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      For my children, you three inspire me every day to be a better mother and writer, and you keep me tethered to the Eastside community so I won’t become a feral bog witch (There’s always my golden years for that!). I hope someday the world sees all the beauty and chaos inside you as powerful. Show them through your own works and deeds.

      Also, Roman, thanks for the Jada inspo!
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      A man in an ill-fitted suit, standing on a literal soapbox, shouts from the street corner, “End times are nigh. Accept the Lord in your heart and you will be saved in the last battle.”

      At one time, no one would have listened to him, believing him mad. This man isn’t alone. Another man in a suit, and two women in winter jackets and modest floral dresses with rain boots sticking out from the ankle length hems, hold up signs with Bible verses about Armageddon. What were once madmen’s words ring true, a balm even, if they echo familiar teachings in times of upheaval. Facing the truth, facing the unknown, and accepting we don’t know everything, seems like the mad choice.

      News that all supernaturals exist and live among humans hasn’t gone as well as I’d hoped it would. Obviously. Some have accepted it. Some have become fans, writing the members of the Supernatural Council of the Pacific Northwest letters, and printing our faces on t-shirts. We didn’t want fame. We’d meant to take power away from the Angelic Anocracy, the shadow government of the entire world.

      One of Soapbox Evangelist’s companions, a woman in a long, shapeless dress, holds a Bible up in one hand, a brochure in the other. “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live,” she hisses at our approach. Another cries, “Repent and be saved.”

      Her proclamation reminds me of the comedian Eddie Izzard’s skit called “Cake or Death,” where the character gives everyone the choice, “Church or England, cake or death,” and makes as much sense. I look straight ahead, pretending to ignore her. I’m not foolish enough to actually ignore someone shouting at me, but I won’t feed into her b.s.

      The evangelists are not alone, but neither am I.

      Phyr and Jada are with me. Phyr wears a glamour, an illusion to make him appear human. The fae sneers in their direction. He won’t do anything. The local archangel Gabriel, my sort-of boyfriend, has my friend on a tight leash. If Phyr breaks any of Gabriel’s conditions the fae had agreed to, he’s bound not by the archangel, but by the Goddess Danu, to keep his word.

      That’s the downside of being a high fae. Danu makes us, even halfling fae witches like me, keep our word. We suffer pain if we lie—Danu’s sense of justice. She meant to temper our power with these limits. It only made fae craftier.

      The man and his companions’ eye Phyr with, well, fear. Even in his human guise, Phyr is uncommonly handsome: black hair, sharp, imposing features, amber eyes that take everything in and discard it at once, and the lean-muscled build of a fae warrior. Instead of black leather armor, he still wears an Enchanting Treats t-shirt from our shop under a leather jacket, paired with jeans and black combat boots. Even with the frilly logo for our bakery, he looks like a badass. His sneer reveals straight white teeth, his fangs obscured by a glamour.

      Jada snakes an arm through mine. Her voice is the barest of whispers. “They’re everywhere.”

      We’ve had protestors and religious zealots in front of the bakery for the past few months. Most people ignored them, but some stopped and listened. Some people stop now.

      I squeeze my daughter’s hand and say in Kairska, the language of witches, “Do not be afraid, my sweet. They’re only human.”

      The man shouts as we pass, “The angels and saints will weep! The beast and the harlot will terrorize the righteous! But, lo! Do not lose faith! Our savior comes!”

      I’m not too keen on the way he emphasizes the word “harlot” with his eyes on me—especially since I’d once been Lucifer’s consort. Could he see it? I push the thought from my head. Of course, a mundane person couldn't see past what’s before him.

      Phyr’s hand goes to his hip, gripping the air. Invisible, Angel’s Bane, his sword, rests there.

      I give him a slight shake of my head. No. I will not lose my dear friend again over these idiots.

      “Wouldn’t you like to be saved?” the woman pleads with me. “It’s not too late. Come to the Paradise Center! If you accept Jesus’s sacrifice, his blood will cleanse you of all sin so that you may live in paradise.”

      “I prefer bath bombs to blood, thanks,” I mutter under my breath.

      Mundane humans have it all wrong. Well, mostly wrong. Lucifer had told me the true story, or at least his version of it. Their god abandoned the angels and humans to do who knows what. He promised to return before he left. That was eons ago.

      When Lucifer was still part of Heaven’s leadership, he’d wanted to let humans be and keep angels' things among angels. He thought his creator would come back if things got bad on Earth. What would later become the Angelic Anocracy believed it was their job to guide humans to believe in their god, and with enough of that belief, he would return.

      Factions formed.

      They fought.

      Thousands of angels died, more than in any other war.

      Lucifer, tired of seeing his brethren die over humans, allowed them to strip him of his Grace. He and his followers escaped to a realm called Hell.

      The Angelic Anocracy ran a smear campaign to make sure he wouldn’t attempt to garner human worship for himself. Turns out, the widespread rumor of Lucifer as this anti-god, anti-human villain called Satan gave him more power than he’d ever had as an angel.

      Sometimes I wonder if Lucifer knew all along that becoming the villain would work out better for him. Sometimes I wonder if he’ll ever get over the heartbreak of his father abandoning him and his angelic brethren, making him an outcast, a bad guy. He may have accepted the role to survive, but Lucifer wasn’t happy about it.

      Family squabbles. Am I right?
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      We enter Lucinda’s Café despite the sign reading “closed,” Magic of the protective wards I’ve set in place. A few months ago, the owner didn’t need the wards.

      Times have changed since.

      Lucinda, the proprietor, and my best friend, greets us. She stands about five-foot two to my five-foot six. Her curly deep brown hair sits in a topknot. She’s dressed in leggings and a hoodie. Lucinda is a triathlete and has the build of one. She’s also a siren.

      “Roxy is in the back. Why don’t you join her?” Lucinda gestures to a set of double doors.

      Roxy is Jada’s bestie. She’s eighteen, and used to be the biggest pain in my butt. I’d thought that the girl was a delinquent, with her cagey attitude and rough manners. Turns out, the alpha abjured her mom from the pack and the pack hazed the poor girl.

      Gabriel, her father, is not only an archangel. He’s in the unique position of being an alpha to the Greater Seattle shapeshifter pack.

      Weird combo? You bet. However, I don’t have room to talk. I’m not a full fae or witch, and my daughter is a witch, demigod, and fae. American melting pot, supe edition, I suppose.

      Jada waves to the Supernatural Council of the Pacific Northwest, who all sit in overstuffed, colorful chairs and sofas that give the cafe a nineteen-nineties sitcom feel.

      Princess, the honey badger shifter, sits on a couch. She’s in her badass biker chick jeans and a leather jacket. Her dark hair is slicked back. A helmet rests between her black boots. Gabriel’s beta, she’s here to represent shifters.

      Next to her on the sofa, Aurora, a tall willowy blonde, sips tea. She represents the cryptids’ interests.

      Opposite Princess and Aurora sits Cian, the auburn-headed construction worker-slash-Leprechaun. He represents the low fae unaffiliated with the high fae courts.

      Next to Cian, a demigoddess of a Hawaiian pantheon and medical doctor, Leilani turns to smile at me. She possesses a lovely smile and the most gorgeous hip-length ringlets I’ve ever seen. She’s also the bubbly, sweet type when she’s not in giant lizard form.

      Last, but certainly not least, is Gabriel, the Archangel of the Pacific Northwest lounging. Noticing my arrival, he pushes to his feet. My eyes go up and up to meet his gaze. He’s six-foot four wall of lean muscle. How would I describe him? Angelic perfection with the raw animal magnetism of a shifter.

      Rawr.

      He also has wavy brown hair that he’s let grow into loose curls. His eyes are green, and his lips are shapely and full. They feel really nice too. Right now, those pretty lips are set in a grim line.

      Uh, oh. Disapproving face.

      I’m the last to arrive at the council meeting. Shit. Gabriel hates tardiness.

      Before I can apologize for our lateness, Phyr asks in a mild tone, “Did you see your fan club outside, Archangel?”

      Gabriel’s grimace deepens. “Yes. I was starting to worry they’d detained you.” He answers Phyr, but his eyes are on me.

      “If they threaten Miriam’s person,” Phyr warns, “I have sworn vows—”

      I cut him off, “I can handle myself.”

      The pissing contests between these two have become the constant bane of my existence. I wish they would kiss and make nice.

      Now, there’s a thought.

      “Did they threaten you?” Gabriel’s voice lowers into a deep grumble, definitely not in a human range. His wolf has become more protective of me over the last few months, and we haven’t even yet done the deed. I don’t want to know what he’ll be like once we do. I’m not into alpha-holes. Been there. Done that. Got the scars to prove it.

      “Thou shalt not allow a witch to live” rings in my head. “They offered to make me clean with a blood of Christ bubble bath.”

      He snorts and some of the tension eases in his shoulders. Gabriel gestures for me to have a seat to his right. I settle there. Lucinda fixes herself in an overstuffed chair opposite the archangel.

      Phyr remains next to the door. He appears at council meetings to stand watch, not as a representative with a say. A couple of months ago, we didn’t need a guard, but not all mundanes are pleased about supes living among them. Obviously.

      “I’m sorry about those creeps. They said some of the same crap to me and Aurora.” Princess nudges her head to her girlfriend seated next to her.

      “It’s scary,” Aurora confides. An almost seven-feet-tall blonde with long, willowy limbs. Her outfit befits the owner of a scented oil and candle shop: colorful broom skirt and loose peasant blouse. She’s a gentle giant with hippie tendencies. Aurora wears a glamour to hide a Wookie-looking Bigfoot in those hippie clothes.

      I spare her a rueful smile.

      Laughter bubbles up from the back. At least Jada and Roxy are having fun.

      “Shall we begin?” Gabriel asks, standing.

      We all nod. The sooner we stop talking about the assholes outside and get something done, the better.

      “I am here today as the Archangel of the Pacific Northwest. I cede my power of alpha to represent the Greater Seattle shapeshifter pack to Princess.”

      The magical transfer of power scrapes like wool on my skin.

      Princess stands. “I represent all the shapeshifter packs of the Pacific Northwest.”

      Each of the council members stands and names who they represent. There's an air of solemnity because we all take our positions seriously.

      Gabriel clears his throat. “I would like to update you on Heaven’s stance.”

      A hush falls across the council. We regard the archangel with expectant gazes and clasped hands.

      “The Angelic Anocracy is still not speaking to me directly, at least not officially. I’ve heard through back channels there is deliberation on whether they will remove me as archangel and replace me with a full seraph. If you choose to ally with the new archangel, then I would leave immediately. I promise I will take no action against you.”

      My heart aches for him. Gabriel loves his father. I can’t help but feel personal responsibility for the rift between them. He broke the angelic code for me. I had Lucifer powerless. I could have ended the conflict between Heaven and Hell by murdering the King of Hell with my faelight. Instead, we made a bargain.

      Also, Gabriel has had to make the same speech with all the shifter packs in the PNW. He’s been an exemplary leader. No alpha broke allegiance to him. Still, some members of other packs have broken with their alphas and moved out of Gabriel’s territory. None have challenged him. At least we have that. All of the shifters know he’s not stripped of his angelic powers, his Grace, and his claim to alpha status is still legendary.

      It’s no surprise that no one leaves. We decided to defy the Angelic Anocracy and come out of the supernatural closet together.

      “I cede the floor to Cian, representative of the low fae.”

      “I saw on the news,” Cian says, his Irish accent slight but there, “that Congress is trying to decide whether or not supes are citizens. There’s also talk of immigration doing deeper investigations of all resident aliens and marking the files of those suspected to be supernatural.”

      Phyr and I exchange a glance. He’s here on paperwork Gabriel had pulled strings to get. I’m not as American as I’d thought either. I recently learned that I was born in my father’s faerie. My mother is an American citizen, but I no longer go by the name that she gave me. Tatiana died, confirmed by my death certificate online. That’s what I get for faking my death so thoroughly that my mother filed one.

      “There are supes in the House, Senate, and the Supreme Court, as well as in the ACLU and other legal organizations that would battle any bill claiming us as anything but tax-paying Americans,” Gabriel replies, unconcerned. “They know I can expose them all. We’re fine.”

      Mutually assured destruction. Great.

      “Enough supes to not be worried?” Lucinda asks, echoing the concern etched on everyone’s face.

      Gabriel clears his throat, looking as if he doesn’t want to share what he knows. “The president is a shifter. We’ve spoken.”

      Princess chuckles at my startled expression. “Shifters run this country, Miriam.”

      I blink. So that’s how the Angelic Anocracy ruled without being present except for regional archangels. This was new information. Also, being half shifter and an alpha would put Gabriel in a pretty position.

      “Most shapeshifters don’t want to be commanded by an off-world agency anymore,” Gabriel adds. “Which works in our favor. This council might set precedence for an official type of office.”

      Had he planned on coming out longer than he’d let on? I exchange another glance with Phyr.

      “A shift in the power dynamic is coming,” Leilani sighs. “We all wanted it. We all knew coming out would be a catalyst to that shift, but it seems to be happening faster than we anticipated.”

      We discuss possibilities awhile, until the discussion takes its natural course and dies down.

      I bring up a topic in my official capacity. “As representative of the high fae, I must ask, when are you going to grant fae permission to enter your territory?”

      “I’ll speak to Oberon on the matter. Arrange a meeting.”

      Bristling that he doesn’t make it a request, I stare. Just call me Miriam, supernatural secretary.

      “I have sad news. A cryptid has gone missing,” Aurora says, breaking the silence.

      Gabriel rubs his brow. “Who?”

      “Robby.” When we all stare blankly at her, the bigfoot shakes her head and throws up her hands. “Robert? You’ve all met him.” With an exasperated sigh, she grumbles, “The moth man.”

      Gabriel pulls a face.

      “Oh, him.” I’d forgotten his existence until now.

      Princess rolls her eyes. “Ugh, him? He was so whiny. We were protecting him from a crossroads demon, and he demanded raw, vegan organic dishes served on ethically sourced plates and cutlery.”

      I bite my lip to keep from laughing. Robby is a cryptid, and a suburban Pacific Northwesterner through and through.

      Aurora holds up her hands defensively. “Yeah, yeah, I know he’s a bit of a pill, but he’s missing, and his people are asking questions.” Her gaze shifts briefly to Phyr, distrust in her eyes.

      “Are you accusing me of kidnapping him?” the fae prince asks in a mild tone.

      Aurora brushes her tie-dyed skirt. “We found him in your faerie.”

      “Between my duties at the bakery, learning about this world, and spending time with my family, I assure you I don’t have the time to kidnap an irritating mothman.”

      Gabriel sighs. “We all know Rhiannon trapped him before he could trap her.” To the Princess, he says, “Beta, put someone on it.”

      She nods.

      Cian pipes up again. “A halfling living in a trailer near Sultan runs a small cleaning business. She stopped showing up to work and won’t answer her door, but her car is in the driveway.”

      That grabs Phyr’s attention, and mine.

      “Do you know her?”

      Cian waffles a freckled hand in the air. “I know of her. She’s a brownie. Her cousin says she started going to church, talking a lot about end times, and walking the righteous path. Then she was gone.”

      Princess leans forward. “Pack alphas as far west as Forks and east as Wenatchee, and one down near Eugene have reported members who started acting strange, withdrawing, and not participating in gatherings. The alphas did check-ins, but none of them were home. I would suspect they left their pack, like some do, but all their belongings are still there. Family photos, mementos. That’s not seceding from a pack. What bothers me is the alphas aren’t concerned. They think they’ll just show up.”

      Gabriel adds, “Normally I wouldn’t think anything of it either. Some shifters like to take a hiatus from the pack occasionally, go out to the woods, and just be their animal. Given there’s also a cryptid and a brownie missing, maybe we should alert the alphas to put some hunters on it to investigate.”

      His gaze travels to the members of the council. “Anyone else have someone missing to investigate?”

      I say, “I’m going to check in with the local witches, make sure they’re doing well.”

      “I’ll check on the nymphs and oracles,” Lucinda says. “I’m due for a visit with them.”

      The meeting comes to a close. Gabriel resumes his position as alpha.

      He touches my shoulder as we both rise. “Can we talk in private?”
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      The only private place in Lucinda’s Café is the back office where the girls are doing homework and gabbing.

      Gabriel smiles at the scene and then looks over his shoulder at me.

      I don’t know what he wants me to see. Yes. Our girls get along. They’ve always gotten along. Then I see it from his perspective. They would make good stepsisters. Did Raf see it that way when he asked Gabriel to look after us before he ascended?

      I shudder inwardly and don’t like my future pre-planned, even if my former husband meant well. I’ve gotten over Raf leading a double life, one foot in the supe world and one in the mundane, but I would be damned if I partnered with someone because we made a good insta-family.

      Gabriel clears his throat. The girls look up in unison.

      He smiles. “Can we have a moment of privacy?”

      “But I’m hungry,” Roxy whines.

      “I’ll take you for sushi on the way home.”

      The girls collect their things.

      Jada eyes us for a second, then closes the office door behind her.

      Gabriel and I started dating a few months ago, but neither of us had ever actually dated before. We decided to take things slow. We had to. More and more, witches have been showing up in the territory, after having left their covens. I also have a bakery and two new members of my household. Well, Phyr has been my friend my whole life, but we’ve spent many years apart. Rhiannon, a witch I took in, is a lot.

      It’s also Jada’s senior year and we’re looking at colleges. She’d wanted to go to Howard University, but after supes came out, she decided to stay closer to home.

      I lay none of this on him because he knows. He’s busy too. He’s been the public face of all supes. Handsome, gregarious, good at oration, Gabriel handled most of the press. Apparently, he’s been talking to the president as well.

      “Is there something wrong?” I ask, worried he’ll want to delay his arrangement with my father. Again.

      “Yes.” Suddenly he’s in my space, hands cupping my cheeks. “I miss you.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I hedge, grinning.

      He angles his head so his face hovers just above mine. “Should I show you how much?”

      He’s so close that heat radiates from his body and his breath fans my face. He smells so good, evergreen forests and fresh mountain air in combination with an indescribable scent I attribute to angels.

      My hand trembles a little as I reach for his beautiful face. The stubble of a beard rough under my fingers makes him feel real, instead of a perfect angel. I like real. Normal. I want what Raf and I had, something mundane but precious in its normalcy. With Gabriel, there are so many complicating factors: our positions in the supe community, our kids, our friends, and the conflicting interests we have from time to time.

      I focus on his shapely mouth, wanting to bite his plump lower lip, or trace my tongue over the shapely peaks of his upper one.

      “Show me,” I command in a breathy voice.

      He breaches the small distance, the contact between us electrifying. Power pulses from him.  I’m more sensitive to it, in the same way I can feel the energy of a crystal, or the threads of magic that weave the universe.

      He takes his time, a leisurely kiss appropriate for two people reacquainting.

      Conversely, need coils within me, winding so tight I think I will burst. I deepen the kiss.

      He makes a sound that’s almost a growl. His hands find their way to my waist and then his calloused palms are smoothing all over my body, heat flaring in their wake.

      My inner light pulses. So much of his wild lupine magic mixed with angelic might. I want to consume it. Consume him.

      Something’s not right. Still I kiss him harder, nipping at that juicy bottom lip. I rake my hands down his muscular back. The material shreds under my nails. Wet warmth soaks my fingers.

      Gabriel breaks off the kiss wide-eyed. Blood trickles from his mouth.

      My mouth tastes like pennies. I bring my hands to my face, noticing there’s blood on my razor-sharp claws. Claws? I have claws. Sick realization that I’d bit Gabriel and tore up his back sinks in. The room spins. I shut my eyes to stop the vertigo.

      A steel grip clutches my shoulder. “Miriam?”

      I can’t answer. If I open my mouth, I’ll vomit.

      “Miriam?”

      I shake my head. The motion nauseates me.

      “I’m going to get Phyr. He’ll know what to do.”

      I open my eyes. The blood keeps running from Gabriel’s injuries. My heart sinks.

      “I should heal you.” I reach to touch him, pausing at the sight of the bloody claws extended toward him. The blood smells good to me. Too good.

      “I had ways of healing from injuries before I met you.” Gabriel takes a step back, holding up his hands cautiously. “Just stay here.”

      I will not say it doesn’t sting that Gabriel doesn’t want me to heal him. Given that I like the smell of his blood, I don’t blame him at the same time.

      When he leaves, I close my eyes and take a deep breath, relieved. With his scent not as strong in my nostrils, I don’t feel as out of control.

      I take a seat at Lucinda’s desk, careful not to touch anything with my bloody hands. All I want to do is go home, wash this off me, and forget. That’s a lie. That’s not all I want. Part of me hungers for Gabriel to come back, and begs me to follow him. It takes all my will to keep my butt planted in the seat.

      Phyr enters the office, his face grim. He’s lacking the leather jacket he’d sported earlier. Likely, he gave it to Gabriel to cover the shredded shirt.

      Embarrassed by my behavior, heat floods my cheeks.

      No illusion masks his bronze skin covered in tattoos—protective spell work. He offers a cup with the cafe’s logo. “Drink this. It’ll dampen the effects.”

      I take the cup and sniff. Not coffee. The liquid smells slightly sweet. A feral part of me, the same part that grew claws and sprouted fangs, wants to down it. Another part, a logical, witchy part, suspects the contents are something I don’t care to drink. I narrow my eyes at the dark contents with crimson edges, then lift my gaze to Phyr, noticing a bandage around his wrist.

      He frowns. “Yes. It’s my blood.”

      I rear my head. “Why are you giving me your blood?”

      He rubs his brow. “I really wish someone else would have explained this to you.”

      “Explained what?”

      Phyr’s face and body language emote he’d rather be anywhere than here. “There are bodily changes when a fae child transitions into adulthood. Drinking my blood, a fae who has gone through the passage, will make you less…scratchy and bitey when you're feeling amorous.”

      “Sounds like a cure for puberty.” I sigh. As I eye the liquid dubiously, I recall a mate-bonding being a big deal between adult fae when I was a child. “I saw a bonding ceremony once. They drank each other’s blood.” And had sex right on the altar. The other fae watched regardless of age, but my mother dragged me away. “Will drinking this bind us?”

      Phyr rolls his eyes. “I’ve shared the blood of many fae, and I am not bound to any of them.”

      “If drinking someone else’s blood relieves the physical need to bond but doesn’t actually bind you, what does?”

      His gaze fixes on the cup as if he could will me to drink and get it over with—making me wonder why he’s so eager to avoid the conversation.

      I gesture at him and the cup with my bloody hand. “I want to know before I drink.”

      “There is a specific ceremony for mate-bonding. Remember when I found you on an altar dedicated to the ritual?”

      I remember waking on a stone slab in a sheer gown covered in flowers. The memory triggers another of a bondmate ceremony. One of the fae was wearing a similar dress.

      Oh, wow. The fae of that faerie assumed I’d come there to bond with their prince. Phyr, knowing how I’d lived my life through the pixies who followed me, must have had his doubts. No wonder he wasn’t happy to see me.

      “How could I forget?” I grin. “You kicked me awake.”

      He grins back. A bit of mischief sparkles in his amber eyes and some of the tension in his body eases. “I nudged you gently with my boot, well aware you didn’t understand what you were being set up to do.”

      “Some reunion that.”

      “Indeed.”

      I take one last look at the contents of the cup before I drink. The taste isn’t unpleasant. My fangs and claws retract, and my hands, albeit bloody, are my hands.

      “Your change has finally come. Talk to your father,” Phyr advises, unease in his features. “It is his duty to explain.”
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      Seated at my dressing table, I hold a gilded mirror with beautiful floral embellishments on the back and handle. The comedic irony that I’m using a magic mirror like something out of a fairytale to contact my fae father isn’t lost on me. I’m simply not in the mood to laugh at the absurdity of being a fairy princess.

      I push my faelight into the mirror as I say words in High Fae that loosely translate, “Show me the blood of my blood. Oberon, your progeny awaits.”

      I must believe it will work. The mirror vibrates in my hand, letting me know the magic is working. The surface of the looking glass ripples for a moment before Oberon’s image appears. My father’s features are a study of sharp angles wrapped in smooth, pearlescent skin. Pink hair lays in loose waves past his shoulders. White antlers sprout from his head, regal as any crown. Oberon looks to be about twenty-five, but he is likely older than Earth itself. He arches his fine pink eyebrows, concern filling his features.

      “You look troubled, daughter.”

      “I tried to eat my boyfriend, father.”

      The worry morphs into a wicked smile, replete with fangs where canines should be. “That nephil smells delicious. However, I have a treaty with him. Have Phyr teach you how to control your urge to devour the archangel, or anyone who would be inconvenient to eat. He’ll know how.”

      An icy frisson skitters up my spine. Oberon is no worse than the father in my memories, but my time away from faerie has changed my perspective, my sense of right and wrong. I’m no goody two-shoes, but I also don’t eat people. My mother had warned me that fae drank witch’s blood for their power. I’d assumed she was lying, since she’d lived in faerie as my father’s concubine. How much of her time was spent in terror?

      “I don’t want to eat him like food.” I then describe what happened.

      “Oh, that’s much worse. Much.”

      “How could wanting to suck the life out of him be worse?”

      “You are going through a change, Miriam. A transition from babe to adult that should have happened long ago. Gabriel is powerful, and you innately want that power for your offspring. Until you bond with a fae, this problem will continue whenever you’re aroused.”

      I wrinkle my nose. Oh, sweet Danu. I’d lived for at least forty-three years without hearing Oberon say “aroused.” An eternity without that word coming out of my dad’s mouth again wouldn’t be long enough.

      An idea occurs.

      “What about drinking Phyr’s blood?” Not that I cared to drink my bestie’s blood as a supplement, but desperate times and all.

      “A temporary solution. Follow that path and you’ll crave Phyr, body and soul.”

      “Why?”

      “You’ve not recovered all your memories, then.” Oberon sighs, appearing—uncomfortable? Fae speak freely of murder and sex, not to mention eating lovers. Why does he not want to talk about this? “When a high fae reaches maturity, their libido becomes insatiable. They become irritable as well. To quell the instinct to fight or mate, they bond with another fae.”

      I rub my hand over my face. “So, I can’t bond with Gabriel?”

      “No. The bonding instinct developed before angels or man existed.”

      “So, I have to bond with a fae in order to stop feeling this urge?” I refused to add, ‘when I’m aroused.’ I just couldn’t. Living in the suburbs of Seattle made me prudish about talking sex with Daddy Oberon, High King of the Fae.

      “Unless you can find a willing supply of the blood of many unmated fae on Earth, I’m afraid so, yes.”

      Rubbing the back of my neck, I ask, “Do you understand why the bonding ceremony would be disagreeable for all parties involved? I’m dating Gabriel.” Gabriel’s ex-wife, Kirsten, cheated on him repeatedly. She even cheated with an incubus, who likely used her as a spy for Lucifer. The pack believed Kirsten got away easy, with only being abjured. Gabriel had already come out of the supernatural closet for me in their eyes. “Shapeshifters will look at this as some sort of cuckolding.”

      Oberon sighs. “Their culture is primeval at best,” says the fae who suggested my boyfriend smells delicious in the culinary sense. “I think the best course of action would be to discuss matters with—how did you put it? Oh, yes. ‘All parties involved.’”

      “Thank you for the advice,” I reply, meaning it. Open discourse is the best action. The discovery of my former husband’s deceit left me with a lot of unresolved resentment.

      “I’m happy to oblige.” He smiles, bearing fangs. I’m about to end the call when Oberon asks, “Dearest Tati, is there anything else you’d like to discuss? I have the time.”

      Is my dad trying to keep me on the line like an empty nester who misses their college kid? The notion tugs at my heartstrings. In my recovered memories, he had been an affectionate and doting father.

      “I do, actually.”

      Oberon’s face lights up. Unfortunately, I had fewer personal matters to discuss. Time to put on my diplomat hat. “Gabriel would like a meeting regarding the visas.”

      His face hardens. “Again? We’ve discussed terms.”

      He and Gabriel had sat down in my dining room with me as an intermediary twice. Gabriel kept pushing the date back when he’d allow more fae into his territory. They also had an agreement that there would not be an open-door policy. A limited number of fae would have access to this realm, and all those who entered would report to Gabriel weekly, as Phyr does. I understood Gabriel’s reasoning. Fae aren’t human immigrants. They’d earned their reputation as murderous tricksters. I also understood Oberon’s waning patience. Gabriel wanted fae forces to back him if the Angelic Anocracy decides to revoke his position by violent means.

      My head hurts. I rub my brow, hating politics. "Circumstances have changed.”

      “Is this a negotiation for fewer visas?”

      I shrug. “I’m unsure, father.”

      “You are my diplomat and heir. He should present terms to you and then you relay those to me. Until there is an official romantic alliance between you two and I am family, his desire for direct communication with the High King is unseemly.”

      “Should I relay this to him?”

      “I’ll leave it up to your discretion, my dear. You must learn this art if you’re to take my throne. Be well, my child.”

      “Be well, father.”

      I don’t want his throne. The High Court will always have a special place in my heart, but I prefer this world. I assure my father I will do as he asks, then get off the magic mirror call. I forget I’m a freakin’ fairy princess until dear old dad becomes Oberon, High King of the Fae.

      Sweet Danu, my life is weird.
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      Phyr answers his bedroom door at the first knock. His glamour is gone. Bronze skin shimmering. Protective tattoos in High Fae script cover most of his bare torso and arms. He’s in loose black pants and no shoes. A cell phone in his hand slips into his pocket. He rests a tattooed forearm on the doorframe. The bandage is gone, the wound already healed.

      “Yes?”

      “Why haven’t you bonded?”

      A grimace touches his lips. The rare display of emotion shows I’ve taken him off guard. “It’s rude to ask that question among fae.”

      I arch an eyebrow at him. “When have we cared for propriety between us?”

      “This is different.” His discomfort is palpable.

      Why does everyone hate talking about bonding?

      He worries his lip, scratching the door frame with a nail lacquered black—Jada’s work, no doubt. Phyr allows Jada to apply makeup to his face and paint his nails, braid his hair. I had to remind her Phyr was her fairy godfather, not a pet.

      Releasing a long-suffering sigh, he relents. “I haven’t ever felt the urge to bind myself to one fae, so I didn’t.”

      “Is that still the case?”

      He considers me for a moment before replying, “Perhaps.”

      Disappointment settles cold and hard in my gut because he is the only fae I’d trust or feel comfortable bonding with, but I also feel a modicum of relief. I wouldn’t have wanted him to wait all this time for me. I’d lived my life, married, and had a kid. It seems incredibly unfair that he would endure the bonding instinct every time he became aroused because my mother had hexed my memory and taken me away.

      “How are you—” I clear my throat “—handling not being bonded and not drinking fae blood?”

      “I am not engaging in sexual intimacy.” He spreads his hands. “Your archangel’s rules, remember?”

      “Oh,” I say. “Sorry. I will talk to him, if you like. It’s unfair.”

      He rests a reassuring hand on my shoulder and squeezes. “Don’t be sorry. I made a choice to be here with you and Jada, and I’m happy with my life as a simple baker.”

      “Yes. But, for how long?” I ask, voicing a fear out loud. I, too, have enjoyed our rekindled friendship and running a bakery with him. Losing Phyr because of Gabriel’s rules would break my heart.

      His hand falls away. “This isn’t about me or my desire to bond. You want to have sex with Gabriel, and bonding with me would allow you to do that without desiring to bond with him.” His tone is soft, and his features lack the usual teasing smirk when it came to discussing sex.

      Guilt knots my stomach. “I’m sorry. It’s selfish of me. I won’t ask you to do this.”

      I should leave it at that and return to my room. Instead, I hover.

      After what seems an eternity, he takes my hand. His amber eyes glisten. “The bond isn’t symbolic. We would always know firsthand how the other feels. Always. We would have access to each other’s faelight. The bond is unbreakable. Even if our physical forms perish, we will be one forever.”

      Well, that’s heavy.

      Phyr closes his eyes and exhales out of his nose. “We would also be stronger for it.”

      “I—”

      He places a finger on my lips. “My dearest friend, I would like to bond with you. However, you, Gabriel, and I will have to discuss what that would mean beforehand.”

      I nod, a grateful smile forming. “There’s no rush.”

      “I have to do my weekly check-in with him in the early morning. I shall broach the subject.”

      “Shouldn’t I do that?”

      He shakes his head. “That’s not how it’s done among fae who have a bondmate and a consort. Besides, I don’t think you’ll put it as delicately as I will. Diplomacy is not your strong suit.”

      He had me there.
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      The next morning, I wake to a light tap on my door. The digital clock on my nightstand reads 5:30 in the morning.

      I open the door to Phyr. Exhaustion saturates everything about him.

      “Gabriel needs time to consider the arrangement I suggested.”

      I rub my eyes. “Arrangement?”

      “Fae queens have several consorts. He understands, but it will take some time to consider.”

      I’m wide awake now. “What? What did you suggest?”

      My head swam with unbidden images of some reverse harem fiction Rhiannon had recommended I read. I balked at the notion of keeping a cadre of lovers.

      He laughs deep from his belly. “I enjoy the direction in which your mind veers, Tati, but no. I reminded him you are Oberon’s heir, and, as such, have cultural expectations to meet
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