe. But we’re one of the very few realms who have technology far more advanced than even the Earth Realm.”

      I frowned thinking this explanation was taking far too long for this life-or-death-get-Grams-to-safety situation we were in. “And?”

      “And in my realm, we don’t live on the planet. Well not everyone does. We’re mostly spacebound.”

      “Space? You mean your people have learned how to travel the stars?” I asked, at last understanding why Grams felt Cassie was the key to her safety.

      “Something like that.”

      “You have a safe place to take Grams?” I asked, arching an eyebrow.

      “Yes. I can take her to our space station, the one I’m currently based on. She should be fairly safe there.”

      Grams' voice filtered to us as she pushed to sit up. “It’s not me they want,” she muttered and for a moment a strange fear filtered through me.

      Then an idea popped into my head. “Cassie, maybe you can use your shifting powers to pretend to be Grams and lead them away while we get her to safety.”

      Cassie shook her head. “Unfortunately, I need to be the one to take her back with me. I can take you with me as well just so you can be comfortable with where she is.”

      “Ok, I guess we can manage without a decoy.”

      Cassie smirked. “You can still have the decoy,” she said, her fingers fiddling at her wrist for a thin band which had suddenly materialized around her hand. She unclipped the band and handed it to me. “We can give this to someone who is willing to act as the decoy.”

      I frowned. “You’re not a shapechanger then?”

      “Not a supernatural one,” she said, lips twisting. “We use these devices to rearrange our exterior molecular structure in order to project whatever outward appearance we wish to have. So, it’s technological, not supernatural.”

      “I have to admit that I’m both disappointed and amazed at the same time.”

      Cassie simply smiled in reply.

      “So who do we get to pretend to be Grams?” I asked the group.

      “Not me. I’ll fry anything that is powered by energy,” said Evie, looking little disappointed.

      Barry nodded. “If you’re going to take Ivy away to your realm then you have no need of me. I can act as a decoy.”

      Grams still looked like she wasn’t happy with the plan. She shook her head and said, “I can’t go with you. And Kai, you can’t tell your parents anything. Not until we know how to keep…. safe….” Grams fell silent as she slipped into unconsciousness.

      “What’s wrong with her?” I snapped as I rushed to her side. “Is she hurt?”

      Barry crouched down beside me. “The wound from the other day has reopened. She’s been bleeding quite profusely but she didn’t want to let on. I’d let her sleep until we get her to safety and get her comfortable.” Barry gave Cassie a pointed look and I nodded in silent agreement.

      A low rumble had the rock floor beneath our feet vibrating. The water on the lake rose and fell, rough as though an angry wind rushed through the trees to churn the waters into a frenzy.

      “Quick. We have to go.” Barry grabbed hold of Grams and looked at Cassie.

      “Take her to Elite HQ,” she said. “I’ll have Horner get us transported to the portal. That should leave you free to take them on a wild goose chase.”

      Barry nodded and transported Grams away. He was back almost instantly to take Cassie and then returned for me. I looked at Evie. “You meeting us there?”

      “No. I wish I could join you, but I have matters that need my attention. But if you do need me, please send a message.” She leaned close and drew me into a hug. “Take care of yourself, Kai. This is…bigger than you know.”

      I frowned as the angel turned and surged into the sky, magnificent white wings flapping, and when I turned back to Barry, he simply shook his head, nose twitching as though he was suppressing a sneeze.

      “Girl has a lot on her mind. Don’t be surprised if she ends up calling you for help first.” He smiled and held out his arm. “Ready when you are.”

      I took a breath and clicked my heels three times. Barry, the demon overlord, chuckled as we disappeared to the sound of thunder and lightning, of trees crashing to the ground and of waves roaring to the shore.
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      We arrived at the Elite HQ and I was glad for the small moment of reprieve. Barry had handed Grams over to Director Horner and had left almost instantly to return to the lake.

      “He wanted to ensure he was there when they arrived in order to lure them away,” High Councilman Horner looked troubled at the turn of events, pale bald head gleaming, diminutive height making him look like he was slowly being squashed by the weight of responsibility he carried upon his shoulders. Atlas in the flesh. But I had to wonder why he was even revealing his worries. Was he too unsettled by knowledge he’d been keeping to himself?

      I was so tired of secrets.

      Cassie’s news had hit me like a two-by-four. I’d known her for a while now and she and I had gotten on particularly well. I’d never once believed she was lying to me, so either she was a consummate liar or I wasn’t as good as I thought I was at reading people.

      I swallowed as Horner pointed at the pen in my throat and waved me inside the room he’d given Grams. Cassie was there, sitting at Grams’ side and I walked over to sit down on the other side of the bed without a word. Cassie looked over first at me and then up at Horner who gave her a pointed look—which I had no doubt contained reams of unspoken instructions—then cocked his chin at me before leaving rather abruptly.

      When he closed the door behind him, Cassie sighed and swiveled in place, meeting my eyes with a self-deprecating smile. “Will you be okay with me taking care of your wound?” she asked, throwing me for a loop.

      I stilled, finding the question unusual, before realizing the status of our friendship had just gone through a recalibration. But it wasn’t as though I didn’t trust her in the way I used to. To be honest, it was a strange feeling to be able to trust someone and at the same time feel betrayed by them.

      Maybe my brain had been more fried than I’d realized.

      I sighed, then gave her a nod and a reassuring smile. I was tired, too tired to talk. Or so I told myself. She waved me backward and I settled on the pillow as she came around the bed. She sat beside me and touched her outer thigh where a narrow case slowly materialized, appearing to rise from her flesh—which I knew had to be an illusion of light or something.

      Strapped to her thigh with silvery bands was a first-aid case, the stark white interior almost alien to me. In silence, she fished out a flat device which rippled with lights the moment she touched it.

      Weighing it in her palm, she said, “This is a bio-scanner. It’ll tell me if the pen has severed any arteries, though I highly doubt it. Just a precaution. It should also identify if there are any infections we need to be concerned about.” I nodded and waited as she reached out and ran the little device back and forth along my neck and throat.

      Moments later, she straightened. “You’re all clear for infection and internal injuries. I’ll prep the antibac and the gauze now.”

      I studied Cass with narrowed eyes, aware her running commentary had its root in nervous anxiety. She was just as affected by finally having to come clean, which I hoped meant she hadn’t been all that happy keeping the secret in the first place.

      Cass focused on her little box and unsealed a bag containing what appeared to be a little circle of skin. I remained still, fascinated, as she spritzed a liquid onto the wound around the pen and then paused to meet my eyes.

      “Ready?”

      I nodded and held my breath. Cassie didn’t waste time. She gripped the pen and slid it out of my neck slowly. The moment the pen left the wound, Cass delivered one more spray and then covered the gash quickly with the skin-colored gauze.

      “This bandage behaves like skin and at the same time aids in the regrowth of your own skin. It contains a combination of nutrients, hormones and chemicals designed to speed up the regrowth so don’t be too surprised when you change the bandage.”

      “What? It’s not going to work overnight is it?” I asked. “Not that I’d complain about it if it did.”

      “Actually, it takes mere hours to work, depending on the biology of the patient. For you, I wouldn’t be surprised if it takes a couple hours before you’re good as new.”

      “You are kidding right?” I stared at her, wary now.

      Cass grinned. “Not kidding. That’s how advanced our tech is.” She shrugged as though she was embarrassed to discuss the technology her people possessed.

      I sighed, feeling far more relieved than I cared to admit to have the pen out of my throat. It had begun to feel like I’d grown an extra limb. Weird feeling—and I knew I’d looked more than a little ridiculous.

      Cassie wiped the pen clean and then dropped it in my palm with a wink. “This is quite valuable, I think. You may want to return it to its owner.” I nodded, shaking my head as she got to her feet and returned to Grams’ side. “She’s still asleep. I’ve administered a dose of med-nano which should help her wounds knit faster. I think she’ll sleep until we get there which would probably be better for her healing process.”

      The certainty of her words hit me full force and I swallowed hard, finally feeling the adrenalin evaporate from my body. I blinked away the heat behind my eyes and would likely have burst into tears had the door not opened slowly to reveal Logan and my parents on the threshold, peering inside, expressions ranging from impatient to worry.

      Mom hurried inside and came around to me though her eyes were trained on Grams’ sleeping form. Cass updated them as Mom drew me into a tight hug. before drawing away suddenly, gaze darting straight to my neck, eyes widening as she spotted the skin-gauze covering my wound.

      “What’s this?” Mom asked softly, her expression fascinated. “It almost looks like real skin.”

      I shrugged. “Some fancy tech I’ve been told. Good to know people in high places,” I said, choosing my words wisely in order to avoid an outright lie.”

      Mom smirked and I felt awful, knowing she’d probably taken my words as a hint that Horner or the Elite were responsible for the fancy tech. Over her shoulder, Cassie gave me a grateful glance before she was blocked out by Logan’s sturdy frame.

      Mom shifted away to pay attention to her mother-in-law while Logan settled beside me, giving my waist a comforting squeeze—which was enough to help me calm and settle myself a little more. “What’s happening now?” he asked softly, though everyone heard him clearly enough.

      Cassie took a breath. “We’re taking Ivy and Kai to a safehouse I know of, but I can only take the pair of them for now. For security reasons.” She gave a short nod and scanned the faces around the bed.

      “You can’t tell us where, I assume,” Dad said quietly, giving his mother a quick glance.

      “She’ll be fine, I assure you she will be safe. Unfortunately, there isn’t anywhere else that we know of where the Fae Court would be unable to track Ivy.”

      The room stewed in silence for a few moments until Mom leaned forward. “Are you sure someone else cannot go with her? I’m pretty sure Kai won’t be able to stay with her what with the Mithras mission.”

      I nodded. “I’m going to go to make certain she’s safe and settled and okay. When I get back, maybe we can arrange for you to swap places with me. But only one of you may go, I think.” I frowned and looked over at Dad. “Have you contacted Iain? Would he want to go instead?”

      Dad shook his head, then paused and gave a quick nod. “I’ve spoken to him. He’s horrified and worried about the twins and us of course. He offered to come back immediately but I told him it was mostly a waste of time. The twins are with Lily and Baz at the old Graciana Mansion. We’re going to set up shop there for now until we repair the house.”

      “Maybe we should just do nothing with the house for now, Dad,” I suggested softly. “What if they come back? They’ll just destroy our home all over again.” My voice was rising and I felt Logan give me another squeeze—comfort and calm.

      Dad nodded and then gave a sigh. “It’s a choice we need to make, honey. Either we get on with life as we know it, or we tread water in the hopes things go right back to normal.”

      “How about we tread for a little bit and then go back to normal?” I asked quickly, my tone more reasonable now. “I feel like we ought to wait a bit in case the fae court loses their shit what with Grams now AWOL and unreachable. They may come back and try to use one of our family members as leverage to get Grams to return with them.”

      Mom nodded and so did Logan, though Dad appeared to be resisting the idea, blue eyes flashing. Then, after a long tense moment, he said, “There’s way more going on here than meets the eye.”

      The words sent a trill of worry down my spine. Evie had said the same thing not so long ago. And I was now beginning to believe her. Exactly what she knew, I wasn’t all that certain, but Dad must have some idea.

      “What do you mean?” I asked him slowly, eyes focusing on his face. “What else is happening?”

      Dad met my gaze and then shook his head. “I’m pretty sure it’s something to do with our psychic link to the Fae we’re descended from.” As he spoke, he glanced at Cassie’s bent head, eyes widening as he hesitated.

      As though she’d read his mind, or had eyes at the top of her head, she looked up at him and replied, “Ivy confided in me a long time ago as to the nature of her true heritage, her familial ties to the Fae Court, and the danger her family faces from certain factions of the fae ruling families.”

      Dad’s eyes widened before looking first at Mom and then me. “Alright, then. I guess we have no secrets here.” His voice was strained, almost cool.

      I was pretty sure only I saw Cassie flinch. Ever so slightly, but enough for me to have caught the movement.

      I cleared my throat. “So? What do you believe is going on? What do they want?”

      He sighed. “I think they want her back home, possibly to take over the role Trieste left empty.”

      I still found it hard to believe she’d disappeared so efficiently. “So nobody has been able to find Trieste? Not in all these years?”

      He shook his head. “No. Some say she went into hiding in order to keep us safe. Others say she escaped into one of the lesser known realms in the DarkWorld. To be honest, Trieste could have hidden in any number of places, unless of course she slipped up and was tracked down.”

      I nodded. “Or been brought home without a say in the matter the way Tara was,” I said, still feeling the loss of my fae friend.

      “Exactly,” Dad replied with a nod. Then his brow creased. “Any chance of contacting Tara and getting her input on the whole thing? Maybe she can give us some idea of what to expect from the different factions and courts. I can barely keep track of the courts I know we’re directly linked to.”

      “Would be nice if someone could fill me in on those details, you know,” I muttered, though everyone ignored me, other than Logan who of course had to turn his soft chuckle into a choked cough. I ignored him and cleared my throat to add, “Tara’s off the grid. I’ll see if I can get a hold of her but I can’t promise. For now, I think we need to keep our circle as small as possible. Just us in this room will know more or less what happened. The kids and Baz and Lily don’t really need to know anything more than this was an attack and we’re trying to figure out who is responsible. The mission to Mithras is also too important and I think we should keep Grams’ current whereabouts under wraps indefinitely.”

      Dad nodded. “Perhaps you ought to find a different location for meetings and training?”

      I smiled and shared a glance with Logan who was nodding absently. “Yeah. We’ll take mission control over to Tara’s workshop, so that’s sorted. There shouldn’t be any raised eyebrows about that. And if Mom goes to stay with Grams, we can just say she’s away on an Elite mission.”

      Everyone was murmuring agreement, though nobody looked at all happy with the decision to lie our closest friends. I knew for sure I felt worse than all of them put together. Because I’d have to lie to Darcy, Nerina and Mel too.

      I was so not looking forward to the web of lies we were slowly building.
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      Mom and Dad left a half hour later and only Logan remained with me, leaning against the wall beside the bed in a taut silence until Cassie gave me a nod that said it was time to get moving. “Probably best to get her away before the Fae King realizes that Barry isn’t who he’s looking for.”

      “He’d have to catch Barry first,” I said dryly.

      Cassie lifted her palm up as though something sat in her hand. “The king of the Fae, an ancient powerful creature capable of controlling the five elements of nature.” Then she looked at her other hand. “Demon overlord, high-level, fairly powerful, total melanin deficiency, cool dreads.” She twisted her lips and moved her head left to right. Then she squinted as though thinking really hard. “Nah. I’d put my money on the Fae King eating Barry for lunch.”

      I snorted. “Whatever.” I wasn’t surprised she’d come down on the opposing side of Baa’ruk. The two of them had history, which was piquing my curiosity to the nth degree.

      I got to my feet and met Logan’s eye for a moment. He pushed off the wall, unfolding his arms as he stepped forward to follow me to the door. Once outside in the hall, he shut the door gently then gathered me in a bear-hug.

      “Things never get boring around you, do they?” he said, warm breath caressing my ear.

      “I try to keep things exciting. I heard it’s good for relationships. Best to keep your guy on his toes,” I said, moving out of the comfort of his arms to meet his eyes. I couldn’t stay enveloped within his embrace for too long simply because I knew it would bring my emotions to the surface.

      I was way too close to exploding, what with everything that had happened over the last few weeks. I’d escaped a murder frame-up and then been electrocuted enough to fry more than a few brain cells. I was lying to my father about my strokes, and still trying to handle Grams’ revelation of being a descendent of the Fae.

      We had Lily’s recovery from pariah to normal walker, and Mom’s slow road to regaining her health after being experimented on, not to mention helping Mel with extracting Saleem from Mithras, plus a few of us having to face demons we hadn’t expected when we finally did set out on that mission.

      And then there was Logan and his debacle back in Drakys where he needed help with the rebellion. Every drama in our lives seemed to be spinning on max around us, giving none of us a moment to breathe. I had to wonder when we’d begin to fall apart at the seams.

      We had the Ni’amh to think about too, all five of us, which included our spacefaring shapechanger. Guess we had a meeting in our near future where that particular piece of info would be discussed.

      Logan must have seen the turmoil in my eyes because he gave me a sad smile followed by another quick hug. “Hang in there, Kai. Let’s just take this one step at a time.”

      I nodded and plastered an agreeable smile on my face. “I think that’s probably best. I don’t think I can prepare further than a few hours for anything right now.”

      “Just focus on getting Grams safe and settled. I’m assuming you’re going to opt to send your mom over to stay with Ivy?”

      “Seems like the best option. And if these guys are as good with their medical technology as they are with first aid, I think they’re likely to give her a helping hand in the healing department.”

      Logan nodded. “If they’re that good, they could probably do something to help your mom, right?”

      I sighed. “If we can convince her to go. Right now, we need Grams safe and then Saleem and his people set free. Then, we can take a short breather and figure out any other outstanding drama. And after that--“

      Logan pressed a finger to my lips. “Nothing after that. Just get this done and get back fast. That’s an order.”

      I snickered. “Oh? So now you’re pulling rank?”

      “Totally my prerogative. It’s a guy thing.”

      I punched him chest lightly. “You mean it’s a bossy general-king thing. Just don’t let it get to your head, buddy.” I smiled and stepped away before reaching for the door.

      He’d better not think of kissing me if he knows what’s good for him.

      Logan stood on the threshold then gave Cassie a firm nod. “Take care of my lady, Cass,” he said, his tone conversational though holding a distinctly serious note, as though a decibel or two was all it would take to ensure I remained safe while away.

      The man always made me smile.

      Logan looked over at me as I sat beside Grams. “I’ll keep things running while you’re gone. Just don’t take too long,” he said softly as he cast a glance over at Grams, expression forlorn. He was close enough to her to also feel bereft in her absence.

      Cassie cleared her throat. “We can’t take too long anyway. I need to be back for a meeting in the morning with Director Gilfillan and Mel.”

      I looked at Cassie, curious now, and so did Logan. “What’s the meeting about, if I may ask?” he said.

      She shrugged and said, “Just to get Mel up to speed on mission details. Gilfillan’s only got me on board because Ivy gave him a list of agents already on your team. Courtesy face, nothing more. He’s not been all that open with me, although he wants to talk before the meeting with Mel, so I’m guessing he’ll be briefing me on the details before she comes in.”

      I took a breath. “Is Sentinel even going to be of any help to us?” I asked. “I feel like we’re wasting our time with them. We should just get on with the mission.”

      Logan chuckled. “You and Mel both, huh?”

      I rolled my eyes and met Cassie’s grin with one of my own. “Let’s get moving then, so we can get back ASAP. I’m just not sure if I have the headspace to be dealing with a mission to djinn-land and also be worried about the Fae Court wanting to abduct my family.”

      “One thing at a time, girl. One thing at a time,” said Cassie, her tone even, though still comforting. Logan gave us both a nod, then threw me a cheeky wink before slipping out the door in silence.

      As the door closed softly, I turned to look at Grams. “So how do we do this?” I asked Cassie, a little worried now how this was going to work.

      “Horner’s ready when we are. We have a jumper to take us to the portal for transport to Av’rith.” Cassie was now all business, which was exactly what I needed.

      “Is that your space station?”

      “Nope, it’s the name of our universe. Some portions of Av’rith overlap with those of the EarthWorld’s known star systems, which a few of our researchers suspect may help us explain in more detail how the DarkWorld Universe works in terms of portals and realms and even the Veil. It’s all very interesting, but for now, let’s get ourselves moving to the portal. And just a heads-up…this isn’t your average portal.” Cassie had spoken with such a serious tone that I hadn’t wanted to disturb her monologue.

      “No jumping into dark water?” I asked, smiling to ease the sober mood.

      “No jumping into dark water.”

      Quirking an eyebrow, I asked, “No portal keys?”

      “No portal keys,” she replied, smirking.

      “Now you have me curious.” She really did. This was getting interesting.

      “Excellent.” Cassie clapped her hands together, satisfied she’d piqued my curiosity. “Now let’s get Ivy moving before she begins to regain consciousness too early.”

      “Is the sedative going to wear off soon?”

      “It’s not supposed to, but Ivy is fae and walker, so I can’t be entirely certain of the dosages.” Cassie shrugged, as though nonchalant, although I knew for a fact that drug dosages were no joking matter when it came to supernaturals. Alcohol and medications were the two main things we had trouble with, mostly requiring doses that would kill a normal person.

      I followed Cassie’s instructions as we carefully transferred Grams into a wheelchair. We’d just about gotten her strapped in when a stoney-faced man thrust the door open with not even the courtesy of a knock before he entered.

      High Councilman Horner walked in just behind the heavyset man and gave me a comforting smile, ignoring the other agents complete lack of respect or manners.

      “It’s going to be fine, Kai,” Horner said, reaching to take a hold of my hands, his grandfatherly comfort. “Cassie will take Ivy to safety for now. And you have my word. We will do everything to keep Ivy safe. And your family as well.”

      After his initial show of empathy, Horner was all business as he supervised the final moments of jumping Grams, Cassie and myself, to the portal location. Our jumper turned out to be the rude and rotund man whose eyes flicked briefly over Cassie and me with a cool arrogance. I paid him little attention, no time for attitude from anyone as I briefly considered my soot-covered clothing and tangled hair littered with debris. I was in no condition to make a good first impression. Which was pretty much my luck in such circumstances.

      The last thing I saw before we disappeared was Horner’s expression--filled with concern. We certainly weren’t alone in being worried.
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      We arrived in a dark and pungent alley, the streetlamp casting mostly light on the wet cobblestones. Music throbbed from within the building but I didn’t ask Cassie any questions, just followed her lead in silence. Thankfully, the alley itself was deserted, no doubt scouted out beforehand by our unfriendly, and as yet unnamed, method of transport.

      The jumper—a rather large, round man with sausage-like fingers and black eyes that had sunk deep into his face—simply deposited us in the alley and disappeared, leaving Cassie glaring at thin air.

      “Rude,” she muttered as she guided the wheelchair around a discarded bag of pungent fish-heads and headed down the alley to the main street, wiggling her nose as though the movement was enough to oust the stink. I held my nose the entire way, my feline sense of smell on overdrive.

      The source of the throbbing sounds turned out to be a downtown bar, much like O’Hagan’s, where the night was filled with music and life even when the evening was closer to sunrise than sunset.

      “Is he always like that?” I asked, still annoyed with the jumper.

      “No idea. Never seen him before. He didn’t even introduce himself.” Cassie sounded pissed even though she pretended to be blasé.

      “Must be new?” I suggested.

      “I doubt it. Most newbies know they need to work hard to develop relationships that mean something more than a jump here and a jump there. They’re human cabs, for all intents and purposes, and you won’t go calling a cab round again when the driver’s been a dick, will you?”

      “Not a chance,” I replied, happy to make small talk as we entered the bar and scanned the dark, overly warm interior.

      Music blared and bodies crowded the dance-floor and I had to wonder if I was already way too old for having a good time. Just watching the undulating dancers made me bone-tired.

      “So, our jumper’s a jaded cabbie, knows his services are indispensable and knows he doesn’t need to be nice or polite to keep a job,” I said.

      “Exactly.”

      “Can I assume the Elite Agency will no longer be requiring the services of said jumper?” I asked, raising my voice now as we drew closer to the ear-shattering music.

      “You can assume so,” she hollered with an almost evil smirk. “Although, I wouldn’t put it past the guy to make a complaint on the grounds of size discrimination or some shit like that. We once had a disgruntled jumper who complained that we were side-lining him because he was too short.”

      “You’re kidding,” I said, laughing as I imagined a pint-sized jumper attempting to go nose-to-nose in an argument with Cassie. Well, given her height, it would be more like nose-to-boob or something. I stifled my laughter as the owner of said boobs directed me to a little back room which sat off a narrow hallway marked with large arrows directing patrons to the restrooms.

      Once inside the small room, Cassie shut and locked the door, then turned around to face Grams and me. Poor Grams was still out for the count, and I knew she’d be horrified to find out how she’d been transported around so unceremoniously. Good thing I didn’t plan to inform her about this particular portion of the journey. Everyone knew certain omissions to a story only made the overall retelling all the more interesting.

      Clapping her hands lightly, Cassie said, “Take a seat, Kai.” She waved at the two typist chairs parked beside a steel work desk. And hold onto something. The ride itself isn’t rocky, but the motion may make you feel a little seasick.”

      I nodded slowly, not entirely sure what she meant and wondering if it could be at all similar to Logan’s airsickness from his own dragon shifter portal crossings. Still, how different could this particular portal jump be anyway? I remained silent though, and just sat on the nearest chair, holding onto the edge of the table.

      Cassie followed suit though only after engaging the brakes on Grams’ wheelchair with a toe. As soon as she settled herself in, the room began to vibrate and shift, the air around us taking on a strange haziness, as though slowly turning into liquid.

      Then, ever so slowly, the movement of the room began to feel familiar, mimicking an elevator car ascending a little too fast. The air shifted along my face and I sat hard against the back-rest, body pasted against the cushioning.

      Thankfully, Grams remained blissfully unaware as the room surged through the air—either literally, magically or ethereally—taking much longer to complete the trip than I’d expected.

      To be fair, I wasn’t sure what I thought was going to happen. Perhaps I was far too used to the idea of a portal key and jumping off the edge of land and into black water.

      A small room racing into the air wasn’t exactly my idea of a jump through the Veil.

      At last, I sensed a change in the speed of our headlong dash into who-knew-where, and the room began to slow down.

      “Is the entire room moving or is that just a projection of some sort?” I asked, hoping to make small talk again and distract myself. Cass had been right about the stomach-churning nature of the ride.

      “The room is moving but should anyone enter the space from the hallway in the bar, they will see the room as it was when we entered. That is the projection. This here is the reality. This entire module traverses the Veil, and we’ve long since found our method of transport to be far less traumatic and far more efficient for long term, repeated use.”

      I nodded. “I may have to agree with you. I’d prefer this method of transport any day to portal keys and jumping into dark water. Far more guarantee for comfort, I think.”

      Cassie laughed softly then got to her feet, making me aware that the room had finally come to a stop.

      “How exactly does it work, though?” I asked, curious now as to the mechanics of the whole transport-to-Cassie’s-home-in-the-stars process.

      “Wish I had time to explain, or the skills to put it into words,” she replied with a self-deprecating smile. “But for now, we got to get moving before customs decides to flag our entrance for visa checks.”

      “You are kidding right?”

      “Only a little.”

      “Cassie!” I hissed

      She merely grinned in reply as she toed off the brake on the wheelchair and spun Grams around to push her out the door and into a long wide corridor. We were instantly surrounded by a warren of curved white walls and floors that glowed from beneath a thin layer of Perspex or some kind of hard plastic. Lights were embedded into the ceiling along the walls in long strips not unlike those on commercial airplanes back home.

      “Welcome on board the Calliope 7 Space Station, currently situated in the Outer Syreen System,” Cassie said, smiling as she made her official welcome.

      I was taking everything in, and barely registered her words. The room we’d exited had been private enough, without even a guard or officer present to oversee our arrival. So the border control here was about the same as most realms I’d been to. Near non-existent.

      Either that, or Cassie had special privileges in Av'rith.

      I had no choice but to follow her in silence, eyes widening as I watched her jeans and red leather jacket shimmer away to be replaced by a suit, though not skin-tight, certainly hugged her in all the right places.

      She walked ahead of me, dark shoes making no sound on the floor despite their strangely curved heels. Cassie threw a glance over her shoulder every so often as though to reassure herself that I was still following.

      As if I’d abandon Grams with anyone on a space station in a realm I’d never entered before. Didn’t matter if I trusted the person she was with.

      After what felt like miles of corridors, we arrived at a set of double-doors on our left. Cassie waved a hand at a small panel, and seconds later, the glass sheet lit up and a voice spoke to her in a strange language that was both musical and gruff at the same time.

      Cassie replied and the door slid open to reveal a sophisticated apartment, this time was decorated in pale shades and accented in various shades of silver and dark blue, elegance personified.

      We entered and passed a dining area, furniture made of chrome and glass, and a cosy seating area with pale leather sofas and dark throws, and a coffee table shimmering like mercury.

      Cassie drove Grams across a blue-black carpet to a room on the other side of the cabin. Kicking the door open, she guided the wheelchair inside. I hurried to join her and soon we were transferring Grams to the bed and stowing the wheelchair away inside a closet.

      I’d barely straightened after tucking Grams within the silky mauve sheets when I caught sight of the window. Almost two-meters-wide and a meter high, the glass looked out onto a view which to me revealed an ocean of stars.

      Mouth open, I stared at the sight, wanting to take it all in, to commit every single detail to memory because I wasn’t at all certain I’d ever get such an opportunity again.

      “Syreen is beautiful, isn’t it?” Cass asked softly, a proud smile in her voice.

      “Unfathomably beautiful. What are you even doing in the Earth Realm when you have this place as your home?” I asked, shaking my head.

      “It’s a job, Kai. If I had a choice, I’d travel through space visiting all the planets and systems that surround us. There’s way too much to discover so it makes little sense to be stuck in one place for too long.”

      I sucked in a breath before letting it out slowly.

      I suppose this was a good a place as any for Grams to stay safely out of the Fae King’s reach. And what more could anyone want as a safe haven than an actual slice of heaven?
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      “So how can we be sure that the fae court cannot track Grams here?” I asked, finally admitting I still wasn’t certain my grandmother was all that safe, even here in a star system I never knew existed.

      We were sitting at Cassie’s dining table, eating a light meal of tiny pastries and cakes, and drinking the strongest coffee I’d ever tasted in my life. The near-black drink just about knocked me off my feet. I was so impressed I had to curb the vulgar temptation to ask if I could get regular shipments sent to me.

      Instead, I contained the urge and said, “If the fae can track a person through the Veil, and I’m assuming this has something to do with following a lifethread in the ether the way Mel does, then what’s stopping them from following Grams all the way here?”

      Cassie gave me a smile, though I could have sworn I’d spotted a touch of worry in them. She hid the emotion quickly enough, but I’d seen it and I knew she had her own doubts. Which wasn’t all that reassuring.

      Cassie reached out and held gently onto my forearm. “Our tech is smart enough to render the lifethreads fuzzy,” she said softly, her voice soothing. “The Fae trackers will probably follow Ivy all the way to Hecate’s Bar, but the trail will go cold there.”

      “What about the transport module we used? Can’t they use your room to find her?”

      Cassie tilted her head, blue eyes shimmering. “They could. But they won’t find the room. We’ve scrubbed that portal and relocated our regular entry-point to a different location entirely.”

      I took a slow breath, suddenly feeling bad. “I’m sorry, Cassie. I really didn’t mean to cause you guys so much trouble. I’m sure moving your portal isn’t the easiest thing in the world to do.” Never mind that I’d never heard of a portal location being moved. Closed, or warded off, maybe. Never moved.

      Despite being somewhat impressed at the extent of the spacefarers’ technological advancements, my shoulders slumped as I also felt the impact of burdening Cassie and her people with protecting a total stranger and having to deal with the fallout.

      What if the fae warriors tracked Grams down all the way out here at the space station and Cassie’s people had to go to war with them? All because they chose a side probably too early on in this war?

      But Cassie squeezed my hand before sitting up straight and tapping the table with her palm. “Hey. Stop wallowing. Yes, it’s not as easy as clicking one’s fingers, but it’s not as though we have to build a spaceship or relocate a city—or even form a new planetary system—so it’s really no real trouble.” She smiled but I wasn’t convinced.

      “I really hope you’re not having to inconvenience yourself with making these arrangements, Cassie.”

      “Seriously, Kai. This is a Council matter now. Horner spoke to the Av’rith Council as well as the Syreen Federation Fleet Commander before we left. And yes, I’m doing what I can, calling in favors where I’m able, but I’m doing it quite happily, and I have the support of my commanding officers. I have no qualms about my involvement at all. Ivy is my friend and I love her dearly. I’d do anything for her. So technically she’s the one who would owe me if I ever decided to ask for repayment.” Cassie winked and then sat back.

      “But what if this fae king threatens your people with war? You’re going to end up spending money and time on this decision to protect us. And we’ve given you little choice in the matter. What if you find down the line that you chose the wrong side?”

      “Kai, don’t you think our council would have thought about all the possible scenarios? Every possible result would have been on the table, all argued ten ways to kingdom come before the final decision was made. I really think you are overthinking this. Don’t take on all the responsibility in this, Kai. The council could just have easily said no to your plea. It’s not as if every refugee who asks is taken in without question. And besides, you need to focus on what’s ahead of you.”

      The room was silent in the moments after Cassie had stopped speaking, her words echoing around me, and inside my head. I wanted to reply, I wanted to say she was right and I was overthinking things, but I couldn’t get my throat to allow the words to pass. I was grateful, and worried and now obligated too.

      Cassie’s wrist beeped and she glanced down, smiling as she got to her feet. “We have to get back to the EarthWorld soon. And, that little alarm is telling us Ivy should be waking up in the next hour. So you can spend some time with her before we leave.” Then, with a quick wave, she walked toward the door, golden ponytail swaying. The door opened on a soft hiss, then whispered closed behind her.

      I sat there for a long moment, mind racing as I considered everything she’d said. I could accept some of her assurances, but perhaps I wasn’t cut out to be utterly positive or completely trusting.

      Then, with great effort, I pulled myself out of my thoughts and made my way over to Grams’ bed. She lay there silent and unmoving, the sedative still working its magic. She didn’t look at all like someone about to open her eyes in the next second but, so far, Cassie’s tech hadn’t failed us in its accuracy.

      I walked to the window and stared out at the view, losing myself in the stunning light show provided by the Syreen Star system. What would it be like to travel through space, to experience new worlds, meeting new people all the time?

      I couldn’t get my head around the idea, probably because walkers, and other supernaturals of the human world, hadn’t developed the kind of mindset that would allow them to entertain a life sailing the stars.

      Perhaps one day, a life in space would be imaginable to most people, but not yet. Well, not yet for me personally.

      “Kai?” Grams’ voice filtered through my thoughts and I started, spinning around to see her sitting up in the bed, her expression calm as you please.

      “You’re awake!” I gasped, running over to her to grab hold of her hand.

      “Yes, dear. It’s what often happens after a period of time spent asleep,” Grams said, eyebrow curved, tone dry.

      I rolled my eyes. “Grams, you were not asleep. Cassie gave you a sedative so the trip wouldn’t be too taxing on your wounds.”

      Grams nodded slowly, eyes widening for a brief moment before she smiled. “So? You want to tell me where we are?” she asked her eyes flitting to the window behind me.

      I smirked. “I’m still trying to process it, but we’re on Cassie’s spaceship in a star system in her home realm.”

      Grams let out a breath. “Ah, I see. She came.”

      “Yes, Grams. She agreed to help you find a place to hide out until the fae king stops looking for you.”

      “He’s not going to stop looking, Kai.” Grams was shaking her head. “And you only have half the story. I’m not really the one he wants.”

      I let out an impatient grunt. “Come on, Grams. I hope you’re not thinking I’m going to take you back home. Barry is out there somewhere, leading the fae trackers on a wild goose chase, and we basically destroyed Cassie’s portal to the EarthWorld when we came here.”

      “Destroyed?” Grams asked. “What did you do?”

      “Geez, Grams. It wasn’t my fault. Cassie made the call and decided to cover our tracks by closing down that particular portal. She said it wasn’t a big deal and their tech can handle it.”

      Grams nodded. “I suppose it’s true then. Cassie isn’t known to lie.”

      I let out a loud snort. “So you’re trying to tell me she didn’t lie when she said she was a supernatural shapechanger when she was really a woman from outer space using fancy tech to masquerade as a shapechanger?”

      Grams sighed and sat back against the dark blue pillows. “I know it can be frustrating, Kai. But some truths are better left untold unless in emergencies.”

      I let out a frustrated breath. “Grams, our world is literally falling apart around us. The Ni'amh is probably in danger. And we no longer have a home, and you and I are sitting in a spaceship in a star system in a realm that nobody even knows exists. I think I need a little time to process…if you don’t mind.”

      Grams reached for my hand and held tight. “I know it’s a bit much but I’m afraid I’m going to have to add to that burden. The only thing I can say to make this feel better is that I don’t believe the Ni’amh is in any way endangered by Cassie’s true identity. Whether she changes shape through supernatural or technological methods, may just be a matter of language. What we do know is that you five are almost certainly part of the Ni’amh. I’d stake my reputation on that. And so will your mother.”

      “Well, you two can talk it through when she gets here.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Grams, forehead a study in creases.

      “I have to leave with Cassie to go back home. Mel’s waiting for ship out on this mission to Mithras and Cass has a meeting with Gilfillan in the morning. There’s far too much that needs to be done for me to be sitting idle out here in the middle of…. Ailuros save me. I don’t even know where I am,” I said flinging my hands out in frustration.

      Grams had the audacity to chuckle. “Alright, Kai. Take a breath. But you also have to listen to me. I’m not really the one the Fae King is after.”

      “Who is he after? And what is his name? I refuse to keep calling him Grampa Fae King for the indefinite future.”

      With a snort, Grams replied, “His name is Ainwyllian. He’s one of the oldest members of the Fae court hence the ancient name.”

      I pursed my lips. “I think Grampa Fae King sounds better.”

      The fae king’s granddaughter simply ignored me and said, “Now that we have his name out of the way, are you ready to listen to what I have to say?”

      I stilled at her tone, hearing loud and clear that this was no longer banter, and not in the least good news. “Okay. I’ll behave. What’s going on? Did he tell you some big secret when he pulled that sound shield over you both?”

      Grams sighed and gripped my hand a little tighter. “He told me that he’s not after me, Kai. Not exactly. He wants the one person who can help stop the fae from dying. The world of the fae is slowly fading away, the power that once sustained them is dying. Anwyillian and the rest of his ancient court believe there is a way to regain their power and they will stop at nothing to get it.”

      “Don’t tell me they want the blood of every first born in all of the DarkWorld?”

      Grams sighed, then gave a sad smile. “It may as well be just that. What they believe is the fae ancients are dying because the rest of the supernatural world has been growing far too strong over the last few centuries. They believe the other supernatural worlds have been sucking the ethereal fae dry of their innate and rightful powers.”

      “And, let me guess, they want to take it all back.”

      “Exactly. And they are not going to be nice about it.”

      “So, how exactly do they intend to take back this power they think belongs to them? Suck every last supernatural dry of their special magic juice?”

      “Something like that,” Grams replied, not a hint of a smile on her face.

      “Oh dear.”
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      “Thanks, Grams. Next time try not to ease me so gently into the horrific truth,” I said as I threw her a sharp glare. I was still processing the whole ancient-fae-sucking-darkworld-supernaturals-dry-of-their-special-magic-juice revelation.

      “It gets worse.”

      “Oh dear,” I murmured, thinking of a good few expletives that would work so much better right now.

      “Oh dear, doesn’t even begin to describe it…dear.”

      Ivy Odel, special supernatural agent, part-time comedian.

      “Please, Grams,” I said with a weary sigh. “Can you just tell me what the big bad deal is?”

      “Sorry, dear. I want to find the best way to say it, but I guess I’m only making matters worse. So, the truth of the matter is that the fae court wants to control the Ni’amh. They know that in the near future, the Ni’amh will be responsible for saving the supernatural world. I’m not certain of how the intent of the fae court and the prophecy of the Five are intertwined. Which of the two would lead to the other isn’t clear. For all we know, the prophecy could be speaking of the Ni’amh saving the DarkWorld from the ancient fae.”

      The silence that filled the room was deafening.

      Grams and I stared at each other for a long moment. Then I sucked in a ragged breath. “Do you really believe that’s it?”

      She lifted one shoulder in a half shrug, probably wanting the movement to come off as nonchalant, noncommittal. But instead, it made me all the more afraid. Grams was pretty darned certain that the Ni’amh prophecy was intertwined somehow with the intentions of the ancient fae.

      Then I stiffened. “But that doesn’t explain why Ainwyllian was after you.”

      Grams tipped her head to one side as she accepted my question as valid. “True. He is also using prophecy and prediction to guide him. Perhaps something within the ancient oracles’ ramblings have implied I am involved. Or perhaps he believes I possess some sort of power that would help their cause.”

      I snorted. “If that was his assumption, I’d have to agree. You have some explaining to do, Ivy Odel. And I’m not leaving here until you talk.”

      She laughed softly. “What am I meant to be explaining, dear? It’s been a long day.”

      I made a face. “Well, let’s start with how you knew he was there when he was glamored. I only made him out after half the damage was done, but I’m guessing you knew he was there from the moment he arrived.”

      “Yes, I knew because I can see through his glamor. Most ancient fae can hide themselves from the rest of the mortal world, and even from other fae, but they cannot always hide themselves from other fae who possess equal or greater power.”

      “So you’re saying you’re as powerful as Grampa Gramps?” I stared at her, eyes narrowed.

      “I supposed I must be if I was able to see him so quickly. I’m also learning the nature of my powers so I can’t be certain. It’s possible he let me see him to allow me the opportunity to choose to go with him without resistance.”

      “What are you not telling me, Grams?”

      Her eyes sparkled as she said, “A whole heckuva lot, young lady. But in this particular subject, I’m being completely transparent. We can’t be holding our cards too close to our chests on this. Secrets can be deadly when this much danger lurks around us.”

      I nodded, keeping my expression neutral. “And so how did you manage to stop the tornado? You made it go poof in an instant. That’s some skills you got going on there, Grams. Not too bad for someone of your…advanced years.”

      Usually Grams would admonish me or give me a glare that could skin a deer, but today she simply shook her head and said, “The honest truth is, I really don’t know. Maybe it was my fury that he’d endangered my family? I must have channeled something because one moment I was bursting with anger and the next I was empty, and the tornado was gone. I wasn’t even sure I was the one responsible until after everything had settled.”

      I nodded and then opened my mouth to voice the question, but I hesitated and fell silent. But Grams’ sharp eyes caught my hesitation. “Kai, dear. What is it?”

      Giving a morose shrug, I replied, “I can understand why you’d be able to see through his glamor, but how come I was able to see him as well, even for a bit and only through my peripherals. Either way, I still spotted him, as well as his warrior guard. If I hadn’t seen them, your son would be toast.”

      Grams’ eyes went wide, anger flaring in their depths. “What do you mean?”

      “One of the fae warriors managed to sneak in quite close. He was cloaked in glamor and I don’t think Dad could see him. Even I didn’t spot the guy until the very last minute. I stopped the dagger just in time otherwise right now Dad would be dying, some vicious fae poison eating him up from the inside inch by inch.”

      Jaw clenching in anger, Grams said, “I told him not to hurt my family.”

      “Pfft. As though he was about to listen,” I said, rolling my eyes, “We’re his family too. One would assume he’d give two damns that he’d be killing his own bloodline.”

      “He doesn’t really care. As far as he is concerned, we’re half-breeds and we don’t count as true progeny.”

      “And you? Why demand you go back with him?”

      “Because they want my knowledge. And who knows? Maybe they think having me as a captive may lure my mother out from wherever she’d disappeared to all those years ago?”

      “I hardly think they’d be able to force Trieste out of hiding now. Though, I guess if she cared, she’d want to save her child.”

      “I would hope she’d know better. Saving me may put the lives of the rest of her family in danger. I’m hoping she’s not as rash as you or I are.”

      I grinned at my grandmother. “This is a lot to process. I think I need time to meditate on my new reality.” I got to my feet just as I heard the whoosh of the outer door alerting to me Cassie’s return. “Are you going to be okay?”

      Grams nodded and looked over the door as Cass entered. “Don’t worry about me, dear. I think I will be fine. Although I won’t lie and say I won’t worry that they will still find me. You just do what you need to do and help free that handsome young djinn friend of yours. I think Aisha would be most glad when her son is safe.”

      “I’ll do my best, Grams. I’ll send Mom back as soon as I can.”

      Grams waved me off. “No need, Kai. Tell you mother that I am perfectly fine.”

      “I don’t think I have much of a say, Grams. Besides, Cassie’s medical team could probably help get Mom well faster than any doctor can back home. I’m hoping she’s strong as an ox by the time you two get back home.”

      My grandmother smiled, though her lips were thin and her eyes didn’t reflect the cheer. “I’m certain Celeste will be fully recovered. You, on the other hand, probably need the medical care more, in my opinion.” Her eyes glittered as though she knew something she wasn’t telling.

      “No time for that now, Grams. But I promise, if I do come back here, I plan on asking Cass to hook me up.”

      Cassie murmured her agreement while Grams raised a finger in the air, stopping me in my tracks. “Don’t forget that you still have the armband to protect you, Kai. Use it when you need to. I’m pretty sure it’s going to come in handy more and more in the next few weeks. The Ni’amh need you alive and kicking. So above all, please stay alive.”

      I smiled and went to Grams to give her a warm hug. “I’ll try, Grandmother. I’ll try,” I said, chin in her shoulder as I soaked in her warmth and comfort.

      Then I pulled away and took a breath, forcing a bright smile on my face as Cassie and I left the room. We strode across the living area to the exit, both walking with confidence. But I didn’t believe either of us was as strong in our projected emotions as we wanted to believe.

      Cassie and I had one more conversation due, but that talk needed to be held with three other women we knew all too well. The Ni’amh was owed a solid debrief, but even that discussion would need to wait. First, we had to stay beyond the reach of the ancient, and very deadly fae.

      And we had a certain djinn to save.
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      Returning home without Grams was harder than I’d expected. I kept thinking about how she’d cope alone in the vacuum of space, with not a familiar face in sight.

      I had to remind myself that Ivy Odel was no weakling, and it was more likely that by the time Mom headed over to keep her company, my grandmother would have probably applied for a role as diplomatic representative on behalf of the Walker Council or something influential like that.

      The woman wasn’t capable of sitting still for too long. Which to me could only spell trouble.

      I was silent as Cassie led me to the room in which we’d arrived, where a number of uniformed people were already working, gazes intent on glass screens scrolling endless reports and diagrams. When we arrived, I hadn’t noticed much around me, which wasn’t unusual considering I was so focused on Grams and getting her to safety.

      Now I understood we’d arrived in a causeway that appeared to be a hub of inbound and outbound travels. Smaller private rooms led off the main hall, and Cassie nodded at one of them as we passed by.

      “We arrived in that room. Operatives and high-ranking officers use those secure rooms for private or confidential arrivals and departures. There are private exits leading off each room with corridors only specific people have access to.”

      I nodded, pursing my lips, impressed at how detailed the fleet was in their organization. Of course, they ought to be considering they were more or less a navy floating around in the sea of the universe.

      Cassie waved a hand ahead of us. “We’ll be leaving through a different departure room, still private, and our location will also be kept secure.”

      Through curious as to the change of departure room, I didn’t question it, instead enjoying the unusual sights around me. The place resembled an airport or a train-station, with travelers, uniformed and civilians, hurrying in all directions, staring up at overhanging signs or glancing down at tablets or wrist devices. Nobody appeared interested in me and I knew I felt more aware here than anyone else would be of my presence.

      Minutes later, we reached a room almost identical to the one we’d arrive in, except occupied by a single dour-faced officer standing at a terminal and tapping his nails on the screen impatiently.

      The moment we entered, he glanced up, stood to attention and spoke to Cassie in their unfamiliar language.

      When the officer waved us to a pair of seats on the other end of the room, we obeyed and took our places. Satisfied, he exited the room without a word. Cassie leaned close and said, “I apologize. I meant to provide you with a communication device, so you’d understand our tongue, but I got a little distracted. I hope you didn’t think me rude.”

      I frowned, then gave a soft laugh. “Of course not. You’ve done so much for us already.”

      Cassie’s expression relaxed in relief and she sat back. “Thanks. Now we can head back and get this show on the road.”

      I nodded, still worried about how we were meant to evade capture by the fae trackers, though I kept my expression serene and relaxed in preparation for the transport to the EarthRealm.
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      We arrived at the portal access point to our world and I was surprised and somewhat comforted by the knowledge that we were still located in Chicago. The transport module was situated behind a Chinese takeaway and the smell of fragrant rice and rich noodles filled the air. I wasn't even embarrassed when my stomach growled so loudly that Cassie gave me a sideways glance.

      "You still hungry?" she said, smirking as she shouldered open a swinging door and entered a kitchen filled with barked orders and the clanging of pots and pans. Cassie sauntered through the kitchen without a care in the world and the only upside was the chefs and kitchen staff didn't even bat an eyelid at our presence.

      We were almost all the way across the busy kitchen when one of the chef's yelled something over his shoulder then spun, colander filled with steaming noodles in one hand, dripping ladle in the other.

      The colander streamed searing hot liquid from the holes while a handful of noodles escaped to fly through the air toward me. I flinched and gasped, attempting to duck both the missiles of noodles and the dangerously hot liquid, but sadly I wasn't fast enough.

      The noodles flew straight at me and I spun away. Thrusting one shoulder backward, I swirled into a tight spin, an ice-skating move with my arms crossed and tucked close to my torso. Beyond the oncoming danger I spotted Cassie slowing down and glancing back at me. Her eyes went wide and she shook her head as though to warn me. For a fraction of a second, I was certain she wanted me to do nothing. Did she really want me to just stand there and allow the hot noodles and the scalding liquid to hit me?

      Instead, I kept moving, knowing I'd suffer some injuries but preferring to avoid the dousing that was guaranteed if I slammed right into the chef and knocked the noodle bowl free from his hand.

      What in Ailuros's name was the man thinking to be swirling around in a busy kitchen holding boiling water in such a dangerous way?

      I sank to the floor and skimmed around in a low crouch, avoiding the chef's feet as he strode across the narrow aisle trailing a line of boiling noodle water as he went. I'd moved fast enough, my panther giving me a quick boost of adrenalin and speed, but I wasn't swift enough to escape entirely.

      Noodle liquid splashed generously onto my leather pants and I winced in anticipation of the burns. I was an alpha, with strength that could compete with the average ogre, but I still felt pain enough to make me less stupid and less reckless.

      Only this time, I felt nothing.

      I blinked but kept moving, swirling full circle and surging out of my low stance as soon as I was clear of the knot of legs and arms and ladles and pots. Still holding my breath, unsure whether to gasp in shock or relief, I reached Cassie where she'd been standing frozen to the spot, eyes wide with something like shock.

      But her blue eyes shone with amusement and apology as well as she shook her head and put her hand over her mouth, attempting, and failing, to stifle her laughter.

      "What's funny?" I grunted as I reached out to swipe away the liquid which had landed on my thigh and shin.

      But I found nothing there. My pants were dry, and I remained very much uninjured.

      What the….

      "Huh?" I said, stunned and confused as I studied my dry palm, before glancing up at Cassie. "What is going on?" I whispered, enough of a threat in my voice to elicit a low growl.

      Cassie's amusement faded only a few degrees, though she did grab my arm and guide me through the outer doors to the front of the restaurant.

      We narrowly missed a waitress who was too busy staring at her little notebook, probably working out the orders she'd just received. Then we swerved past another older man who was clearing a table and was in the process of walking off with a tray filled with dirty dishes.

      I held my breath the entire way through the place and couldn't for the life of me figure out how we hadn't pissed anyone off with our presence in either the kitchen or the restaurant. Either the establishment was used to Cassie's comings and goings or I was losing my mind.

      We scurried through the outer vestibule and surged out onto the sidewalk where I finally let go of my breath and said, "What the hell, Cassie? That's living way too close to the edge for me. I'm surprised the chefs aren't racing after us with knives and ladles right now. We almost destroyed their kitchen. And I almost got burned!" I sucked in a few breaths as my tirade came to an end but all the blonde agent could do was respond with giggles.

      Damn the woman.
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      I glared at Cassie, my emotions somewhere between furious and exhausted. I sensed the feline elongation to my eyes; aware my frustration had allowed my panther to surface.

      Cassies eyes widened and she raised her hand, her gesture almost defensive although she didn't appear to be afraid. "Sorry," Cassie replied between choked giggles. "I really should have told you we were protected by a shield. Nobody in the restaurant would have seen us. And we were also protected by a special field that would reject even a barrage of bullets."

      I straightened then, eyes narrowing, panther eyes which I hadn't yet pushed away. "You're telling me I went all ninja-agent on flying noodles and boiling water when the entire time I was protected. And invisible? Seriously, Cassie! Don't you think that's something I should have known before we entered the kitchen?" I screeched, voice high-pitched now, revealing my frustration in full force.

      Cassie tried hard to wipe the smile off her face but she failed miserably. "I'm sorry, Kai. I really am. It honestly slipped my mind,” she said earnestly, pulling her long ponytail over her shoulder before fiddling with the ends.

      I stood there for a moment, staring at her, eyes hard, though the corner of my lips twitched. I held off the urge to join her laughter, because when I remembered my crazy antics in the kitchen I had to admit it was funny.

      With a straight face, I said, “I’ll deal with you when we have more time. For now, explain this cloaking device of yours. I’m interested. I’m thinking my payback should be a set of this magic tech stuff for me.”

      Cassie opened her mouth as though about to protest, but she fell silent and gave a defeated nod. “Agreed.” Then she reached out and slipped a hand into the crook of my elbow, gently turned me toward the crosswalk to our right, and said, “The cloaking system is now off so people can see us. And we’re no longer protected so we’re entirely in our naturally vulnerable state.”

      “You don’t use it all the time?”

      “Only when I need to. On missions or in situations just like this, coming and going through locations where it’s best not to alert people of our presence.”

      “Guess you didn’t ask the owners of The Golden Dragon permission to use their property as an entry-point to the EarthRealm?”

      Cassie shrugged. “These guys didn’t give us permission, no. But they receive added protection from us against the thugs around the area. They may not know it, but there is a reason none of the gangs operating in the vicinity have come to demand protection money.”

      I nodded slowly, feeling slightly relieved at the unspoken bargain. It appeared the Syreen Federation possessed an admirable amount of integrity and respect. “Okay. That’s a pretty considerate thing to do.”

      “It’s about all we can do without making our presence known, which we’re sworn to avoid at all costs.”

      “I’m assuming the Supreme High Council is making every attempt to keep the existence of Av’rith secret?” I asked, knowing now how important it was their secret be kept.

      We crossed the street and hailed a cab, then waited until it slid to a stop in front of us. Once inside and enveloped by the latest Metal Bhangra sounds, Cassie held her wrist out and made a show of pressing one of the glowing lights. “This is a sound dampener. This guy’s music should be enough to keep our conversation private, but I’d rather be careful.”

      “Interesting. And impressive,” I said, smiling now, at last feeling a little relaxed. “You don’t happen to have some fae bourbon stashed in there by any chance? I could really do with a shot of the good stuff right about now.”

      Cassie snickered and shook her head. “Sorry. But I do have a tranquilizer that I’m pretty sure will work on even a walker.” She paused to meet my eyes, waiting only for my eye-roll before she continued, “The SHC has been aware of our existence for centuries. Our people have walked among yours for much of that time. We’ve posed as supernaturals much of the time, but have tried our best to refrain from influencing the progress of the DarkWorld either in technology or in evolution.

      “But sadly, the predictions of the Ni’amh have jeopardized that particular standpoint. Our council has been divided for years on whether or not we as a people should contribute to the power of the Ni'amh. But the SHC has stated their case and we believe the situation is drastic enough that our old methods need to be set aside for the safety of everyone in the DarkWorld.”

      “So your people knew about the Ni’amh all along?”

      “Not really. They knew as much as anyone else did until Ivy and Celeste figured the final bits out. That’s when the spotlight shifted to me.”

      Startled, I turned to stare straight at Cassie now. “Do they know about the rest of us?”

      She shook her head. “The SHC kept the identity of the rest of the Ni’amh secret. Even from the Av’rith High Council.”

      “But we’ve talked about it with each other for a while now,” I said, a little confused.

      “I didn’t discuss it with anyone within the Federation,” she replied, her eyes guileless. “The agreement with the SHC was that I’d reveal nothing about the five of us to anyone else, even my superiors. For safety reasons. This whole thing is way bigger than we ever believed.”

      “But the Federation, your superiors…they may suspect me. Especially after today’s drama.” I plucked at my lip, worried as I voiced my fears.

      Cassie shook her head. “That’s not a given. Not unless they are told the fae king’s real reason for wanting Ivy. I still have to chat with her regarding that. I have a feeling she’s holding out on me.”

      I pursed my lips and gave a guilty smile. “Sorry. She told me. And we need to have a meeting, the five of us. I’ll fill you all in then. For now, we need to focus on Saleem. As soon as we get back, we have to deal with Ivy’s fae debacle.”

      Cassie sighed and settled back against the seat. “Okay. Let’s just hope this is a quick mission. I’m not a very patient girl, and I really want to know why the fae are after Ivy.”

      “Don’t worry. You’ll find out soon enough. And I can assure you, it’s not at all what you think.” I smiled serenely.

      Cassie rolled her eyes. “Thanks for upping the mystery factor. Now I’m dying to know.”

      Patting her hand gently, I said, “Sorry. Just hang in there. A little mystery never killed anyone.”

      The glare she gave me was deadly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassie headed off to get some rest. Her meeting with Director Gilfillan was first thing in the morning so she had time to rest up beforehand. Still, something told me the space-agent was well capable of dosing herself with tech to keep her awake, or fall asleep, whenever she needed. What else did she have going on that she hadn't owned up to?

      Honestly, Cassie's business wasn't anything to do with me until it was. Or until it had to do with the Ni’amh.

      Right now, I had to direct my focus from Cassie to Saleem and Mel and the mission to Mithras. But instead, I found myself returning to the scene of the destruction of my home, both literally and figuratively.

      Cassie and I had parted ways on the edge of the warehouse district where on one side I could see the Great Ash, the Tree of Life, which had slowly begun to regain its life after being poisoned by the fae, and on the other, in the distance, the abandoned quarter where the air still undulated with magic which had leaked through the Veil during the conflagration years ago.

      How and why the conflagration happened in the first place was still a hushed secret, but everyone knew that the great trees had sprung up all across the world, symbols of hope in a time of strife, as though some greater entity had sown the seeds in the hopes that the very growing of those great ash trees would balance the dead spots caused by the spilling of darkest magic into our realm.

      Through most of my journey home, my mind busied itself going over the events of the previous evening, but when I reached the edge of our lawn and stared out at the front of our home, a disembodied fist grabbed hold of my heart and twisted viciously. The walls of our living room had been covered in black tarp to ward off the elements, but from this distance they appeared open wounds in the façade where chunks of bricks had been blasted away with the force of the final explosion.

      It would take weeks to rebuild, it was best, for now, to refrain from doing anything to bring attention to the house. Would the fact that we'd begun repairs on the building just piss Ainwyllian off even more? Or had I just been overly paranoid?

      He'd failed to gain control of Grams, and now he would be unable to find her. Would he have sent spies to watch the house in case she returned? He wasn't stupid, and even I wouldn't be so reckless so as to not keep an eye on the place in case she dared to return.

      The thought made me stiffen, made me suddenly all too aware of the shadows within the forest, made me almost feel like there were eyes watching me from between the trees that ringed the property.

      But my feline senses didn't pick up any scents other than the familiar ones of the local security, likely already despatched to watch the house. Still, even the lack of an intruder’s scent didn't guarantee the fae trackers weren’t around.

      I wasn't entirely educated on the nature of the fae, but I wouldn't be surprised to find they were able to cover their scents in order to avoid being tracked. Or perhaps even that their physiology was unique in that they didn't let off any odors.

      I shook my head. I was confusing too many issues and overthinking things. If anyone were watching us, they wouldn't be seeing much other than the remains  of Grams’ family sifting through the destroyed remnants of their home.

      I walked up the pathway, boots crunching on the gravel as I approached the living room.

      Sunlight streamed down on my head, as I pushed back the flap of thick tarp protecting the bare patio doors along the two walls leading out onto the lawn. Inside, the living room was drenched in darkness, shadows hiding the worst of the destruction.

      Shadows which seemed to want to ease the stark reality of the devastation our fae kin had left in their wake. My stomach clenched as I picked my way past the heavy dresser, feline sight drawn to the fore as I walked over to the pile of glass and wood bits that had been our mementoes and memories.

      What a huge waste.

      A spot of yellow light tracked through the living room, and I started, spinning around, ready to battle with the intruder. Only the owner of the flashlight was no intruder.

      Lily rushed toward me the moment her eyes fell on me, her face contorted with anger and fear. She didn't stop until she was right in front of me, and then she only drew to a halt to shove my shoulder hard. "What the hell is the matter with you?" she yelled, anger bringing tears to her eyes.

      "Lily," said a warning voice from behind her. Baz drew into the light, his expression worried and upset as he too surveyed the damage.

      "You stay out of this. She had no right," Lily spat over her shoulder before swirling around to face me. "How could you?"

      I sighed, waiting patiently for her to voice what exactly had upset her so badly. Lily usually got so caught up in her emotions that she struggled to express them in a way the people around her could understand. I'd found it best to be patient and give her time to collect her thoughts and finally put her argument together, so it made some sense before she voiced it.

      Lily took a deep breath, he pale hair fluttering in a breeze, honey eyes darkening to amber. "This is our home too," she said, her voice quavering. "You had no right keeping us away. We should have been here to fight for it too, to keep it safe," she said, tears warping her voice. Then she took a shuddering breath and threw herself into my arms, sobs dampened as she cried into my shoulder.

      Oh, Lils.
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      I held Lily tight, hand over the back of her head, all too aware of how much the Odel home meant to Lily. The pariah lynx walker who'd once hated the very sight of me had become a sister, adopting my parents and my home with a wholehearted passion that had surprised me and had given me hope.

      We'd both suffered in the wake of Anjelo's death, and even now I wondered if she'd truly managed to move on from him and his ghost, to seek out a new future after the love of her life had been killed.

      Now, as she cried and soaked my shirt with her tears, I held her tighter, feeling the warmth of our shared grief fill a hole deep inside me. And possibly, she'd felt it too as she finally straightened and sniffed.

      She cleared her throat and met my eyes, swiping her face to remove the wet streaks of her tears. "Where the hell were you for so long?"

      "I was making sure Grams was somewhere safe," I said gently, not at all hurt by her sharp tone. She was a ball of hurt and fear right now, having taken so long to allow anyone to get close, she was having to face almost losing half of the new family she loved.

      "Where is she?" Lily asked, eyes wide and gleaming with tears as she scanned my face. I squeezed her shoulders gently, hoping she’d be comforted by the touch. "A safehouse. I'm not sure myself where it is exactly." Which was the truth, thank Ailuros. Lily had a way of knowing when I was lying.

      But today, she wasn't as keenly observant as usual and she missed the little hitch in my voice--her eyes were tracking the room again, following the little patch of torchlight she shone from corner to corner.

      "What happened here?" she whispered, taking in the almost total destruction of the living room.

      In the end, the great dresser had survived though its glass doors were shattered and a few of the serving plates and bowls within were now just jagged glass and china fragments.

      "A tornado,” I said softly as the memory of that horrific spinning vortex returned to my mind. I swallowed hard before saying, “Courtesy of the fae court. They came for Grams, but she didn't go without a fight."

      "Go, Grams. She’s one tough bitch is all I'll say," Lily muttered as she finally looked back at me.

      Baz came closer, moving out of the shadows to reveal his worried expression. "You okay?" he asked voice uncertain, tan skin holding a tinge of ash. "You don't look all that good." His eyes reflected the worry in his voice and I let go of Lily and reached out to squeeze his shoulder.

      "I don't feel all that good. I should sleep before tomorrow ‘cos we all have a long day ahead of us, but I'm a ball of energy right now. I feel like I want to punch something."

      "How about a fae or two?" offered Lily through gritted teeth. She stepped away to go over to a nearby pile of splintered wood and ash.

      Reaching for a long, ragged piece of what used to be a photo frame, she poked the sharp end inside the remnants, her expression focused as though she knew what she was looking for.

      Then she stilled and reached inside the rubble, her movements filled with gentle care. From where I stood, I couldn’t make out what she held within her palm and had to wait while she got up and walked over to Baz and me. Her face was blank though her eyes were filling with tears as she opened her fist to reveal two sets of tiny silver feet.

      And the miniature foot-castings were my undoing.

      Tears slid from my eyes as I swirled around and rushed to the mantlepiece, head burning with panic and fear, frantically tossing aside debris as I searched. I didn’t care when broken pieces of wood stabbed my skin or when shards of glass cut me open and drew blood.

      At last, my bloody and bruised fingers hit cool metal, and I drew my first breath, feeling the panic slowly subside. I withdrew the cast of Greer's tiny baby feet. I could barely see it through the sheen of tears that blurred my vision, but I was so grateful they were still intact. So grateful they had survived the tornado’s, and the fae king’s, destructive forces.

      I got to my feet and hurried back to Lily, who was craning her neck to peer into my hand even before I reached her. When I unfurled my fingers, she began to cry again, blonde head bent as she sniffed and sobbed softly, trying to regain control.

      Greer's death still haunted Lily--she still held herself somewhat entangled with the responsibility of my sister’s death.

      No amount of talking had managed to convince Lily otherwise, and I'd given up trying. Instead, I kept hoping that someday she'd come to terms with it and move beyond her guilt.

      Today wasn't the day.

      Lily let out a hiccuping sob, and Baz reached out to hold her around the shoulders. They made a sad pair, both wearing sneakers and sweats, probably having come back late from the workshop to get caught up in witnessing the horror and being forced to watch from afar.

      Lily didn't shrug Baz off and instead smiled up at him through her tears. I'd wondered once or twice if the two were romantically involved, but I’d never really gotten that vibe.

      And from what I'd heard and seen at the group sessions, it appeared Baz and Steph, Mel's geeky assistant, were the real romantic item.

      I was curious to see how that romance would develop; relationships between vamp-demons and vanilla humans weren't all that common. Being a little supernatural would have helped Steph navigate her relationship with Baz better, but she had no powers, either magical or natural, which meant we needed to watch out for her all the more.

      And of course, Baz himself was still transitioning to his final physiological state after having been turned by a vicious vamp-demon. Our vampling was still being guided and trained by Asher, Logan's contact at the FBI who also happened to be a full-blooded vampire.

      How the FBI ended up with a vampire on their payroll was a question I really wished someone would answer, but I'd gotten zero success when I'd pursued that line of questioning with anyone, even Logan remained tight-lipped whenever I brought Asher up.

      Now, I focused on Baz and his question from long moments ago since his eyes were still hard and focused. And expectant. "I'm managing, I guess,” I said softly, giving him a shrug of one shoulder. I flicked a hand at the room. “This is a lot to absorb. But it isn’t even half of what’s on our plates. Basically, Grams is in danger, and she's now safely out of harm's way. And we have other things to focus on. But when the Mithras mission is over, I really need to deal with Grams' problem."

      "Well, you're not dealing with anything without me.,” Lily cut in. “And I'm telling you right now. If you do anything without giving me the chance to help, I will kill you.
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      Lily, Baz and I walked over to the mansion in relative silence. The sun was dropping slowly over the horizon, bathing the silent town in a reddish-gold glow. The serenity of the evening was almost an insult to the terror our family had endured only hours ago and I was almost angered that the appeared so calm in the wake of our catastrophe.

      Then, I checked my thoughts, reminding myself that I was thinking out of frustration and anger and was looking for someone to blame. Looking for someone to redirect my emotions at. The people of our little colony didn't deserve my anger.

      Which I discovered not much later.

      The Graciana Mansion sat on the top of the hill, overlooking the colony like a dark sentinel, its granite walls standing the test of time, having been one of the first structures build when the colonists had first broken ground here a couple hundred years ago.

      The skinwalker people from the indigenous tribes had by then already begun to intermarry with the fresh new blood of shifters and were only too happy to help the colony build itself up from the ground.

      And the Graciana Mansion had borne witness to it all, now also providing refuge to our family.

      We walked through the trees and onto a wide lawn which had seen many a village gathering, from fêtes to Thanksgiving and Christmas, the people of Tukats gathered here to celebrate life and endurance.

      Today the green lawns were overgrown and we smooshed the long blades flat, tracking footprints all through the centre and up to the gravel drive leading to the front staircase. The building had an abandoned air to it, giving off an almost unwelcoming vibe. A spell, of course, created to ward off those who were not welcome on our land.

      We were never an inhospitable people, but we did prefer our privacy, especially since, through the streets of our colony, one would regularly find adults and children shifting from human to panther form, and back, without a care in the world.

      Having strangers walking through the town and seeing such unusual supernatural activity would only create unwanted curiosity or even incite a lynch-mob, as we knew from historical experience.

      The door opened just as we reached the top of the stairs and Mom peered out at us, pulling a large shawl around her shoulders. "Kai? You weren't answering our messages." Her tone was accusing and admonishing, and I blinked.

      "Oh, shit. It must have died somewhere along the way. I swear I haven’t even given it a thought in the last few hours." My guilt was clear in my face and Mom relented, waving us inside and closing the door.

      "The place is a little cold what with being empty these past months. Your father’s made a fire down in the back parlor and we're hanging out in there for now." She pointed down the hall at a spot of golden light shining out of an open door all the way at near the back of the house. The dark unlit passage looked like a huge black mouth waiting to swallow us all whole.

      I shivered then rolled my shoulders. Lily and Baz were already walking down the hall and I began to follow when Mom called out to me. "Kai, honey? Stay and help me make some hot chocolate."

      I didn't protest, sensing she wanted a private chat, which was likely for the best since I had to give her the Ni’amh news.

      I trailed after her to the enormous kitchen with its black slate floors, an ancient stove and an oven large enough to cook a few grown men in one go, all lining the back wall.

      I followed Mom to the large wooden table in the middle of the room and hovered as she took mugs and chocolate and milk out of the cupboards and the fridge. The kettle was already steaming, moments away from whistling out its state of readiness and I let out a sigh.

      Suddenly, I was exhausted again, and I sank onto the nearest seat, my head propped in the palm of my hand as I watched Mom prepare the drinks. I must have nodded off because I'd blinked, then heard the tap of a mug on the table as Mom placed my chocolate in front of me.

      I widened my eyes and straightened, looking up to meet Mom's curious gaze. "So? Is she safe?"

      I nodded. "She's safe, Cassie has her stashed and I've spoken with her. She's fine but she isn't happy."

      Mom's brow scrunched up. "Why? She's safe away from the fae king, right?"

      "Yes, she is. But she said there's more going on here than that." I lowered my voice. "I think I need to tell you this with Dad and Iain as well."

      Mom smiled. "Iain's here. He's in the parlor with Darcy. He got back an hour or so ago. Both he and Dad went off to inspect the house and make sure there were guards watching the place. They wanted to secure the rest of the rooms but decided the guards were enough."

      I sniffed. "The people of our colony aren’t known for their looting skills."

      Mom shrugged. "I think they're more concerned about kids playing pranks than anything more sinister. Now, let's get these drinks to the parlor and then we can have an Odel family meeting." Mom lifted the large tray and hoisted it in front of her, stalking out into the hall without another word. I carried my mug and followed her to the parlor where the warm air kissed my cheek and enveloped me as we entered the brightly lit space.

      The fire roared in the hearth, adding more light to that cast by the ancient wrought-iron chandelier and about half a dozen tiffany lamps which dotted the room.

      Three overstuffed sofas covered in rose-and-bramble printed fabric, plus four giant beanbags, were scattered around the room. The twins were lying on their stomachs on the floor playing snakes-and-ladders, eyes focused on the board, legs propped up and twirling in the air.

      Dad was staring at his laptop with Iain peering over his shoulder pointing something out on the screen. Iain was still wearing a dark suit with his shirt-sleeves rolled up, blue-and-gold striped tie undone and hanging over the arm of the sofa. His golden hair reflected the firelight and I paused to study my brother, his profile broadcasting his strength and intelligence, not to mention his good looks.

      Darcy and Logan were beside the window, faces worried, eyes dark. Darcy’s pale hair framed her face, almost hiding her features in shadows, but I didn’t miss the smudges of shadows under her eyes.

      All heads turned to Mom and me as we entered the room, smiles breaking out at the sight of me.

      Looks like I rate as high as hot chocolate then.

      I submitted to the round of hugs as well, with the twins racing around me trying to be the first to get to me. Alina won out and threw her tiny arms around my neck, squeezing me so tight I could have sworn she’d have throttled me to death had Alix not whined about getting a turn.

      The little girl sighed and brushed her dark hair out of her face, then met my gaze, rolling her eyes as if to say “Boys, what can we do?” I let go of her and she slid to the ground to be replaced almost instantly by her brother.

      “I’m glad you’re safe, Kai. We were very worried,” he whispered in my ear.

      “I’m safe, kiddo. And I’m back. No more worrying, okay?” I said with a soft smile, all too aware I was lying through my teeth.

      Soon the twins were paying attention to their drinks and I turned to face the adults in the family. I looked over at Lily who rolled her eyes. “Sorry, Lil’s. We need to have a council meeting.” I shifted my attention to Darcy and said, “Means we’re throwing Darcy out too, so don’t feel too bad.”

      Darcy smiled and reached out to grab Lily’s hand. “Misery loves company, right? Let’s get the kids out of here and let these guys have their council meeting.” Lily smirked and obeyed in silence, gathering the kids with Baz and Darcy and heading out the door. I found it significant that none of them took the opportunity to point out the Logan wasn’t an Odel.

      As soon as the door closed, Dad said, “Is Mom safe?”

      I nodded and quickly ran through Grams’ transfer to her new safehouse without divulging her location. That would remain a secret to divulge only to Mom and Dad for now. I felt bad about keeping my brother and Logan in the dark for now, but I’d needed to speak to Horner or Cassie first to see who I was allowed to share the secret of the space realm with.

      I suspected they’d prefer I didn’t discuss it with anyone, and though I knew it was probably wise, I’d also never been good at keeping secrets.

      For now, I said, “There’s something Grams had to say that I think everyone would find surprising.”

      “Something to do with the fae king who was after her?” asked Iain, eyes shining with worry.

      I nodded and repeated Grams’ conversation with the fae king, bringing them all up to speed without mentioning the Ni’amh and how the five of us were involved in the mix.

      I wasn’t sure how or when I’d need to divulge those details, but in the interim, everyone knew what they needed to.

      At last, I sighed and sank onto the sofa behind me, limbs finally calling it quits. “I think I’m going to fall asleep right here.”

      When nobody complained, I snuggled close to the pillows and toed off my shoes. The fire was warm, the chocolate was heating me up from inside, and Logan slid in beside me, offering his shoulder as a pillow.

      Soon the hum of conversation surrounded me and I slipped into welcome oblivion, knowing when I did open my eyes, a new day would greet me where new challenges would arise.

      And I knew one thing.

      I was really going to hate myself for the next few days.

      Lying usually did that to me.
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      I woke with the dawn light streaming into the bedroom. I was still dressed, the armband weighing my one hand down. Someone had drawn the covers over me and I guessed it was Logan who’d carried my unconscious body up to bed.

      The next thought in my head was Mel. Seeing as she would be meeting Cassie and the Director at Sentinel before lunchtime, I owed it to the tracker to let her know at least as much of the developments as I was able tell her.

      We’d all been counting on Grams and Mom to join the mission to Mithras, all well aware of how much of field experience and supernatural talent the two of them had.

      Now that I knew for a fact that Grams would not be joining the mission, and neither would Mom, it wasn’t fair to allow Mel to continue to believe they were.

      And since I’d been distracted and exhausted yesterday after Cassie had brought me back to Chicago, I had no choice now but to head out to see Mel to let her know. And I wanted to do it in person.

      Why I wanted to be face-to-face with Mel when I lied to her, I didn’t know, but it felt like the deceit would be so much more unforgivable if I texted or even called her to fill her in.

      Integrity was a funny thing.

      I turned up on Mel’s doorstep in the wee hours of the morning, feeling awful knowing I was probably going to be disturbing her. We were all still recovering from the blasting and Mel had sustained her own share of injuries both physical from being impaled by the branch, and psychic from the blasts she’d suffered at the hands of the shadowmen.

      I messaged when I arrived and parked Grams’ bike outside Mel’s house, and was relieved when the tracker replied saying she’ll be at the door in a jiffy. True to her word, she was already opening the front door when I climbed the stairs, blinking at me in the weak early morning light.

      “Hi,” she whispered--as though the whole street would hear her if she spoke aloud--then waved me inside before closing the door so quietly that all I caught was the snick of the lock.

      Then she waved me down the hall and I followed her into the kitchen feeling terrible for having woken her up so early. Her dark hair was mussed and standing up on one side, and she wore a pair of fluffy bunny pajama pants and a singlet that I was pretty sure she wasn’t aware was upside down.

      “Have a seat,” she said softly as she waved me to the table. “Tea or coffee?”

      “Whatever you’re having is fine,” I said, still feeling terrible for waking her so early. I watched her stare at the kettle, bleary eyed, then blink and head over to grab mugs and teabags.

      Minutes later, she deposited a mug of fragrant peach-and-jasmine tea in front me. I didn’t have the heart to tell her I had a hate-hate relationship with herbal teas.

      After taking a seat, Mel let out a silent yawn, then said, “So why the early morning visit? Is it bad?”

      She looked a little worried now and I waved a hand at her. “No, no. It’s not that kind of bad. It’s bad news, yes, but not as though anyone died or anything.” As I spoke, I realized how close we’d actually come to death, and I wanted to bite my tongue for tempting fate.

      Too late now.

      I wrapped my hands around the mug and said, “So, I know this is going to be a blow to the mission preparation so far—”

      “Don’t you dare tell me you’re backing out!” Mel said, her voice ringing around the kitchen a little too loudly.

      Loud enough for the pair of us to wince simultaneously. I shook my head. “No, not at all. But you are losing two bodies.”

      “Is it Grams? I didn’t think she’d recover too quickly from those injuries.”

      “Sadly, yes, it’s Grams. But health wise she’s fine. She’s just off on some mission right now. She pretty much had no control of her current situation, to be honest.”

      At least some of what I was saying was true. I felt terrible lying to Mel like this, but it had to be done. I couldn’t let her continue to believe that Grams was still recovering from her injuries just in case Mel decided it was a good idea to pop by and check in on her. It was the kind of thing the tracker would do. Plus, her affection for Grams and Mom were obvious when she spoke about them.

      Now Mel was nodding after sipping her tea. “So? Who else are we losing?”

      I shrugged. “That would be Iain. He’s still tied up with Walker Council stuff, just got back from Europe last night and he’s going to be heading back there very soon.”

      Mel made a face. “Well, that just blows.” Then she brightened a little. “Please tell me we can at least have your Mom on board. We could really do with her field experience.”

      I avoided Mel’s eyes, but I must have had Supreme High Council on my mind because the first words out of my mouth were, “She’s been called to a meeting with the Supreme High Council. We’re thinking it’s about a mission, but she didn’t really say.”

      Ugh. The more I spoke, the worse I was making it. Maybe I shouldn’t have come to tell Mel in person. This was much harder than I’d expected it to be.

      But Mel didn’t appear to have noticed my discomfort. She was rubbing her forehead then running her fingers through her hair. She looked tired--probably about as tired as I was.

      At last, she sighed. “Thanks for coming to tell me in person.”

      “I felt bad to disturb you so early, but I knew you had that meeting with Sentinel, so I figured you’d want to have this info ASAP,” I said, getting to my feet.

      The mug of tea remained untouched on the table in front of me, but Mel didn’t comment on it. Either she was too tired to notice, or she didn’t care too much about a wasted cup of herbal tea.

      She gave me a bright smile then got to her feet to lead me to the door. After a warm farewell and a ‘Good luck,’ from me for her meeting with Sentinel, I left the tracker’s house and drove home, my mind focused on one thing.

      Breakfast.
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      I’d returned from my visit to Mel and enjoyed a quick breakfast of pancakes and soft buttery scrambled eggs. Mom had been busy in the kitchen, and though I’d wanted to bring up the topic of when she would want to join Grams, I’d decided to wait—only because I enjoyed watching Dad, Iain and Darcy work together to prepare the breakfast.

      It was one of those family moments that you wanted to just preserve forever. So perfect and filled with contentment.

      A lie though, because nobody was content, nobody was calm.

      Lives were on the line, futures were hanging in the balance, and nothing would ever be the same again for our family. And I had a horrible feeling that fact applied to everyone in the DarkWorld Universe. We all stood on the brink of a catastrophe that nobody knew was coming.

      Other than the SHC that is.

      Which meant I needed to have a chat with Horner to have him arrange a meeting with the Supreme High Council. I had a few questions I needed answered. And soon.

      After a congenial breakfast during which everyone—other than Logan who’d left before anyone had risen--enjoyed light-hearted conversation. The twin’s studies and antics at their academy and Lily and Baz’s progress with fighting and weapons were the brunt of many a joke, with laughter and pleasantries being the way everyone wanted the day to begin.

      The housekeeper had finally shown up and with her small cleaning crew who set about cleaning up the mess we’d made, as well as airing rooms and making things a little more comfortable for the Odels and their extended clan.

      Dad and Iain had arranged for clothing and other personal items, as well as medical equipment and supplies, to be brought over from the house, refusing any of the family to return to the house. He’d admitted he was more concerned with possible damage to the foundations as well as the safety factor involved in moving around in the part of the house directly above the living room.

      It made sense to be careful.

      Especially since his treatment room and his medical equipment were in that end of the house. I meant to ask Dad how Lily was faring, but I figured I could grab her later in the day, knowing she and Baz would meet us at the workshop soon enough.

      I’d forgone a shower, deciding to enjoy a run through the mountains on my way to the city. I’d entered the woods, dressed in the flowing shift that would fall off my filing form once I transformed, and wearing my little backpack that carried my clothing and valuables. My need to let my panther run free was important but not more than being reckless and getting arrested for public indecency.

      My panther was eager to be free and I let her take me over, reveling in the surging heat, the ebb and flow of pain as my head lengthened, eyes widened, ears tufted. My jaw and nostrils grew and repositioned themselves, and slowly the rest my body, limbs and ribcage and, claws and teeth, all flowed into place.

      With the shift completed, I pushed the discarded dress with my paw, smooshing it into a small pile before patting it down to make it as small as possible. Then I nosed a small rock over it so it wouldn’t fly away.

      The rock was also as a sign to the wardens of the forest who looked after the shifters’ clothing. Someone would come by and take the garment away to be laundered and then returned to me later in the week. We had a good system going, and I felt a tug of sadness as I wondered how much longer we had before many of life’s little privileges would be taken away.

      The run was invigorating as I absorbed nature into my body and my soul. A part of me had hoped to run into the goddess Ailuros again, but I hadn’t been blessed with another visit since I’d been regifted the armband.

      A few days ago, I’d requested a few ancient books to be delivered from the SHC library to help me with understanding a little more about the bracelet, but I hadn’t heard back from them yet. For all I knew, they wouldn’t want me discovering more than I should, which was kind of the MO of the SHC.

      I’d have to make a fuss in order to get my hands on it. And if I got that meeting, I would do exactly that. It was time the SHC was held accountable for centuries of secrecy.

      I arrived in the alley at the back of the workshop in panther form, barely out of breath though covered in a sheen of perspiration. Nosing the rear gate of the workshop open, I shouldered the door ajar only wide enough to allow my feline body to slip through. After shoving the door shut with my hindquarters, I waited until I heard the click of the lock as it hit home before I allowed myself to relax.

      The place still smelled like the heated metal Tara used to work with her fae powers, and I drew some comfort from the room which also held her scent. As I shifted back into human form, bearing down on the sharp jabs of pain I experienced as bones shifted and reshaped themselves and as skin transformed from fur-covered to smooth and olive-skinned. I shrugged off my little backpack, slipped inside the hallway and hurried to the bathroom before someone came along and caught me in all my natural glory.

      After a quick shower, I dressed in boots, black jeans and a red sail-sleeved shirt, then hurried into the kitchen, drawn by the glow of the fluorescent lights and the smell of a fresh pot of coffee.

      I found Logan squinting at a large sheet of paper on the kitchen table. He looked tired and I worried that he hadn’t gotten enough sleep since he’d been gone from the house from before I woke up.

      Peering closer, I studied the enormous mishmash of mini drawings and maps Logan was frowning at. He must have glued them all together to form a tentative map of the city of Kamsin, though there were a few holes here and there.

      Before I could voice any questions, he glanced up with a welcome smile and said, “I wasn’t able to get much sleep while you were away so I got to sketching from my memory of what Saleem spoke of about the city.”

      I nodded slowly, staring hard at the maps he’d drawn. They were detailed enough that I was impress at his ability to recall mere conversations with Saleem that he’d had months ago. “This is good. I’m impressed. But what are these ones?” I asked, pointing out a few very clean sheets. “They look like official printouts.”

      “Yep. They are. Cassie just sent those through, and I printed them out. Was pretty glad to see they filled in a few blanks for us. We only need a fairly good idea of what to expect so we avoid getting caught in dead-end streets and alleys.”

      “That’s the last thing we need when we’re running for our lives,” I murmured, aware I was stating the obvious but needing to keep the conversation going because my mind was still focused on Grams.

      Logan got to his feet and reached for my hand, then pulled me close to his chest. “You got something you need to get off your chest? I can help you out.” There was laughter in his voice at the double entendre, but I knew he was trying to lighten the mood though still wanting me to feel comfortable enough to share my worries.

      I smiled and shook my head. “You’re just terrible.” Then I sighed and sat back down on one of the chairs. “I’m worried about having to lie to Mel. Cassie knows and she’s a pretty good liar herself, but we have to keep the truth from Nerina, Darcy and Mel. The other two are so-so, but Mel is so involved in the Mithras mission, and we’re going to be spending so much time with her over the next few days that I’m worried.”

      “Worried about your conscience not giving you a break?”

      “No, worried about being unfair to the rest of the girls with keeping this from them until we get back.”

      “It’s a fairly acceptable choice, Kai. And they ought to understand they wouldn’t have been able to do anything with that information other than distract themselves. We all need our heads in the game, but we can afford to carry one person’s weight, look out for one team-member who may become distracted. But we can’t afford for you, Mel and Darcy to all have your heads elsewhere.” Logan reached for my hand, then squeezed it tight. “I know this is hard for you, but it’s necessary. They will understand.”

      I sighed slowly, then took a slow breath. A breath I found to be somewhat painful, more internal pain than external. “I know. I really do.”

      “You’re just overwhelmed right now.” I only nodded in response but Logan continued, “You’re barely out of the shadowmen debacle, still recovering from shocks to the brain, then Grams hits you with an Odel fae genealogy lesson, she and your Mom both with a revelation of their involvement with the Ni’amh. As if that’s not enough, we have Darcy now learning that she may face her nemesis in Mithras, a man who abused her, who she believed she killed to save herself.

      “Add to that the reality Sienna and I have to face, both in that Darcy’s nemesis is the person who messed with my sister’s memories, and that after just having gotten our kingdom back, our rightful places as rulers are now in jeopardy with rebellion from within. And now, we get to add to the mix the reality that the ancient fae want the Ni’amh power for themselves thereby endangering the lives of not only Grams and the Odel family but all five of the Ni’amh as well. This is a shitload to have to think about, Kai. So, don’t stress about being stressed. Just let’s deal with things one at a time.”

      I forced a smile and nodded, trying hard to keep the tears at bay. Logan voicing everything so eloquently had helped ease a little of my stress. “You have a way with words, Your Highness.”

      Logan’s lips twisted into a smirk. “If only my power was stronger.” He waggled his eyebrows then cocked his head toward the back of the building. “We could break out the blankets and try to get rid of some of that excess energy you’ve been hoarding.” His smile was playful yet held a deeper need.

      A need which only reflected my own.

      “The blankets it is, dragon king.”

      Logan smirked and began to walk off. I heard his words as he entered the hallway and burst out laughing as I got to my feet to follow him.

      “I’m pretty sure being a dragon gives new meaning to ‘Giving a girl the ride of her life.’ ”

      Cheeky bastard.
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      Logan had left me to sleep in the bedroom-turned office and the shop was silent, nothing stirring around me. I figured I’d better get moving before Lily and Baz arrived or else I’d never live down being caught lying half-naked on the floor under a couple of hastily thrown blankets.

      I took a quick shower and was dressed, pulling on my boots when I remembered that I’d planned on contacting Horner. I also had to speak to Ash about that MRI I’d rerouted. Before I’d left for Drakys to attempt to convince Logan to join our mission to Mithras, I’d waylaid the results for the MRI that Dad had insisted I have done.

      He’d been concerned about the effects of the electrocutions I’d received at the hands of the shadowmen. I’d been worried too, considering I knew all too well how badly they’d affected my brain.

      But I hadn’t wanted him to ground me should he see the results before I left to fetch Logan. Now I was stuck with the guilt, and also the fear that he’d want to send me for a second round of tests. The man was persistent when he needed to be.

      How would I admit that I’d stolen the results, that I’d gotten someone to interfere with the flow of information he’d requested? Information that he’d deem crucial considering what he’d see when he finally did lay eyes on them.

      I would have to tell him soon.

      Another person who needed an explanation was Ash. I could imagine what she must have been thinking when she’s delivered the results into my mailbox at the Elite HQ. She’d have seen the results clearly enough, would know what I was dealing with, and would have a ton of questions. And, as far as I could see, she wouldn’t leave me be for too long if the condition was as bad as I thought.

      And, since I was making a list of people that I needed to come clean with, I’d have to speak to Logan very, very soon. I didn’t trust Sienna to keep my secret from her brother for too long. The girl had a heart of gold but she and Logan had a mind-reading thing going on, and he’d likely read her thoughts at the worst moment. And then I’d be in deep trouble with him.

      Sienna had used her dragonfire to help heal me a little after my jump to Drakys, and she’d wanted me to speak to Logan, knowing he’d also be able to give me a little fire healing to keep me going. She was right of course, but I guess I’d need to actually tell Logan the truth first.

      I sucked at secrets but what made it worse was the more time that passed, the more lies and evasions occurred for the secret to be maintained. So, when it came time to confess, you weren’t only admitting the original secret, you were also going to have to be brave enough to come clean on all the lies you told to keep that secret.

      I took a slow breath to release some tension. Better now than having to wait until after Mithras. Besides, Logan still had to explain what changed his mind after he’d first refused to join the mission to save Saleem. I’d left him in Sienna’s office in the palace, furious that he was being so stubborn about leaving Drakys.

      I understood that of course he had his obligations to his people and his land, but he’d given his word to help, not to mention the fact that Saleem was his closest friend. Logan didn’t trust easy; though he wasn’t antisocial, he’d never been able to trust too many people

      But Saleem was one of those people who’d gained Logan’s confidence, one hundred percent. Which was reason enough for me to be pissed off when he’d basically refused to join the mission.

      So, when the dragon king appeared at our meeting at Natasha’s place, to say I was surprised was an understatement. Sadly, we’d not had much time to discuss anything since then, which meant that talk was likely going to happen today.

      I needed an explanation, and I had to admit I was worried that perhaps Sienna had spilled the beans on my condition—I’d be super pissed with her but I’d understand—and I don’t think I’d be all that happy if Logan had made the decision to come based on my health issues.

      But I suppose Saleem wouldn’t care why Logan came if the dragon’s presence meant we’d succeed in getting the djinn out alive and saving the realm from Division 7 and their goons.

      The gate at the back door of the workshop clanged hard which meant Logan was back from wherever he’d gone. I met him in the hallway and smiled at him while at the same time fishing my phone out of my jeans pocket, Horner and the SHC on my mind.

      After planting a loud smacking kiss on my lips, Logan shimmied past me and said, “Brunch is up so come and get it before it gets cold.”

      I frowned. “Brunch? It’s almost lunch you know?”

      Logan chuckled as he entered the kitchen and began to lay out the spread. “It must be brunch somewhere in the world, so it’s brunch.”

      I smiled and removed the extra-large cups of coffee and of fresh-squeezed orange juice, setting them beside the plates Logan retrieved from the bag. It turned out he’d gone over to the other side of town to grab an order of brunch pizza from Aphrodite’s Bistro, a small establishment that was currently making a name for themselves.

      I inhaled the aroma of fresh yeasty dough, fried eggs, bacon and sausage. “Oh, yum,” I said with a deep sigh. “This smells amazing.”

      Logan grinned as he grabbed forks and knives from the drawers behind him and set them in place. Then he sank into his seat and groaned. “You have no idea how hard it was to come straight here while having to smell this deliciousness all the way.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Stop complaining. You could have just flown.”

      Logan smirked and cocked on eyebrow. “What do you think I did?”

      Laughing, I sat and tackled the perfect eggs, garlic potatoes and baked beans all slathered over a garlic-and-thyme pizza dough. The pizzas were individual, thank goodness, and I was determined to eat every bite myself, even though Logan was already eyeing my bacon and sausage.

      I curled my free hand around my plate. “Don’t you dare. Touch my food and you will meet a terrible end. I don’t care if Saleem needs you alive.”

      “That’s not very nice of you,” Logan muttered around his mouthful.

      “I don’t care. Just don’t touch my food,” I replied with a serene smile.

      Then he shrugged. “That’s fine. I bought a third just in case. Kinda knew you wouldn’t have the heart to share with me.”

      Chuckling, I said, “Good to see you know me well.” No sooner were the words out of my mouth when I was hit with a blasting of guilt. I focused on the food and when my meal was done, I sat back, drank all my juice, then said, “There’s something we need to talk about.”

      Logan looked up as he placed the second Brunch Pizza on his plate. “This sounds serious. Should I save my pizza for later?” he asked, expression worried that I was about to spoil his meal.

      I shrugged. “That’s fine. You eat and I’ll send off a couple messages.”

      Logan’s face was almost comical with relief. The guy certainly did love his food.

      While he ate, I drafted a message to Horner, requesting a meeting with the Supreme High Council, mentioning the issue with the ancient fae and dropping a hint that I had just obtained information that has changed things. And that the SHC has to see me, and soon because it was more than just Grams’ life on the line.

      Then, for added effect, I suggested he have the ancients, Darius and Darian present at the meeting as there was information they needed as well.

      The names of the two ancients would be enough of a hint that the meeting with the SHC would also involve information important to the Ni’amh.

      After hitting send I paused, thinking that I ought to speak to the other members of the Ni’amh as well. But again, I decided it was best to wait until we returned from Mithras.

      With Horner’s message sent, I texted Ash, asking her to meet me for coffee or something later as I had something important to discuss. She responded almost instantly, saying anytime later in the day worked for her and all I needed to do was to the message and she’ll meet me.

      Relieved to have both tasks off my list, I focused on my dragon, a part of me wanting to avoid this conversation, to say it’s nothing serious and go back to pretending nothing was wrong.

      I was a wuss, that much was clear.
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      Logan, who’d wiped out the second pizza and had sat back, his expression replete, now let out a satisfied sigh. “Man, that was amazing. Sienna is going to be super jealous when I tell her.”

      I shrugged. “Easy solution is to take her one when you go back home,” I said, smiling as he agreed, his expression somewhat relieved.

      “So, what’s this serious issue you wanted to discuss?” he asked, his tone now wary.

      “Well, you must realize that you and I haven’t talked about much since you got back. We’ve been all go with Mel, and with being blasted in various definitions of the word, so I’m not being picky about it. It’s just…I feel it’s time we had a chat about some things.”

      Logan’s expression remained neutral but he did nod slowly, something probably telling him that this was somewhat serious. “Okay. What are we talking about?”

      I took a breath. “When I left you in Sienna’s office in the palace you were determined that your presence wasn’t needed here. I honestly believed you were not going to join us. But you changed your mind. Why?”

      Logan blinked as I watched his face and waited for him to answer. He took his time, his expression showing clearly the conflict he’d experienced, but I didn’t want to pre-empt his response. Instead I sipped my coffee and waited patiently for him to formulate his answer.

      He cleared his throat. “I know I said I had responsibilities in Drakys, and I still do. The situation there isn’t something I could leave without really considering all my options.”

      “So what changed your mind?” I asked, suspecting that Sienna may have had a hand in changing Logan’s initial decision.

      Logan smiled and shook his head. “You want me to say it, don’t you?”

      I feigned ignorance, shaking my head. “Not sure what you mean.”

      He snorted. “I know full well that you already think Sienna changed my mind. But she didn’t.”

      I raised an eyebrow in question and didn’t even need to say a word.

      Laughing now, Logan said, “Okay, fine. She had a hand in it. We spoke after you left when I updated her on why you’d come. Sienna did not take my decision well.”

      “Oh?” I asked, curious now what Logan’s firebrand sister had said to him.

      “Yeah. The little brat kinda yelled at me. She was pretty angry that I’d made such a sudden decision but I think it was more because I didn’t speak to her first to go over that decision before telling you. I have a feeling she was more angry that I’d hurt you than because I’d chosen not to help a friend.”

      I pursed my lips but said nothing.

      Logan let out a slow sigh. “She reminded me of how important this choice was in the bigger scheme of things. She asked if I’d be happy with Saleem’s blood on my hands while I walk around happily in my new kingdom. And of course, she knew that was the last thing I’d ever want.”

      I nodded, sipped some more, then asked, “So what was the deciding factor?”

      “Nothing specific. Just that Sienna offered a plan, a way we could keep the rebels and potential overthrowers at bay for a little while. They don’t know that we’ve already completed the rituals that initiated us as the ruling pair. Which means we’re safe for a while. Sienna announced that I would be touring the Northern Reaches of the continent which suffered devastating flooding, all as part of a military assessment. She assured me that such a tour would be considered off limits.”

      “Yeah, I suppose even the people who want to stage a coup would want to ensure the protection of the realm continued smoothly or they’d be endangering their newly obtained positions of power and control.”

      Logan nodded. “She assured me I’d have a week, a little more if nothing else goes wrong that she can’t fix. But I can’t say that I’m not worried about her handling everything herself.”

      “She’s pretty savvy, from what I saw. She knows her way around Drakys, so it sounds like she’s come up with a good enough plan.” I spoke evenly, though I wriggled in my seat, a little uncomfortable now that the time had come for me to come clean.

      Logan was watching me, brow furrowed. “Something wrong, Kai? You look uncomfortable. The pizza giving you troubles?” he asked, smirking.

      I clicked my tongue. “No, Logan. It’s not the pizza.” Then I sighed and sat back, deciding it was best to just say it. “There’s something I haven’t told you. Something that you need to know because it could be important if something happened while we’re on the mission.”

      Logan shifted forward, settled his elbows on the table and studied my face. His scrutiny only made me more uncomfortable but I deserved it.

      I cleared my throat then set my coffee back on the table. “When I got back home after the shadowmen took me, something happened that has me worried. Well…not only me. Dad too, though when he finds out what I did, my ass is toast.”

      Logan grunted. “Kai?

      I waved a hand at him. “Okay, okay, I know.” I sucked in a breath. “So, you know how Mel and I kept getting zapped and how her electrocution sent her into the ether to a visit with Saleem? Well, my zaps were more frequent and I think maybe more intense. And it’s kinda had an effect on my brain.”

      Logan blinked, but though he didn’t say anything, I felt the tension in the room rise. He stared at my face, eyes flaring with dragonfire, muscles tense in his neck and shoulders. Still, he made a concerted effort to keep his worry tamped and to allow me to speak.

      I cleared my throat again, grabbed the coffee, took a couple sips then set the cup back on the table. “So…when I got back home…I had an episode.”

      “An episode? What kind of episode?”

      I shrugged. “I think the best description would be the stroke kind. I wasn’t sure at first what had happened, but the symptoms were pretty clear. I passed out, suffered terrible headaches. Patchy memory for a while....”

      Logan took a slow breath. “And what does Corin think of these episodes?”

      I made a face. “That’s the other thing. He doesn’t know.”

      “How exactly is it that your doctor, who is meant to be taking care of you, doesn’t know that you’ve had a stroke?”

      Biting my lip, I avoided Logan’s eyes. “Well, maybe because I didn’t tell him.”

      Logan’s eyes narrowed. “And you’re telling me that Corin Odel didn’t give you every test under the sun? Surely by now he’d have been able to figure out what the damned shocks have done to you?”

      “Well, he ordered an MRI which I went for but he never got the results because I stole them.” The words rushed out of my mouth and I knew all too well that Logan wasn’t happy.

      “Kai?! How could you be so irresponsible?” Logan was a storm brewing, eye dark and dangerous.

      I swallowed hard. “Well, if he’d known, he’d have grounded me. And I wouldn’t have been able to come to Drakys and tell you what was happening. Which meant you wouldn’t have been here preparing for the Mithras mission. And you wouldn’t have been here to get the twins out of the house and to safety. Let’s not forget saving Aisha before she blew up with Omega’s warehouse.”

      Logan’s face was a study in darkest granite as he glared at me. Still, he was torn, probably wanting to yell at me very loudly. Which he didn’t, thankfully. I was too wound up to be yelled at. I’d have either yelled back and caused a scene, or I would have burst into tears.

      Logan was silent for a long moment before he took a deep slow breath, trying to maintain some form of calm. “So, what’s the prognosis?”

      I cleared my throat. “I’m not all that sure. Things were a little hectic when I arrived. I just fetched the results and then we were meeting at Natasha’s. But from what I saw, it confirms the damage to some parts of my brain. I’d have to investigate a little more to figure out what it all means medically. But from the little that I do know, I’m still healing. And too much stress on my body is likely to have me passing out. Or having another attack. Which is why I need you to know so you can keep an eye on me.”

      Logan grunted. I wasn’t certain what he was thinking, and I sure as hell hoped he wasn’t about to suggest I not go to Mithras with the team. At last, he let out a disgusted snort. “I suppose there’s little point in benching you for this mission, so I guess I’m going to have to be watching you twenty-four seven.”

      I was relieved but I forced myself to not make it obvious. Instead, I just gave him a sober nod. “I’m going to see someone later today, just to check what the medical prognosis is.”

      I would have continued speaking if Logan didn’t lean closer, eyebrows waggling as he glared at me and asked, “How did you not suffer any negative effects from the jump to Drakys?”

      “I did,” I replied, keeping my tone almost cheerful. “There’s actually one other thing I wanted to tell you.” I fell silent, not sure what I was waiting for.

      “Kai?” he said, his voice dark.

      “Oh, right,” I said, hesitating for a second before saying, “So you know how your fire healed me when I was poisoned by the wraith sword?”

      “I remember,” he said, tone going harder.

      “Well, I kinda got a dose of fire healing after that jump to Drakys.”

      Logan’s eyes were inscrutable though a flame did flicker in their depths. “You did, did you?” Then he nodded to himself, jaw hard.

      I waved a hand in front of his face. “Don’t you dare get mad with her. I swore her to secrecy, and I promised I’d tell you.”

      “Only…you didn’t tell me, did you?”

      “Not right away. But I am now,” I said innocently.

      He let out a soft growl. “And Sienna knew the entire time, but she didn’t tell me.”

      “The secret was not hers to tell. Though I suspect if you’d been adamant that you were not going to go to Mithras, she probably would have spilled the beans.”

      Logan didn’t reply. He just sent me a dirty look, then got to his feet and busied himself with clearing the table and bagging the trash. The kitchen was deathly silent as he walked past me to put out the garbage in the dumpster behind the shop.

      Oh dear.
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      Logan had returned from throwing out the garbage, his mood somewhat softened though he didn’t speak more than a few words to me at any time. It wasn’t technically the silent treatment; Logan was simply struggling with his need to protect and my need for space and control over my own choices.

      I’d never survive a relationship in which I was cotton-balled, treated like something fragile that would shatter the moment he took his eyes off me. And Logan was the kind of guy who when he loved, he was all in. And he was there to care for and protect you. Just sometimes his desire clashed with mine. And then he needed time to regroup and deal with the lines I’d drawn.

      The fact that he wasn’t in my face, demanding I bent to his will, expecting an apology, needing promises I’d never do it again, all meant he respected my needs too. And I knew I had to leave him be for a while.

      In the meantime, I sent a message to Barry to check in on him, wanting to know if he was still alive while he took the fae king on a wild Ivy chase. But I got no response. Disappointed, I checked for messages from Horner and had to add a second to my pile of nils. So I tried to focus on Tara.

      The last time I’d spoken to her, she’d been tracking down a certain Prince of the Winter Court who’d tried to destroy the Great Ash Trees in various parts of the world. Elan, the Ice Prince had disappeared after he’d tried to marry Sienna, and then later betrothing himself to Tara herself. But by pal, the queen of the Fae, had been incommunicado for a while now. She’d promised to keep me updated if she ever tracked Elan down. But the fact that she hadn’t called or messaged in weeks worried me.

      I texted her now, hoping she’d respond. I’m not sure what I’d expected—that perhaps Tara would sense my desperation? That maybe she’d feel the importance of my message even beyond the six exclamation points I’d added after the word URGENT? And when she too failed to respond to my message, I counted 3-0 to the universe.

      Biting down my disappointed I went in search of Logan, aware that Mel wouldn’t be far off, and found him in the kitchen along with Baz, who was staring at his computer one moment, then at the VR video game helmet in his other hand. He was so focused he barely acknowledge me when I walked in.

      Logan was doing his eyes-out-of-focus thing that told me he was talking with his sister back in Drakys. He had to keep in contact with her as much as possible to ensure he kept on top of things back home. The police situation appeared to be in a holding pattern at the moment, which was a relief since we didn’t have the time or the headspace to have to split our focus even more.

      Logan was also keeping in touch with Barry who was helping the djinn queen out at Natasha’s property on the outskirts of the city. They were working hard on a spell to counter the ward around Mithras, though even now I was still surprised the pair knew each other, and that they appeared so close.

      I only hoped their camaraderie would ensure the success of their magical spell as the ward around the portal to Mithras had almost killed both Grams and Mel, impaling the pair of them with tree branches. They’d both survived, neither worse for wear, though both were now focusing on individual problems instead of the mutual mission.

      While Logan talked with Sienna, I glued the last few pages in place. Another set of docs from Cassie had filled in a few blank spots and I was relieved to find we were in a stronger position to get moving on Operation Save the Sexy Djinn.

      Almost as though she had picked up on my thoughts, the outer door of the shop clanged and I looked over at Baz. Despite his focus, he appeared to sense my stare and glanced up briefly.

      “Mel’s at the door,” I said.

      Baz nodded and left, taking his helmet and laptop with him. Moments later, Mel walked in, boot-heels tapping on the kitchen lino.

      She came to a stop to stare over my shoulder. “What are you guys up to?”

      Dragging my eyes from the maps, I looked up and gave the tracker a welcome smile. It was always a pleasure to see Mel Morgan, and during the past few months she’d become a friend and a confidante. Only today I was keeping important information from her.

      Some friend.

      “Hey. Thanks for coming out here,” I said, still feeling bad to make her run around at my request, still feeling bad for lying about why we couldn’t meet at the house. “I know home would be far more comfortable, but I don’t need relaxation and comfort right now.”

      I hated myself even more for how easily the lie dropped off my tongue and I had to steel myself against flushing and looking over to meet Logan’s eyes. He wasn’t happy either but we’d all agreed it was best to keep the truth under cover just for a short while. Just until we were sure Grams was safe, and until we figured out our next steps with the fae court and with the Ni’amh. That conversation was coming soon.

      “Yeah. I know just how you feel,” Mel replied, startling me for a moment.

      Then I gave a soft sigh and relaxed as I understood she meant she herself preferred to be away from home for mission meetings. Still, I forced myself to smile without the guilt showing through. Then, hoping to redirect the tracker’s attention to the map, I looked down at the table, and at last looked over at Logan.

      His face was a study in sobriety, showing little emotion though I knew him well enough to know that he also struggled with lying to Mel. He was as fond of her as I was and lying to her right now was an awful thing to do.

      But our family feud with the ancient fae court and their ruthless king was too dangerous to involve too many innocent people.

      “Is something wrong?” Mel asked now, a concerned frown creasing her tanned forehead.

      Loaded question, much.

      I couldn’t help the snort that escaped me. “No, that’s just Lyandr over here, practicing his game-face.”

      Mel laughed softly and Logan eventually smiled, giving me an affectionate glare—which I took to mean his time out was over. “Kai’s just being an idiot. Sienna was just catching me up on a couple things,” the dragon king said, tapping a finger to his temple.

      “Ah,” Mel replied with a serious face, nodding slowly. “Hope we didn’t interrupt, Your Majesty.” She spoke so primly that I’d almost expected her to drop a curtsey.

      Another snort escaped me and we both began to laugh. Logan was shaking his head at the pair of us though, his expression far too tolerant. Finally, I managed to control myself, tamping down my laughter to wave a hand over the map I’d been scanning.

      “This is what we’ve pieced together from a number of sources. Darcy’s treated a few people with memories of Mithras, and Grams and Mom have both been there on missions. Logan’s also supplied some of what he can recall Saleem mentioning of the city itself. We will just need to get Aisha to fill in the rest of the blanks and I hope we’ll have a stronger idea of the lay of the land.”

      Mel leaned over the maps and frowned. After a few moments, she pointed at the Sentinel scanned maps. “Those look…official. Who did Baz hack for those?” she asked, her expression amused yet somewhat serious.

      “Nobody. That’s courtesy of Cassie. She emailed them—you’ll find a copy in your Inbox too. Said she told you she’d meet at your place, but I confess I made her redirect herself here. I hope you don’t mind?”

      “Of course not. Probably best for her to clue us in all in one go anyway.” Mel smiled and I couldn’t help wondering why she was so relieved.

      We spend a few moments going over the main locations of the city with Logan identifying what little he himself knew. My mind drifted to my phone as I wondered if anyone had responded to my messages. But I didn’t check, reluctant to distract anyone as Logan pointed at a scribbled square that represented a house near the palace’s outer walls. “This here is a wheelhouse. Saleem mentioned this place and I found it quite interesting the way the djinn used water. At the time, I had no idea he was royalty though. Still need to chew him out for keeping that from me.”

      Look who’s talking.

      Though I tried to stop my laughter, I failed and again snorted out loud. “Well, prepare for a mutual chewing out, Your Highness,” I said, giving Logan a waggle of my eyebrows.

      He was still troubled enough about Saleem’s situation, and I wasn’t surprised when he winced and didn’t even bother to hide his emotions. Still, he managed a self-deprecating laugh. “Hey, I have a few legit defences on that front.”

      “Whatever,” I replied tartly. “Let’s just wait for Saleem to put in his two cents on that before you go off thinking you’re all innocent.”

      While we spoke, Mel shifted her attention to the map, her expression relieved and focused. I knew how she felt, likely the same way I had when we’d realized we’d made ourselves a good enough place to start with our mission to extract Saleem.

      Our banter had lightened the mood in the kitchen somewhat but none of us were ignorant of how serious the mission was. And Logan and I were nowhere near calm enough to forget Grams’ Fae problem or the possible endangerment of the DarkWorld itself.
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      Over the next few hours of mission-training, I had to force myself to focus on the three untrained recruits. They were far too green to take with us, and I really wished I could change their minds. But I was also too aware of how passionate the three were about playing their part.

      And even more so, in the wake of the fae attack on our home, Lily and Baz were also super sensitive to even a hint of being left out of things. So in the end, I took the easiest route and said nothing to discourage them.

      Baz had finished tweaking his 3-D training game just before our house had been invaded by fae assassins, and I though I’d merely been happy that the tech-geek was keeping himself busy and out of trouble, I was also incredibly impressed with his programming skills.

      He’d hunted around in the storage boxes up in our attic for parts and had even scrounged around in charity shops and abandoned electronics warehouses. He’d finally gotten the program to work and I’d been looking forward to giving it a test run after dinner the previous night.

      Today, I’d had to enjoy it for the first time alongside the rest of our team. After the first session of virtual reality training, during which a number of innocent VR participants had been sacrificed, I took a short break in the hope of luring Lily away from the group to allow her time to catch her breath. Logan had just left briefly to move the map to the whiteboard in the room for later study, his absence marking an unofficial breaktime.

      Lily’s face had been flushed, muscles tense after only a quarter of an hour into the session and I’d begun to worry that she’d push herself too far too soon.

      “Phew,” Lily said, sucking in a quick breath as she removed her awkward white VR helmet and set it on a nearby table. She took the bottle of electrolyte replacement I held out. “That was certainly something to remember. I’ve never killed so many people before.” She made a face before drinking deeply.

      I patted her shoulder. “You’ll get used to it. And remember, it’s only training. VR people aren’t real.”

      Lily rolled her eyes as if to say I didn’t know what I was talking about. “Come on, Kai. You know as well as I do how deeply the effects of most VR games impacts the players. I mean, some of the more violent ones have trained players to be so desensitized that it means nothing to them when they see people killed in real life.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “I didn’t know you felt so strongly about this. We could still do the training without the VR program if you are more comfortable.”

      Lily made a face. “No. I’ve already had my argument with Baz on this, I’m being picky for no reason. I guess I just need to find a way to see past the act of pulling a trigger or throwing a blade which results in death—real or not. I suppose it will just mean I won’t be able to kill arbitrarily if it affects me this badly. Which is probably a good thing.” She fell silent and then drained her drink.

      I gulped the rest of my drink as well, then threw it in the trashcan at the same time as Lily flipped hers in. We laughed as the bottles knocked each other and bounced out of the bin and onto the floor.

      After kneeling to retrieved them and depositing both into the trashcan, I stood and said, “Well. Just don’t overdo it okay? I don’t want you to remain emotionally affected by the VR training. Killing someone in a real-life setting isn’t as easy as you think.  We’re not going to often be in a position where there are bystanders available to accidentally eliminate.”

      Snorting now, Lily replied, “Really, Kai? If that’s how you comfort a person, I suggest you go find yourself a course of motivation before you try again.”

      I punched her arm lightly. “Smartass.” Lily only grinned in reply, so I asked, “So, how is the therapy going? Can we label it a success?”

      Lily smiled, eyes glittering with tamped down excitement. “I do think we can. I haven’t needed a booster jab in the last two days--even with all the drama going on. Your Dad was concerned that with all the emotions and adrenaline related to the house, I’d suffer a relapse but he checked my stats this morning and I’m all clear. He’s going to keep monitoring it for now. But I think he’s confident that the more time that passes, the stronger I will become, and the less I would need these maintenance meds.”

      I nodded, frowning. “So, what happened with the Kristl stamens for the serum? Did Dad get it from somewhere else?” Mom had been sent to Galakris to obtain a sample from her demon contact Ryzva when she was ambushed and abducted.

      Lily smiled happily. “I believe Horner procured a batch which your dad processed into a concentrate. It’s going to last us a while yet.”

      Letting out a sigh of relief, I grabbed her around the shoulders with one arm and squeezed. “You’re doing really well, Lils. I’m proud of the way you’d stuck with the treatment. I know it wasn’t easy at all.”

      “It’s okay,” she said, giving a shrug. “Trust me, it’s not as bad as what Niko put Anjelo through. You and I both saw that happen and it was fracking awful. But your dad’s treatments are way easier on a walker’s body. He’s super concerned about inflicting unnecessary pain during the process.”

      Shaking my head, I said, “Unnecessary pain. How is that even a thing?”

      Lily smiled sadly, her expression saying I was asking for way too much. She was right because life didn’t give us a questionnaire to answer in advance, life didn’t particularly care what we preferred, or what we’d like to avoid. I ought to know better.

      After that small heart-to-heart, I checked in with Horner via text regarding the meeting with the Supreme High Council, but I got the standard response. You will know as soon as I do. Still no word from Barry or Tara either.

      Guess it’s going to be a matter of hurry up and wait, Kai.

      The team headed back to training, and all the while I felt as though I was wasting my time, that I would be better off investigating the fae ancients’ whereabouts than getting elbow deep in training. Still, the combat practice could come in handy, so I used the opportunity to work up a sweat and punch stuff.

      A couple hours later, the kids were flailing and we called it quits. Despite their initial protests, they eventually caved and headed back home to shower and rest.

      Which left Mel, Logan and myself at the shop. We’d just discussed takeout on the way to the kitchen, with Logan calling dibs on the lone packet of cookies in the larder, when the bell on the shop door chimed.

      We were filing into the kitchen when Cassie breezed in from the shopfront, bringing with her the enticing scents of food. I glanced at the Chinese takeout bag, unsurprised to find she’d bought from The Golden Dragon. She sent me a wink, which Mel didn’t see, what with having her nose in the bag of Thai food, concentrating on inhaling the smell as though her life depended on it.

      We worked together to unpack and set the takeout boxes on the table, which we’d cleared of the giant map. I met Cassie’s eyes a few times over her chopsticks, aware she seemed entirely guiltless at keeping secrets from Mel. I wasn’t sure if I should be impressed with her skills at keeping a straight face, or worried that she was so talented at pulling the wool over our eyes.

      Not unlike what I was currently doing to Mel.
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      At that moment, she let out a low sigh. “Sorry for the run-around at HQ, Mel.” Her expression was focused as she speared a chunk of meat with her fork. “I promise I was just trying to make sure Gilfillan wasn’t on to me. I couldn’t risk him finding out I’m a snitch.” With a twist of her lips, she proceeded to chomp on her chicken tikka.

      Mel lifted one shoulder in a nonchalant shrug. “Yeah, I had wondered about that. Is there a reason why you didn’t want him to know that you are part of our team? I assumed Ivy would have already given him a list of the people that we had on-board.”

      As Mel spoke, I spotted Logan’s expression. He looked slightly constipated as he schooled his features into something that resembled agreement with Mel’s line of thinking. Dragon needed to work on his poker-face “If anything, Grams would’ve kept those details close to her chest.”

      Mel gave a short nod, her expression bland. “Grams is a Sentinel agent and so is Cassie, so I have to admit I am a little confused because it seems to me that their own agents don’t trust them.”

      Eyes wide, her look was mostly “Duh!” with a touch of impatience. “Took you long enough to figure that one out.” Laughter reverberated around the room, the sound comforting and making me let out a stressed breath. We ate the rest of the meal, conversation centered on the progress of our young sidekicks, which was a safe enough topic.

      At last I set my plastic fork inside the empty noodle box and wiped my mouth. Cassie took that as her signal and quickly cleared the table. Once done, she said, “The truth of the matter is Gilfillan has been hunting high and low for a set of records that he is one hundred percent sure is in the Sentinel system. He spent half of yesterday afternoon combing through the entire seventeenth-floor records-room looking for those maps. I swear the man was going to give himself an aneurysm.”

      Mel let out an inelegant snort. “Cassie, if you’re not careful you’re going to make me think the director is actually a good guy.”

      “He is a bit of a hard-arse,” Cassie replied, offering a one-shoulder shrug. “But I think he is on the up and up. Seriously, he’s not trying to pull the wool over your eyes. This truly is a case of important files having gone missing, and the director of the agency is entirely unable to explain it.”

      “So, what makes him so sure those plans are there in the first place?” Logan said. He’d been serious about the bag of cookies which he’d retrieved from the cupboard before we’d begun the meal. Now, tilting back precariously on the back legs of the chair, he scooped it up from the counter behind him.

      “Because he claims to have done recon and generated the maps himself,” Cass replied, smirking. “And then stored them in the records system himself.”

      “I guess that’s a pretty good reason to set him off balance and confused,” Logan replied, ripping the bag open and fishing out a cookie.

      He looked like a mischievous kid but all I wanted was to take the noisy, crackling bag from his hands and hide the cookies from him because not only was the sound distracting, but he didn’t appear to be interested in sharing.

      He looked up at Mel. “Does he have any reasons why they’re not where they’re supposed to be?”

      “None he’s admitted to any one of us, but it doesn’t take a genius to figure out Sentinel probably has a mole. That’s probably the only way those files could have disappeared from our system.”

      I tapped my fingernail on the surface of the table, impatient with Logan’s greedy scarfing down of the cookies—two at a time no less—I reminded myself it wasn’t worth making a scene over a bag of cookies. “Yeah, especially since Grams herself confirmed those maps were there. She messaged to say she’d been on a mission with the director. She sounded pretty much as confused as he seemed to be.”

      Mel let out a weary sigh and pressed her fingers into her forehead massaging her temples for a few seconds. Logan’s crunching could be heard like background noise of the worst kind. I was quickly becoming tempted to throttle the guy.

      “Why do I feel like we’ve just been going around in circles?” asked Mel softly. “Has someone been trying to sabotage our mission? Or did the maps disappear a long time ago and Gilfillan’s finding out now because we need them?”

      With a sharp shake of her head, expression assuring us Sentinel wasn’t trying to pull one over on us, Cass said, “At this point, there’s no way of knowing. CCTV and access-card records haven’t given us as much as a hint of who the culprits could be.”

      Mel’s sighed simply echoed my own silent one.

      We appeared to be the only ones at the table impacted by Cassie’s words because the dragon king was tilting his head back, busy tipping the remaining crumbs from the empty cookie bag into his mouth. How in Ailuros’ name were we supposed to concentrate around him?

      Now, Logan said, “I agree. Probably a waste of our time trying to figure it out. As much as they will be valuable in understanding if someone is attempting to sabotage our efforts, really speaking, even if we did confirm it, what will we do about it?”

      “True,” I said, beginning to lose my patience with Logan. What was going on with him? Sadly, my glare was returned with a shrug and a look of pure innocence. The man—or dragon, rather—was impossible. “It’s not as if we are likely to delay our departure in order to nab the double agent.”

      “We definitely don’t have time to waste,” Mel said, looking around at each of us.” Maybe we just consider Sentinel’s involvement as a bonus. If they do manage to sort themselves out and join us on the mission, we take that as a win. In the meantime, we keep doing what we need to in order to get this show on the road.”

      “I have to ask, Mel,” Cassie asked, facing the tracker head on. “Do you believe the queen really is unable to provide us with the maps and details of the city?”

      Though she appeared uncomfortable, Mel replied, “I admit that’s something I have to question, but not everyone will be as loyal as we would like. And if she is holding out on us, it’s probably because she has a very good reason.”

      “What could possibly be a good enough reason for Aisha to hold back maps to the city?” Cassie replied, her voice soft and non-challenging. We all knew the kind of relationship Mel had with Saleem’s mom. “Maps that would help us get into the palace and save her son’s life? What does she think we are doing all of this for?”

      Mel looked at each of us one at a time, her smile amused. “Look guys, I’m certainly not about to go head-to-head with her on what is possibly the eve of our departure. I know the choice makes me look weak, as though I was afraid of Aish—”

      “No, it makes you look like you have a lot of respect for her,” I assured her. “Besides, she’s kind of scary and I would advise against making her angry. It’s possible you’ll end up chargrilled or something.” I held back a smile though it was a waste of time as everyone burst into laughter.
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      After Mel left for home and the shop emptied of trainees and trainers, I messaged Ash to suggest a quick bite at O’Hagan’s. But, instead of bar food, she gave me a better option—home cooked food.

      Who was I to decline?

      I headed over to her place, a loft on the outskirts of the warehouse district, not too far from Grams’ place. It was boho chic, the Soho of Chicago, for want of a better description, and I missed Grams’ place as lately I was staying over at the house in the mountains.

      Even Grams was spending more time in Tukats, Ailuros knew why. Perhaps she’d has some sense that things were going to go to Hel in a hand basket. Or maybe the woman knew more than she was telling. Way more.

      I’d barely knocked on Ash’s apartment door when she opened it, a bright smile on her face—though I didn’t miss the tension in her shoulders. Her dark hair was twisted up at the top of her head in an untidy knot, long gypsy earrings dangling from her ears. Her baggy paisley printed harem pants, shocking pink singlet, and her bare feet all looked like she was trying super hard to appear relaxed.

      Something was bugging her and I suspected it was me.

      After a quick hug she waved me inside, kicked the door shut and swerved around me as she sprinted to the kitchen. “Shit! I knew I should have taken it off the stove.” Her muttered words were floored by the clanking of pots and the squeal of the trashcan lid.

      “Surely it couldn’t have been obliterated in the time it took to open the door,” I said, hurrying over to the check on her.

      Ash growled from the other side of the counter, back to me as she studied her stove. “No. But I was already distracted before you knocked. Seriously, I need to stop having such high expectations of myself.”

      I laughed softly. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. It smells amazing by the way. I’m feeling guilty that I didn’t bring Logan with me. He’s going to be so jealous.”

      Ash looked at me over her shoulder, one eyebrow arched. Then she sighed and said, “Stop feeling guilty, okay. I just wanna chill. Have some girl time. And I think you need it.”

      I watched her face but didn’t want to broach the topic of the MRI yet. Soon she was bringing little pots of fragrant rice and curries to her dining room table—which turned out to be a dark wood, the sides and fat round legs carved with chariots pulled by prancing horses. The piece was ornate enough to be some sort of antique and I paused again to take a better look around the loft.

      As I expected, the rest of the furniture was just as eclectic and unusual, mismatched pieces mixed in with ornate carvings and brass trays and vases.

      A giant statue of the dancing god Shiva sat on the far lounge wall, the black stone gleaming. All in all the place had a feel of comfort and home, like a welcoming hug. And in that moment as I sat at Ash’s dining table and savored the delicious aromas, I felt a sense of peace.

      A fleeting moment of serenity, but it was enough.

      After the first bite of Ash’s freshly made roti and a spiced lentil curry, I was in heaven. “Now I know why Larsson swindled you for lamb vindaloo,” I said around a mouthful of deliciousness.

      Ash grinned. “He thinks he has me fooled, but I have his number.”

      I laughed at that, enjoying the camaraderie between the two friends. At last with the meal near done, as we began to wipe out plates clean, I gave a sigh and said, “Well, I guess it’s time we got it over with.”

      Ash smiled, her lips twisting. “Yeah. We do need to discuss those results.”

      “Okay Doc, hit me with it. How long do I have?” I asked, only half joking. I kinda expected the worst news.

      Ash sighed and leaned her elbows onto the table, ignoring the pile of plates beside us. “I’ve had a look at the MRI results,” she said, cocking her chin at the tv cabinet where a yellow envelope was propped up. “I made another copy just so I could go through a few things with you.”

      I scooted off my chair and hurried to grab the envelope, dropping the contents into my palm as I returned to the table. I sank back onto my seat and spread out the printouts of the dark MRI results.

      “I’ve looked it over, and yes, I can see enough damage to be of real concern, but I haven’t been able to come up with a solid diagnosis yes. Want to fill me in on what could have caused this?”

      I shrugged. “Playing around with too much electricity?”

      Ash frowned at my response but said nothing.

      With a soft sigh, I said, “I’ve had one too many run-ins with those shadowmen. And the last time I had a visit with them, they were very generous when it came to sharing their powers…straight into my brain.”

      Ash was silent, just blinking at me as she let out a slow breath. “Okay. That could explain the damage I can see on the scan. Have you had any episodes of dizziness or falling unconscious?”

      I nodded. “Light-headedness yes. I’ve passed out a couple of times, but the thing that’s been the most concerning is what I feel was a stroke type of attack.”

      Eyes widening, Ash clenched her jaw tight. “I love how you say that so calmly. What’s been the most concerning is what I feel was a stroke type of attack. “Ash mimicked my voice, exaggerating the tilting of her head as she spoke. Despite how comical she looked I couldn’t deny the anger in her tone. And the worry. She took a quick breath. “Are you insane? You made me reroute these results that were meant for your father. Do you have any idea how much of trouble I’m going to be in if it comes out that I’m responsible for disappearing such crucial information? Corin Odel is a freaking high-ranking official with top level clearance and connections up the wazoo. You could get me fired. Worse, you could get yourself dead.”

      I sat back in silence as Ash stopped talking. She pushed to her feet and grabbed the dirty dishes then stalked off to the kitchen her spine stiff. She was furious and I could feel her anger even from all the way across the room.

      She was right of course. On every point. I’d been selfish and reckless asking Ash to stick her neck out and help me. There was every possibility that Ash could get in trouble if Dad doesn’t take the truth well. Although, I wasn’t convinced that he’d actually get her fired.

      I got up to clear the napkins and glasses, taking them to the kitchen where my friend was currently clearing up and filling the dishwasher, though from the sounds of it there were at least five people knocking cutlery around.

      I winced at the clattering but said nothing, allowing Ash to let off some of her steam. Rather the plates than me, I say. And if that made me a coward, so be it. It was becoming a theme with me.

      I let her be and returned to my seat, taking the MRI scans in my hand to study the details. Specific portions of my brain appeared to have been damaged, showing darker smudges within the lighter areas detailing the grey matter. I flipped through the stack of images, each a different slide of my brain showing the depth of the damage done by my fun and games with the shadowmen.

      Whatever was wrong with my brain, it wasn’t good.

      Ash sighed as she sank down in her seat opposite me. “Sorry. I lost it there for a bit.”

      I focused on her face, noticing the moist sheen to her eyes. “I’m sorry too. I didn’t really think things through when I asked you for that favor. I should have thought about the consequences for you. That was selfish of me.”

      Ash grunted. “You still don’t get it do you?” My eyes widened at the flash of anger in her voice. She shook her head. “I’m not worried about my job, Kai. I’m worried about you. What I see on that MRI isn’t good.”

      I straightened at her words, fingers tracing the edge of the papers in front of me. “Tell me,” was all I said.

      Ash took a breath and ran her hands through her hair. “You’ve suffered a number of strokes though one appears to be more severe than the rest. I’ve done a bit of research but unfortunately there isn’t all that much out there on electric shocks administered to walker-mages. I considered your genetics of course,” Ash said, giving me an apologetic glance, “And I apologize for having delved into secure files to obtain that info, although there were red-coded files I couldn’t access though I’m not sure what that means. I left them alone, just so you know. And I won’t be divulging that to anyone of course.”

      My chest tightened at her confession, but what should I have expected? I was asking for her professional opinion after all, and she was doing her best to give me one, with as much information as possible. If she’d had to access high-security files then I couldn’t complain. But there was something else.

      I wasn’t just a mage-walker.

      I cleared my throat. “Did you run any of this by Horner?”

      “I did. When I ran up against the red wall, I had a chat with him. Mentioned I was doing some research for you. He just said to back off as red-code meant SHC would need to intervene before I could get access. And that isn’t likely to happen unless we both come clean on what going on in that head of yours.”

      I looked down at my hands and saw they were both clenched tightly into fists. I flexed them and then forced myself to pull a blanket of calm over my overstressed mind. “There is something else, but I’m not sure I have clearance to tell you. I’m going to have to have a conversation with a certain agent-doctor-father before I know if I can fill you in.” I looked at her, lips twisting in apology.

      Ash’s eyes sparked with curiosity but she simply nodded. “Okay. But if it’s important and could have an impact on your prognosis you need to tell me. Or at least someone who has clearance and who can help you.” She gave me a pointed glare.

      Raising my hands in defense I said, “Okay, I get it. I shouldn’t have kept this from my father. But what’s done is done. And if it’s any consolation, I will have to face the music very soon.”

      Ash chuckled. “Alright. If you survive, be sure to look me up. I’ll be waiting patiently.”

      I rolled my eyes at that. Patient was the last thing Ash would be if she was as intrigued about my condition as I was.
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      Though I was sorely tempted to spend the night at Grams’ apartment, I decided I’d had enough of avoiding the inevitable. Logan had planned on spending the night at the workshop, having mentioned making a quick trip home to attend to a few things.

      I envied his ability to jump just with a thought, but I had to feel a little bad for him considering he was still suffering the effects of jumping—to the point that Dad had offered to give him anti-nausea motion-sickness pills. Though at first the dragon had declined the offer, he’d come around and taken a bottle. Still, I couldn’t be sure he’d tried them at all.

      Fire mage or dragon shifter, Logan was still a stubborn male.

      I smiled as I turned into the drive at the mansion and drew up in front of the steps to the entrance. The lights were on inside almost all the rooms and today at least the place looked lived in and somewhat welcoming.

      Entering the house in silence, I walked carefully to the living room where the TV was on, Lily and Baz—with his nose in his laptop—bathed in the light from the screen. Along the hallway, the sounds of a video game and kids’ shouting echoed toward me.

      The aroma of cooking—smelled like lamb stew—filled the air and I felt a little sad that I’d missed dinner, though I reminded myself that Ash’s offerings were pretty epic and satisfying too. I bypassed the young people and searched the dining room and then the kitchen, where I eventually found Mr. and Mrs. Odel. Neither looked happy.

      “What’s with the long faces, you two,” I asked, then corrected myself, “Not that long faces aren’t expected, but in the bigger picture of everything else that’s going to poop….”

      “Funny,” Mom said, giving me a weak smile. Dad said nothing.

      I pursed my lips. “You two having a spat or something?” I asked, eyes narrowed as I studied the pair.

      Dad sighed. “I’m trying to convince your mother that it’s best for someone else to go and keep Grams company. We need her here. And I’m not so sure she’s up to the journey. And what about her recovery—”

      I held up a hand and reached the table across from him. “I can vouch for the fact that Cassie’s people are kinda good with their medical technology.”

      Dad’s eyes narrowed and he shook his head, still skeptical.

      Without thinking, I lifted my hand to remove the bandage covering the hole in my throat. I’d almost forgotten it was there, had forgotten to even change the dressing at all. Dad’s reaction was quite comical as he reached out as though to stop me.

      I peeled the plaster off and smiled. “Guess you were expecting a hole in my throat?” I asked, pretty glad I didn’t feel air rushing into my throat which would have done well to prove me wrong. Boy was I glad I’d trusted Cassie.

      Dad’s eyes were wide and he remained seated. Mom rounded the table coming close to inspect the wound which wasn’t there anymore.

      “I don’t believe it,” Mom whispered before tracing her finger over the area of my neck where she’d plunged the pen. I hadn’t expected her to touch the wound and I flinched, startling her so that she plucked her hand away as though I’d screamed, her eyes suddenly shifting from amazement to fear.

      I made a show of shivering and then said, “Hands of Death, Mother.”

      Mom smiled and then glanced over at Dad. “Corin, you have to see this.”

      Dad obeyed and came around to me to inspect the wound as well. His face too held surprised and amazement and he shook his head. “I’ve never seen a wound like that heal so well so quickly.”

      I grinned. “Yeah, they were nice enough to treat me and Grams too. I’m pretty sure Mom would benefit from their advanced…from whatever they are willing to offer.” I caught myself, almost too late as I realized I’d nearly revealed where exactly Cassie’s people were located.

      Needing the distance to build up my own defenses, I rounded the table to put some space between my parents and myself. I dragged out the nearest seat and reached for the wire basket of golden scones sitting in the middle of that table. A pot of butter, rich buttery cream, homemade strawberry preserve, cutlery, plates and napkins were conveniently sitting beside the still warm cakes.

      After serving myself a scone with all the trimmings, I glanced up at Dad who still looked like he wasn’t convinced, though I knew it was merely a last-ditch effort to have Mom stay. Who could blame him though? He’d spent more than a decade without the love of his life, guess any day apart would be hard for him. And this situation with Grams was something we couldn’t yet put a label on.

      Mom, having seen me attack the scones, had gone to the stove to set the kettle on. She turned to face Dad. “Corin, even if we put aside the advanced medical treatment they have, we cannot leave your mother alone, without someone there who knows what she is dealing with. You have to let me go to her. What if she needs to flee? What if it’s dangerous there for her and she needs to get out? How would she do something like that alone?”

      Dad sighed and raised his hands in defense. He looked awkward standing there as though he wasn’t sure whether to sit or stand. Or to grab a scone. “Okay, I can’t deny you’re making many good points. I just don’t want you to put yourself in harm’s way.”

      “We’re all in harm’s way, Dad,” I replied after swallowing a bit of warm, crumbly, strawberries-and-cream-slathered scone. “And from what I saw, I think Grams and Mom will be safer than the rest of us. If I could I’d send everyone there for safety reasons, but that’s not an option.”

      “Why not?” Dad perked up, eyebrows rising at the prospect. The kettle whistled just then, though the man didn’t even blink at the shrill scream.

      “It’s complicated, Dad. And not possible.” He sighed but he still had that stubborn male look on his fact, so I said, “Dad, Grams made it pretty clear that Ainwyllian and his gang will stop at nothing. He wants the fae to recover, to return to power, and he’s pretty darn certain that the supernaturals are the cause. Who knows, maybe they were responsible for the Conflagration itself? What better way to eliminate the supernaturals than to cause magical upheaval and dead areas where their abilities no longer work. These dead spots could probably be pre-prepared battle-grounds, places where no power can be welded against the Fae when they battle us hand to hand. It will certainly give them the upper hand.”

      Dad blinked, and then he and Mom shared a strange glance. While I’d spoken, Mom had prepared a pot of tea, setting it on the table within reach. Now she was studying her subbed in silence and I just knew they were having one of their silent conversations.

      Then Dad gave a quick nod. “I guess any supernatural will be collateral damage to him unless he can use them as leverage.”

      “Yeah, and we’re all leverage here.” I took a breath between bites. “I’d prefer to send the kids away somewhere, just in case Grampa Bad Fae decides to use their vulnerability to his benefit.”

      Dad shook his head. “It’s probably not necessary. I think the twins are fine. They’re goblin, and the fae have had a long-standing truce with the goblin council. Which will place the twins under that protection. Ainwyllian is smart enough to avoid tampering with an agreement with an ally.”

      Nodding, I replied, “And especially now, when he believes he is on the brink of a war, he won’t want to endanger a relationship with an ally.” I took a breath and wiped my mouth. “Do you really think the goblin council will choose to fight on the side of Ainwyllian and his crew?”

      Mom answered as she took a set across from me. “I really don’t know. The goblins have long been the literal meat in the sandwich, always trying to keep some sort to peace of both ends. It’s going to be interesting to see how this all plays out when Ainwyllian calls on the goblin council to join him. The goblins also have a treat with the SHC, which makes them neutral.”

      “The goblin realm is Switzerland.”

      Dad smiled. “Couldn’t have put it better myself.

      I shook my head then polished off my scone. Though tempted to grab seconds, I decided to be less greedy and instead poured myself some tea and sat back. “So when can I arrange for Mom to leave?”

      Dad looked over at me, expression now sober. “Whenever she’s ready?”

      I shifted my gaze to Mom who said, “She’s ready.”
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      When my phone buzzed, I was so tense from the wait that I almost tipped my cup of tea over in the rush to answer. It turned out to be a text message anyway and I gave a deep sigh of relief to read Tara’s reply.

      

      Got your message. I’ll meet you as soon as possible at your house. I’ve got information you may need.

      

      “What is it, honey?” asked Mom, tone concerned as she watched me from across the table.

      I smiled and shook my head. “It’s a good message for once. It’s Tara. She wants to meet at the house. She’s got info for me.”

      Mom smiled too, though Dad didn’t immediately get the feel-good vibes. “You may want to ask why she’d taken so long to get back to you.”

      I made a face as I got to my feet. “Come on, Dad. She’s got her responsibilities too, you know. It’s not as if she’s at my beck and call. And it’s not as though she has the power to rein in the ancient Fae. They’ve been causing trouble already in so many ways that she has enough of a tough time corralling them.”

      Dad nodded. “Right. That ice prince who tried to destroy the Ash Trees. He still missing I take it?”

      “As far as I know. But there could have been progress in the last few weeks. Tara’s been kinda off-grid and unreachable so this is likely an opportunity in a million. I’d better get there ASAP. Don’t want to keep Her Majesty waiting.”

      I grinned and got to my feet, but as I hurried to the door, Dad also rose and followed me. When I turned to protest, he gave me the look and I fell silent. That look meant no amount of arguing will be entertained by him, and that he’d be joining me no matter what.

      Mom remained in the kitchen, giving me a sympathetic look as I passed her. We headed out of the house and strode down the hillside to the Main Street of the town. Dad and I stayed on the park side, which ran along the back of the residential strip behind the main street’s shopping centre.

      The silence was too much to handle and at last I asked, “How’s Lily’s progress? I’ve been worried about her, especially during training sessions.”

      Dad nodded before swerving around a park bench to meet me on the other end. “We’ve made so much progress since we got the Krisl stamens from Horner. Or was it Carter? I can’t really tell them apart for some reason.”

      “Dad, they look completely different,” I said, laughing softly. “Do you need glasses now?”

      He snorted. “Just something about them….”

      “Wanna know my theory?” I ask conspiratorially.

      Dad glanced over at me and smiled, his expression curious, a kid whispering secrets behind the bleachers. “Hit me with it,” he said eagerly, patting this his chest.

      “Well, I’d bet they’re both Ancients. They seem to have this weird knack of being able to read my mind every time. And that could explain why they seem to look alike to you. Don’t most Ancients tend to look similar? I know Darian looks very similar to Darius, but they do look different enough to me that I won’t confuse them.”

      Dad was nodding. “You may be right. The Ancients are believed to be strong with their glamor. It’s often said that when they remove the fact that they reveal to you, the very sight of their aging bodies would still the blood in your veins.”

      “I would have said that’s just horror stories to frighten little kids but I’m inclined to agree with you.” I squinted at him, though my heart did thump a little faster in awareness as we drew closer to our house. “Do you know much else about the ancients? Other than general knowledge, that is? I haven’t heard rumors but to be honest I’ve been too busy to listen out for anything.”

      Dad pursed his lips as we walked through an orange grove, trees heavy with fruit. The pungent scent of ripe citrus followed us even as we walked down the hill, the house now in sight. “The Ancients are Immortals but the well-known rumor is that they are the originals, the seed from which the supernaturals had sprung. Some say they are a faction of ancient fae who did not follow the laws set down by the original fae courts. They left their fae realms and escaped to live among the various realms, intermarrying with the species of those worlds, thus introducing the supernatural component.”

      “And the magical abilities seemed to have thrived within the EarthWorld species, more than the other realms?”

      “Yes. That’s the theory since mages as more common here in our realm. And most of the shifters from the other realms don’t have the fae-type of magical powers that our mage population wields. Yes, gargoyle mages, or dwarf or djinn mages are common, sometimes such magic needs to be something different enough from that species’ innate powers to be identified in the first place.”

      I frowned. “Interesting. So all this, whether truth or conjecture, brings us back to the mystery of the ancients. And for me, to the question of why they are the ones responsible for overseeing the Ni’amh?”

      Dad shrugged. “Guess you’d have to ask them in order to find out.” He fell silent as we reached our front lawn, then stopped in his tracks. “Perhaps I’ll wait here. Give you guys some privacy to talk?”

      I smiled, grateful that he’d been sensitive enough to understand we’d need to speak in private. And perhaps he didn’t want to step on any powerful royal toes either.

      I hurried down the drive to the front of the house, still unsure where Tara had meant to meet me. The message hadn’t said anything other than where to meet and for a moment I wondered if I’d made a mistake bringing Tara into this mess.

      I reached the front of the house and turned around, finding Tara nowhere in sight. With a sigh, I sent her another text.

      

      I’m here. Where are you?

      

      Around back. Gazebo.

      

      I frowned at the games she was playing. This wasn’t like Tara but perhaps she simply wanted to take extra care that she wasn’t spotted by nosy townspeople walking by the house.

      I looked back over my shoulder toward Dad who was standing still, arms folded now as he stared over at me. When I waved and began walk toward the corner of the house, he waved back, his body language saying I should stop. But I didn’t want to risk having Tara leave if I took too long. And if I arrived with Dad, how would that affect Tara’s discussion with me if the information she wanted to relay was sensitive?

      I gave Dad a thumbs-up and hurried around the house toward the gazebo, spotting movement within seconds. Only a flash of peach inside the small building to confirm she was really there. I crossed the grass quickly, relieved and tense all at the same time, worried about how possible it was that Tara would reveal something to me that I didn’t want to hear.

      Taking a deep breath I pushed down my trepidation and reached the gazebo, thinking it almost fitting that I meet a Tara here, in a place I’d held special for most of my formative years. I reached the little eight-sided, white painted building, smiling up at the thin pillars and almost Victorian feel Dad had used when he’d design and constructed the gazebo, like a little English cottage on the edge of our lawn.

      “Tara?” I called out, wondering why she hadn’t peered out to wave at me so I’d know she was there.

      When I got no answer I frowned, worried now that perhaps she’d come out of hiding to see me and had ended up getting nabbed by Elan and his wicked fae buddies. “Tara?” I called again. Still no answer.

      I took a step into the shadows within the little house. I only had a few seconds to squint around in the sudden darkness, in search of Tara. Only to find the place empty.

      And then the gazebo exploded.
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      The power of the explosion hit me head on, and though I’d expected to be thrown back, I remained standing. A scream echoed around me as the power impacted my body, and on some level I understood that sound came from me. Only I wasn’t sure if I’d voice the blood-curdling shriek or if the sound remained only inside my head.

      Power filled me, icy and searing heat at the same time. Muscles and bone and mind all simmered with intense energy, as though every single molecule within my body was vibrating at a speed that bordered an atomic explosion.

      The thought filled me with fear as I lost control, fire and ice spiraling inside my mind. My muscles were frozen in place, feet planted solidly on the ground. Beyond the eruption of energy within my mind, I was aware the gazebo was nothing more than splinters of wood, more memories rendered to nothing but fragments.

      And then anger flowed, bright and powerful, then dark and filled with a black fury. I wasn’t sure where that vicious anger rose from, but perhaps I’d been pushed too far in the last weeks of my life. So many thinks had happened, so much turmoil and loss and change.

      Far too many endings and beginnings, way too many lies and betrayals, for any single person to handle without losing their shit at least once. And maybe this was me losing my shit right now.

      All because of a gazebo?

      I’d held onto my control when our home was damaged, but the sight of Greer’s gazebo may have been my undoing. Did it all boil down to Greer in some way? Was she my weakness after all? I’d thought I’d dealt with my sister’s death, thought I’d put her to rest both literally and figuratively within my grieving heart.

      But now, all I could think of was how dare they, whoever they are, whoever had masqueraded as Tara to lure me here. And then fury rose even higher as I understood one more thing. The raw truth of it fell into place like the crashing of a meteor into a planet, leaving behind a crater of horror.

      Tara had messaged me directly, in response to my first message. But it wasn’t Tara who’d brought me here. Whoever messaged me would have had to get a hold of Tara’s phone to make contact with me. Did that mean Tara was in danger? That somehow Ainwyllian had managed to find and trap Tara in order to get to me?

      Thoughts flew back and forth through my head while the whirlwind of power filled me to the brim. I had to do something with all that energy before I myself ended up exploding into a bajillion tiny pieces, probably taking the whole of Tukats with me in the process.

      Dad’s voice wavered somewhere in the recesses of my brain, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying. I had to focus soon or else I’d kill him too. I flailed around, terrified, no idea what to do next.

      Could I channel this power into something else, send it away where it won’t be so destructive? The air above the settlement could be too dangerous in case I ended up causing a lightning storm. The Veil was out of the question because there was a possibility that I’d rip a hole in the fabric that kept each of the realms of the DarkWorld safe.

      The only place I could think of was inside myself.

      I could barely address what this meant in the first place, how it was even possible that I’d be filled with this kind of power when I wasn’t even a true supernatural. A walker too far down the genetic line to wield any of her fae ancestors elemental magic. Just a walker with a limited mage power to track and kill demons.

      That’s all I was. Just a walker.

      But now a walker with her mind churning with unfathomable power. And now a voice, a hard-icy voice filling my mind with cold, triumphant laughter. Terror spiraled through me now as one other possible option hit me.

      Maybe I did have fae power. Maybe that was how I’d seen through their glamor. And what if Grams had only been the first point of contact, that by seeking out his granddaughter, Ainwyllian, King of the Fae Ancients, had had a more sinister intention: to find her and bring her home, but also to seek out someone else in his family with power. Someone else he could use.

      And now it seemed he’d found that person in me.

      But I couldn’t think about it, couldn’t allow myself time to think it through. Simply because I had to survive whatever the hell was happening to me right now.

      With all my will power, I tried to focus, to still my mind, to push away all the thoughts skittering around inside my head, to block out the laughter scraping into my brain. At first I thought I’d failed, that all that effort which had only weakened me, had been for nothing.

      But then, slowly, my mind began to clear, and the voice faded just enough to reassure me that I’d succeeded, if only a small amount. Still, it meant I had a way to protect myself and the people around me. I could still sense Dad on the outskirts of my mind.

      Dear Ailuros, please make sure he’s far away enough to be safe in case something goes wrong.

      I had to forced myself to focus again, to still my mind and try again to push away the laughter, to coral the power filling my mind. My body contained the energy as well, letting off a heat I could feel on my breath. I had to work faster.

      Focus. Breathe. Push away the distractions, dampen my thoughts. Repeating this process over and over I at last achieved a silence inside my mind that gave me back control. Control enough to reengage my mind and hone in on the energies filling me.

      And finally, feeling a little lilt of triumph, I shoved the magical energy inside my mind in one swift push.

      For a moment, nothing happened.

      And then blackness edged my vision, spasms running through my limbs. Numbness filled my body and I slumped to the ground.

      My cheek to the grass, I blinked to awareness. In the brief moment during which I’d looked at everything within my field of vision, I saw Ainwyllian raising his crystal wand to protect himself from a blasting of power that sent him skidding across the grass toward the trees, unable to hold back the tidal wave of energy.

      The last thing I saw was the shocked outrage in his eyes before he vanished leaving the wave of power unchecked to plunge into the forest and tear down at least half a dozen trees before the energy faded away leaving destruction in its wake.

      Dad’s voice rang louder now and I sensed him fall to his knees beside me. Though I wanted to response I couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. I lay there realizing I’d avoided telling him the truth only an hour ago which mean right now he had no idea what I was experiencing.

      I was having another stroke.
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      I must have remained unconscious for hours because when I finally opened my eyes my body felt like I’d been hit by a truck, my head throbbed with the worst slamming pain ever and I could have sworn I felt hung over.

      In addition, the morning rays were poking through the gaps in the drapes, confirming the new day had arrived.

      Movement within the room drew my attention and I tilted my head to see my father sitting on a chair at the foot of the bed, studying the screen of his laptop, his eyes dark from fatigue.

      I swallowed and cleared my parched throat. “Water,” I scratched out, following the word closely with, “Pain.”

      Dad blinked and then tossed the laptop on the bed, scooting up toward me with his chair. “Kai? How do you feel?”

      If I could have supplied and eye-roll, I would have. But instead I said, “Water. Pain.”

      Dad nodded and got to his feet. He hurried out of the room for a few moments, rushed back to my side, then rummaged in a small trolley that must have been rolled in while I was out.

      Soon he withdrew a needle and an ampule that went about his business, injecting a dose of something into the IV tube hanging beside me. Only then did I register the needle in my arm and the bag hanging on the metal stand.

      I sighed as whatever drug he’d administered took effect almost instantly, sending waves of pleasure through my body and erasing the pain as it went. “That’s nice,” I muttered, sighing again.

      “Don’t get used to it. We don’t have too much of that lying around.”

      “What is it? Not horse tranquilizer again?” I asked, for some reason wanting to fill the dead air with words. Any words.

      Probably because I could feel the tension radiating off Dad’s body.

      Boy am I going to be in trouble.

      I shifted in the bed, pushing myself a little higher on the pillows. Already I wanted to get up and get moving, but Mom chose that moment to enter the room, thermos mug and bottle of water in hand. She placed the thermos on the nightstand and opened the bottle of water before handing to me. “You okay to hold it yourself?”

      I nodded and took the bottle, then drank slowly. I tired quickly, which was a concern. Handing the bottle back to her I sighed and sank back onto the pillows again. Then I glance over at Dad’s face to find him furious.

      His pale skin was even paler, blue eyes flashing with anger. “Kai? What is going on? What happened?”

      I cleared my throat, glad to find Mom hadn’t moved. “I’m not sure. I went to the gazebo but Tara wasn’t there. Then the whole place exploded and for some crazy reason the power ended up inside me.”

      Mom spluttered but said nothing though her arms were now wrapped around her body. Dad shook his head, then took a sharp breath. “What happened then? You had all this energy inside you and then what happened? How did Ainwyllian go skating across the lawn?”

      I shrugged, then felt the agony in my skull. “I’m not all that sure. The energy was inside me. I’m not sure what he wanted to do, or what I was meant to do. There was so much happening. I was terrified for what this meant for Tara. You were nearby and what if he hurt you? And the amount of power he’d blasted me with…I was absolutely sure that if I didn’t send it out safely, I would have exploded and taken Tukats with me.” I took a breath and the room remained silent. The air still simmered with anger, but Dad had taken it down a notch. I swallowed and said, “I didn’t know what to do with it. It would damage the Veil or bring on an electrical storm. What else I wasn’t sure. So I figured I’d try to contain it somehow.”

      “Contain it?” Mom asked, leaning forward, honey eyes glistening.

      “Yeah, like try to push it down somewhere inside me rather than blast it away. I don’t think it worked, considering what happened to the trees. But—”

      Dad waved a hand. “The trees are the least of our concerned, Kai. If you tried to contain that energy but some of it escaped to send the fae king, an extremely powerful ancient, skidding across the lawn only to giving up and disappear while screaming in fury, then how much of this explosive power is still somewhere inside of your body?”

      I cleared my throat. “Probably a lot.”

      “Where is it?” Mom prodded. “Where did you store it? And how did you know to do this?”

      I shook my head slowly. “I wish I knew. I just thought of what I wanted to do. My mind followed through. I guess I willed it to do what I wanted and it obeyed, though not totally.”

      Dad huffed. “Well, that’s probably a good thing. Ailuros knows you don’t need any more of that power inside you, wherever you are keeping it,” he said, waving a hand at my head as though he suspected I’d hidden it inside my brain.

      He could be right, though I wasn’t at all sure how this kind of stuff worked. “I think it’s in my head.”

      “And that caused you to have a stroke?” he asked, tone neutral.

      “Most likely the overload of energy caused that,” I replied, keeping my own voice calm.

      “And all this energy you have still inside you? Can that not keep causing you to suffer more strokes?”

      I sighed and sat up. “I can’t be sure. And guys, it’s a little worse than just this stroke.” Dad stiffened and Mom also sat up, frowning. “There’s something you both need to be aware of. I’m sure what it means is that I’m able to hold onto this energy somewhere inside me, but the stroke tells me there is some form of danger.”

      Dad shifted in place. “I’m still waiting on those MRI results. Just assumed it may have been low urgency which is why It was taking so long.”

      I shook my head. “That’s what I need to explain. I stole the results before they made it to you.”

      The room fell silent, this time holding an edge of feline danger. “You did what?”

      I contained the urge to sigh. “I stole the MRI results because I knew what you would see. I couldn’t let you know until I went to Drakys to bring Logan back. So I took the copy with me.”

      Dad simply stared at me for a long moment, probably unaware that his panther eyes had pushed to the surface. Then he took a slow breath. “Do you happen to have a copy for me to look at?” he asked, keeping his tone even. He would have had to maintain a huge amount of control over his anger to speak so calmly. Which made me feel even worse.

      “My backpack in my room.”

      Mom left the room before I could offer to fetch them.
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      She returned within moments, stack of papers in hand. She gave them to Dad and then came to the bedside, only this time she stood next to me, arms folded, fury in her gaze. But she kept silent.

      The rattling of papers filled the room for the next few tense moments and finally Dad spoke, “When were you going to tell me?”

      “When I got home earlier. I kept missing my opportunity with everything else that’s been going on. Partly I didn’t want you to ground me again, but there’s also been a crapload of drama that kept getting in the way.” Excuses, excuses.

      “So why tell me now? What makes you think I won’t ground you now?”

      “Because I know there is someone who can help treat me. And I’m taking him with me.”

      Dad nodded. “Logan?”

      “Yes. Sienna treated me in Drakys so I know the healing effect of the dragon fire works to make me feel healthier. I just don’t know if it’s healing the damaged brain cells.”

      Mom sniffed. “I’d put my money on failure in that regard, especially considering the stupidity of your actions.”

      I bit back a retort and took a slow breath. They both had every right to be angry with me. But I’d acted not out of selfishness, but rather to ensure we had Logan on board. Still, it didn’t make me any less reckless.

      I sighed and shook my head. “I’m sorry. I really am. I should have told you when I had the first episode. All I can say in my defense was I didn’t do it for myself.”

      “Well, you certainly didn’t do anything to help yourself,” Mom snapped. “What if this reckless behavior only ends up making your condition worse? What if you’ve gone and made this irreversible?”

      I met Mom’s eyes and found there wasn’t anything I could say to defend myself. She was right. And I’d know that was possible all along. It just never occurred to the that I should take my own health into consideration when making such important decisions.

      Dad cleared his throat. “Does Logan know?”

      I nodded. “I told him today. He’s just as angry as you’ll are.”

      “Well, let’s hope he’s not too mad to do the fire healing when you’re on the mission,” Mom muttered almost to herself. “If I were him I’d refuse and insist you stay behind.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Then he’ll have to leave me behind without any fire healing,” I replied though I had a feeling she was just talking.

      She sniffed again and then shook her head before looking over at Dad. They shared a long worried look before she turned to meet my eyes. “Dad’s sending me off tonight. Cassie’s coming over to take me to the safehouse. After this second attack we can’t be certain that Grams has enough protection.”

      I wanted to ask how much protection could a human mage tracker give against a fracking fae king bad guy, but I kept the question in my head. “You’ll have to tell Grams everything that happened. She needs to know how the magic behaved this time. Because this, what happened today, raised a few more questions.”

      Dad narrowed his eyes. “What questions?”

      “Well, like how was I able to do this in the first place? Grams said nobody in the family received fae powers other than her. But what happened today…that sure as Hel felt like some kind of power that I’ve never felt before.”

      “Do you think it could be more because you were infused with his power? He sent that energy straight into you, like he wanted to blow you up,” Dad said, his voice gruff now, probably recalling the events of the evening.

      I frowned. “I guess that’s possible. Maybe he transferred some of his power to me with the energy. He really did look shocked when his energy blast boomeranged on him.”

      Dad nodded, though his expression said his mind was already elsewhere, considering options and possibilities. “Okay, you stay in that bed. I’ll have Logan come back to administer some of his fire healing tonight, and then when you get up in the morning. If you are going to Mithras you will need all the help you can get.”

      Dad was turning to leave when I said, “Has anyone tried to contact Tara again?” I was more than worried now, considering the second attack at the house had taken place using the fae queen as bait.

      Turning on his heel, Dad looked at me. “I’ll try and track her down. Maybe Horner can give us a hand. Or perhaps Jess. I’ll let you know.”

      Then he was gone leaving me along with Mom, mentally crossing my fingers that Jacinta Carnarvon, the one titan I was on friendly terms with, would be able to track down Tara.

      The more I thought about Tara the more scared I became.

      “You have to keep it together, honey,” Mom said softly, taking hold of my hand.

      Startled at her words, I looked up and met her eyes. “I’m worried about Tara. Really worried.”

      “I know, but you can’t let it distract you. Focus on one thing at a time, okay?”

      I nodded then reached out to give her a hug. “I guess you’re going to go and bring Grams back huh?”

      Mom scowled. “How did you know?”

      I tilted my head. “Well, this whole thing seems to be pointing in the direction of the Ni’amh. And you and Grams are the ones with those secrets all stored away up here,” I said, tapping my forefinger against her temple. “I’m thinking there’s more info there that the pair of you need to share.”

      Mom snorted, then rolled her eyes. “Can’t keep anything away from you, can I?” She gave me another hug. “Hang in there until I get back. I promise we’ll tell you all everything as soon as we are back. Just stay alive, okay?”

      I smirked. “I promise,” I replied, lifting my hand to reveal my fingers crossed for good luck.

      Mom kissed my forehead and then hurried out of the room, leaving me to wallow in self-pity all by myself.
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      When Logan arrived a half hour later, he entered the room his face dark though he didn’t tell me off. Instead he came to my side and sat beside me. “How do you feel?”

      “Weird.”

      “That’s…interesting.”

      I sighed. “I don’t know what’s happening. I honestly think there’s something else happening here that I can’t figure out.”

      Logan studied my face, anger fading to be replied by worry. “What do you want to do? Can I do anything to help? Other than the fire-healing?”

      I thought for a few seconds. “Could Darcy have a nosy around inside there to see if everything checks out?”

      Logan smirked. “Not sure she would ever give that diagnosis, but I’ll get her. She’s downstairs, and just about to leave.”

      Before I nodded Logan was hurrying out of the room. He returned moments later with Darcy in tow. Her grey eyes were pale as she hurried to me. “How are you feeling? I heard what happened but we weren’t allowed to visit until your Dad gave us the okay.”

      I smiled. “I’m fine for now. But I need you to do your thing. Just check and tell me that everything’s not a puddle of mush inside there.”

      Darcy smirked and shook her head, then glanced over at Logan. “Have you done your thing yet?”

      Logan shook his head. “Probably best for you to do a pre- and post- assessment. That may give us a better idea of what we’re dealing with.”

      Darcy nodded and waved at me to settle back. I’d been through his enough to know the process so I sank against the pillows and relaxed, letting her poke around inside my head, hoping to hell all the details Grams told me remained tucked away out of the mindmelder’s sight.

      Moments later, she straightened and took a slow breath. “Okay. I’m not sure what’s happening but I can’t get in. If I wasn’t sure that you’d tell me if someone had gone in and messed around in there, I’d suspect you’d had some kind of ward erected around your mind.”

      I blinked, looked at Logan, then looked back at Darcy. “Could the magic power Ainwyllian sent into me have created that ward?”

      Darcy nodded slowly, biting on her lower lip. “It’s possible. Talk me through what you did when the power hit you. How exactly did you turn it around and fling it back to him?”

      “That wasn’t all I did.”

      Darcy blinked and Logan’s eyes narrowed. Then he said, “Do enlighten us.” His tone was cool.

      “I kinda rerouted it inside me. I was going to throw it all back at him which at the time felt like the easier thing to do but then I thought about the possible consequences.”

      “Consequences?” Darcy asked, eyebrow curving.

      “Yeah. Like the destruction of Tukats in case I did something wrong. Don’t forget I’ve never had a bunch of power swirling around in here before,” I said, pointing at my temple. When nobody countered me, I continued, “So the sky was out of the question, the Veil was a no-no, can’t go destroying the Veil again. One conflagration per century is enough and I’m not about to go helping any badges out by destroying the walls that protect us.”

      Logan exhaled slowly, patiently. “So you stored some of that power inside you head and sent the rest back to the fae king?”

      “Something like that. I thought I was pushing all of it inside my mind as deep as I can. But maybe there wasn’t enough space or something, “—Darcy laughed then choked her chuckles down but I just ignored her— “but when I pushed as hard as I could the explosion happened. I thought I’d failed though. Only knew something had worked when I noticed the destruction of the trees wasn’t as bad as I’d expected it to be. Grampa Fae King packs a punch.”

      Darcy let out a long breath in a loud whoosh. “Okay, maybe what you did was store some of that power inside your mind, but power like that had to be contained in some way. It’s possible whatever method Anwilly-whatever used to protect his power could have been transmitted to you as the power was transferred. I can’t be sure though. That’s just a wild guess. I’ve never seen anything like this before.”

      I growled softly. “This is fucking exhausting.”

      “I’ll bet. It’s a bit of a mess in there,” Darcy added.

      I lifted an eyebrow and asked, “The whole point of this exercise was to ascertain the extent of the damage done by the stroke.” I wasn’t too sure how we would be able to move forward without knowing how badly I was injured and what would that mean for me in the future.

      “Oh, right,” Darcy replied quickly. “Well, I can’t get close enough to see the status of the damage. But Logan will still be able to administer his healing.”

      “How will that work if her mind is cordoned off? She have to invite me in like a vampire or something?” Logan asked, eyebrows wriggling.

      Darcy bit her lip but she couldn’t stop her smile. “No invitation needed. The fire heals naturally, in the same way a body can heal itself. Those energies can pass through the protective barrier easily. As long as they are done without the intention to harm.”

      “And how in Ailuros’ name will the barrier be able to tell if the energy has good or bad intentions?” I asked, puzzled.

      Darcy smiled. “All magic is infused with the intentions of its maker, dark or light, healing or fatal. All wards are erected with an express purpose, to block out, to contain or to trap.”

      I nodded. “I see. So this barrier will accommodate energies that attempt to heal but it won’t allow any energy to pass that would hurt me or kill me,” I said slowly. When she nodded, I replied, “Cool. Didn’t know wards were independently intelligent.”

      This time Logan snorted. “Only as intelligent as the mage who created it,” he said, chuckling.

      “I wonder what that says about me,” I muttered.

      Only when Logan and Darcy burst out laughing did I realize I’d spoken out loud.
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      I was almost angry that I’d slept through most of the day, and I must have looked it.

      “Come on, Kai. Your Dad put you under for your own good.”

      We were in the office at Tara’s workshop, waiting for Mel after she’d urgently requested a two-part meeting. Tara’s place only a strong reminder of the still very-much-missing fae queen. Horner had come up empty, and Jess was still to reply so I hoped her search proved to be a little more detailed than the High Councilman’s.

      Now, the fact that my doctor had decided to tranquillize me—with what drug I’d love to know—was rubbing me the wrong way. “But you did the fire-healing. That would have been enough,” I snapped, feeling like I’d spent hours asleep when I could have been looking for Tara. Her life was also in danger, and sleeping wasn’t going to be helpful.

      I couldn’t deny that I’d been exhausted after the dragonfire healing Logan had administered, but I would have had a good enough sleep after the treatment anyway.

      Logan sighed. He sat, elbows propped up on the desk, spine stiff as we argued. “Even if I’d disagreed with your father, he wouldn’t have listened. He was determined to ensure you were as healthy as we could possibly get you before we leave for Mithras. I’m to administer another dose tonight, preferably followed by a few hours of sleep. And he does have a point, you know. You need to be well. You’re responsible for yourself as well as the rest of the team.”

      I didn’t reply immediately, just crossed my arms and remained where I’d settled a butt-cheek against the side of the desk. I’d kept a bit of a distance between us, more because I didn’t want comfort. I need to be focused. But Logan was right though I didn’t voice my agreement.

      I didn’t want the team to be any more burdened by my condition as they needed to be. And me being in as pique condition as I could possibly be, meant less distraction for the team, less having to carry my sorry ass around if I end up ill.

      My argument with Logan was cut short though, as Mel arrived, her body radiating tension and urgency as she hurried into the office. She scanned Logan and myself for a half-second then walked over to the second table. Ignoring the map, she sat on the edge of the table and studied our curious faces. I’d decided to wait for her to speak, instead of rush her, especially since she appeared so strained.

      Logan clearly had other ideas as he asked, “So what’s so serious that we had to do a double meet?”

      Mel took a moment before replying. “Two things. First, Aisha requested a portal access point be located to help with the transition through the Veil—which Horner is going to get for us. Two, the rebels have made contact—which means we have our safehouse location in Kamsin.”

      Something was off with Mel, something was bugging her that she wasn’t revealing. “And why do neither of those sound like a good thing?” I asked, hoping she’d get things off her chest fast.

      Mel’s lips twisted as though she was hesitating. Then she said, “Well, one is good-bad and the other is bad-bad...”

      “Mel!” Both Logan and I reprimanded the tracker in unison.

      With a sigh, Mel said, “Okay. So I was contacted by the rebel army, just as Saleem said I’d be. Her name was Fathima, and she looked pretty badass with all her weapons—” Mel paused as she realized she’d gone off on a tangent. Then she smiled and said, “So, short version, the rebels are pretty much sorted. They gave us the maps so we won’t be chasing our tales in case things go bad and they weren’t around to save our butts. All in all, they are ready to begin the extraction, but they’re waiting on us to arrive first. Our second issue is the alternative portal. I spoke to Horner about a sort-of-key called the Sharaita. It’s a pretty ancient key, apparently preceding most of the portal keys used today. The relic will demand a price, something called a Nahra. Thing is, it seems the Sharaita is our only option right now.”

      Mel’s update was partially reassuring. We’ll have backup from Saleem’s rebel army, which is only ever a good thing. The rest of her update was rather terrifying. “Please tell me that’s the bad-bad,” I said, a little afraid now of what the use of the Sharaita would entail.

      From Logan’s expression, I was certain he’d be doing his own research the moment he had an available second.

      “Sorry,” Mel replied. Her tone held no wry humor and she sounded genuinely apologetic. “It’s the Sharaita that’s going to be a problem. And my gut tells me we won’t be able to get through without it. Aisha is hiding something, I’m not sure what but I think it has to do with the power required for the magic to work. Otherwise why would she ask for a boost?”

      “You may be right,” Logan replied, tone worried. “But what’s the price? I figure it would be blood or something. The Veil likes blood, from what I hear.”

      “Well, this piece of the Veil likes her sacrifices a little more permanent,” Mel replied with a wry smile.

      I wasn’t sure what to say, and when I met Logan’s gaze it appeared that he too was at a loss for words. I found it hilarious since he’d had so much to say only moments ago, and I almost laughed. Thankfully, I managed to turn the chuckle into a cough, then said to Mel, “Define more permanent. I think I know what you’re saying but for now I’m in denial.”

      I flicked a hand at the tracker for her to explain, realizing too late that the movement would reveal my armband. I tugged the sleeve down quickly, aware now that there were so many secrets we were keeping from Mel. And I had to work hard to keep my face from revealing how guilty I was feeling in that moment.

      Mel appeared not to have noticed though. She pressed her fingers to her forehead and then her temples before replying, “We do have to provide the blood consecration of the artifact to get us through the Veil, but once we return we must pay the final price—exactly what we won’t know until later. Horner was evasive, but I’m guessing the Sharaita will choose a life to sacrifice. Unless we choose one ourselves.”

      The price of the Sharaita had already been made clear enough, and Logan got to his feet, replying as though reading my thoughts. “Well, it’s not as though we weren’t already aware that someone could die on this mission.”

      I had to wonder who he was talking about. Probably me, dying from my damaged brain cells. “This is different, Logan,” I said, my tone a little cooler than was necessary.

      “I’m just glad we can finally kick the kids off the team with a legit excuse,” Mel said, almost to herself.

      “True,” agreeing one hundred percent. I got to my feet, uncomfortable that I was relieved because the decision had been taken out of my hands. “And we give the rest of the team the choice,” I suggested.

      Maybe Logan also felt restless from guilt, or possible pre-mission tension because he started to walk a line back and forth beside the desk. “Who do you think will decline?” he asked.

      “Natasha,” Mel said confidently. “I’m thinking this is dark magic, blood magic. She won’t want to dabble in it.”

      Logan said, “Anyone else?”

      “I don’t see any of the Ni’amh remaining behind,” I replied softly.

      Mel replied, “That’s five of us, eight with Logan, Drake and Aisha. Lacroix?” she asked, glancing at Logan for an answer.

      “Pretty sure he’s also a no-go, Logan replied with a shake of his head. “He’d be breaking some kind of overlord tenet, I think.” I watched Logan, wondering if he was thinking about Barry’s running the fae king on a wild goose chase to keep Grams safe. The demon overlord had returned to his work with Saleem’s mom as though he hadn’t just risked his life a time or two.

      “That’s eight instead of thirteen,” Mel counted, bobbing her knee restlessly. “But I’m still not satisfied.”

      “I know Drake wouldn’t budge,” I said, aware of the gargoyle’s loyalty to Mel. “But what about Nerina and Cassie?”

      Mel let out a low groan. “This entire mission started off with Saleem in need of help and us being the only people who knew about his situation. But now, there’s a rebel army, armed to the hilt, with plans in place and the means to get to him. If anything, we’re just going along for the ride.”

      “That’s where you are wrong,” a new voice rang around the room.
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      Aisha and Baa’ruk, two people who’d just been occupying my thoughts, entered the room. Mel’s only reaction was a scowl, probably because the pair had arrived unannounced. I was too amused to be annoyed.

      “Don’t make that face, Melisande dear. You need to know that you are the only one able to track Saleem.”

      The tracker let out a soft growl-grunt, then looked over at Logan as though he had some kind of answer. His response was a shrug, the meaning a little unclear.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Mel asked, keeping her tone even.

      With a regal flick of her hand, the queen said, “There must have been a point after you met, when he either jumped somewhere with you, or felt the need to allow you access to his thread. Saleem is a djinn warrior, powerful enough to protect himself from detection within the ether. But you’ve found it perfectly easy to track him whenever you wished to.”

      “Wait just a hot second,” Mel said, eyes going wide. “Have you never tried to contact him in the ether before?”

      Aisha’s answer came as a shock to both me and Logan whose features twisted with surprise as she let out a regal sniff and said, “No. I didn’t dare. He’d have tracked me back to the estate in an instant. It was safer that I stay away. But I did try recently, and I suspect he’s recoded the magic.”

      “Recoded the magic?” the tracker repeated.

      I was trying hard not to smile at the exchange. Beyond Aisha’s shoulders, Barry also appeared to struggle to keep a straight face. Aisha and Mel had given us hours of amusement with their conversations that were usually good enough for a comedy show.

      Now, the queen replied, “Yes. When a djinn with Saleem’s level of power is trained to hide himself from detection, he learns there are many ways to create the protective shield. But, the more time he spends in the astral plane, the quicker the spell will fade away. A spell can last up to a decade, sometimes longer if an experienced adult performs the spell for a younger djinn.” Aisha seemed to be taking the interrogation by her son’s main squeeze very well. She didn’t look in the least annoyed.

      “So you created his shield when he was a boy?”

      “Once when he was born, and the second time when he was thirteen. Both times, both his father and I merged our power to form the protection. But the rate of degradation increases the older the subject gets so the second round perhaps lasted until recently.”

      “And you would have access to him because you were the one who created the spell. But now that he would have had to repair the shield, he effectively shut you out?”

      “Exactly,” Aisha said, smiling thinly. “Which is why I am certain your presence is essential, whether the rebels know of the shield or not.”

      “I didn’t get the feeling from Fathima that they felt our presence was unnecessary. I’d assume if the rebels had everything under control they’d have at least told us we’re not needed. Or given us the impression that we can come along but to stay out of the way.”

      Taking a quick breath, the queen looked around and clapped her hands. “Now that we have that out of the way, did you find us a portal?”

      When Mel updated Aisha on the requirements of the Sharaita, the queen didn’t look all too happy. She shared a dark look with Barry who merely returned her inspection with a smile

      Then, to Mel he said, “I’m afraid I will be unable to go with you, given the nature of the Sharaita. The Nahra forbids the use of the blood of a demon as a sacrifice.”

      Barry laughed when Mel looked over at Aisha, confused. “Yes, the djinn are demonborn but their blood is...shall we say their blood is unique. And even were it not so unique, the demonic nature of my blood would shatter the bond of the blood sacrifice with the Sharaita.”

      “Doesn’t sound very healthy,” Mel said, pursing her lips.

      “It’s not. The Sharaita was created with the sacrifice of the lives of a handful of powerful demons. Hence the incompatibility when it’s used by a demon. And sadly, my contribution must remain on this side of the Mithrasian Veil. At least until your team gets through and destroys the ward. I shall check the state of the magic and follow as soon as I see the ward has fallen.”

      “No. It’d probably be over by then. They have a rebel army doing their rebel thing on the other side of the Veil. From what I’ve been told, they are ready to move as soon as we arrive. Chances are, when the Veil falls, the fun will already be over.”

      Barry shrugged and said, “That may be, but I shall follow either way. There are a few people I’d like to meet with, to see if my help is needed as the realm recovers.”

      Mel’s face was filled with curiously and it was almost comical to watch her school her features. Thankfully, she was saved from responding as the shop doorbell clanged, announcing the arrival of more of the team.

      Time to face the music.

      *

      The rest of the team arrived in drips and drabs, and somewhere in-between, the queen and Barry left. Mel spoke to the Natasha, Cassie and Nerina to bring them up to speed. I caught Cassie’s eye a few times, received a reassuring nod to say she’d taken Mom to the Calliope 7 Station and that all had gone well. I had to assume that Mom hadn’t been able to convince Cassie to bring her and Grams right back.

      Now, Mel was talking to everyone who remained, bring the younger team members up to date, though the version they received was brief, leaving out much of the more sensitive information which they wouldn’t need to know given they were no longer going with us to Mithras.

      “So when do we leave?” asked Lily. She looked excited and raring to go, and I felt a twinge of guilt that I’d been happy to disappoint her.

      Mel replied, “As much as I would love to say now…. We’ve come to understand that our position has changed in terms of the number of people we’d need on the mission.”

      Steph’s spine stiffened now, anger flaring in her eyes. “So who have you decided to take with you?”

      “Natasha isn’t coming. Neither is Barry, Nerina, or Cassie. Our final team will be Logan, Kai, Drake, Darcy, and myself. And Aisha of course.”

      Logan and I mostly stayed out of it as Mel spoke to the team, handing out tasks to those members who were remaining behind. The kids didn’t challenge her though, which surprised me. And I had to assume it was more to do with the fact that they weren’t the only ones to be benched so close to departure.

      *

      After they’d all left, I dug out a special bottle of alcohol that I’d been keeping for important occasions when I wanted to drown my sorrows. Today seemed a good a time as any.

      “I see you also ensured that the queen left as well?” Logan noted with a half-smile.

      “They’re well aware that this is going to complicate the situation,” Mel replied, her smile lukewarm. “But the rebels want to ensure that the queen is left out of any altercations or fighting. No harm is to come to the queen...at all costs.”

      “That makes sense,” I said with a nod. “And it’s probably a good sign that this particular rebel group wants to reinstate the queen as opposed to ousting her in favor of new leadership.”

      Mel’s words had me looking over at Logan involuntarily. His situation wasn’t all that different to Aisha’s then. And Logan’s dark expression confirmed he wasn’t blind to it either.

      Then Mel withdrew a folder from her satchel and set it next to the bottle of fae brandy. “This is all the information she’s given us, and I had a quick look through. It’s pretty detailed and it looks like the rebel group knows what they’re doing.”

      “I’m assuming they had help from Saleem?” Logan’s brow furrowed.

      “Yes, she did confirm that she’s been in touch with him, so at least that’s a little bit of a relief. I spoke to the queen this morning and she explained that the stone beneath the castle has a dampening effect which was why I wasn’t able to follow his life-thread.”

      Taking the folder, Logan spent a few minutes looking it over, before he looked back at Mel and said, “Do you want me to deal with the director?”

      “No. I need to know what his reaction is. Not that I don’t trust you, but I just have a sense about him that I want to be sure.”

      “Of course, I understand,” Logan nodded, giving Mel an encouraging nod. But I was sure he hadn’t missed her hesitation when he’d made the offer. Still, Mel was stronger now, more sure of herself. He said, “I just want to make sure that the director doesn’t think you can be pushed around. I’ve dealt with him on a number of occasions and I know full well that he can be a complete asshole.”

      “Here’s to saving the prince and all the people,” I offered.

      Mel’s reply was simply, “Here’s to hoping after all is said and done the queen won’t kill us,”

      I couldn’t agree more.
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      After the meeting with Mel, Logan and I headed back home. The ride in the car to the mansion was filled with silence, with my thoughts partly on my waning energy, and partly on the Sharaita.

      The relic was still on my mind an hour later after Logan had administered a dose of fire-healing. I was relaxing on the bed, ready to fall asleep when I began to think about the Sharaita again. “I’m not sure how I feel about using the relic,” I said softly.

      Logan who’d lain down beside me, glance over, lips twisting. “Looks like we’d been pushed into a corner and left with limited choices.” He shook his head, clearly unhappy with the lack of choice.

      “Have you heard of this Sharaita?” I asked him, still feeling like we didn’t have enough information on this thing we were about to stake our lives on. Not to mention potentially sacrifice a life for.

      Logan shook his head, paused and then nodded. “Kinda. I didn’t think I’d even heard of it but it seems like I received some of the details during the initiation ceremony that Sienna and I went through.”

      I frowned. “How would that work exactly?”

      Logan shrugged. “I’m not all that sure, to be honest. But the egg itself is ancient. Sienna and I think the egg is a fossil of some sort, but it certainly does have power. The Rebirth Ceremony is called, the Sirin ’a Drysht, and it’s meant to be a process of sharing information from the previous rulers with the newly instated royal pair. I thought it was a load of bull until the ‘download’ —for want of a better word—happened. The fossil egg got a little creepy then, with an impressive lightshow as well, but even if we ignore the rest of it, neither Sienna or I can deny that we both know a heckuva lot more now than we ever did. And the Sharaita is one of those pieces of information I’ve found stuck somewhere in the recesses of my mind.”

      I smiled and gave Logan a nod. “Well, do enlighten me,” I said, smirking.

      He rolled his eyes. “So the Sharaita was created like Barry said, using the blood and the lives of a group of extremely powerful demons. Part of the ceremony entailed stealing a portion of the Veil and trapping it within the key. The records say that there was considerable damage to the Veil and it took thousands of years to recover, but that the essence that remains within the relic constantly craves release. It wants to go home more than anything, but the key itself is powered by the essence of the Veil, so anyone who uses it is then is tied to it until the final Nahra is taken.”

      “The Nahra meaning the payment for its use?”

      “Yes. The only problem is that the Sharaita is fickle. Nobody ever knows what she will ask for. It’s told that once a long time ago, the payment was the life of one of the children of the user. Also, it’s not common that the Sharaita is used by a group of people, though it has been known to happen every now and again.”

      “But what does that mean for us when we use it?” I asked softly. “I can’t deny that I am scared. What if is asks for your life, or mine? Or Mel’s? The death of a Ni’amh isn’t something I could even contemplate. That could ultimately result in the death of all of the DarkWorld, so this is a huge ask.”

      Logan sighed. “I know. It’s scary, but Mel seems to be taking it in her stride.”

      I made a face. “I have to wonder if Aisha has something up her sleeve.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      I shrugged. “Not sure. Just something about her expression when we were talking about the potential life sacrifice.”

      Logan took a breath and said, “Well, enough talking for you. Have a small nap at least. I know you don’t feel tired, but even few minutes would be good just in case.”

      “Just in case of what?” I asked, pouting.

      He didn’t reply, though nobody insisted on sedating me either, so I gave in and found myself falling asleep almost instantly. But, almost seconds later, Logan was shaking me gently. “Hey, we have to go. Mel just called to say Horner is going over to her place to perform the consecration. She needs us all there before midnight.”

      I rubbed my eyes and yawned, a little surprised I’d slept so quickly.

      As we left the house with Logan doing the honours of flying me to Mel’s hose, he managed to get in an “I told you so.”

      My only response was silence.

      *

      When we got to Mel’s place, Nerina was present, though she wasn’t meant to be going with us. Though curious, I didn’t ask any questions while we awaited the arrival of High Councilman Horner. He took a full twenty minutes to make his appearance, and he did so bearing an old carved wooden box with spindly little legs.

      We all, including the tracker, watched as Horner appeared to have the run of the place, setting the box on Mel’s coffee table then disappearing into the hall before returning with a marble bowl and a sharp knife.

      Horner looked around at the gathered group, then smiled, a little too cheery for anyone’s liking. “As you should know by now, this is not a normal portal key.”

      Drake’s curt response was, “Then what is it exactly?”

      “It’s from ancient times, to my knowledge the Sharaita was one of the first keys capable of transitioning a larger group through the Veil at the same time. Still, even back then the use of this artifact was considered dangerous and only to be used as a last resort.” Then Horner smiled again, swirling the blade around at the team. “I’m sure you all know the routine, as the process to initiate the key is similar to that of the portal keys coding ceremony performed by the DeathTalkers.”

      He took a moment to look over at Nerina who was watching the process with her arms folded over her chest. She’d been quiet since we’d arrived and I was all too aware that I hadn’t had much of an opportunity to talk to her.

      Then Horner address her directly. “My Lady, would you like to preside over the ceremony. I believe I could do with your experience.”

      I blinked when Horner addressed Nerina as ‘My Lady’ but I didn’t want to reveal more than in that moment of surprise. It appeared there was more going on with our death talker friend than she’d been telling us. Seems we were all adept at keeping secrets.

      With the team all having had previous experience with the blood sacrifice required for initiating a portal key, we each went to Nerina without instruction as Horner continued, “For the ceremony, the blood sacrifice must arise from the lifeline, the heart power,” He took Mel’s hand and pointed at her lifeline. “This is where the most powerful energy in our blood rises. A willing blood sacrifice sourced from this particular point on the body will enhance the power of the key.”

      In silence we followed the line, watching Nerina make the incisions, then coax out sufficient blood, all until the marble bowl was more than half filled. It was a gory sight, the coppery scent filling the air and making my panther senses go a little crazy.

      I ignored the baser instincts of my animal half, and tried to fight against the wave of exhaustion filling me. A touch from Logan’s hand on my hip moments later drew me from my almost-sleep state. I’d barely registered his announcement that we were leaving, or the journey home.

      This time, the fire healing was definitely taking more out of me than it had in the past. What that meant, I didn’t want to find out until we had Saleem home safe.

      One problem at a time.
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      Logan and Dad were quite satisfied with themselves when they discovered that I’d slept all the way up until dawn when we’d planned to head back to Mel’s place. Dad did a quick medical assessment before he allowed me to leave, while Logan checked our bags three times over, Darcy’s included. She’d stayed at the mansion with us on the last night before the mission and met us in the kitchen to find Logan going through her bag as well.

      Quirking an eyebrow, she said nothing, just poured coffee and sipped while he did his thing. I rolled my eyes at her, making it clear I was simply tolerating his need to keep himself busy.

      We flew off a few minutes later, Darcy riding atop the dragon beside me, her expression a little wilder. I couldn’t remember how she got home the previous night and had to wonder if this was her first time riding a dragon.

      Later, in Mel’s living room, we discovered that Lily and Baz had left the house before us and made their way to the tracker’s home in spite of having been benched the previous night. Mel appeared unaffected by the defiance of the younger members of our team as she said, “Before we begin, I think I need to take a moment to check out the condition of the Veil. Just to make sure everything is in order.”

      Darcy though, asked quickly, “Do you think that’s wise? What if by checking the Veil, your presence is detected?”

      But the djinn queen shook her head in response. “Even if they do detect a presence, they wouldn’t have enough time to summon the magic and focus it on us. The ward they have already erected is filled with power—not something you can whip up in a second.”

      I shifted from one foot to the other, more than eager to depart, yet suddenly worried about what would happen when I did move through the Veil with this new power currently living in my mind. Would I explode the Veil, taking everyone with me?

      Worse still, what if we really had to use the Sharaita? How would the relic be affected by my latent power?

      When Mel spoke, I had to force myself to focus. “But, just in case they have a super powerful demon-witch on speed dial,” she said, her tone matter-of-fact, “it’s probably best we’re overly cautious. The only way we could achieve this is if we were ready to go when I check the status of the Veil. If we do set off any alarms, it won’t matter. We’ll cross into Mithras and get our asses to the safehouse before they have a chance to twirl a finger.”

      Drake finally voiced his opinion. “You do realize this could be a one-way mission?”

      “That’s a possibility,” Mel replied, her voice even, neutral as she took her best friend on. “But we have to believe we’re going to succeed. The whole realm is hanging in the balance right now. I know you’re concerned about us being able to leave if things get hot. And I’m sure we’ll be able to, if that time comes.”

      Mel glanced over at Steph, as though about to remind her that she wasn’t coming along, the hacker shook her head. “No way, Mel. You’re not doing this to me now.”

      I took that moment to slip out of the room, heading to the kitchen to allow Mel and Steph a moment to discuss the issue. Footsteps followed in my wake and as I reached the kettle, I glanced over to find Lily watching me from the doorway, her eyes feisty, and not that much different from Steph. Baz though, met my eyes with only sympathy.

      “Don’t even think about trying to change my mind, Lil’s.”

      “But Kai, this isn’t fair,” Lily said, her voice rising and making Baz wince and send her a warning glare.

      I lifted a hand, not wanting to pull alpha rank on Lily, but damn well willing to if she pushed me too far. “Look, Lily, you have to understand that the consecration is completed. Even if I wanted to take you with us, I couldn’t do anything about it now.”

      Voices filtered to us from the living room. Poor Mel. I knew exactly what she was going through.

      Lily replied angrily cutting into my thoughts, “I won’t forgive you for this.”

      I studied her face. “For keeping you and Baz safe? For making sure someone is left behind to come save us in case shit hits the fan? Not every mission is about being on the frontlines, Lily. Some of the most crucial agents are left behind to help deal with the fallout. Why is that so hard for you to understand? At the end of the day it isn’t even my call. And Mel explained, we don’t need so many people since the rebel army is large enough to do most of the hard work.”

      My tone had changed to one a frustrated mother would use on a kid who just refused to listen. And something in my voice or my words made Lily tense and shake her head ever so slightly. Then she sighed and looked over at Baz. “Guess we’d better go back to the mansion. I think Corin’s going to need some help with rebuilding the house.”

      She began to walk away, and though I wanted to call her back, all too aware that any one of us could possibly not return alive, I didn’t say a word. Lily and Baz headed out to the front door, then left with Steph, taking her to the mansion while we did the finale departure.

      Mel went to perform a quick check on the Veil, saying “I won’t be long. Be ready to move because either way, we’re doing this.”

      Though I crossed my fingers in the hopes that we could simply jump through the Veil, Mel’s face when she returned pretty much dashed all my hopes.

      “What happened?” I asked, though I knew already.

      The tracker looked over at Saleem’s mom. “At first, I thought it must’ve been something done recently to support the power, but I’m wondering if maybe they had detected my presence after all.” Mel look so dejected I felt like she needed a hug or something.

      I looked at Logan and he too appeared to be feeling awful for her.

      Aisha tapped on her lips with one long finger, then replied, “No, it doesn’t sound like something they would do. It’s quite likely power has been running through the Veil around the realm all along. It’s likely what contributed to the catastrophe that happened when we tried to use the portal key the last time.”

      “So they were twice as careful, pushing additional energy into the Veil as well as creating a magical ward as an additional protection.” With a roll of her shoulder, Mel appeared determined

      Darcy spoke then, glancing back and forth between Mel and Aisha. “So what do we do now?”

      “This is why I asked for the alternate portal access,” said Aisha, looking around the room at the gathered team. “Part of how the Sharaita works is it will borrow energy from every single one of you. It’s not going to be an easy experience. Think electrical shock if you want a comparison. And recovery, unfortunately, will not be quick. The only good part is there won’t be any physical or mental damage as a result.”

      I listened to the conversation, suddenly worried now as I looked over at Mel. I forced myself to give the tracker a smile of encouragement and hide my worry as quickly as I could. But from her expression I knew I’d failed to hide how I felt.

      She’d have seen my fear, but what she wouldn’t know is how complicated the source of that fear was. Then, both Mel and I had to refocus on the Queen who was waving us closer.

      “Mel will release the Sharaita and on my mark, we will all jump together. Link hands please, and do not let go no matter what. It’s crucial that—I can’t stress enough how important it is because if our bond breaks, it’s quite likely that many of us, possibly even all of us, may be killed in the process.”

      Mel’s face revealed her horror at the Queen’s words but Logan merely replied, “I’m in, eyes wide-open to the consequences. I think everyone here feels the same way.”

      I knew what Logan was doing, leading the way, as a good leader should. I was so glad then that he’d come to help, well aware of how much we needed his strength. And, as I’d expected, everyone followed suit, gathering together and holding hands as Aisha began to speak the words of her protection spell.

      It was all or nothing time.
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      Heart beating in time with the djinn queen’s chanting, I watched as Mel grabbed a hold of the Sharaita, fingers gripping tightly, expression sober as she scanned the faces of the people standing with her in the circle.

      For a moment, her eyes filled with a sadness I couldn't define, and then her expression cleared and she threw the relic into the middle of the floor before grabbing tightly to my hand.

      Aisha’s chanting continued to rise and fall, and I sent a prayer to Ailuros too, in case the goddess could send a few good vibes our way. Across from me, Logan appeared to be calmer than I expected. Was it a facade, or was he really this calm?

      I didn’t have much more time to think about it as a pillar of bright light exploded from the middle of the Shairata, followed a fraction of a second later by Aisha’s shout of, “Go.”

      As one, the entire team jumped and passed through the portal, emerging in a strange place that my mind couldn't give a semblance of order to. Aisha continued to chant her magical spell and then very slowly the space around us began to change, in color and dimension.

      And a wall of light parted before us, the Veil at last revealing itself to my untrained eye, parting ever so slowly to allow us through. I don’t think I’d ever seen anything that beautiful before. Words weren’t enough to describe its beauty, and I hoped I’d committed it to memory well enough to revisit for a long time to come.

      And then we arrived in Mithras.

      The first thing I registered is the drain on my energy. My body felt as though it had been twisted inside out, and my brain had a squishy sensation to it, as though everything inside my skull had turned to mush.

      I forced myself to focus and look around me to check on the rest of the team, glad to find that we were all still holding tightly onto each other’s hands. Fatigue was mirrored in everyone’s faces and I prayed we’d all have the strength to get through.

      And then it hit me where we’d landed.

      A bloody flat piece of rock that was floating precariously on the surface of a river of gold, the shimmering glow the only light available to guide us in the middle of the night.

      “Hold on, everyone. We cannot allow anyone to fall into the river.” Aisha’s voice held a note of fear that had me glancing over in her direction. Logan too was staring at her, clearly off balance with the queen’s unadulterated fear on display for all of us to witness.

      “Why exactly?” Mel yelled.

      Thought the djinn matriarch hesitated when she looked over at Mel, she said, “It’s a type of acid, much prettier but just as deadly as anything found in the EarthWorld.”

      Mel’s expression only mirrored mine and the rest of the team. Everyone wanted answers and the queen was hesitating.

      At last Aisha called out over the rushing of the river, “If you really wish me to spell it out, the acid is deadly. The river runs for miles along the Zard-Kuh continent from north to south-west. The people of Mithras all know to keep as far away from it as possible because of its volatility and instability.”

      The rock on which we stood began to tilt, golden liquid splashing onto the stone near our legs, and almost splattering Mel who yelled out, “Any idea how the Hel we ended up here?” Fear simmered in her voice.

      “It could have been a problem with the key,” Logan said calmly.

      “No. This portal hasn’t been used in such a long time that the path of the river must have changed enough to have the exit location now running through what would have been a safe arrival destination centuries ago.”

      Logan looked at Mel and offered her a solution. “I can probably get us out of here easily, the hardest part would be having to balance this rock so that I can get in the air without tipping you all into the drink.”

      I couldn't help snorting at the image Logan sent into my mind.

      Aisha asked, “What will you want us to do?”

      “It’s going to be tricky,” Logan replied. “Darcy, Drake, you two have to shift closer together at the same exact moment that I fly off. You’ll have to compensate for the absence of my weight.”

      “Does that mean we are all going to have to shift, but in a way to compensate for the gargoyle’s mass?” Mel asked, eyes narrowed. “How much heavier are you all on your side of the rock compared to the rest of us over here?”

      “Good point,” Logan conceded. “Drake is probably near enough to my weight which is likely what’s tilting us in the first place.”

      Mel muttered a response though I didn’t catch her words.

      “It really pains me to ask this question,” said Drake, “but which of you ladies weighs the most?”

      I let out a low grunt at the audacity of the gargoyle. “No one here is going to care about revealing their weight—or cup size if you need that too—at this point in time, but I don’t think any one of us could equal your weight, Drake. It’s possible we might have to combine maybe two of the women to compensate for you.”

      Drake’s response was an eye-roll. “I’ll have you know I’m deeply offended by that, but I think it’s likely the best option.” He stared across the platform at Aisha and Darcy and gave them a sober nod. “If you two can cuddle up on your end, I think we’ll be pretty much balanced.”

      Though amused the queen and Darcy did as they were instructed, Then Logan said, “Right, now that we have Drake’s weight compensated, we need to balance me off.”

      Mel let out a nervous laugh. “I’m not so sure you and I would weigh at all close to each other. But I may have another idea.” I hid a smile as everyone shifted their attention to the tracker who said, “We have a jumper or two in our midst. I think if we can time it well enough, each jumper can transport themselves and at least one other person away at the same moment Logan flies off with Darcy, we should be able to get off this rock safely.”

      “Brilliant plan as usual,” said Logan

      “Thank me later, when we all get out of this alive.”
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      Before long, we were being transported to land by a combination of jumpers and dragons. As soon as we landed, Logan said, “Perhaps it’s best we get moving. We can’t be sure that we didn’t set off any alarms.”

      I barely heard his words though, as pain ripped into my skull, wincing, I reached up to press my head, but Mel looked over at me and I redirected my hand to the back of my neck. But she didn’t look like she fell for it. I gave a a warning look, hoping she wouldn’t mention anything in front of the rest of the team.

      She appeared unfazed as she asked Aisha, “Where to from here?”

      “It’s about an eight-hour-walk from here,” the queen replied, “but considering we have wings and jumpers, I’m pretty sure we can make it there in under an hour and a handful of minutes, respectively. It’s just on midnight now so we’d still arrive with darkness to give us some camouflage.”

      After circling and then swooping toward us, Logan landed gracefully, then shifted back into human form effortlessly. “I can pretty much carry up to four people, so how about I take the team members who are the most in pain. Especially if we have any jumpers who need rest because we’re going to need them in the next few days.”

      Mel heeded the warning in Logan’s tone and headed to his side. “I will admit that I need a ride. I could do with the rest. Even the short jump from the river to here has kicked me in the ass.”

      After landing outside the city in a small valley, the rest of the team hid within the copse while Mel, Drake and Logan did surveillance. The ride over had shaken a mere two hours for Logan, and when he landed, I slid down his back to touch ground beside Mel who looked slightly dazed. Aisha, Darcy and Drake emerged from the darkness having arrived earlier.

      “Our meeting point is a village to the east of the city walls,” said Mel. “Sentinel has their arrival location at the western wall where they will be divided amongst the rebels to act as scouts and lookouts.”

      “They’re not going to be happy with that,” Logan said with a smile.

      “Not my problem. And I’m happier still to not be around when they find out. The rebels are running things here, something we didn’t expect until they made contact. There’s little point to mess with what they’ve already worked on.”

      “And it is their land,” added Drake. His shrug was nonchalant but spoke volumes.

      “I must take this moment to thank you all,” Aisha said, drawing the teams attention with her formality and her presence. “I’m most grateful that you have joined the mission despite the knowledge of the dangers involved. As such, I’d like to provide the team with the best protection I know of. These suits are produced with Mithrasian technology that to my knowledge has never been revealed to any species other than those of our own realm.”

      “I suspected there was more going on in that cave than ward magic.” Darcy sounded triumphant.

      Aisha only smiled in reply. “I was reluctant to say anything in advance in case I wasn’t able to create them without the help of other djinn.” The queen then drew a small case from the satchel slung across her torso, then place it on a nearby rock. She opened the case to reveal twelve bronze, flame-shaped brooches sitting on a bed of purple silk. She handed one to Mel, who studied it up close, appearing impressed.

      “The suit will initiate once you have the Kelan against your body. Its power is initiated with the energy of the user’s aura.”

      “And what if the user is dead? Does your brooch-thingie stop working?” Drake asked, raising an eyebrow

      Mel chuckled. “I’d guess it won’t stop working if the user dies. I’m assuming the suit kinda hacks into a person’s life-thread in some way.”

      “And of course, life-threads won’t die when a person’s physical form dies,” said the mindmelder.

      “Perhaps I should have roped the tracker in to help as the demon suggested,” Aisha said with an amused glance at Mel who simply removed her jacket and fixed the brooch to her shirt.

      Aisha gave a sober nod. “Melisande, if you would be so kind as to tap the Kelan and then relax your body. The armor will filter along the exterior surface of your body and will remain in place until you cancel it by tapping it again. And just so you know, the initiation and cancelation works in tandem with your mind.”

      “So when I touch it, I have to mentally request it to start or it won’t work.”

      She nodded. “And the same for when you want to cancel it.”

      Mel paused just before she tapped the kelan. “So guys, if this thing blows me up or something, it was nice knowing ya.”

      Laughter rang around the team, while Aisha simply urged Mel to get on with it. Mel obeyed, tapped the kelan, and seconds later the tracker began to glow and iridescent orange.

      “Eh, she better not get incinerated,” Drake grumbled.

      Aisha said nothing, even as Mel began to give off sparks.

      Very soon, I’d reached my limit. “Er, Your Majesty, Ma’am. Maybe we need to stop this now?”

      Aisha waved a hand dismissively. “She is perfectly safe, it’s just that we’d need to tweak Melisande’s power level as it appears she’s channeling far too much power into the armor.”

      “Is that a good thing?”

      “Of course, it is. It means she is able to amp up her protective power should the need arise. That, unfortunately is a power none of you will have access to.”

      “How come Mel does then?”

      “Guys, I’m right here.”

      “It’s something I’m wondering myself but I am assuming it has to do with the fact that SoulTrackers have a very similar power to the djinn in terms of their astral abilities.”

      “That’s all very interesting, but can someone tell me what I’m supposed to do next?” Mel asked loudly, drawing my attention.

      “For now,” Aisha replied serenely, “You will have to instruct the power level to decrease. The ability to command the energy is something you will need to take time to fine-tune though. While you tackle that, let me hand the rest of the kelans out.”

      While Mel was doing her thing, Aisha handed me my kelan and I followed the tracker’s movements, initiating the kelan quickly. The armor throbbed around my body, energy swirling around me. But soon something felt wrong with the power.

      Something strange had happened within my head, as though a power had pulsed and then had suddenly been cut off. Though confused, I didn’t complain, just watched as the rest of the team tested their devices.

      At last, Mel sighed. “Now that we’re all up and running, what next?” I looked over at Aisha. “Considering this power is energy that’s attached to the ethereal form of a person, would other djinn not see this? Djinn travel the ether all the time, if I’m not mistaken.”

      Both Darcy and the queen nodded. “Yes and no,” Aisha said. “This particular form of astral energy will not be detected by your average djinn. The ether is multi-dimensional, if that’s the best word for it. The astral plane and the ether are two planes, though it’s far more intricate than our current understanding of the realms within the DarkWorld. Djinn—and other demons—have powers of varying levels and within the djinn realm, such power undergoes training and guidance as the individual grows and matures. This particular energy combination would only be visible to senior members of our military forces as well as the trained members of the royal houses.”

      “Can I assume by that you mean Riz won’t detect it?”

      “You assume correctly. Saleem will, of course, but thankfully his brother won’t be able to see this armor. He isn’t even aware the technology exists.”

      “And what if some of those senior military people are now working for the other side?”

      “That’s a question we will need to ask of the rebels who meet us. There are protocols to cancel access to certain levels of our ethereal planes.”

      “You’re making my head hurt. Are you telling me that you have the ability to switch another djinn’s access to various ethereal levels on and off because you want to?”

      She nodded. “It’s highly unethical and I would go before a board of inquiry after all is said and done, but such an action is only ever taken in desperate times. The danger to our realm and those aiding in its protections will always be a justification of such a break of protocol.”

      “Okay that’s fine. Maybe we need to get a move on. And we need to talk once we’re settled in the safe house. You have some explaining to do.”

      The team moved into the darkness, walking a single line up the hillside. From there we waited outside the walls while Drake, Logan and Mel did recon. Very soon we’d made it all the way inside the first warehouse, hidden away by an old farmer who’d sworn allegiance to the rightful queen.
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      Hidden beneath the farmhouse, the team managed to relax for the first time in hours. Everyone had parted off to clean up, sleep, eat or take up their watch positions. Plus, everyone was needing to rest more than expected, the transition through the Veil taking its toll.

      Rubi, the farmer, had been happy to pass on crucial info though he’d kept his distance from our team. Soon, with everyone distracted, I found Mel knocking on my door, wanting talk, her expression resigned, as though she’d lost some king of internal battle.

      “I need to talk to you about something. I feel bad even thinking about it because it feels like such a traitorous thing to entertain, but if I don’t run the idea past someone else, I think I might explode.”

      I gave her a reassuring smile, though I was a little worried now. I leaned toward her, reached out and squeezed her shoulder. “Mel, you should know by now that I’m here for you whenever you need me. I think it’s time we started leaning on each other. In the trenches, things get distilled like we’ve never known. Very soon, we’re all going to be pretty much down to basic needs. Life needs will be our priority on the mission and if we don’t attend to our emotional health now, and also ensure we are a unified team, we’re going to go into battle with weak spots. Best to build on those connections of trust now, I think.”

      Mel looked at me in silence for a long moment before simply nodding. “You’re only saying what I’ve been thinking for a while now.”

      “And yet you are still hesitant to share?” I asked

      “I think if it were something personal to me, like my family or my love life, then I wouldn’t have felt that hesitation.”

      “So it’s not Ari or Drake or Steph?” When Mel shook her head, I gave one last guess. “Saleem then?”

      I sighed. “Getting warmer.”

      Eyes wide now, I blinked and gripped Mel’s shoulder a second time. “Okay, okay. Maybe sit and we can talk about what’s going on.” Mel’s hints were amusing to start off with, but she gave me the impression that it was far more serious than I’d expected. I beckoned for there to sit next to me and grabbed my backpack to pull out a neon-pink drink-bottle and a pair of expandable keep cups. Shaking them out, I clicked them in place and poured us each a small portion.

      Mel sniffed her drink and asked, “What’s this? Bourbon?”

      I was smirking as I whispered,  “Something like it. This is a Fae moonshine. Grams sourced it from who-knows-where, and she gave me a couple bottles to hide away. Apparently, I have to make my stash last because it’s not easily available.”

      Mel replied, with a smirk, “Of course, it isn’t. Looks like you also got something on your mind.”

      “I sure do.” I replied.

      “Is it Ivy? Is she recovering well after her injury?” Then Mel leaned toward me. “Or is something wrong with you? Please don’t tell me those zaps melted your brain? Or is it something to do with your new bling?”

      I’d been expecting her questions on the armband. “That’s an interesting tale all by itself. Raincheck on the bling?” she asked. “How about we play swaps? You tell me yours and I’ll tell you mine. Well, I might actually have two for the price of one.”

      Then Mel replied, “Okay, what if we do two for two?”

      “You have more?” I was curious now. “What in Ailuros’ name am I thinking? Of course, you have more. We seem to have more shit on our heads than we can handle, Mel. Seriously, I’m not sure how long we’re supposed to survive this way.”

      I gave as soft sigh and shook my head before grabbing my drink. Then I raised my cup. “Here’s to skeletons and laundry and chests. May they be revealed and aired and…fuck. I knew where I was going with that before I started but I was just about to say ‘gotten off on’ and I’m pretty sure that doesn’t work in this context.”

      Choking off her laugh, Mel said, “How about we go with shoulders, and unburdened?”

      Squinting at Mel, I smile gratefully, then nodded. “Yes. Let’s go with that.”

      She rolled my eyes, “Alright already, do I have to swear on a grimoire or something?”

      I let out a low chuckle. “No, what I meant was what I have to say is also related to…those two subjects.”

      “They are?”

      “Yep.”

      “Wanna tell me already?”

      I grunted, then said, “Okay, sorry. Okay so, after the whole repeated zapping and repeated passing out, my father insisted on doing an MRI. I was against it but I guess I had little choice. And he got me when I was too weak to protest. So I was curious about the results because I…er…I mean—”

      “Out with it, walker,” Mel snapped.

      Raising my eyebrows, I realized I had no choice at all but to reply. “I had a few…episodes.”

      “Episodes?”

      “Yeah. Fainting spells. Etcetera.”

      “Do you even know the concept of explaining?”

      “Yeah, I do. When it’s not my problems,” I muttered, almost under my breath.

      Folding her arms, Mel sat back and waited me out.

      I continued, “So I had a few seizures and figured it was likely best I get ahead of Dad because he in his infinite wisdom had decided that I wasn’t allowed to travel through the veil without his all-clear. And I suspected that whatever was wrong with me would come up on the MRI and thus nix any possibility of going to Drakys to see Logan.”

      Mel responded by rolling her eyes. “And I bet you wanted to get your hot little hands on the results before your Dad saw them? A little bit of waylaying of information couldn’t have hurt right?” I smirked.

      Glaring at Mel, I gave her a stiff glare then said, “And sure enough the results were far from what I’d wanted to see.”

      “Which means what exactly?”

      “Which means I have bleeding in the brain.”

      “What the actual fuck, Kai?!” Mel yelled

      I swallowed hard and winced at the volume. “Look, it’s not as bad as it seems. I’ve had Sienna do a session with her healing fire and I’m going to convince Darcy to get in there and have a nosy around, see if she can do anything to help ease things just until we have the sexy djinn dude back home safe and sound.”

      “And then what?” Mel snapped. “You just up and die because you pushed too hard and didn’t take care of yourself?”

      I twisted my lips. “I’m taking care of myself. I’m not stupid or reckless.”

      “Could have fooled me,” muttered Mel.

      Then I said, “Anyway, I’ll be fine. I do have the odd headache or two, and I may or may not have a seizure and pass out, so we’d need to watch out for that. But otherwise everything is just dandy.”

      “How can you be so fucking calm about this?”

      With a shrug, I said, “‘Cos calm is better than freaking my shit?”

      Mel replied, “Well, I know we agreed on 2 for 2 but I’ll see you two and raise you one more.”

      “Oh?” Frowning, I asked, “What happened?”

      Mel shrugged. “It’s just a memory of something that I didn’t even know had been lost in the first place.”

      “Huh?” Shaking tm head, I said, “This sounds familiar but please go on.”

      Clearing her throat, Mel said, “So I had a memory of my mother’s voice but I don’t remember her or my father at all.”
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      My conversation with Mel was cut short by the arrival of Fathima the rebel warrior, and soon we were regrouping and being guided through the dark streets to a dilapidated house that turned out be the rebels headquarters.

      Fathima left Aisha with Logan and me, then took Mel off to meet the rebel commander. Not longer after her departure, one of the soldiers popped by to summon us to the commander’s room where we were met with a spread of food that made my stomach clench with hunger.

      The table was filled with platters of food, dates, cheeses, dried fruits, bread with garlic butter. As soon as we entered the room we were guided to the table to see the commander.

      The commander spoke to Logan, his expression filled with respect, more than even Logan probably thought he’d receive. While the pair talked, I scanned the room, spotting a woman beyond Fathima with harp eyes, a thin smile and a shock of grey-white hair.

      After the meal, the commander requested to speak to the team, and dismissed many of the attendees of their small soiree.

      “Thank you for coming to help us,” the elegant old man said, “And don’t worry. I know full well that you have begun to wonder why we would even need your help other than the privilege of access to your unique skills to use human weapons and technology as part of our defense against the EarthWorld agencies.”

      Mel met my eyes then, and I had to wonder what she was thinking.

      Then the commander continued, “I am much distressed to hear that Saleem’s friends risked their lives on so many occasions in their efforts to get to Mithras to save him and our people. I know this sentiment has been expressed already, but I don’t think we can thank you enough. For now, an explanation will have to be compensation enough.

      “You will know by now that Mithras possesses technology we have seen fit to keep from the many realms of the DarkWorld. Please let me reassure you that the decision was never made lightly and we were never of the mind to hoard such technological advances for the purposes of power.

      “We possessed sufficient knowledge of the workings of the EarthWorld, enough to know that this technology would be infinitely dangerous in the hands of governments and corporations.”

      Mel and Logan exchanged a knowing glance, which I understood only too well. Even here in Mithras, the people were aware of how dangerous the struggle for power was within the EarthWorld.

      “Of course, we did suffer years of doubt in the wake of that decision,” the commander said.  “Given the situation in the EarthWorld after the Conflagration. Our councils would often talk it over and wonder if we ought to reconsider, but we held fast to our decision.

      “This tech would have helped the EarthWorld power cities that were affected by the bleeding of magic and the dead spots of energy all over the world would likely have been reduced. Then, one of our senior officials made the mistake of trusting the wrong person. He went to the Earth realm with the intention of learning their technology and finding a way to transform our energy production process in order to make it suitable for human use. He succeeded and began to work on perfecting it, but by confiding in his peers he’d started a ball rolling that he had little understanding of. To say that he was naïve would be the best description.

      “After several attempts by government officials to broker a business arrangement with our world in order to obtain access to the tech and to the power sources, which our people rejected, the scientist’s labs and offices in the EarthWorld were raided and these agencies attempted to take the tech by force.

      “Our scientists returned, understanding they had ultimately endangered their own realm and regretting the compassion with which they’d begun the endeavor to develop the tech to help the EarthWorld. But again we underestimated the tenacity and determination—

      “Perhaps their greed and desperation too?” one of the female soldiers said.

      “Agreed. And we paid for that underestimation. Not too long after our scientists returned, a delegation arrived intending to broker talks with our King and Queen. Which of course we declined politely. And which went exactly as you’d expect. They left in a fury, promising we would not get away with hoarding technology that would help billions of people. And yet again we underestimated their greed. A few months passed in which we were lulled into a false sense of security. What followed were numerous attempts on the life of the King, which resulted in...success I’m afraid. But, even after the king’s death, our Shahbanu wasn’t as compliant as these agents had expected.”

      “They certainly wouldn’t have expected her to be as powerful and as adamant as her husband,” the woman’s tone was dry as she replied. “Despite her status of mourning, the queen attended a diplomatic event in Paris, a meeting with the Supreme High Council. She never returned.”

      The commander gave the woman a nod. “Soon after her abduction, Crown Prince Saleem followed, determined to find her and bring her home. He was reluctant to ascend the throne unless he was certain his mother had indeed passed away.”

      “We would have known had she passed. And we checked the astral planes constantly, even hoping she may reach out, make contact. But nothing. Saleem meanwhile, began to work for a paranormal investigative agency which I’m sure you’re familiar with. He sent back reports with the warriors who visited him regularly—though in secret—that he was beginning to lose hope. But by that time, we’d already been infiltrated. Saleem had been gone just a few months when the Veil was breached and our council ousted.”

      “Agent Blake?” Asked Mel.

      He gave a nod. “He arrived with another man who we understood to be a senior government official representing the United Nations. But the poor man had little idea of the real plot. He soon found himself with a dagger in his brain and his assistant was tortured to death for information she clearly didn’t possess.”

      “Later, they brought in a MindMage who I am sad to say was successful in turning several of our key council members,” one of the older soldiers said. “Those Agent Blake couldn’t sway had to make a choice—toe the line and pretend to play the game, or join the rest of the citizens in the camps.”

      “The camps?”

      The man nodded, eyes icy. “There are industrial outposts located in a number of our main cities,” he bit out, tone furious. “There the people, men, women, and children are used as labor for the energy production factories.”

      I blinked at the man’s words.

      What in Ailuros’ name was going on in this realm?
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      Mel seemed to take it all in her stride as she said, “That makes sense now. Gilfillan was adamant he needed maps to a number of cities around the realm. Can we assume he knew more than he’d been willing to admit?”

      The commander nodded, his brow furrowed as he too considered the connection.

      “But wait,” Mel interrupted, finger raised. “What exactly are the people doing in these camps? Why would they need whole cities of people as labor? I thought this process of energy production you developed was even more desirable because it was clean energy, no pollution, no waste?”

      The commander’s eyebrow waggled for a moment, then he said, “I will have Fathima take you to the site so you can see for yourselves,”

      “How do we go there without being seen?” Mel voiced my questions. “It’s not impossible to be seen within the Ether. And Blake’s mage is extremely powerful. Do we have any information about this mage? Who is he? What are his limitations and strengths?”

      Fathima  gave her shoulders a quick roll. “What we know is that the mage is a woman—they refer to her as the Witch, and sometimes as the Demon. Seems even Blake’s men aren’t sure what she is. Nobody has seen her face. She moves around the palace, cloaked from head to toe, face hidden. Clearly, her identity is something Division 7 wishes to keep secret.”

      Biting her lip, Mel said, “I guess we know only what we know. The one thing we can be sure of is she is powerful. The queen needed Barry to help build a counterspell—”

      The commander squinted. “Barry?”

      “Baa’ruk, the demon overlord for the Eastern Seaboard. Pretty sure he has some other fancy title that I can’t pronounce. Not certain if you know him, but the queen did say that he and her late husband were good friends.”

      The commander smiled unexpectedly. “Yes. We do know Baa’ruk. And he is trusted, so we are relieved he was able to assist our queen.”

      “Considering she wasn’t able to weave the spell on her own, we can rest assured that this mage, whoever she is, has more power than anyone we’ve encountered before,” Mel said. “Which also means there is a strong likelihood she could sense our movements in the ether, especially when we’re close to a key location like the palace. I hardly think Blake would be complacent enough to dispense with protection around those productions sites either.”

      After looking over first at Fathima, and then at his generals, the commander continued, “Well, that question is directly related to our next problem. We learned early on how easy it was for this mage to detect astral movement and we did lose a few warriors in the process of this discovery. For which I must accept responsibility for being complacent. The mage does appear to be still learning as her methods are more blast-first-ask-no-questions which isn’t at all tactically wise.”

      Mel’s gasp got the woman’s attention. “What is it?”

      Mel shook her head, then said, “Those tactics would explain why our recent attempt at accessing the Veil with a portal key ended in disaster. And also why I’d been shut out of the Mithras ether a few days ago. It’s almost as though she’s arbitrarily firing magic at anything she senses within the Veil and the astral plane. I’m hoping she hasn’t yet developed a sense of the identity of the interlopers she’s blasted out.”

      “We suspect she hasn’t,” replied Fathima,  . “But, of course, we cannot be complacent either. As such, we’ve used a protective spell that would shroud our warriors as they travel through the astral planes. Unfortunately, it’s old magic and highly unethical, but the realm is at risk so we had to take drastic measures.”

      Mel’s eyebrows lifted. “Please tell me no newborns were sacrificed in order to create this unethical magic?”

      Though Mel’s tone was a little too sharp to be respectful, the commander didn’t appear to mind. “Not exactly,” he replied, smiling. “Don’t worry. No lives were sacrificed. But, being dark magic, blood was necessary to complete the magic.”

      Swallowing hard, Mel replied, “So the good news is you drained a child of his blood? That isn’t good news to me.”

      “Do not fret, child,” General Amira said, “We were gentle, and the child is unharmed and will not suffer any trauma as a result. It is still a breach of our code of ethics for which we will all be held accountable once all is said and done.”

      Mel may have nodded but her eyes were skeptical. “Okay, so how does this protection work?”

      When the commander had Fathima bring him a little velvet bag, then dropped a kelan into his palm, Mel’s reaction was priceless.

      “Goddess save me,” said with a low groan.

      “Is something the matter?” asked the commander,

      Taking a breath, Mel replied, “Well. We kinda already have those, which makes me want to faint right about now.”

      The commander sounded weary. “She is often one step ahead of me.” Then he rubbed his forehead.

      Mel snorted. “Well, she better not have bled any infants in the EarthWorld or I’m going to have to have a word with her.”

      The commander appeared amused. “It’s likely she used the blood of her own children, so the children of the Earth-Realm are safe.”

      Mel mad a face. “Crap. Is she walking around with their blood in vials around her neck or something? And how would blood that old remain viable for two decades anyway?” The commander seemed to be having a hard time trying not to laugh. Seemed there was another djinn who found Mel hilarious.

      Now the tracker said, “Don’t tell me. The queen is one of the most powerful djinn to ever live. She’s adept enough in magic to figure out a way to preserve blood for however long she wishes.”

      Fathima finally stepped forward to take the bag from the commander. “However the kelans were produced, they have saved many lives, so I personally believe their creation was worth the trouble we will soon find ourselves in. We use the kelans when traveling the ether, but this protective armor isn’t handed out to just any of the warriors. Partly to avoid leaking the fact that we have such a protection, and partly because one needs a certain level of skill to protect oneself from the armor. Over time, the energy the magical armor creates has the potential of injuring to the user unless they know how to protect themselves.”

      My ears were now ringing at this news. I had to protect myself against the effects of the kelan? What in Ailuros’ name did that mean for me now that I was already damaged in the head?

      Fathima appeared oblivious to both Mel’s and my consternation as she said, “We will travel through the ether to this location—to the city of Kenitra in the Planes of Oezzane. It isn’t a taxing journey despite the distance, though I’m sure you will find that your friends will need an adjustment or two.”

      Mel’s expression remained quizzical as she looked around at the team.
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      After the meeting with the commander we returned to our room to find the queen gone. A table on one end provided us with a place to eat and work, six chairs, two sofas and a row of hotbeds alone the walls made the place a little more comfortable. Sort of.

      Mel was shaking her head. “That was a serious info download.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “But that’s not what’s bothering you?” I shared a glance with Logan and he looked concerned though he said nothing.

      “Not really. It’s something of a majestic problem.”

      With a snort, Darcy said, “Don’t you have a way with words.”

      Mel sighed and threw herself onto the sofa, drawing the rest of is toward her to gather around.

      She said, “When Horner mentioned that Sentinel was under investigation. I asked about why they would require a medical examination of the queen. He had no idea although I was sure he was more than curious.”

      “And you have some reason why?” I asked shifting to face Mel head on.

      “I think so, but man I feel bad even entertaining the possibility.”

      Darcy gave a wave of her hand at Mel’s avoidance of an answer.  “Ok, so out with it. And let us decide how bad it is.”

      “The thing is...I have to wonder if perhaps Sentinel was suspicious of whether Aisha was in captivity out of choice. The fact that she could have left at any point in time must have raised questions for them.”

      Rubbing his forehead, Logan said, “And for us too.”

      “I guess it is. I had to question her actions in the beginning but then I put it aside accepting that she made those decisions because she was afraid.”

      I agreed, tapping a finger on my thigh. “Omega threatens the lives of her sons—’cause let’s not forget that Saleem was working for them and Rizwan was at their beck-and-call in Mithras.”

      “But nothing she’s told us felt true for me,” Mel said. “She is holding back—remember the conversation with her military that we had seconds ago? What if Sentinel knew more than mere suspicions?”

      With a huff, Darcy said, “I can’t blame you for being suspicious. But suppose it’s not a case of distrust really. I don’t think you should be feeling guilty.”

      “Yeah,” said Logan. “It’s clear to everyone that she hasn’t been 100% open and truthful. So, you need to stop feeling guilty and analyze those thoughts. Let’s see if we can figure out the real reason, or maybe even try to understand her perspective.”

      “Maybe I should have said something earlier.” Mel’s jaw went hard. “We were busy putting this entire team together and we knew everyone’s lives would be on the line. And all the while, one of the main people in the team was holding out on us.”

      “How do we know that what she is holding back is even relevant to the mission?” Logan said.

      “Okay, I see your point. But whatever it is, Sentinel suspects. If it’s related to the physical they put her through. And just for the record I’m not trying to say that she somehow conspired with Omega to give her realm away.”

      Everyone was nodding, including me.

      Darcy’s sigh though, was contagious as she assed, “She said she was afraid for her people and maybe it didn’t ring true at the time simply because it wasn’t the whole truth.”

      “Yeah,” Mel said, almost below her breath. “I have gotten to know her a little too well. And there was something in her eyes when she gave us her reasons. Something that made me wonder if she were hoping I wouldn’t read her thoughts...”

      “So...why didn’t you?” Darcy’s eyebrow arched.

      “Pfft. The woman has been inside my mind from the start. She’d have caught me on the first try. I didn’t even know djinn could do that until I ran into Aisha’s mind.”

      “Doesn’t bode well for you if Saleem can read your thoughts,” I added

      Mel said, “Her husband was killed and then she was abducted by Omega and Division 7 because they had a hard-on for the djinn’s ability to create natural energy. Then, Saleem makes things worse by entering our world in search of his mother and ends up entangled in Omega’s web himself.”

      “And little bro is left by himself, unable to defend against anyone determined to take over the realm.”

      “And don’t forget you’re dealing with a very strong and very powerful woman,” I said|. “Definitely more than your average badass bad. She could have flattened the entire estate and returned home to save her kingdom herself.”

      “Don’t forget the wards. She was actively trying to help us get here. I have to admit that I am stumped.”

      With a nod, Mel leaded closer to me. “Maybe it has something to do with her husband?”

      “We already know Divison 7 killed the king,” Drake hadn’t spoken in a while. “He certainly was devoted to his people. In which case, he could have put his family in danger.”

      “It’s possible Division 7 is using his death as a trump card. “We killed your husband and we can do the same to your sons?” Logan suggested.

      “That may work if Rizwan is threatened. Not so sure about Saleem,” I said, my doubt clear.

      “Well, she is still a mother. Omega could use her children to ensure she behaves herself,” Darcy glanced at Logan, looking guilty.

      “And don’t forget, she kinda likes Mel.” I couldn't help but smirk. “And me. I’m almost positive she likes me too.”

      “Hey, I’m pretty sure she has a soft spot for me as well,” Logan argued.

      Mel let out a conspiratorial chuckle. “A few more things that she can be blackmailed with.”

      Sighing, Darcy said, “I suspect she’d do just as much to avoid getting any of us killed.”

      Mel was stretching her neck from side to side. “This is giving me a headache. I feel like I’m going around and around in circles.”

      Drake grunted, then said, “What I wouldn’t give to know what Sentinel knows. What is it that they are looking for that they’d find in her body?”

      “So?” I asked. “What do we do now?”

      “Make our plans on our own, no sharing details with Sentinel or anyone else,” Darcy asked.

      “Keep our suspicions to ourselves,” Logan said, voice lowered. “And just hope to Hel that keeps us all safe.”

      “And keep those same cards away from the djinn queen?” Mel said, her tone spilling over with guilt.

      “Hey, you can’t feel bad. This is for her safety too, Mel,” I admonished her. “We need to do everything we can to protect her even if it means keeping her in the dark.”

      “Yeah.” Mel replied. “She may be a danger to us too, so we need to be wary and careful, but none of this means we can’t trust her. I know that’s confusing…”

      “Yeah. No. I mean, it’s not confusing,” I rolled my eyes. “We can trust her but we can’t trust Omega.”

      “And if they have something on her then we need to proceed with caution. For her sake as well as ours.” Mel nodded then glared at me and then the rest of the guys. “I think that’s about all we can rehash regarding my issue.”
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      Though Fathima had warned us that the jump to Kenitra would be taxing, I only really believed when I’d experienced it myself. Logan appeared to have no issues whatsoever with his jumps, and I had to wonder what had happened to his nausea issues. A question for another time.

      We transitioned through the Veil to a portal in a little city, where our small team was struck by the pure horror of what we witnessed. Rows of enormous cylinders which from afar appeared to be wine casks patterned with lines, lines which turned out to be the unthinkable.

      A cry of sorrow wanted out, but I was stricken, the warmth fading from my body as my panther clawed for release as though her instinct urged her to avenge.

      Logan remained deadly silent and Mel’s began to cry, eyes filling with tears.

      Fathima’s face was hard and expressionless.

      The cylinders stored power produced by the hundreds of people currently attached to their outer shells, the wiring helping to conduct and store the energy.

      Fathima was saying, “And no, what you see here is not the method our scientists came up with. This is all EarthWorld government. The lives of the djinn people mean less to them than that of a cockroach.”

      “So the secret of your clean energy production is the use of a djinn’s essential power?” murmured Mel.

      “Yes. And that production was always on a volunteer basis. We tended to ask the military and the more adept and powerful djinn to assist in our energy production. And you can rest assured our process looked nothing at all like this atrocity.”

      Mel took a harsh breath before she replied, “I believe you. I’m sorry...this is just horrible. I want to go in there and save each and every one of them.”

      The warrior simply shook her head. “Their lives are not truly in danger. Division 7 has killed hundreds of our people, but that was before they understood the value of the lives of their living battery chargers. Children are not strong enough to supply this type of energy, and the elderly fade away fast if they are attached too long. Our old people are not different from vanilla humans. Division 7 had to adjust their methods to ensure the longevity of their batteries, and this was the result,” she said, waving a hadn’t at the warehouse in its entirety.

      “I just don’t understand how this could have even reached such proportions. I’m assuming they had a lot of help from the djinn people?” Mel asked.

      “Sadly, yes. For various reasons, Blake and his goons have the assistance of some of our committee. As my commander said, they prey on your insecurities and promise the safety of your children, they promise food and clothing, rations, and education. Everything that is their basic right is now traded for energy production.”

      “This is monstrous. I want to kill the bastard right now.”

      “There’s already a pretty long line,” muttered Fathima.

      “I’d like to know how he ended up here in such a position of power on Division 7’s behalf?”

      “Well, perhaps we’ll get our moment to understand him better, but right now, for all intents and purposes, he is the mastermind. Whoever he is playing puppet to, they aren’t here, and on the pecking order in Mithras, he’s the highest-ranking pecker.”

      I couldn’t help the growl that escaped my throat as my skin began to shift and change, my panther desperate now for release. I was almost on the brink of losing control when a warm hand rested on my back, exuding strength and comfort, and I let out a raw breath. I straighten then, my panther sinking back down, though my pain and anger hadn’t left at all. “This asshole’s time is up,” I said, voice raw. “He’s put me—us— through enough personally, and then Logan as well for years. I’ve had as much of his shit that I can take.”

      Fathima’s brow creased. “What had this Agent Blake done to you?”

      I grunted the words out, “He tried to frame me for murder and almost killed me and Mel in the process. He was also involved in a string of killings targeting children with paranormal powers. He seems to be cropping up everywhere and just leaves behind mayhem and destruction in his wake.”

      “I see. This man has much to answer for.” Fathima replied, tone dead and dark. “We’d best be getting back. There is little point in watching and wishing we can save them. We have everything planned and ready for a simultaneous attack at every single one of these power plants. A synchronized takedown will work better as they’d have little chance to regroup and begin a search for their captives. Before they know it, their living batteries would have scattered and gone into hiding. So, for the time being, they will endure. Should we attempt to free them now, we run the risk of jeopardizing our entire operation.”

      I wasn’t sure what Mel was feeling, but something deep inside me wanted to rip the people response apart, limb from limb. Probably not the most diplomatic of actions but staring out at the warehouse of horror, I didn’t particularly care.
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      Later that night, after being shown the warehouse in Kenitra, the team had begun preparing for the rebels first attack. With the kelans online, we were ready to go even before Fathima said, “Let’s move out. According to the guard’s schedule, Ward is moving Saleem into the basement two hours later than usual. He and Blake have a meeting with the witch, so we’d best move out now.”

      Aisha wasn’t all too happy though, eyes wide and angry. “I honestly do not understand why I’m to be left behind.”

      Mel replied quickly, “We don’t know what the outcome of this mission will be. You’re the only royal left who knows what’s going on. If Division 7 does end up killing both your sons and you, where will Mithras be?”

      As we left the room, Mel said, “Maybe you could help us with managing the kelan power-fluctuations for the team. Just don’t drain any innocents of their blood while we’re gone.”

      Though we’d chuckled at the queen’s expense, I did understand how she was feeling.

      * * *

      We entered the Caves of Zemamra that snaked beneath the palace and would take us right into the royal quarters.

      “We’re all ready to perform the simultaneous attack,” Fathima called out. “The charges here are set and tested. So are the ones at each of the factories around the realm. And we’re mere minutes from the deadline.”

      Mel looked over at me, then the rest of the team before giving a nod. Akbar’s voice reached us, and suddenly, the countdown was over.

      But nothing happened other than a low pop and then a thunk.

      Then Fathima was racing to the front of the cave with Mel close on her heels.

      I followed too but found it a little harder to keep up with the crush of bodies around us. I had to squeeze through, and when I finally got there, my jaw dropped.

      Beyond Mel, Akbar was impaled but a long narrow blade, but he didn’t stay there for long. A woman, shrouded in a dark cloak lifted his body and threw him aside, sending wave after wave of power from her bloody hands. A blasts d power hit us, and Mel ducked, hands in the air, the action of instinct. An instinct that had somehow created a dome of energy which currently protected us all from the mages energy wave, and was also holding the ceiling up above our heads.

      “Damn, that’s frickin’ insane, Mel,” I said. “When were you going to tell us you were a mage?”

      I snorted. “Maybe never? This is the first time I’ve done anything even remotely like this. And can we maybe keep the admissions of shock for later? We need to get our asses out of here because A, this is beginning to get rather heavy, and two, I don’t know how I generated this thing. If it shatters, we’re all dead.”

      Beside me, Darcy laughed. “A, two.” Which made me chuckle. Then we both hurried away, out of the danger zone so Mel can focus, leaving Logan behind to help her.

      As exhausted as I was, I didn’t feel all that bad at having left the scene and returned to the headquarters. Only thing was we didn’t really get that far. Rockfalls dogged our every step, and one rather large chunk hit Darcy on the way down, ripping her arm open.

      Just as she fell, a pair of warriors raced down the tunnels straight at us, yelling at the top of their voices. Neither of the men was familiar and appeared to be sporting uniforms quite unlike those worn by the rebel army. I wasn’t able to move fast enough to avoid the spear coming at me. Thrown by the first warrior, it’s aim wasn’t all that accurate. With my arms around Darcy couldn’t move out of the way. All I could do was watch as the dart closed in on me, then plunge into my shoulder.

      I passed out with my arms still around Darcy.
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      I came to for a short while, during which I’d heard Fathima’s voice as she asked me how I felt, and how I was reacting to the effects of the poison. Apparently, the dart had been filled with poison. And happily, Fathima had come bearing the antidote.

      And then I passed out again. For hours, from what I could tell.

      When I did finally regain consciousness, I felt fine. Amira was in the infirmary when I opened my eyes, and she came rushing to my side. For a stern and somewhat cantankerous of military woman, she was decidedly gentle as she probed the wound in my shoulder and checked my vitals.

      Moments later, she was happy to pronounce me full recovered. “You can leave the infirmary. You’re recovered enough to pretty much do anything other than climb Mt Everest.” The woman smirked then patted me on the shoulder, her version of saying, “Get lost, I need the bed for an actual sick patient.”

      I obeyed, threw on my clothes, and was about to head to our room when Logan walked into the infirmary and approached my bed. “You look recovered,” he said uncertainly.

      I nodded. “Yep, good as new from what I’m told.”

      Logan hesitated. “They said you had an antidote?”

      “Yeah, and it worked almost immediately. And as you can see, I’m fine.”

      Logan nodded slowly then came to my side to curl and arm around my waist. In silence we walked to our allocated room to find Mel in a cotbed, looking like Death partially warmed over.

      Darcy was glaring at Mel, fury in her eyes, though all the tracker did was press her head then sit up from her pillow.

      “Watch yourself,” Darcy snapped at the injured tracker. “You’re not to be moving around yet.”

      “Yeah, I’m not about to go dancing or anything just yet,” Mel replied, though she looked like she was still in a lot of pain.

      “Maybe you should lie down again,” I said, closing in on the two of them. Logan lurked near the door, giving us some space.

      Mel stared at me, her eyes wide with relief. The same relief was reflected in the happy smile she gave me. Still, she obeyed my instruction and lay back down though she still grumbled, “You people are far too bossy.”

      “Bossy gets shit done,” Darcy’s reply was cold as she glared at Mel some more. “You were out cold, Mel. I had to enter your mind to check if all your parts were still intact or if your reckless behavior resulted in everything being fried to a crisp.”

      “Dramatic much,” Mel grumbled, and I hid a smile. Poor tracker had no idea what she was dealing with Darcy in her face.

      Darcy ignored Mel. “Well, if you want to know, your brain is still intact. Mostly.”

      “Mostly?” Mel scowled. “Okay fine, I get it.”

      After a moment of silence, Mel shifted to her elbows.

      “Just one question...if anyone is up to hazarding a guess. Ward’s supposed to be a MindMelder, a telepath, not a mage who travels the ether and harnesses its powers. How come he managed to do this to me?”

      “You sure it wasn’t the witch?” asked Darcy.

      “Yes. Well, not unless she happens to laugh like a man. I can still hear him guffawing inside my head.” As Mel spoke, Aisha entered the room, then came to rest her hand on my shoulder. She gave me an encouraging and much-relieved smile, then made her way to the door to Mel’s bed in silence.

      “So? What does that also tell you?” Darcy replied sharply.

      Mel sighed. “Ward knows what’s in my head? Well, he does to a certain extent.”

      Darcy agreed. “And if he does, then maybe the witch does too. Which means your little reckless mission has revealed some of your cards.”

      Mel looked about for someone then spotted Aisha at the foot of her bed. “Would she also know about the Kelan?” Mel asked Aisha.

      Aisha gave a shake of her head. “Only a djinn would recognize it. And just so you know, depending on the nature of the attack, the kelan will protect you enough that the effects of the attack would be significantly reduced.”

      “Which only means that all of Mel should have been fried to a crisp,” Darcy said.

      “Something like that,” Aisha replied, smiling.

      My question drew Mel’s attention from Aisha. “Maybe you need to sleep a little, Mel. Regenerate?” I said softly.

      “A few hours, if you want my opinion, Darcy replied, her words cold.

      “And while she’s resting, maybe I can try to contact my son?” Aisha said.

      “No!”

      One word, voiced in unison by so many people sounded like we were shouting at the Queen of Mithras.

      And, on looking at the faces around me, it was clear that nobody regretted the outburst.

      The rest of the conversation happened around me, and I remained silent, taken over by a wave of exhaustion. Logan lurked somewhere around me, and I relaxed, sitting at the foot one of the cotbeds quietly waiting for the mental exhaustion to pass.

      I may as well have been asleep, considering how much I missed.
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      With the need to stay awake at the top of my mind, I moved from the hotbed and left the room, barely listening to the conversation.

      I’d just entered one of the rooms along the corridor when I spotted Aisha slumped to the floor, her skin a little too pale for my liking.

      Spinning around, I raced back to the team’s room, yelling out as I paused in the doorway, “I think Aisha is ill.”

      I didn’t reply when Mel asked where Aisha was, instead turning on my heel to return to the room where I’d discovered the queen unconscious.

      Soon everyone had converged on the small room, even the commander who said to Fathima, “I told you we needed to sedate her until this was over,” eyes flashing with anger and worry.

      Darcy attended to the queen, checking her mind for significant damage, but even as she got back to her feet, Aisha began to stir.

      Moments later, Mel and Aisha were bickering affectionately, and would have continued had Darcy not cut in, saying, “May I have a private word? Fathima may stay, but everyone else must leave other than our team. We can decide from there who this information can be shared with.”

      Soon the room was empty with only the team and Fathima present. Logan came to stand at my side, and I was so grateful for his strength to lean on. He curled an arm around me as we listen to Darcy bring us up to date on the fact that Aisha had a bug in her brain, which could explain how information had been leaked.

      Darcy followed by revealing that Saleem had a block on his mind that she’d placed there for him before he left for Mithras, thus protecting him to a certain extent.

      So, with all best off, and all mind within the team protected, we set out on our mission to enter the palace and extract Saleem. Using the tower access point, we entered the palace library and made our way through the halls. Part way through we lost Darcy, and Mel had to go back in search of her.

      We reached Darcy just in time to hear the strangest of conversations.

      “Darcy?” Mel was saying. “What are you doing to the guy?”

      Darcy just shrugged. “Nothing much. Let’s just say that if Fathima decided to consider Ward for inclusion in the pecking order, he’d decline saying he lacked the...appendage. And then he’d reconsider because he’d find he was wrong. And then—”

      Mel lifted a hand to stop her. “I get it. But while you have your fun, I need to find the prince and get us out of here.”

      I didn’t bother to hide my amusement. To me, the punishment was fitting.

      Once we arrived, Mel left to go in search of Saleem while we kept an eye on Darcy and her prisoner. When we returned to HQ with Darcy and Ward, we found Mel already there with Saleem, and Rizwan stowed safely in one of the unoccupied rooms. Springing Saleem had turned out to be a bit of an anticlimax, though honestly, the mission had been Mels more than anything else.

      My mission was still waiting for me back at home.
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      Ni'amhurned to EarthWorld using the Sharaita though, to be honest, I held my breath the entire way and had fully expected to have been killed at some point.

      But we all returned home alive, though Mel was a little distracted by her sexy djinn. Logan was distracted by news from Drakys, and I found myself focusing on my phone.

      I was standing in the kitchen of Tara’s shop when Horner’s reply had finally come through.

      When we arrived back from Mithras, my phone pinged with a message from my boss saying I’d been given a meeting with the SHC and that Horner would take me to their location himself. It had all sounded pretty mysterious, but I didn’t want to ask any questions that would make them change their mind and revoke their decision.

      I was still terrified for Tara, and hadn’t yet heard back from Jess either. What was happening with my friends going AWOL one at a time?

      I left a note for Logan so he’d know where I was, then took Tara’s bike over to the Elite HQ where Horner met me at the foot of the stairs.

      Wordlessly, he led me to the downstairs meeting room where he settled me in first before taking a seat for himself.

      I was about to ask him when and where I’d be meeting the Supreme High Council when the seats pithing the meeting room began to fill with people. At first, I thought they were simply projections, but on closer inspection, each person proved to be present and very real.

      And suddenly I felt intimidated.

      When the gathering settled and then all slowly shifted to face me, I sensed they were ready for me, but I still wasn’t sure if I should speak first or wait for someone to tell me that it was okay.

      I looked over at Horner who was peering over at one oft he tallest of the council members, a man who appeared to be an ancient. He was far taller than Darius or Darian, who I noticed well also present, sitting at the furthest end of the table.

      The tall Ancient peered at me and said, “Kailin Odel, please explain why you have requested this meeting.”

      I wanted to tell him that I’d already explained why I wanted the meeting, but maybe that would be taking a smart mouth a little too far.

      I nodded and said, “My family was recently attacked by the fae ancients with the express purpose of taking my grandmother, Ivy Odel back to the Faelands. But when we got my grandmother to safety, she told me that King Ainwyllian of the Ancient Fae Court had another much bigger reason for wanting to take her away. He believes she has some connection to the Ni’amh, and Ivy Odel believes that he aims to obtain the power of the Ni'amh in order to use it for his own purposes.”

      I fell silent, unsure how much further I should go. I wasn’t so sure the members of the Council were even listening to me since many of them were not even looking at me,

      But the tall ancient finally peered down his nose at me. “Kailin Odel, what basis, in fact, does Ivy Odel claim to have for the intentions of the Fae King?”

      My eyes widened at the question, but I forced myself to speak the words. “He told her himself.”

      “Is Ivy Odel able to meet the council in person in order to explain this further?”

      I nodded, feeling the ancient’s eyes delve deep into my soul. “Yes, I can tell her that you wish to meet with her.”

      “Very well, We shall convene this meeting until Ivy Odel is able to attend to state her case.”

      It appeared as though the SHC wanted to end the meeting, but I wasn’t finished. I had once more question. “Can I ask just one more thing?”

      The ancient glared at me as though I’d asked him to sacrifice his life. But he didn’t tell me to get lost, so I took that as a good sign.

      “Is it possible for the Fae King to use the power of the Ni'amh in order to return the power of the supernaturals back to the ancient fae?”

      My question threw the entire Council into upheaval, and soon, the meeting room rang with furious discussion. And just when I thought I may as well get up and leave, Darius got to his feet.

      “Kalin Odel, we cannot discuss anything regarding the Ni'amh with you because you have brought danger upon the power of the five.”

      I blinked, unsure what he was talking about. I shook my head. “I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to explain. What exactly have I done?”

      He peered closer. “You have used the Sharaita, thus endangering the lives of the Ni'amh. Only once the Nahra has taken her price will the Council be able to address matters of the Ni'amh, and whatever dangers the Five may face.”

      You may return to us with your questions only once the Sharaita has taken her payment.

      My ears were ringing, and I wanted to stamp my feet and scream. How could they possibly use the Sharaita as an excuse?

      The Ni'amh was now, but the Nahra would take its price soon enough while the Ni'amh wasn’t at all an immediate issue.

      But I didn’t say anything because I knew in that moment that it would be a total waste of time not argue with the SHC.

      And only later, when I was going through the discussion with the SHC again did I realize something. If Horner had known that the Sharaita would possibly endanger the Ni'amh, why then had he helped us to obtain the relic and then guided us in the use of it.

      Had Horner betrayed us?

      I was too afraid to ask, so I didn’t pick up the phone. I didn’t want to know that he had his own agenda, that he’d sabotaged the Ni'amh, that he’d endanger all our lives, including the future of the DarkWorld itself.

      And if Horner could betray us, who else out there was capable of throning on us when we most need them?

      But, despite the possible betrayal, we still had to deal with the price the Nahra will exact from us. And then, we had to help Logan in Drakys.

      Only then will we be able to truly focus on the Ni'amh.
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