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        Come away, O human child!

        To the waters and the wild

        With a faery, hand in hand,

        For the world’s more full of weeping than you can understand.

        From “The Stolen Child” by William Butler Yeats

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Writers Block

          

        

      

    

    
      I stared at my laptop screen.

      The words Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet stared back at me. The fake Latin filler text appeared whenever I started a new project in my screenwriting app.

      A few weeks ago, I’d used those exact words to magically unlock my moms’ front door. They were witches who often used magic for everyday tasks. Who needs keys when you have spells?

      But now those words embodied my impostor syndrome. Because I too felt like a fake, sitting at a secondhand desk in our guest bedroom instead of the writers’ room for the studio I used to work for.

      The legendary showrunner Joanne Rosenberg had hired me to adapt Kayla Cara’s Shea Stevens Outlaw Biker novel series into a show that Netflix had already greenlit.

      Everyone believed I was qualified for the job. Everyone except me, that is.

      I’d read the first two books and had started the third. I liked them. The characters had grit. The stories kept me turning the pages and ripped my heart out in a few scenes. But adapting them to the screen without blowing the studio’s budget was the challenge.

      Joanne and the other producers expected a completed script for the pilot and a detailed synopsis for the remaining first-season episodes by the first of December—only three weeks away. But no pressure, right?

      I glared at those damned words. Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet.

      Chanting them the way I had at my moms’ house wouldn’t magically fill the screen with beautiful dialogue. I’d already tried.

      My ADHD brain squirrels raced through my head, reminding me of all the reasons I wasn’t qualified for this project. I was only twenty-six. I’d only worked in the industry for a few years. And my last studio for had fired me. Granted, they’d fired the entire writers’ room, but still…

      My phone was in my hand before I realized I’d picked it up. Doomscrolling social media. Checking the weather app. Checking my bank app. Yep, my signing bonus from Runaway Girl Studios was still there.

      A pharmacy notification popped up, reminding me of the dexmethylphenidate prescription they’d filled six days ago. Had I taken today’s dose? I couldn’t remember. Had I eaten? Couldn’t remember that either.

      I dropped my phone when the scar on my palm flared with white-hot pain.

      “Shit!” I cradled my hand to my chest.

      The scar was a reminder of a bargain I’d struck with Grandmother Raven, an ancient shifter who lived deep in the Superstition Mountains.

      “Relax, you old bird,” I hissed. “You’ll get your damned artifact soon enough.”

      Not that Grandmother Raven could hear me, since her lair was a hundred miles away. Or could she? Either way, I didn’t have time to worry about it. I had a script to write, dammit!

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath to ground myself. The pain from Grandmother Raven’s mark settled into a dull throb. I opened my eyes and refocused on the screen.

      Come on, Morgana. You got this, I told myself. Butt in chair, hands on keyboard. Rough drafts are not supposed to be perfect. They’re rough by definition. And you can’t edit a blank page.

      Impostor! Impostor! Impostor! screamed my brain squirrels.

      I highlighted the filler text and typed.

      

      
        
        INT. IRON GODDESS CUSTOM CYCLES - NIGHT

        Garage is filled with motorcycles in various stages of assembly. Tool chests and equipment line the walls.

      

        

      
        SHEA (mid-30s, scarred face, pained expression) is standing over a new motorcycle with DAKOTA (late 30s, tense, tired), and SWITCH (late 20s, disheveled hair).

      

      

      
        
        SHEA

        Okay, folks, let’s bring this baby to life.

      

      

      Thunk… thunk… thunk.

      The muffled report of a nail gun echoed from the back of the house. My girlfriend, Roxy Monroe, had waited all summer to enclose the porch. Now that November had rolled around, it was finally cool enough here in Wickenburg, Arizona, for her to start.

      I’d moved in only a week or so ago, shortly after our second date. Cue all the lesbian U-Haul jokes.

      Roxy was everything my previous girlfriend was not. Thoughtful. Intelligent. Wise. The latte she’d made me an hour ago sat half-finished next to my laptop, the heart drawn in the foam sagging where I’d sipped it.

      So, who was I to complain about a little noise? Even if every thunk of the nail gun pushed my need for a dopamine hit into simmering rage.

      I took another cleansing breath and put my hands back on the keyboard.

      
        
        SHEA inserts key into motorcycle. Hits the starter. The engine goes rurr-rurr-rurr but doesn’t start. She tries again, longer, but still doesn’t.

      

      

      Thunk… thunk… thunk.

      “Oh, for the love of Gaia,” I grumbled and rested my head in my hands.

      I put on noise-canceling earbuds and hit Play on an ambient playlist. But the percussive thunks of the nail gun came through anyway, ratcheting up my frustration. Maybe I’d be less distracted at Java Junction. No fancy latte art, but it’d be quieter.

      I was packing up my laptop when my phone rang. Mom’s name appeared on the caller ID. I sighed. I was never going to get this script written.

      “Hey, Mom. What’s up?” I kept the irritation out of my voice. Mostly.

      “Hi, sweetie. I was wondering what you and Roxy are bringing to Friendsgiving dinner.”

      Friendsgiving. What my moms called Thanksgiving. They always invited their covenmates who didn’t have family to spend the day with. This would be the first time I’d attended since I left for UCLA six years ago.

      “Honestly, I hadn’t thought about it. Been a little busy with work.”

      Also, cooking stressed me the hell out. With my ADHD, I always forgot steps or did them in the wrong order, even when following a recipe. Why’s the dish taste bland? Oh yeah, forgot to add salt. Why are the shrimp rubbery? I sautéed them before the veggies. Why’s the hamburger burned on the outside but bleeding onto the plate? Had the pan too hot.

      I hadn’t given anyone food poisoning. Unless you counted the chili that gave my ex-girlfriend the runs because the ground beef had been in the fridge a month past its best-by date.

      Bottom line, I hated potlucks. I never knew what to bring. A bag of chips always felt like a copout.

      “How about a southwest black bean and corn salad?” Mom suggested. “Mama Joyce made it last year. I can send you the recipe. No cooking required. Just dump all the ingredients into a bowl and give it a stir.”

      “Yeah, okay.” I’d probably forget a key ingredient. Maybe Roxy could whip something together.

      “How’s the writing going?”

      I was tempted to tell her it was going great. But no one believed me when I lied.

      “I think Joanne Rosenberg made a mistake hiring me.”

      “Morgana Quinn! That’s nonsense, and you know it. Why would you even think that?”

      “Because I can’t do this. I’ve never worked as an executive story editor before. And I’ve never adapted a novel except for a class project. Which I got a C on, by the way.”

      “As I recall, you won an Emmy a few months ago for an episode you wrote for LA Murder Squad,” she replied.

      “That was a fluke. The episode only got a 6.7 rating on IMDb.”

      “Morgana, I understand you feel intimidated. But Joanne Rosenberg can spot talent, or she wouldn’t be where she is. If she hired you, it’s because she recognizes your talent. You just have to see it yourself.”

      “Well, I don’t.”

      “Feeling like an impostor, are we?”

      “A little.” More like, a lot.

      “Good news, then. Impostors don’t get impostor syndrome. Therefore, you must be the real deal. Be willing to see yourself differently.”

      She and Mama Joyce had been telling me that since I was in high school. Be willing to see yourself differently. Easier said than done.

      “I’ll try.”

      “You’ve got this, sweetie.”

      “And I’ll talk to Roxy about what we’re bringing for Friendsgiving.”

      “We can’t wait to see you.”

      We hung up, and Grandmother Raven’s mark flared again as if I’d gripped a red-hot coal.

      “Shit! Shit! Shit!” I hissed, blinking back tears.

      Roxy poked her head into the room. “Hey, babe, you want any… oh, my Goddess, are you okay?”

      Her dark skin glistened with sweat in a way that made her look sexier. Sawdust marked one cheek. Cornrows framed her face, making her chestnut eyes pop. I caught myself gazing at her damp tank top where a hint of her nipples showed through. For a moment, my irritation ebbed a notch.

      “I’m fine,” I muttered. An obvious lie.

      She sat on the bed next to my chair and cradled my burning hand. “It’s Grandmother Raven’s mark again, isn’t it?”

      “I said, I’m fine.” I jerked my hand away. Frustration and pain flared again, tightening my gut into a knot.

      The bitter scent of creosote filled my nose, and my desk lamp flickered. My Fae magic was slipping my control.

      “Maybe a healing spell can take the edge off the pain,” Roxy offered. “I found a new one in⁠—”

      “I don’t need a healing spell, Rox. I need to be left alone.”

      I was being a total bitch but couldn’t stop myself. And no healing spell would remove the mark or the accompanying pain. We’d tried several times and failed.

      “Sounds like you need some space. I respect that.”

      She worked as a substance abuse counselor at the Oasis Treatment Center. So she was big on boundaries and needing space and all that. But vulnerability and hurt tinged her voice. “I’ll be around if you need me, okay? Love you.”

      “Love you, too.” I really did. But I was also overwhelmed. Why did everything happen at once?

      She slipped out of the room, leaving me to stare at the angry welt on my palm. Goddess, I wanted it gone. I wished I’d never made that bargain with Grandmother Raven. Sooner rather than later, I’d have to return to her lair to fulfill my part of the deal. But not today.

      I grabbed my laptop and my purse and stormed out of the house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Solitude

          

        

      

    

    
      Twenty minutes later, I sat on a bench overlooking Palm Lake at the Hassayampa River Preserve. I’d meant to go to Java Junction. Wound up here instead.

      The preserve was a literal oasis in the Sonoran Desert. Eight hundred acres of forest amidst the barren scrub desert, though the lake was more of a glorified pond.

      When I first came here as a child, the air had been full of what Mama Joyce had called Faerie fluff. Turned out to be cottonwood seeds. But this place always felt magical. And it served as a refuge when the world or life or my ADHD left me feeling overwhelmed. Kinda like now.

      I gazed out at the cattails, listening to bullfrogs drone and birds chatter. Red-eared slider turtles sunned themselves on rocks. But despite the idyllic surroundings, I still felt agitated. The mark on my right palm kept burning.

      A few weeks earlier, Erin O’Brien, my best friend and former girlfriend from high school, had been murdered. I’d found her bleeding out from multiple knife wounds in front of Mom’s bookstore. I’d tried to use my Fae healing magic to save her. But she was too far gone.

      Out of desperation and grief, Erin’s sister Sarah used a spell from one of Erin’s old grimoires to bring her back to life.

      Only it didn’t. The spell had instead turned Erin’s remains into an undead monster called a revenant that had gone on a murderous rampage in our little desert town.

      Roxy and I, along with a few fellow witches in my moms’ coven, had tried everything we could to destroy the creature. I used my newly discovered Fae powers. Thalia Wilder—a werepuma—tried to rip it apart. We even burned the grimoire and the corn doll Sarah used to create it. But nothing worked. The damned thing was unstoppable, and the body count kept rising.

      That’s where Grandmother Raven came in. She gave us a fetish to unmake the revenant. And in exchange, I agreed to retrieve a magical artifact the Desert Fae had stolen from her. Not that I knew much about the Desert Fae. Only that my bio dad was one—a man I’d never met.

      Take my advice, kids. Don’t make bargains with ancient wereravens. Or Faeries or any supernatural creature. The deal will always come back and bite you in the ass.

      But stupid me, I did. And now here I was.

      In the trees beside the lake, a raven squawked. Movement flickered at the edge of my vision, and the rapid beat wings buzzed in the air.

      I assumed it was a hummingbird or a bumblebee. But when I looked up, a pixie hovered nearby.

      She landed on a nearby branch. Her body was the length of my index finger. Wisps of yellow-orange hair sat atop her head. She wore a form-fitting dress made from red flower petals and sage-green silk. Her translucent wings were triangular and barbed along the outer edge—perhaps to discourage anything that might make a tasty snack of her. This was the desert, after all. Everything had barbs or spines or thorns or stingers or fangs.

      “Morgana Quinn,” the pixie said with an amused expression. “Surprised you’re still alive.”

      I rubbed my eyes to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating. I was still getting used to supernatural beings existing.

      “Do I know you?”

      The little creature’s wings buzzed in annoyance. “We spoke on this very spot a few weeks ago. Do you not remember? Humans are so forgetful.”

      Now it was my turn to be annoyed. “I am half-Fae, you know.”

      “So you are.” She giggled. “A half-blood.”

      Accurate, but she made it sound like an insult.

      “You got a name, pixie? That is what you are, right? A pixie?”

      “Indeed I am. A desert pixie. Not to be confused with my Cornish cousins. And the name’s Marigold.”

      “Well, Marigold the desert pixie, I’m not in the mood for your taunts.”

      “No taunts. Only respect. I thought for sure that revenant would kill you.”

      “How do you know about what happened?” I asked.

      “When a Faerie—even a half-blood such as yourself—destroys a creature of the undead, word gets around.”

      “Whatever.” I went back to staring at the cattails.

      She crinkled her nose. “Ugh, what stinks?” She sniffed the air, then buzzed inside my personal space. “Oh, it’s you!”

      “Don’t start, shorty. I showered this morning.” Didn’t I? Or was that yesterday?

      “Not your usual human stink. You smell like old bird. Oh my fluff! Grandmother Raven marked you, didn’t she?”

      “Tell me something I don’t know. Any idea how I can get rid of it?”

      Maybe this fluttering Faerie could get me out of the deal. Maybe there was a loophole since the fetish Grandmother Raven had given me hadn’t technically destroyed the revenant. I did that. The fetish had only given me the idea. That old bird woman had tricked me.

      “Getting rid of Grandmother Raven’s mark? Beats the fluff out of me. Once she’s marked you, you’re marked until she decides otherwise. What fool goes making a bargain with a shifty old shifter like her?”

      “You suggested I seek her help.”

      “I also said she’d be more likely to eat you than help you. Better if she had. Now she’s hexed you good.”

      “Tell me, Marigold. How do I get into Faerie?”

      Marigold burst into laughter. “That’s easy. Just fly there.”

      “Where? Past the second star to the right and straight on till morning?”

      “What? No! That’s the way to Neverland. No one goes to that dump anymore.”

      Anymore? Neverland is real? “I can’t fly. Is there a portal around here?”

      “Planning on visiting the Motherland, are we?”

      “Something like that. The Faeries stole a magical artifact from Grandmother Raven. You know anything about that?”

      “Nope. Don’t know a thing.”

      If I’d been dealing with a human, I might suspect she was lying. But Faeries can’t outright lie. I could because I was only half-Fae. But no one believed me when I did.

      “How do those of us who can’t fly get into Faerie?”

      “What are you offering in exchange if I tell you?”

      Oh, Goddess! Another Faerie looking to make a bargain.

      I was tempted to say, “My eternal gratitude.” But a Faerie could twist that into a lifetime of servitude. You had to be careful what you said around Faeries and other supernatural beings. I’d learned that the hard way.

      Think, Morgana! What would this pixie want that I could part with? I had no idea.

      My hand landed on the silver triquetra pendant Mama Joyce had given me for Samhain. I unlatched the chain.

      “How about this?”

      Marigold’s eyes went wide with wonder. The pendant was bigger than her head. “Is that silver? True silver?” She buzzed a tight circle around it.

      “Sterling, but yeah. Tell me how to get into Faerie, and it’s yours.”

      Her wings stilled. “Fine. To get to Faerie just…”

      Footsteps approached. I turned to see who was coming, and Marigold snatched the pendant and buzzed away.

      “Hey! Come back here!” I hollered louder than I meant to.

      “Follow the white rabbit!” Her voice faded as she zipped across the lake.

      White rabbit? I slapped my forehead. “Damned pixies!” They couldn’t lie, but apparently they could still be thieving little shits when it suited them.

      The footsteps grew closer, and Roxy appeared on the path.

      “Hey.” Guilt tugged at me for how I’d treated her earlier.

      She sat next to me on the bench. “Hey, yourself. Who were you talking to just now?”

      “What? Oh, no one. Just… thinking out loud.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Okay…”

       She put an arm around my shoulders, not carrying who might see two women together. Butterflies quieted my brain squirrels. I really did love this woman.

      “How’d you find me?”

      “You’d mentioned once you come here when you need to process. Would you rather be alone?”

      “No. Stay.” I sighed. “I’m sorry for how I acted earlier. I was out of line. You forgive me?”

      Her ebony face glowed in the dappled sunlight. “There’s nothing to forgive, babe. You’re dealing with a lot right now. How’s the hand?”

      “Hurts. But I’ll live. At least until the full moon, my deadline for returning to Grandmother Raven’s lair and learning what she wanted me to steal.”

      “You know you’re not going alone, right? We’re coming with you.”

      “I made the bargain with her.”

      “True, but we’ve got your back.”

      She was talking about the Sand Witches, members of my mothers’ coven who’d helped me fight the revenant. I know, Sand Witches was a stupid name. But we were witches. In the desert. It fit.

      And besides, the Scooby Gang was taken. Twice.

      “I lied,” I admitted.

      “About?” She didn’t look surprised.

      “When you asked me who I was talking to. It was a pixie named Marigold.”

      “Pretty name.”

      Anyone else would have thought I’d lost my marbles.

      “Yeah, well, that little bitch stole the silver pendant Mama Joyce gave me for Samhain. I offered it, hoping she’d tell me how to get to Faerie. But all she said was, ‘Follow the white rabbit,’ and took off with it. Do I look like Alice in Wonderland to you?”

      She laughed. “Sorry. Faeries can be sneaky sometimes. Well, not all Faeries. Not you, of course. I suppose that was Faephobic of me, huh?”

      I shrugged. “You’re not wrong.”

      “I suspect Faeries and humans are more alike than we’d like to admit. Temperamental. Egotistical. Transactional.”

      “Neurotic,” I added. “And I still don’t know how to travel to the Faerie realms.”

      “I’m sure Grandmother Raven will tell us, since she’s the one who wants us to fetch her magical artifact.”

      “And if she doesn’t? You’ve seen how she is. ‘Figure it out, Faeling,’” I said, imitating her raspy voice.

      “If she doesn’t, maybe you can use your Fae instincts to find a portal. Could be one around here, since you saw Marigold.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “And if not, perhaps Kari can research it. Or Angel can scry for one.”

      “It all feels… hopeless.”

      “Chin up, my love.” She kissed me on the lips, smelling of sweat and sunshine. I wanted her right there on the bench, park rules be damned.

      “What say we go home for a little makeup sex?” I purred.

      “As a licensed therapist, I think that sounds extremely therapeutic.”
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            Makeup Sex

          

        

      

    

    
      We rushed into the house in such a frenzy that I couldn’t remember if we’d locked the front door. Had I even locked my car? I told myself it didn’t matter. Roxy was what mattered. Especially after I’d been so horrible to her.

      We reached our bedroom and immediately started pulling off Roxy’s T-shirt.

      “Maybe we should close the blinds,” she suggested as I tossed her shirt on a nearby bed. “Unless you’re planning on giving the neighbors a show.”

      I pulled the shades closed. “Yeah, best not to tease the straights too much in this town.”

      She unfastened her ruby-colored bra, shimmied out of her jeans, and reclined against the stack of pillows at the head of the bed, looking up at me. Goddess, she was beautiful.

      Concern crossed her face, and she covered her breasts with her arm. “Something wrong?”

      “What? No. Just admiring the view.” I sat next to her and pulled her arm away.

      “You sure? I was afraid you were having second thoughts.”

      I stroked her cheek. “Second thoughts? About what? Having sex?”

      “That. And moving in with me.”

      She was always so confident. It was strange to see her this insecure. “Believe me, I am not having second thoughts. Not about moving in with you. And definitely not about sleeping with you. I’m sorry I was so rude earlier, but it wasn’t about you. It was me being frustrated with writers block.”

      She began unbuttoning my shirt. “It’s just . . . being trans, I worry that I’m . . . that my body’s . . .”

      I laughed. “That you’re not woman enough? Oh, please! Baby, that is the last thing you need to worry about.”

      “It’s just . . . I’m so tall, and my breasts are smaller than I’d like.”

      “For the record, I think tall women are sexy as hell. Mom’s, like, five-ten. Not that I think about her in that way because that would be weird. But Sigourney Weaver, Lucy Lawless, Gal Gadot are all tall. The entire WNBA. And that woman who played Princess Diana in The Crown—Elizabeth something. She’s well over six feet. There’s not a height limit on hotness, girl. And your breasts are the perfect size. Five stars and two thumbs up.”

      I leaned down and kissed her right breast, sucking until the nipple hardened into a bud. She moaned with pleasure.

      My shirt still had one of the bottom buttons still fastened. Roxy couldn’t reach it, so she yanked at the sides of my shirt. I heard a little pop and the button went flying across the room. I’d worry about finding it later.

      I slipped off my jeans, straddled her hips, and savored the feeling of her warm skin against mine. She still smelled of sweat and sunshine, and it only turned me on more.

      She reached down and squeezed my ass. For the first time in a week, the noise in my head shut up. No writing deadline. No bargain with an ancient wereravens. Just Roxy’s body next to mine.

      My Faerie magic stirred, because of course it would. The bedside lamp flickered erratically. The room filled with the scent of wildflowers, thick and sweet. At least I hadn’t accidentally summoned a thunderstorm.

      “You . . .  you smell that?” she whispered between gasps as I teased her nipple with my tongue.

      “Nope.” I was too focused on her to worry about less important things.

      “I think . . .  your magic’s slipping.”

      “Is not.”

      “Is too.”

      She slowly dragged a fingernail down my spine to the small of my back Whatever I’d been about to say next came out as a groan of pleasure instead.

      My back arched. She rolled until I was on my back, with her beside me. Her hand slipped between us and cupped my wet mound.

      My own insecurities rose up through me. Not about my body but about being vulnerable. My ex back in L.A. had been emotionally abusive and manipulative. It had left me hesitant to lower my shields with anyone, to let anyone close. And yet with Roxy . . . with her, I wanted to open up and let myself be vulnerable.

      A finger slid up my labia to my clit, and I made an embarrassing squeal.

      And that’s when my ADHD brain squirrels started chasing plot points from the screenplay I was supposed to be writing. Fragments of dialogue and scene descriptions rattled in the back of my mind.

      Dammit! Not now!

      “No, no, no!” I muttered at the brain squirrels. They stopped. Unfortunately, so did Roxy.

      She propped herself up on one elbow and gave me a concerned look. “Something wrong?”

      My face went hot. Leave it to me to ruin the moment. “No, I’m fine.”

      “Liar.” She traced a finger around my nipple, watching me. “What’s up? You’re the one who suggested makeup sex. Was what I was doing not feel good?”

      “On the contrary. Everything you’re doing is… Goddess, Rox, it’s amazing. It’s me. I’m the problem. My writer brain won’t shut off.” I pulled her down onto me and kissed her, catching her bottom lip between mine. A shiver went through her, but she pulled back anyway.

      “You sure?”

      Her insecurity mirrored my own, which I was trying to keep under wraps. At least while we were trying to make love. This was supposed to be makeup sex, not makeup couples therapy.

      “I swear. You’re the sexiest, most generous woman I’ve ever been with.”

      “Now I know you’re lying.” She laughed. “Saffron Blaise is a lot sexier than I am.”

      “Can we please not talk about my ex while we’re having sex? And I’m not lying. You really are the best. It’s just my neurospicy writer brain being weird when what I want more than anything is to fuck my girlfriend’s brains out. And vice versa.”

      “You swear it’s nothing else?”

      She cocked her head and gave me that patient therapist look that always seemed to pull the truth out of me. Mama Joyce had that same look.

      “Fine. There is something else.”

      “I knew it.” The hurt in her voice was palpable.

      “Nothing bad about you though. It’s me. I’m . . .” My brain struggled for words. “Can’t we just get back to you touching me?”

      “Out with it.”

      I sighed. “Fine. I’m still getting used to being with someone who treats me as well as you do.”

      “What?”

      “I keep waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

      “What other shoe?”

      “When Saff and I started dating she was always buying me gifts and taking me out to the hottest clubs. But then she went all Mr. Hyde on me and turned into an abusive, controlling bitch. And a cheater, it turned out.”

      “Her loss.” Roxy kissed me. “I get it. When I got clean and transitioned, a lot of my old friends bailed. Most of them were fellow addicts. But it still hurt. Left me more guarded about who I let in.”

      “Not many people in my life have had my back, aside from my moms, and maybe Angel and Erin.” I blinked hard.

      Nope. Not crying during sex. This is not happening!

      “I hear you, sweetie.” Her hand slid to the nape of my neck, fingers playing with my hair. “Now, hear me, Morgana Rhiannon Quinn. I will always have your back. No matter what. And I’m willing to give you time to heal from all the trau⁠—”

      I kissed her hard before she could finish the sentence and pulled her down on top of me. My hand slipped between her legs. The growl she made—low and pleading—sent a shudder through me.

      My lips traced a line down to the swell of her breast. When my mouth closed over her nipple, she arched into me with a soft gasp, one hand fisted in my hair, the other gripping my shoulder hard enough to bruise.

      Then fire tore across my palm. I yelped and jerked away, cradling my hand against my chest. “Shit. Shit.”

      “What happened?”

      I opened my hand and showed her the angry welt on my palm. Grandmother Raven’s mark. “It keeps throbbing. And it’s getting worse.”

      Roxy sighed. “Guess we need to go see her again to find out what she wants us to steal from the Faeries.”

      “There’s no us when it comes to retrieving this artifact for Grandmother Raven. This isn’t some weekend road trip up to Flagstaff. For all practical purposes, I’m pulling a heist. In the land of Faerie. Goddess knows what I may run into. Trolls, ogres, goblins, evil Faerie queens. If you came too, you could die there.”

      “You’re right. I could die there. Or I could get killed on Highway 60 tomorrow or shot by a gun-toting MAGA asshole who thinks queer people and witches shouldn’t exist. Hell, I’m already living on borrowed time after nearly dying from an overdose before I got clean.

      “I’m well aware of the risks, babe. But I’ll be damned if I’m letting you do this alone. And I’m sure the other Sand Witches feel the same way.”

      “But Rox, I’m the only one with Faerie blood.”

      “What’s that got to do with anything? Thalia’s a werepuma. We’ll need Kari’s skills as a researcher to know what we’re facing and how to deal with it. Not to mention, she’s an excellent spellcaster. Angel has a gift for divination. And me—I’m not bad at healing magic and can handle myself in a fight.”

      Another jolt of pain lanced through my hand. “Shit, shit, shit.”

      “Oh, baby!” She lifted my hand to her lips and kissed the burning palm, lips lingering against the welt.

      I took a deep breath, grounding myself. “Fine. You can come, too.”

      “And the other Sand Witches,” she insisted.

      “If they’re willing.”

      “Trust me, they are.”

      I sighed. “When’s the full moon?” Two witch mothers, and I still didn’t know.

      She paused for a moment before answering. “Tomorrow night.”

      “Tomorrow night? Shit.”

      I’d wanted to finish writing the pilot before going on this ridiculous quest. Didn’t want to disappoint Joanne Rosenberg.

      Of course, if I died in Faerie, the deadline stopped being my problem.

      “I really should get some pages in before we⁠—”

      Roxy’s lips found mine. Maybe writing could wait.

      Her kisses moved down my throat, and this time, I stopped thinking and tangled my fingers in her hair. She sucked my nipple, biting gently.

      The lamp on the nightstand buzzed and went dark. Faerie lights flickered near the ceiling, pale gold, drifting. I ignored them.

      When her fingers slid where I ached for them to be, I gasped. “Yes.”

      She knew exactly what she was doing. She always did.

      I didn’t care about the screenplay. I didn’t care about the brain squirrels. I didn’t care about Grandmother Raven or the burning mark on my palm. There was only Roxy—her hand, her mouth, and the press of her body against mine.
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      After a shower with Roxy that involved yet more kissing, I dropped back into my desk chair and hooked up a second monitor—one screen for my screenwriting app, the other for the source novels.

      The first season’s plot drew from the second book of the series. I spent the afternoon deciding what to keep, what to cut, and what background material to pull from the first book.

      For the first time all day, my ADHD brain squirrels were quiet. The pain from Grandmother Raven’s mark had settled to a dull throb I could almost ignore.

      The impostor-syndrome voice lingered until I remembered something author Mur Lafferty used to say on her podcast about rough drafts. Give yourself permission to suck.

      It doesn’t have to be perfect, I told myself. Just write.

      My fingers began typing. And to my surprise, the words flowed. By the time I came up for air a couple hours later, I’d drafted the first act of the pilot and had brainstormed beats for the rest of the season.

      Meanwhile, Roxy texted the other three Sand Witches a dinner invite and made a spaghetti sauce from scratch—much better than the jarred stuff I used. Soon, the rich aroma of roasted garlic, simmering tomatoes, and fresh oregano filled the house.

      Cooking was therapy for her. And she was annoyingly good at it.

      Kari Sullivan knocked at quarter to six. She was petite like me, with round wire-rimmed glasses and a short ginger bob that gave her a small-town-librarian look with intrepid-reporter vibes.

      “Smells incredible,” she said, offering quick hugs.

      She held up two bottles of wine, one with a cockatrice on the label, the other with flowers and a butterfly. “Cabernet sauvignon. Floral one’s alcohol free for you.” She nodded at Roxy. “Thought they’d pair well with the spaghetti.”

      Roxy didn’t drink—seven years clean and counting. So we didn’t keep any alcohol in the house. Group dinners were an exception, as long as no one got sloshed or drove home drunk.

      Roxy examined the bottle with the floral label. “Excellent choice. This brand’s not as cloyingly sweet as most non-alcoholic wines. Thank you.”

      “How are you holding up?” I asked Kari.

      She and Erin had just gotten engaged when Erin was murdered.

      Her jaw tightened, and her eyes went glassy. “Mornings are the worst. I keep reaching for her side of the bed.” She blinked hard. “The Wicked Grille’s closed now. I’ll sell the building once it comes out of probate. Thank Goddess she put me in the will—her mother would’ve torched it before she let Erin’s dyke fiancée have it.”

      “We all miss Erin,” Roxy said.

      I squeezed Kari’s hand. “And we’ve got you. Whatever you need.”

      She gave me a tearful smile. “I don’t know how I’d get through this without y’all and the coven.”

      Thalia Wilder arrived next. She was wiry with a suntanned face under a short-cropped shock of blonde hair. Her amber eyes caught the porch light in ways no human’s would—a reminder of her werepuma nature.

      “Glad you could make it,” I said. “We didn’t pull you out of a class, did we?”

      She shook her head. “Wrapped up an advanced survival course in the Bradshaws this afternoon. Should I have brought something?”

      “Just yourself,” Roxy called from the kitchen.

      I felt an odd kinship with Thalia. We were both extreme introverts. Neither of us were huggers. And we were the only Sand Witches not entirely human. I hadn’t known she was a Were until she shifted to protect me from the revenant.

      We were gathering around the table when a final knock came from the front door.

      “I’ll get it.” I popped up since Roxy and Kari were deep in a discussion about maintaining ward spells.

      I opened the front door, and Angel Lopez sashayed in. Gothed out as always with dark eye makeup, black lips, and enough piercings to set off a metal detector. They were dressed in a black leather corset and a burgundy knee-length skirt.

      “The party may begin,” they announced. “La reina está aquí.”

      “La reina is late,” I muttered.

      “Nonsense, hermana. I run on gay standard time.” They lifted an eight-inch cake pan. “And I bring mi abuela’s dulce de leche flan.”

      The aroma of sweet custard and caramel rose, and my mouth watered. Angel’s tardiness was forgiven.

      “Come on in. We just started.”

      Over spaghetti, garlic bread, and glasses of cabernet, we talked about holiday plans. Angel demanded to know who’d been cast to play the lead characters in my biker series and pouted when I said the studio hadn’t locked anyone yet.

      Kari brought us up to speed on news topics she was covering for the Wickenburg Sun and Phoenix Living. Roxy expressed relief that temperatures had cooled off after another triple-digit summer. Thalia shared stories from her latest wilderness survival classes.

      But underneath the easy banter, a tension simmered. We were all still raw from Erin’s death and the gruesome aftermath. Whatever holiday plans we had depended on one unspoken condition: getting back from the Faerie realm alive.

      I cleared the table, and we carried flan and coffee into the living room. Everyone settled in and looked at me expectantly.

      I struggled for what to say. Me, the professional writer, at a loss for words. Again.

      “I suppose y’all are wondering why Roxy and I invited you here tonight,” I managed.

      “For my irresistible charm and unique fashion sense?” Angel offered.

      “Doubt it.” Thalia shot them a withering look.

      “Tomorrow, I, uh…I have to return to Grandmother Raven. To fulfill my part of the bargain.”

      All humor drained out of their faces.

      “¿Por qué?” Angel asked. “That old buzzard was supposed to help us destroy the revenant. You said the fetish she gave you had
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