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      Just days ago, Celeste had sworn she’d never touch Gabriel again—never kiss him, never see him as anything but her enemy. She wasn’t great at keeping her vows these days when every cell in her body betrayed the things she set her mind to accomplish. Staying away from Gabriel was just another one of those things.

      Gabriel. Why can’t I resist you?

      The soft sound of his breathing was another reminder of her failure, his body so close to hers, and she wanted to be nowhere else. He felt like a home she never knew was missing, a little like Thomas made her feel when she held him close. A different yearning tugged at her heart—deeper than the one pulling her toward Gabriel.

      My Thomas. You will always be first. Always.

      Stubborn resolve creased her brow, and she denied the ache of desire in her core. She could not lose control again. She needed to focus on her son. A smile soothed her features as she imagined his plump, rosy cheeks digging into a birthday cake and begging for more ice cream. A breath caught in her chest, knowing she would see her son on his birthday.

      But no matter how she tried to maintain separation between thoughts of her son and the warm-bodied man against her side, she could not. Celeste recalled how tender Gabriel had been with him, how he glamoured a stuffed crocodile and read Thomas stories. With her lips parted in a smile, she rolled in closer to Gabriel and let his presence consume all of her senses.

      With her nose barely brushing his muscular chest, inhaling his masculine scent rekindled the smoldering in her soul, the same one that was a raging inferno just hours earlier. He filled her up completely, and now, with her memories falling into place, she might be whole again. She could not deny him. No matter how hard she tried to stay away, she couldn’t. It was a battle not worth fighting.

      When Gabriel told her that Thomas was granted permission to go to Otherworld, it should have pushed her away from him further. Instead, knowing he went out on a limb for a child that was not his and recommended to the Seelie council that he be deemed a fae and a potential heir to the throne in his maturity, there was no denying that it changed things. It could all be a lie, but she felt the truth in Gabriel’s confession.

      He’d set in motion the possibility for Thomas to one day be named Seelie King. It was oddly selfless for a fae. It spoke volumes that Gabriel was truthful when he said he loved her and that he always had. It also made it obvious how much he believed in her place by his side. It tempted her to take a chance for him—with him. All she needed was a dash of trust and an ounce of time—a recipe for ruin or love.

      The problem wasn’t how he made her feel or that he loved her. The problem was knowing what he was capable of when things did not go his way. He disregarded what she wanted before, lying and deceiving to steal her memories. There was no way to know if he would do it again—and when. She would be a fool to lose sight of their past.

      He had a record proving he wasn’t above deceit to get his way. She hoped he would never do it again, but he was the king. And even if he were entirely truthful, there would always be a tiny shred of doubt in her mind.

      She wanted to believe he had not murdered her parents. She could give him a chance when not all of the memories had filled in, but as things continued to fall into place, her ability to believe Gabriel’s innocence waned.

      No! Maybe he didn’t. Maybe I am still mixed up, but…

      Her eyes skimmed over his peaceful and handsome face. She so badly wanted him to be telling the truth, almost as much as she wanted justice for her parents. Their deaths burned like hellfire in her soul—then and now. Back then, she was weak and helpless to avenge them. Now she had the power to make the murderer pay, and all she needed was to find the truth and collect the debt.
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      Gabriel’s room was dark except for a small trinket box that rested on a bureau adjacent to the bed. His addictive scent, the warmth of his skin against hers, and the feel of his body, molded to hers like it was meant to be. But not enough to squash her curiosity, not when the box called to her like a beacon pulsing with secrets.

      A soft halo of light surrounded the small wooden chest. It was the same box Celeste saw him put the mysterious object inside the night she entered the celestial plane for the first time, thanks to a witch named Abigail. Her tea had been potent and served a greater purpose than Celeste realized at the time, exposing a new level of her abilities.

      Memories of her curiosity about what Gabriel had held in his hand teased her mind—an object of importance from the way he pressed a kiss upon it with heartfelt reverence. The scene had sent a chill down her spine. Tonight, she had not noticed it when she had first stepped out of the portal and through his doorway because all she could see was him. All she wanted was to feel him on her skin. Now, with her desire mostly satiated and a calmness in her being, other things had captured her attention. She did not recall the pale light the small box emitted before, but her cheeks flushed with the unsettling thought she’d missed it.

      In the inkiness of the room, the strange object beckoned her, glowing, soft, and wriggling a come-hither finger. She turned beneath Gabriel’s grip and slipped under his arm. She took a moment to drink him in. Looking at him reminded her of the pure bliss he had awarded her. Celeste wanted to crawl back under his arm, push him onto his back, and treat him to something as wonderful as he had given her. And she almost did—but the box…

      Is it glowing brighter?

      The tiny flicker of light again won over her attention—teasing her, tempting her to take a look—to learn something she wasn’t sure she wanted to know. Just hours ago, she was at complete peace with Gabriel, with the life she had been handed, the one he had altered. With every step closer to the chest, the hold Gabriel had over her slipped away until the conflict in her heart had returned in full, and she longed to hold Thomas in her arms and inhale his sweet scent. She wanted one last hug from her mother and father. She wanted her son to know his grandparents. Her chest tightened at the thought.

      Oh, Thomas, they would have loved you so much.

      Uncertainty mingled in the settling haze of desire that had commanded her body and buried her concerns the moment he touched her—held her, kissed her lips, possessed her every cell. Never had she known completeness, the wholeness, and love Gabriel gave her. It was like magic, a mind-numbing elixir, and an addiction that was primal and primary. He was everything and all she needed.

      But Thomas needs me, too. Has Gabriel compelled me? Are these feelings real or just this damn mark on my back?

      Looking toward Gabriel, a desire and need hit her system like a craving, but still, she was pulled from him. There was something she had to discover, and all of her knew it was going to upset things again. Nothing felt real; it was as if she were trapped in limbo, unable to settle or forge ahead. Things could not just remain as they were hours ago. She could turn away from the box and crawl back into bed, wake Gabriel, and enjoy all that they could offer each other. She probably should, but she knew she wouldn’t. She had to know, even if it upset everything.

      Her curiosity in the alluring treasure chest, like a memory or a dream, took precedence. It called to Celeste as strongly as the spell marking her back. The one that compelled her to climb on top of Gabriel and wake him from his slumber. She’d willingly let him fill her up in all of the ways he wanted and she needed. Celeste’s heart thudded heavily, and a wanton lust in her chest radiated out to her core. Her mouth went dry, knowing it did not have to be an either-or situation.

      Just take a look, then wake him…

      Celeste smiled at the devious thoughts in her mind as she glamoured a silk slip over her body and tiptoed toward the bureau. She had to know what the object was, but the closer she got, a sickness swelled in her gut. Like a butterfly trapped in a net, desperate to beat its wings and flee, the sensation of being nothing but a caged animal wrapped its ugly fingers of understanding and truth around her mind.

      Like the tiniest treasure chest, the object—a beautifully carved box—demanded the latch to be freed. Her fingers hovered over the lid, and her thumb touched the dainty clasp. With a flick of her finger, the cover released.

      Celeste was not prepared for what was inside. The floor held her in place—locked, glued, completely immobilized—her heart throbbed, pulsing into her ears, making them crackle with anxiety. Inside was a ring carved with the most delicate filigree. The beauty of the piece was impossible to describe, as it was so much more than an object. It was a legacy. Gold surrounded glorious purple, blue, and teal jewels, gemstones foreign to her, yet familiar. She had never seen it before—yet she had. As memories poured in, she knew every tiny detail of the ring, and she knew it well.

      Betrayal lodged a dagger in her heart, pinning the fluttering organ against her spine. A wild urge to flee tangled with an even wilder thirst for revenge. It had been her mother’s ring—Victoria Abgamon’s last existing relic of her heritage and identity. It was a symbol of who her mother was at the heart of her being. It represented everything her mother’s family sacrificed; the fight Victoria waged to pass down her legacy. Celeste’s head swiveled on her shoulders. Gabriel was still asleep, and she turned her gaze back to the ring.

      Why does he have it?

      The metal was cool and smooth as her index finger teased the interior of the band. It was weighty in her fingers, and a silent sob gasped out of Celeste. Memories of sitting on her mother’s lap, twisting the thick gold around and around, staring into the multifaceted stones the color of a magical sunrise, while her mother read her tongue-twister tales from her favorite children’s storybook flooded her mind. This was not her wedding ring; this she wore on her right hand. Celeste inspected the ring for engravings, but it had nothing, as she already knew.

      The influx of memories associated with the ring continued as she felt the press of her mother’s lips on her head, as she finished the book and whispered, “Time for bed, Sleepyhead.”

      Celeste bit into her lip, and her eyes watered, blurring her vision. In her mind, she could see her own child-sized fingers touching the ring on her mother’s long, beautiful finger with perfectly manicured nails. Her skin was soft and smooth, flawless in every way. “It will be yours someday, my little angel.”

      The memories were a wrecking ball. She glanced over at Gabriel and wanted not to feel resentment in her heart. She almost believed he had not murdered them, and maybe he had not. She still wanted to believe it, but he took so many happy memories from her. Until now, she had not remembered the ring and longed for all of the other small moments she did not know.

      Why? How is it here?

      Celeste slipped the ring onto a finger of her right hand. It was perfect, as if made for her, but she had taken after her mother in height and body. Unlike the jewelry that had belonged to her mother, which never felt like Victoria, this piece was a link to her mother’s soul. Just holding it, she sensed her presence. The very thing she had been desperate to experience for years.

      If he had only waited, done as I asked. What if he was wrong? What if I was wrong and there was a way to bring her back?

      Bitterness brought a scowl to her face as she spied Gabriel, sleeping peacefully and soundly. Satisfied after claiming every part of her. Her cheeks reddened, and shame deepened the flush. She’d taken her fill, too—and wanted more. Even as she stared at him, as angry as she was, her body responded. It pulled her to him. It lit up like an inferno, remembering his hands on her body. Her embarrassment only grew from the lustful desires still raging within her for the man who might have murdered her mother.

      Irritation itched beneath her skin. Celeste had only been temporarily satisfied, and she knew it would never be enough. She needed him… “like fire needs oxygen,” she recalled his words. She hated the truth in them. She dissolved the slip of silk and glamoured something more suitable for walking out of his room and his life.

      Thomas.

      Until she knew the truth, she could not trust him. She already knew that he would never let her boy go, her son, but she had to find a way either to take them both far away from Gabriel, or she had to find the truth about what happened to her parents. The need to destroy whoever murdered her parents fueled her. She did not want it to be Gabriel, but until she knew with certainty, things were not looking suitable for their happily ever after.

      Her heart couldn’t bear the thought of why Gabriel had her mother’s ring. It was too much. Celeste slipped out of his quarters and made her way to the restaurant; she hoped to avoid meeting anyone in her pursuit of answers.

      She knocked her knuckles on the office door, which she remembered belonged to Illiana. It was late, but not so late that the restaurant had closed. The upper deck dining areas would be closed by now, but the main floor and bar would still be a flurry of conversation and activity.

      “Looking for someone?”

      Celeste spun to see Edgar. His Cheshire cat smile begged to be slapped as he stood, head tilted in inquiry, and his blue eyes raked over her body.

      Damn.

      “What? Not happy to see me, Sister?” he teased and tossed his blonde waves over his shoulder.

      Celeste scoffed, “I am not your sister.” She eyed him over her shoulder.

      “You will be once you are allowed to marry Gabriel.”

      “That may not ever happen, Edgar.”

      “Didn’t you just come from his room? You do have that freshly fu⁠—”

      “Shut up!” She spun around completely to face him as he finished his words.

      “—cked look.”

      “I hate you.” Celeste balled her fists at her sides and stared at the ground, trying to control her temper. The red level loop flooring looked like velvet, bloody velvet beneath her feet.

      “No, you don’t, but what brought you back? Did you find answers?”

      “No, it is Thomas’s birthday, and I can’t miss it.” Her voice dropped into a whisper, “I have to give him a birthday kiss.”

      Laughing, he said, “That is going to be a challenge.”

      Celeste took steps toward him. “Why?”

      Edgar grabbed his hips, spreading the unbuttoned portion of his white shirt open, exposing his muscular chest. “He’s not here.” He did not miss the way her eyes dropped, frozen for a moment before she squeezed her eyes and stared into his gaze.

      “Where is he?”

      With nonchalance and a pinch of amusement, he said, “He is in Otherworld.”

      “You are lying,” Celeste growled. She had to believe Edgar was only trying to torment her.

      “Ask loverboy.” Edgar examined his knuckles as if bored. “The council approved it yesterday.”

      “I don’t believe you. He said it⁠—”

      Edgar leaned toward her and said with a snarl, “At the king’s request.”

      “But he made it seem like he needed to go, but not now. Later—eventually.” She rested a palm on her forehead and swiped over her face.

      “Big brother rarely doesn’t say what he means, Celeste.” He took a long, exaggerated sigh. “You heard what you wanted to hear. What the kitty between your legs wanted to believe about my brother.”

      “It can’t be.” Her fingers shook as she lifted them to her mouth. She glanced at her feet to be sure the floor wasn’t falling beneath her.

      “Well, I don’t know what to tell you, but he is there.” He stepped closer. “I do not know why you insist on believing I am lying to you. That’s Gabriel’s trick, not mine.”

      Almost grabbing hold of his sleeve, she begged, “Take me.”

      “I am not taking you anywhere.” Edgar backed up, worried she might forget and touch his exposed skin. Gabriel would not be pleased to know he had divulged the information or to find her hands on him.

      “Edgar! Please, he is my son! I need to see him. It has already been so long.”

      “On this, I agree with my brother. You’ll make him weak, Celeste. A boy like him doesn’t need his mother fussing over him. He has been deemed a fae. He will be treated like one worthy of someday sitting on the Seelie throne.”

      “He is four years old!”

      “I thought it was his birthday. Already forgetting your son’s age?”

      Celeste’s eyes narrowed, and a hateful sneer curved her lips. “Not until eleven-forty-one tonight; he isn’t five yet.”

      Edgar laughed. “Touchy, and so very specific. Sometimes I think being a human suited you. So all about the details. They get caught up in all of the little things that don’t matter.”

      “They matter, Edgar. You are just too much of an egomaniac to know it.”

      “I guess if my lifespan were just a spit in the wind like a human, maybe I would make a big deal about every little non-important, undefining detail.”

      “Shut up.” The smile on his face turned to stone, and wickedness shone in his eyes. “You are such an asshole.”

      “That tongue of yours.”

      Celeste released a heavy sigh. “Who can take me into Otherworld to see my son?”

      “You’ll have to speak with Gabriel about the matter. He is the king.”

      “Oh, I will.” Celeste turned and stomped back in the direction she had come from.

      “Celeste!”

      She stopped and looked his way, “What?”

      “You were looking for Illiana?”

      “I was, yes.”

      “She is no longer managing the restaurant.”

      “Why?” Celeste watched his face twist into an antagonizing stare, one that stripped her to the bone and put fire in her veins.”

      “She taught you how to create portals. Gabriel was not pleased.” He responded, smug, knowing he had hooked her interest.

      Celeste walked back toward him. “What do you mean?”

      “You really don’t know him at all, do you? So blindly in love, as a stupid child, you could not see him for the man he was becoming. And still…”

      “Still what?” she yelled.

      “You are still so fucking blind to the real him. Weak to him and that warlock bullshit tainting your flesh and chaining you to him. He did that too. He trapped you.”

      “And Illiana?”

      Edgar’s anger morphed into a wicked sneer. “She was punished. Demoted and banished to Otherworld.”

      “That is ridiculous! Why?”

      “Not to the king. Not to Gabriel. She committed treason by helping you to leave.”

      Edgar did not move when she shoved her palm into his shoulder. “You helped me,” she gasped. “That wasn’t her fault.”

      “Well… That’s not how Gabriel—or the council—chose to see it. She needed to be taken down a notch anyway. She was getting too comfortable.”

      “You are such an ass. I will tell them, Edgar!”

      “No, you won’t,” he smiled widely, shaking his head with an exaggerated blink.

      “Watch me.”

      Again, Celeste turned and stomped away, only this time she would not stop until she was standing in Gabriel’s room.

      “Still his little bitch, despite everything he has taken from you,” jabbed Edgar.

      Celeste refused to listen to him. What she would do next was about righting a wrong for Illiana and getting to see her son.

      Just as she reached the exit into the hall that would take her to the stairwell to his floor, the door burst open and Jude stepped out, followed by three unfamiliar men—shaggy, disheveled shadows to Jude’s sleek presence. His silver eyes glinted at her, and his white hair was stark next to his rich complexion. Slowly, his lips peeled away from his teeth as his unnatural eyes roamed over her body.

      Celeste’s feet slid to a halt, and she backpedaled, glancing behind her to see Edgar lying in a heap on the floor. Behind him were two other men.

      “Edgar!”

      Celeste scanned the hallway and knew there was no way out, and they would take her when they grabbed hold of her. They would follow her through any portal she created. Her only chance was to pull Gabriel into the situation. There was no way she could fight almost a half-dozen men and still have enough strength to escape.

      She stepped further away from Jude but stopped when the other two stepped over Edgar’s still body. From her hand, she fashioned a small blade and held it in her palm. If she hurt herself... he’d feel it. And he would come. Like a blur, the shiny liquid metal sliced over her palm, and pain radiated through her arm.

      The men eyed her with suspicion.

      “You’re going to need something a little bigger than that,” jeered one of the men near Edgar.

      Where is he?

      Celeste had been warned about letting anyone know what she could create with her hands and magic. Still, she wondered if it mattered anymore.
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      Fear tightened Celeste’s chest as she realized Gabriel was not coming. Desperation led her to attempt the portal. If she could get enough distance between Jude and his men, she might be able to lose them. If she could glamour a suitable weapon as she escaped into the portal, they might not see, and she would have a weapon to fight.

      With a swirl of her hand, she hovered briefly above the ground before diving into the portal’s opening. With elegant precision,  she fashioned a longer dagger. Dangling above a path beneath a canopy of dark trees, Celeste looked up to see that her left foot had been caught by one of the men. Only his arm, shoulder, and head appeared to have made it into the portal before it closed fully.

      Celeste jabbed the dagger toward his face, but he moved too quickly. She considered slicing into his hand but was afraid it might injure her instead. Instead, she rammed the heel of her boot into the man’s face. Her aim hit her target, and blood sprayed over her. He did not let go, and she continued until she felt his grip loosen. With one final kick and swing of the blade, she knocked his head back against the portal opening, and it engulfed his face and the remainder of his upper body. Her body crashed into the unforgiving path of sticks and scattered leaves. A sharp rock jabbed into her thigh, making her cry out in pain.

      She knew they would follow her soon, but no one showed as she stumbled down the path. The bloody dagger in her hand was coated in the man’s blood, and she realized that the final jab had not missed. She dissolved the weapon, destroying the evidence of her ability and the attack. She’d done it without thinking—an instinct. But it couldn’t be undone. Glamoured weapons weren’t supposed to vanish. Not after they’d drawn blood.

      Stopping to take in her surroundings, Celeste breathed in the refreshing air that reminded her of autumn. An earthy aroma, fresh leaves, and a hint of smoldering campfire filled her nostrils. But, unfortunately, what her eyes could decipher was limited. It was dark, almost night, wherever she had transported herself, but it was clear she was in a forest far from Earth, as nothing resembled plant life she knew. With a swish of her bloody hand, she tried to fashion a portal that would take her to Gabriel, but nothing happened.

      “Why? Why now?” She tried again, almost frantic. Frustration whined out of her as strange noises surrounded her. It was no use; it was as if she had never been able to make a portal. She swirled her hand around her injured palm and glamoured a bandage. Blood darkened the wrapping, and she added more.

      “Stupid.”

      Why did he not come for me? He said he could feel my pain.

      Celeste studied the trees, and based on the time of year, they should not have leaves. But they also should not be that peculiar shade of green—almost teal. And the shape, each one shaped like a giant handprint, unsettling in its unnatural symmetry. Her earlier assessment of her location was clear; she was no longer on Earth or in the Inbetween.

      Another realm? Which? Otherworld?

      “Shit!” Again, she tried to create a portal, but nothing happened. With a cleansing breath, imagining that fear might be making her magic stall, she forced herself to relax. Once more, calm and without jitters, she swirled her hand and demanded to be returned home.

      Nothing.

      Her magic had stalled—or vanished. But no… it was there, she could feel it in her bones. Her magic was present, but somehow suppressed.

      But how?

      Even Gabriel couldn’t suppress me? Maybe it is this place—wherever this is.

      The sense of being lost crawled up her spine. She closed her eyes and focused on feeling Gabriel, but his presence was completely absent. Even when she was away from him on Earth, she could sense him.

      Thomas!

      If she were in Otherworld, maybe she could similarly find him. No one knew what she could do, so she tried. She closed her eyes and knelt to the ground. She thought of his little heart, the feel of it fluttering in his chest, his slow inhales and exhales when he rested in her arms. Celeste imagined his soft skin and how he made everything good. A tear rolled over her cheek, but whether she did not have the skill to locate him or she wasn’t in Otherworld, she was unsure. What she knew, opening her eyes, slowly spying around her location, was that she needed to keep moving. Standing, she took long strides with no real idea of where to go.

      To her left, something rustled through low-lying bushes, pale lavender from what her eyes could decipher in the darkness. Celeste froze; she crouched down to the path and waited. The soft sound of plants being crushed under feet, many feet, sent her heart into a frenzy, and she sprinted down the trail. A high-pitched howl shrieked behind her. The bellow of that midnight call bounced about the thick-trunked trees until she could not tell where it had originated. One thing she knew was that whatever it was had to be getting closer when a chorus of similar wails accompanied another bay.

      She ran.

      Weaving, sliding, and ducking, beneath low-hanging branches, too lush with foliage to be anywhere near home, as they should be bare for winter. The howls became yips and yaps, excited inhuman chattering, like hyenas frantic to capture their prey.

      Her.

      A felled tree, or breached root disguised beneath a blanket of thick foliage, sent her tumbling to the ground, losing momentum. An ache throbbed in her left ankle, but with only a second to assess her condition, she was up on her feet, darting toward what looked as if the trees were thinning. The chipper barks of excitement had turned into snaps and snarls.

      Whatever was behind her was closing in.

      I have to keep going!

      Suddenly, the plant life diminished and no longer towered overhead. She pushed on, ignoring the pain in her ankle. Once she reached a clearing, she slowed and looked behind her.

      She made it.

      Staring into the dark forest, dozens of glowing yellow eyes watched her. A shiver crawled over her shoulders, and she took steps backward. When her heel crunched against the ground, she stopped. Relieved to have found what appeared to be dried casings of seed pods, she relaxed. The eyes retreated, and once again, she was alone.

      For a moment, relief swept through her being, and then she realized that the terrible things that had just chased her out of the forest were not willing to leave it. She hoped it was not because something more terrible lurked out in the open—something the others feared. She spun around to understand her location or, at best, discover a threat she had missed.

      Celeste was in a meadow bordering the forest. The dark full trees were a black silhouette against the midnight sky. A canopy of stars twinkled overhead, full but dim like crystals of frost dotting a windshield under a streetlight in the dead of winter.

      She searched for familiar constellations, but nothing triggered her memories until she saw one that resembled the Big Dipper. It was backward, a mirror image, and reversed. Celeste shook her head and again stared at the stars, searching for familiar constellations. Spotting the Little Dipper and what should be the North Star left her more baffled. They, too, looked like a mirror image. The longer she stared and tried to remember, the more she thought perhaps she was wrong, but she knew she was right.

      “How?” Even as she questioned it, she knew. Her fingers touched her mouth, trembling, as she understood. Her body went cold. The stars confirmed it, like a celestial tapestry laughing at her denial.

      I’m not on Earth.

      Nerves erupted through her thighs and climbed up her backside until her muscles quivered with the need to run. But where? With a quick look back at the forest, she turned and started walking.

      After what she predicted to be about half a mile, the path dwindled to a thin strip surrounded by tall grasses, yellow and sage green, that lopped over from their own weight. She had no idea where she was or where she was going. The path beneath her feet narrowed until there was nothing left to be seen, and when she turned around, a stiff gust of cool air swirled the grasses around her feet. For a moment, the path disappeared, but when the grasses settled, parting, she stepped onto the trail.

      Was that… laughter?

      Goosebumps prickled down her spine and limbs at the sound that reminded her of the children in her kindergarten class, like that time little Matthew did the cha-cha with a pair of staplers like castanets, after recess, and made everybody laugh. Celeste wasn’t laughing, she was too afraid he would pinch himself. She’d give anything for that to be the worst of her problems now.

      She had the sensation of not being alone, like she was being watched as she stepped cautiously along the thin parting of grass, like a head of hair that was laid out before her. Again, the wind picked up and tousled the grasses, more of the thin variety with only an occasional stalk of ochre in the sea of dusty green. Without a moon, she had to rely on the light from the stars, so she wasn’t sure of the actual colors. The path disappeared until the breeze calmed. It was no longer straight ahead when it reappeared, but twisted to the right.

      “Oh no.” Celeste spun around to find no path laid out behind her. She forced through the thick grass. The tall yellow stalks whipped around when the wind caught the weight of the seedpods adorning the tops. They bobbed and weaved above the dense ground cover, dancing the waltz in the breeze. The movement made her smile. Gradually, the breeze eased, and everything was still.

      Except for the nearly inaudible laughter.

      Then there was silence.

      Celeste assessed her next step and was struck on her legs and back with a sting that stole her breath, but when she turned, there was nothing that would have caused it. Only the grass shimmied and made a sound that reminded her of a rattlesnake. The wind was settled and calm.

      Was it the seed pods? There is no wind.

      A soft breeze kissed her cheeks and again carried the gentle sound of laughter, faint and far away. It teased her, bringing her loneliness to the forefront of her mind. Celeste rubbed the throb in her lower hip. It burned just a little more than the ones on her thighs. They itched like hives, and she knew there were angry red welts on her skin. The faintest of laughter reached her ears again, but the direction was indiscernible. She glared at the stalks that seemed to sway away from her. She was tempted to scold them for misbehaving as they jiggled in the still night air, moving of their own will, it seemed.

      Did they hit me on purpose? But that is crazy.

      Still, they had. She waited, and quickly turned to face the grasses to see them whipping through the air, only to careen away from her. There was no wind.

      What is this?

      She looked around her, waiting for another breeze; the path before her had all but disappeared. Then she heard something—no laughter this time. The whisper of her own name drilled into her ears, so soft she could not be sure she heard it. Celeste froze, listening, and did not move until the wind turned her head to the sound of her name, when another breeze laid out a path. The hairs of her neck and arms lifted. Once again, she sensed eyes on her; evil thoughts and hateful feelings penetrated her soul.

      Not wanting to wait around to be attacked, she trudged through the grasses, the path not so clear, but it would have to do. Stepping out of the way, leaving her feet on unsteady ground. It slipped beneath her feet, and she took a hop to some exposed soil. The grasses filled in around her feet, and her vision swirled, and she teetered, nearly losing her balance.

      Staring at her feet, buried in the thin stalks that seemed more like boiled noodles, she withheld the scream in her throat. The plants squirmed around her ankles, like writhing wet ropes. She was desperate to escape and searched for another patch free from the slithering vegetation at her ankles. But instead, she was surrounded, and melancholy chased her fear away like a chained dog after a rabbit.

      Tears filled her eyes. She might never see Thomas again, might die in a pasture of weeds—hissing snake weeds—and never give him another birthday kiss. “Oh, Thomas, I am so sorry. Please forgive me. I need to hold you again.” She spoke into the inky darkness, hoping for an answer. “Please, I need to feel him again.”

      The breeze whipped through the grasses once more and did not change the path laid out before her, but a sweet voice soothed her heart and caressed her cheeks, “Momma, walk to me.”

      “Thomas?” She shook her head and smoothed her loose hair, teasing her cheeks with each push of the wind. She waited, ear-tuned, to pick up the slightest of sounds.

      In the distance, the way she had just come, the laughter returned, just further away, but then, clear as glass, she heard his voice.

      “Come, Momma. Find me, Momma.”

      His sweet giggle soothed her heart, and she feared she might have summoned him earlier. “Don’t move, baby. I’m coming!”

      Did I will him here? Bring him into this dangerous place? The seed pods!

      She took a few steps and paused, second-guessing herself.

      But how? My magic isn’t even working. Am I losing my mind? Gone crazy?

      Again, she heard him.

      “Where are you, Momma?”

      Celeste took a deep breath and closed her eyes, the urgency to find him tore at her insides. She pushed her energy out around her and demanded, “Show me the way. Reveal the path.”

      When she opened her eyes, she was stunned to see a clear, albeit curvy path until once again, the wind changed directions, pushing at her back, encouraging her forward. She moved faster. From the right, a strange glowing light caught her attention. Hundreds of yellow orbs slowly illuminated and dimmed in the grass, like giant fireflies. The path pulled her away from those glowing orbs and further into the darkness. It was so dark that there was not nearly enough light to see the route. Glancing up at the sky, the stars were still present but faint.

      Clouds?

      The threat of danger and imminent death lurked at her back as the path urged her forward, and Thomas’s sweet little voice pulled her along. The grasses thinned beneath her feet, and although she could not see the ground, the feel was soft and slimy. Celeste stopped. Her entire body felt as if she was glued to the ground, repelling her from moving forward one more step.

      “Thomas?”

      “Momma, here!” His voice grew louder, more desperate. It begged her, called to her, but she knew it was wrong. Celeste shook her head, the world still spinning a little, and her back and legs were on fire.

      The sound of a fish breaking the calm surface of a lake lifted her gaze to the left. Still, she was unable to see anything in the pitch of the night. A spray of water splashed against her legs, and she attempted to step back in fear of what had caused it. The greasy mud beneath her feet impeded her every movement and gave little resistance for her to grab purchase on the bank she never knew she was standing on.

      In a sudden collapse, Celeste’s feet slipped out from under her, causing her to land hard on her bottom. Wet instantly seeped in through the backside of her jeans. Cold, sharp hands, abrasive like sandpaper, gripped the skin between the hem of her jeans and the top of her ankle boots. Her bottom slid against the muddy bank, and she kicked, rolling to her belly, clawing at the silky mud. Celeste let out a scream for help, but she knew there was no one to hear.

      Where is my energy now?

      The water surged past her waist, icy and relentless, as unseen hands yanked her downward.

      Deeper, she was pulled into the lake, something substantial pulling her into the depths. Celeste took a lungful of air and chose to reserve her strength to fight once in the water. She wasn’t a swimmer—but if she broke free, she might just make it.
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      Right before her head slipped beneath the water, a blinding light lit up the darkness, and an inky silhouette stood casting the blaze. Instantly, the creature, tearing at the flesh around her ankles, released her, and an ear-piercing shriek penetrated the night. Thick hands yanked and heaved her waterlogged body onto the bank through the mud as she sputtered and coughed from the water that went up her nose in surprise.

      Lying face down, Celeste was shocked that she could not move her lower body as if it had fallen asleep. “I can’t move!” She searched the dark for whoever had pulled her out of the water. She assumed it had been a man due to the feel of his large, thick hands on her arms.

      “Give it time.”

      She peered toward the voice, squinting into the shadows. Still nothing. “What was that thing?”

      His presence lingered near, but remained silent. “Are you there?”

      Silence, except for the sound of whispering giggles, surrounded them.

      “Thank you.”

      Her appreciation was met with hostility. “You should not be here.” The voice growled as the body attached to it paced a few yards away in the thick grasses from the rustling sound of plant life and the smack of pods against legs. For a moment, more jubilant laughter lifted just about non-existent, and another series of pops rang out as the pods landed their mark. “You do not belong here.” His voice had grown even more impatient and angry.

      Celeste waited for
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