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CHAPTER 1

 

Dying should hurt. Ray wished it still did. Now, when her skin stretched and pulled, it only annoyed her. She enjoyed watching her eyes turn black from the pupils out. As bleak as her soul, if she possessed one. She always thought death would come at the hands of a foster parent. Alcohol on their breath and a weapon in their hand. She spent the first eleven years of her life dying nearly every day. But this was different. 

Ray reveled in the darkness. She could hide in it. Her mother gave her away. No one wanted the puny baby with the odd looks. She grew up, or rather survived, in others’ care, until one day, she realized her odd little habit of rubbing her right pinky and thumb together produced an unexpected result.

Ray watched carefully from the upstairs railing. She wore Chelsea, a cheerleader from the rural school she was forced to attend for this job. As Chelsea, she gathered evidence against dear old dad and his herbal alternatives growing in the back forty. He had a cute little network of at least a dozen other growers. Paperwork copied and sent. She’d spent the last three days as the blonde princess. She’d rather be a drug mule.

But that was the risk when she posted the ad online. One bird. One number. Ray took the job. Her contact pulled the wife and daughter. Ray stepped in. Good money. Annoying as fuck-all environment. Not at home. Her “Dad” barely noticed she lived. No. At school. Where an expectation of a smiley face and creepy cheeriness wore her out the first day. By the third day, Ray would have cheerfully shot the school principal if he shouted the school mantra at her one more fucking time. 

She’d been utilizing this mother-given skill since she turned eleven. Another foster house. Another foster family. The last foster mother liked to hit and pinch Ray. She’d only been using the belt a couple days. The buckle bruise still fresh across Ray’s lower back. Ray knew she was different. She already had a gift. A gift which seemed more of a curse. She healed quicker than others.

The buckle bruise across her lower back dug deep in her flesh, but now it was only a dark bruise. By tomorrow, the mother would swing leather again at Ray. It was always deeper the second time. The first was a trial. The second would bury, and the mother’s eyes would shine. They always did.

Ray sat on the floor of the bathroom, frail and frightened. She would take the hits as she took them all. They found her every time she ran. Then they would hit her more. She hugged her knobby knees to her chest and peered out the bathroom door. She rubbed her pinky and thumb together; her nervous habit.

Teresa, the oldest foster daughter at thirteen, was the favorite. Ray watched her brush her pretty blonde curls and look at herself with big brown eyes in the mirror. The mother and father gave her new clothes and a nice bed. She ate all the best food. 

One minute Ray had been staring, and the next, she had been becoming. Her stomach hitched, and she felt as though her heart may burst. It hadn’t hurt like the belt or the back of a hand. It only pulled and strained her scarred flesh. She’d shut the bathroom door quickly and examined herself in the mirror.

Teresa stared back at her. A perfect duplicate. This. This was another gift her abandoning mother gave to her. Finally, something she could use. Ray rubbed her pinky and thumb back together and watched her skin unwind. Fascinating. The pain, secondary. She transformed back into the plain skinny girl with the limp brown hair. Upturned nose and mouth that never smiled. But the biggest change was her crystal blue eyes. Ray kept them brown. The only remarkable feature she owned and one which frequently cost her freedom. 

Ray toyed with her new skill for a couple days, and then she ran. How could social services find a girl who could be anyone? She could become a teen waitress and have a meal. She could become a student and have a place to sleep for a night. But only for a short time. 

She could become for a day. Twenty-four hours. Then she would revert back to the half-breed whatever-the-fuck she was. It’s how she survived for years. Every change a gamble. Sometimes she found herself in situations worse than she left. She didn’t vacation or date. She survived. Pretty faces often hid dark places.

That’s how it began.

One throw-away phone and a newspaper ad. First paying job? Beating up an employee who neglected to pay his drug boss for the week. Ray changed into a muscular gentleman she’d seen once on the street; the real large gentleman slept off a bottle of vodka in his flat. Ray showed up, took the address, and beat the druggie. She grabbed the money, returned it to the boss, and took her share. 

He offered to hire her. She politely declined. Repeat for nine months. 

Then Ray went online. Clientele broadened, and Ray did, also. She never showed up as herself to accept any job. She’d use one of a number of bodies she used through the years. Burner phones. Quick disappearances. Cash only. Anything from school tests to less people-friendly jobs. Money was money.

Which is how she ended up wearing a fucking cheer skirt and pulling up curly blonde hair into some kind of ponytail for her last day of “school.” The sheer audacity. She contracted out at four o’clock in the afternoon. That’s when the feds were on to pick up the herbal wizard AKA Chelsea’s dad. The feds didn’t know about her, and she didn’t give two shits about them. Her contact worked both sides. They were nearly done.

Ray took a deep breath and walked down the stairs. “Morning, Daddy! I’m going to grab some toast and go to school. Don’t forget I’m cheering tomorrow!” She swung her backpack over her shoulder and glanced into his office.

He sat at his desk with his face buried in his laptop. The wave was half-goodbye and half-dismissal.

Ray hoped he had fun in prison. She practically skipped out to the small car which waited out front. One of the other cheerleaders, Brooklyn? Brandy?, drove her every day.

“Oh my God! How do you get your hair to curl like that?” Her driver pouted as she put the car into drive and pulled onto the road.

Ray blinked. Sometimes it was a real question. Sometimes she could simply let the other blonde talk the entire time.

“I’ve tried all sorts of curlers. I’ve tried the new one online everyone is using, and it still doesn’t look like that! Ugh! Seriously!” She took both hands off the steering wheel to throw them up in the air, and Ray grabbed the wheel. She would not die in this small car with this hormonally-charged female. 

The cheerleader swatted at Ray’s hand. “We’re not going to die, Chelsea. Geez. Be a bit melodramatic, why don’t you?” She rolled her eyes. “My mom is like, Branlynn, you have straight hair, honey. Work with it.”

Branlynn. Yeah. She wouldn’t remember that at all.

Branlynn turned to Chelsea with big blue eyes that swam with unshed tears. “But Chelsea, my hair is not working with me!” She wiped her eyes while they turned right toward the school. “Can I come by today after school? We can work on Chemistry.”

“Sorry. I have plans.” Ray waited for the school to come into sight. Any…second…now.

They reached the gravel parking lot at the high school, and Branlynn parked with a frown. “What kind of plans?”

Ray hugged her backpack to her chest. “Important plans. I have to keep them. Maybe next week, okay?” She hopped out of the car and shut the door. Thank the scheduling gods she and Branlynn didn’t have any classes in the morning together. Ray couldn’t pin it down. Maybe it was the impending end of this job, but she felt twitchy. Not a good feeling for someone who relied a great deal on their instincts. She glanced around once before she entered the small school. Almost done here.

****

Ray waited an eternity for the lunch bell and then walked outside. It was a beautiful day, and she needed the fresh air. High school sucked. Not that she attended, herself, no. But these little snippets from real students made her head hurt. Ray was a student of life. She absorbed everything she could. Handy trick in becoming was being able to flip through a person’s head and pick out knowledge. Ray knew all sorts of things she shouldn’t. But one thing for certain and two things for sure was high school was kindergarten, and Ray was bored out of her mind.

Ray grabbed her fancy lunch, who ate shrimp and grits with a tossed salad, and sat in a corner to watch the herd. She usually hid in the library. But she needed fresh air. This body, this damn body, was on her last nerve.

She took the last bite of shrimp and paused mid-chew. Her body broke out in goosebumps. Ray forced the shrimp down her throat and casually looked up and around the small patio where the high school students ate.

The tingling saved her ass more than once, but this wasn’t a warning. It was an awareness. 

Ray sat back, and that’s when she saw the sisters.

They walked apart, but anyone could see they were connected. The blonde with the fair skin let her hair fall softly on her shoulders, and it bounced when she walked. She was at least six inches shorter than her sister with delicate features and bright blue eyes. She smiled when she walked as if she knew a secret she would never tell. Her light blue sleeveless dress wrapped around a willowy form ending at her ankles. Light brown sandals encased delicate feet with electric blue toe polish.

The taller sister had short ebony hair hung at her strong jaw. Her eyes were as blue, but Ray wondered if that serious mouth ever smiled at all. Her sharp straight nose wrinkled slightly at whatever her sister said. She shook her head and frowned. She wore a dark blue buttoned-up short-sleeve blouse and black slacks. Nothing so silly as sandals on her feet. She wore black polished loafers as serious as the black backpack she sported.

Luckily, it was near the end of lunch, and Ray approached both with a smile plastered on her face. She neared within six feet, and the dark-haired sister’s head snapped up.

“Stop,” she demanded and held up her hand. She narrowed those serious blue eyes.

Ray frowned. “What?”  She shrugged. “Only came over to say hi. You’re acting weird. Weirder than usual.”  The last line was a shot in the dark, but it seemed to fit.

“You’re not Chelsea.”  The blonde smiled. “Usually I can’t tell, but Lacey helped me see.”  She held up her hand where her sister clasped it. 

Shit. Ray held up her hands. “My mistake.”  She backed up one step before the dark-haired sister let go of the blonde and grabbed her hand.

She picked the first mental lock easily. Ray let the girl see a sliver of the abuse she suffered as a child. The beatings. The bruises. The pain.

She started on the second lock, and Ray met her eyes. “Don’t.”

The sister paused and immediately let go of her hand. “Of course.”

The blonde bounced up and down on her heels. She stuck out her hand. “I’m Daisy. This is Lacey. And you’re not Chelsea.”  She giggled. “You’re one of ours.”  She turned to Lacey. “She is, isn’t she?”

“She is.”  Lacey nodded but didn’t look thrilled.

That was fair as Ray’s head was spinning. She wasn’t one of anybody’s. Especially not Miss Bubbly and Miss I-Can-See-Through-You. Too bad seeing the future wasn’t her gift because the next thing she knew, the blonde launched herself at her.

Ray screamed. She wasn’t proud of the fact. The truth was, when she was somebody else, she didn’t mind the hugs so much, because she wasn’t herself. It wasn’t the skin that had been hit or beat. It was someone else’s. But with these two, she felt stripped down to bare, and it rattled her. 

Heads snapped all over the courtyard, and Lacey held up her hand. “Chelsea saw a big spider. Daisy was trying to remove it. We’re all good. Right, Chels?”

Ray nodded automatically. Sure. Yes. Whatever. Daisy stepped back, and Ray felt like she could breathe again. It’s all that mattered. She would have welcomed a gigantic fucking spider at that point. 

The bell rang, and students scattered.

Daisy bit her lip. Her big blue eyes studied Ray. “Sorry.”

Ray held up her hands. “I don’t like to be touched.”  She paused. “You can call me Ray.”

Lacey sighed. “We’re doing this. Daisy. You know what to do.”  The blonde nodded and smiled. “I’ve been waiting for years. Of course, I do.”

Ray frowned. “What are you doing?”

“What are we doing?”  Lacey put her backpack on her shoulder and tilted her head to the side. “The three of us are running away and living together.”

Ray held up her hand. “Just because you can poke into my head does not mean I’m taking off with you two. I don’t know either of you. I don’t like either of you. Completely negates me wanting to cohabitate with you.”

“You’re not exactly stellar roommate material, either.”  Lacey sighed. “But I promised Daisy, if this ever happened, I would go along with her plan. And I’ve never broken a promise, especially to my sister.”

Ray rubbed her temples. “If what ever happened?”

Daisy smiled as bright as the sun. “If we ever found our older sister.”

Ray wondered if this body was too young to have a stroke. She had four more hours in it, but right now, she felt as though her heart was seriously going to give out, or her brain was going to give up its last synapse. Poof. Chelsea gone. Ray gone. 

“I’m not your sister,” she whispered.

“You are.”  Daisy nodded. “It’s obvious.”

Ray’s head snapped up. “Obvious?  What the fuck obvious?  We are nothing alike. What are you even talking about?”

“Give me your hand,” Daisy demanded.

“She’s not going to like it,” Lacey said.

“I don’t like it now,” Ray growled.

Daisy pulled a small hairpin from her purse. “No matter who you are, you’re always you.”  She poked Ray’s right pinky, her own, and Lacey’s. She kept the hairpin in her left hand and put their pinkies together.

A bright light burst from their joined fingers and curled up into three ribbons that wound around each other. Ray’s red. Daisy’s green. Lacey’s blue. They wove through and around each other quicker and quicker until they were a blur. Suddenly, they burst into a bright pair of wings which exploded into a prism that shattered and disappeared.

“Fuck me,” Ray croaked.

“Do you always curse?” Lacey asked.

“Seriously?”  Ray motioned to the sky. “Our blood did this amazing Cirque du Something, and you want to know if I use the word ‘fuck’ a lot?  I certainly do. Yes. Copiously. Like a comma. An adjective. A verb. Sure.”  She paused. “Now. What in the fuck happened?” 

“We have the same mother.”  Daisy cleaned her hairpin off and put it back in her purse. “We’ve always known there was another. One before. We hoped she would come to us. I made Lacey promise we would live together if she did.”  She lifted her head and smiled. “And here you are.”

“And I can see your sister is beyond thrilled.”  Ray held up her hand. “There is no need to do this. We may be siblings, but I have no need for this family get-together.”

“You will.”  Daisy nodded. “Do you know what you are?”

“Besides an incredibly pissed-off, foul-mouthed mimic?”  Lacey smiled.

“Tired of this conversation?” Ray responded with a fake smile.

“You’re Fae. As we are. Our mother.”

“Our whore of a mother abandoned us.”  Ray shrugged. “When we apparently didn’t pass whatever test she had to stay with her. So, screw her and anyone like her.”

“She may have not had a choice.”  Daisy held her hands up. “We don’t know their ways.”

“She left her children behind. Period.”  Ray shook her head. “Not a whole lot of excuses.”

“Then come with us.”  Daisy held out her hand. “Please. You’ll be safe. We’ve a beautiful home. You’ll have everything you need. We can learn about each other. Give it a try. I’ve missed you. I knew you were out there, and I missed you so much.”

Ray studied the blonde. “You’re what?  All of seventeen?  Eighteen?  And you have a beautiful home we can live in?”  She glanced at Lacey. “Seriously?”

“We are not without our talents.”

Ah. Ray paused. That required further study. “Not some trailer on the outskirts of town with a ramshackle roof and a broken-down deck?”

****

Lacey drove a dark blue hybrid Prius Ray slid into without saying a word. She did mention, however, the sisters and her cheerleader would probably all receive detention for skipping.

Daisy smiled, shrugged, and said Lacey would fix it. Ray didn’t say another word until they drove toward the north boundary of town. They really were going to live in some crumpled-up tin can of a trailer. Ray had been there and done that. She would never do it again. 

Lacey turned down a second dirt road, and her little car bumped and jumped several times before she put her hand on the dash, and the car settled a bit. Ray watched but didn’t say a word. They rounded a sharp right corner, and the land opened up before them.

Four stories of brown brick rose proudly to the sky. There appeared to even be a couple rooms on the right side which may have been an attic or a few extra spaces. The two upper floors each had six windows which reflected the sun. The front stoop stretched to the first floor while the windows below hinted at even more rooms. Some whimsical individual put out rockers, chairs, and a couple of tables to the side of the stoop in two big arches. A strong wrought-iron gate encompassed the home from the line of trees all the way around to the gravel semi-circle drive. But it wasn’t all which protected the domicile.

Wild grass and trees Ray had never seen before hugged the home on all sides and covered all the paths that led to the stairs and front door. It was as if nature forbid trespassing. Red flowers with spikes as big as her index fingers grew against every six feet of the gate as an extra precaution against unwelcomed guests.

“Beautiful house,” Ray managed. “And while I have experience in breaking and entering, I’d be dead before my foot touched the first brick.”

“Precisely.”  Lacey turned the car off, looked back, and smiled. “Isn’t she gorgeous?”

“Yes?”  Ray frowned and looked at Daisy.

Daisy smiled. “Hop out. We’ll show you around.”

They slid out of the car and studied the big brownstone in front of them. 

“How did this ridiculously gorgeous house end up in Hicksville, USA?”  

Lacey grinned. “Like they always do. Some eccentric soul with too much money and not enough sense wanted to live in solitude. And they did. Until they passed. No relatives. No one wanted to take this on or over. It sat for over fifty years, derelict.”  She threw her arms open. “But now it’s ours.”

Ray nodded. “And which one of us is impaling ourselves to venture inside?”

Daisy giggled. “We didn’t bring you here to sacrifice you.”

Lacey bit her lip and then grinned. “It did cross my mind.”

“Lacey!” Daisy admonished. She shook her head. “Come on. I’ll show you around.”  She grabbed for Ray’s hand, but Ray was too fast. She pulled back. 

“I’ll follow.”

“Sorry!”  Daisy frowned. “Forgot.”  She kicked off her sandals and put them in her right hand. She opened the gate and pushed it all the way open. “Hi babies!  I’m home!”

It was as if the earth, itself, responded. Every blade of grass, every leaf of every tree, every spike on every flower strained toward the petite blonde. Daisy cooed as she turned to her left and ran her hand along the foliage and loved on the greenery. She motioned to Ray. 

“Come on. I’ll introduce you.”

Ray walked through the gate and felt the energy of the greenery greet her. No judgment. Perfect acceptance. 

“This is my sister, Ray. She doesn’t like to be touched. I think people were unkind. So please be careful.”

Ray felt her throat clog as the grass near her shied away. She swallowed and reached out to them instead. Slowly, they moved toward her, and she stroked the soft leaves.

“You’re lovely,” she whispered. Trees dropped branches so she could stroke leaves, and she found herself crooning and chatting quietly. Ray moved over to the spiked red flowers. They reminded her of…her. She bit her lip.

“May I?”

The flower dipped its petals and turned over, almost as if offering its throat to the newcomer. Ray reached out and touched the red spike. It was velvety to the touch, and she stroked it, as one would a cat. “You’re a pretty girl, aren’t you?”  And then Ray realized she wanted to touch them all. She walked down the line and took time to greet and stroke each one. They probably didn’t have many visitors or people who would take time to touch the fiercest looking of them.

Ray finished back at the gate with both Daisy and Lacey watching her. Her head snapped, and she shoved her hands behind her back to have something to do with them.

“I need to go inside soon. I’m about done with this body, and I don’t change in front of people.”

Daisy smiled. “Of course. I don’t know how you wore Chelsea that long, anyway.”  She threw up her hands. “Lacey will give you a tour later. You have the third floor. Take the stairs all the way up. Bathroom is all the way down. Everything is furnished, but we can redecorate to your tastes. You don’t understand right now, but you will.”

Ray merely nodded and turned back toward the front door. She took the steps two at a time, turned the knob to open the door, and stepped inside.

Polished wood nearly blinded her, and she looked forward to finding out about this house and the sisters. Her sisters. The mention of their mother ached like an infected tooth. Ray knew of Silya. The things she dreamt. The whispers in her head. War was coming. She could feel it in her blood. Her blood never lied. Ray blocked it all and ambled up the staircase to her left. She took them to the third floor, her floor of all things, and walked the hall all the way down to the bathroom.

Ray shut the door and studied herself in the mirror. Chelsea was filthy. Traipsing around in the foliage left smudges of dirt on her cheeks and forehead. She smelled of grass, which was a vast improvement of whatever the hell she usually wore. Blonde tendrils hung here and there. Her perfect blonde ponytail was a memory. Dark blue eyes looked back at her. Ray couldn’t wait to shed this skin.

She felt it in her stomach first. A small hitch, almost as if she couldn’t catch her breath for a second. Then her eyes emptied out. Ray glanced in the mirror as the pupils of Chelsea outgrew the iris, and her eyes reflected no light whatsoever. 

Demon eyes, one unfortunate soul told her, seeing her change. That woman had been committed to an asylum shortly after. Ray supposed it had been a bit much seeing her supposed daughter transform in front of her into someone else. The guilt far less when she’d taken slaps meant for the girl, and the God-fearing bible-thumping mother had shown her true nature.

Brown hair replaced blonde. Plain and long, it hung limply at her shoulders. Perfect cheekbones disappeared into round cheeks rarely lifted into a smile. A small pug nose ended in a full mouth that had gotten her into trouble more than once. 

The cheerleader uniform disintegrated as Ray’s usual blue jeans and black plain T-shirt draped her body. She looked down at bare feet and knew there would be shoes in her size somewhere in her bedroom, whatever room that was now.

Ray watched the light brown bleed back into her eyes and congratulated herself. It was the only camouflage she used every second of every day. Her natural eye color was as clear as the ocean. The only thing remarkable about a plain young woman. There was a glint in the corner of her right eye she hated because she knew it meant something she did not yet know, but it couldn’t be good. Because things that made you different never were.

She kept her eyes brown at eleven. When she turned, she could change them, but people noticed a girl with clear blue eyes. Ray didn’t want to be noticed. Ever. And while Lacey could probably see her true eye color, anyway, it was good practice to keep them brown so she didn’t forget.

Daisy obviously had gifts with nature. Lacey was still an unknown. She could see through, but what else could she do?  

Ray combed her hair and put it up in a ponytail. She avoided looking at herself in the mirror again. She brushed her teeth and looked around. It was the most ridiculous bathroom she had ever been in. She’d once lived in a house with eight kids. The bathroom had a sheet nailed over it for a door. You were lucky if the bathwater wasn’t brown, and the toilet was semi-clean. But this?

Everywhere she looked was sand-swirled marble. She planted her palms on the sink in front of her and took a breath. Behind her was a light wooden cupboard she bet hid towels and other necessities. Track lights lit the room softly and traced the ceiling and the sides of the vanity. The bathtub to her right. You stepped up and into it. It looked large enough to hold two or three people, and Ray couldn’t wait to soak in it. Baths were a luxury she rarely let herself enjoy.

On the other side of the wall, the door opened into a large shower. Ray stepped away from the vanity and wandered into the enormous stall. It had both a regular shower head and one of those that rained down on the person. There was seating on the far wall, and a window Ray could open, if she chose. There was also a towel rack and a small vanity for other items. She reached down and picked up the seashell-shaped soap. It smelled like laundry hanging in the breeze. She put it back down slowly.

She took a deep breath, and it rattled out. Ray bet if she told Daisy she wanted a chandelier right in the middle of the room, she’d have one on order the same day. She closed her eyes and tried to focus. 

Everything changed quickly. She’d been alone. Ray was used to being alone. Playing high school student made life easier. Meals and a place to stay. Curriculum was ridiculously easy. Now she had two sisters and a bathroom bigger than most places she stayed. Panic curled in her breast, and she pressed her right fist hard against it. No attacks today. She couldn’t afford to lose control. Not when she had so many questions. 

Ray opened the door and walked toward the stairs. She had no idea how Lacey was going to fix any of this, or how she and Daisy were simply going to disappear. She mentally shrugged and walked down to the landing.

Neither girl changed clothes yet. They sat, curled up together, on a leather couch by the window. Ray glanced around the room. If Sherlock Holmes strolled in with a pipe, she wouldn’t bat an eye. Dark wood with oversized bookcases on two walls broken up with floor to ceiling windows. A fireplace on the third wall with a beautiful mantle topped with a large cobalt bottle. Various carved wood pieces surrounded it. There was an oak office desk to her left as she walked in the room and two couches, one in front of each window. A large decorative rug, spanning both couches, stood out with dark blue and gold. She inhaled the wood and leather with appreciation.

“I suppose you’ll tell me how you came to acquire this place. How you are able to disappear from the world with no questions asked. How you know about me.”  Ray crossed her arms and studied the duo who studied her back. “It’s bound to be a long conversation.”

Daisy swiveled around first and smiled. “Not all complicated.”  She paused. “Let me ask you a question first. How old are you?”

Ray eyed them both and considered lying. It didn’t really matter, but she felt she needed to tell the truth. “Twenty-six.”

Daisy smiled. “And how old do you think we are?”

“What?”  Ray looked from one to the other. Seventeen?”

Lacey turned around to face her. “Twenty-four.”

“Bullshit.”  Ray shook her head. “Neither of you looks old enough to drive.”

“Says the woman who looks sixteen.”  Lacey arched an eyebrow.

“We’re twenty-four.”  Daisy sighed. “We’ve been at that damn school forever, it seems. But I felt like it was the best chance of finding our sister. Gut feeling.”

“How fucking long were you at school?”

Daisy turned to Lacey. “What?  Four or five years?”

“Five,” Lacey confirmed. She looked at Ray. “I’m sure you’ve noticed I have a knack for fixing things.”

“I’ve noticed.”

“Three of those years, we spent as foreign exchange students. Except we weren’t exactly doing that.”  Lacey glanced at Daisy.

Daisy smiled. “We researched if our mother crossed the ocean and mated with species over there. We invested our money wisely. We soaked in the local culture. We basically vacationed.”

Ray’s mouth drew into a tight line. “And did she?”

“She didn’t.”  Lacey shook her head. “No trace of her. Daisy can feel her memory through the earth. She’s never been anywhere across the water.”

“And how did your parents take all this?  Five years of high school?  Disappearing then?  Disappearing now?”

“We gave them two new daughters.”

Ray frowned. “What the fuck?”

“Really?” Lacey asked. “Is that your favorite word?”

“It is.”  Ray smiled. “And…it really fits in this situation.”

“We basically removed ourselves from the home as going to find our birth parents.”  Lacey shrugged. “They’re good people, but we never really connected. We found two pre-teen girls who desperately needed a good home and had the adoption papers go through for our parents here. We have freedom. They have two young daughters who need them. Something we never did. We said we would stay in touch, but they will be busy with the new girls. Everyone is happy.”

“And you’re okay with that?”  Ray tried to puzzle through the fact the twins had good parents and gave them up. It was a completely foreign concept to her. If she had one parent who didn’t hit or abuse her, she would probably still be in that home.

“We knew we needed to find you. We knew something was brewing, and it would involve matters humans would not understand. We didn’t want to hurt our parents. They are protected now.”

“How did you know about me?”

“You were before.”  Daisy studied her. “We were born after you in the same clearing. It must be the same place she birthed all her children. I felt you but didn’t understand until later you were our sister. The earth remembers. It told me.”

“And you simply waited?”

“Of course.”  Daisy shrugged her shoulders. “I knew your season would come. I told Lacey it would be soon.”

“She’s never wrong when she has that feeling.”

Ray simply blinked and tried to absorb all the information she’d been given. She glanced at Daisy. “Your father was a sprite or wood Fae or something of the sort, quite obviously.”  She looked at Lacey. “You want things to happen, and they do. Your father must be something else.”  Ray looked at her with a bit of envy.

Lacey cocked her head to the side. “Is there a question in there?”

“Do you know who you dad is?  What he is?”

Daisy looked from one to the other with wide eyes.

Lacey held Ray’s gaze. “He’s a minor demon.”

Ray blinked. Glanced at Daisy then back at Lacey. “Bullshit.”

“No shit at all, I assure you.”

Ray’s jaw dropped. “Your dad is a minor demon?”

“I’ve stated so.”  Lacey sniffed. “One of those you summon when you want something.”  She paused. “For a price.”

“He’s a fixer so you’re a fixer,” Ray murmured.

“She’s his spitting image,” Daisy added. “All dark hair and serious face. It’s no wonder mother summoned him.”

“What price did she pay?” Ray asked with a frown.

Lacey shrugged. “No idea. It was her debt. It’s also the only time she carried two babies at once. Daisy’s dad was a wood spirit. Fair and blonde. But we were born at the same time.”

“How do you know who your father is?”  Ray looked from one to the other.

“Lacey knows.”

Ray wanted to know, but she didn’t want to know. It was bad enough she knew her mother was a psychotic bitch. Fuck it.

“Do you know who my father is?”

Lacey bit her lip. “I’m sorry. It’s…shielded, for want of a better word. Daisy can’t pick up anything except your birth. I can only see our mother is the same. I wish I could help.”

Ray nodded. It was both a relief and disappointment. Her sperm donor was probably some serial killer who took the skin of one of his victims and murdered the whole family. Cheery thought.

Daisy snapped her fingers. “Quit thinking whatever you’re thinking. The look on your face scares me.”

Ray’s head snapped up. “Okay. Other than sibling bonding time, which I’m categorically opposed to, what are you two expecting of me?”

“We want to stop our mother before she hurts anyone else.”  Daisy’s mouth tightened. “We want to help those she has hurt.”  She took a breath. “We’ve been to one of her birthing grounds, looking for you. It was Fae territory. She took some offspring but killed most others.”  Daisy clenched her teeth. “She’s not right in the head.”  She paused. “She bred with creatures and beings which created beasts.”

“That’s awesome, Oprah.”  Ray rolled her eyes. “She birthed and discarded us as useless. She probably screwed and kept the gifted and/or the particularly nasty ones. If she plans on creating some type of fucking chaos, how in the hell are we going to work against that?  And why should we be the ones having to be in the middle, anyway?  She’s already forgotten about us. The true target needs to handle this shit.”

“Your altruism is a little rusty.”  

Ray flipped Lacey off. “I’m not against helping those she hurt. There’s probably going to be a standing-room only list. But going against her?  To what end?  What in the actual fuck is it going to matter?

“It matters.”  Daisy stood. “I need some fresh air. Let’s go outside.”

The other two followed her outside to their trio of lawn chairs Daisy set up to the side of the stairs out front. They were Adirondack rocking chairs, and Ray wouldn’t admit it to anyone, but she loved the hell out of hers. Daisy added a small side table to keep drinks. There was a pitcher of lemonade. They each settled in, and Daisy began to talk.

“Not all the babies survived.”  Daisy sighed. “Some died after a few days. Some she killed outright.”

“How many?” Ray asked. “How many of us are left?”

Lacy blew out a breath. “Around twelve or so.”  She shrugged. “There may be more. We are only going by the times of our birth and what Daisy has been able to figure out from the foliage around our birthplace.”

“This bitch conceived with every possible male of every species she could to what end?”  Ray closed her eyes. “Power. Ego.”  Ray ticked them off on her fingers. “She’s insane. Has to be power. She doesn’t give a shit about family, which is obvious. It’s about her ego and power. She wants to challenge the other Fae?  She wants to destroy the other species?”  Ray frowned. “She is one individual. What in the actual fuck does she think she can do?”

“She seeks to destroy.”

The soft voice flowed over the trio from the outside of the front gate to the makeshift porch. Every blade of grass and piece of foliage stiffened, and the ladies stopped talking.

Ninianne, Queen of the Fae, stood before them. The Fae in each recognized her immediately. 

“How did she get here?” Ray asked as the three looked at the statuesque blonde outside the gate. If angels walked the earth, she could be one. Her hair billowed in waves down her back over a gown of purest white. High cheekbones under clear blue eyes studied them emotionlessly. Thin lips didn’t move as the words projected to them.

“Someone left the door ajar.”

Ray and Lacey looked over at Daisy. She shrugged. “I was curious. She can’t see us or hear anything I don’t want her to hear. We are bits of energy to her. She sent a projection, clearly. This place is a halfway hall to her. A meeting of the minds, if you will.”

“You sought me out.”  Ninianne’s voice echoed across the distance to them. “You wish to know what she wants. Silya desires to destroy.”

Ray rolled her eyes. “Why don’t you destroy her?”

The blonde head swiveled toward Ray’s voice. “We do not destroy our own.”

“Are you fucking serious?  She screws all sorts of things to put together basically an army to come after you, and you don’t destroy your own?  But she doesn’t give a fuck, does she?  How about the younglings she killed?  Where is their justice?”

“We have given them a proper burial as befitting our kind. We wept for their loss. They are innocent in this situation.”

“Who the fuck isn’t?”  Ray ground her teeth together. “We will not be used by either of you. I don’t give a flying fuck about your issues. We didn’t ask for them. We want to be left alone.”

“You won’t be, and you know it.”  Ninianne turned her head back toward the center. “Tell the sweet one to open another door if she ever wishes to meet again. I will find it. Tell the smart one, who stayed quiet, I can sense she wants to ask questions. Perhaps…next time.”  She turned back toward where she heard Ray’s voice. “And you, angry one.”  She tilted her head to the side.

“What about me?” Ray demanded.

“You will not be able to hide your eyes from everyone.”  She turned her back and disappeared.

Ray gasped before she could think to control her reaction. Daisy and Lacey both stared at her in alarm. 

“Are you okay?”  Daisy looked her up and down, careful not to touch her.

“Fine,” Ray wheezed. “Great.”  Fucking cow thought she was cute throwing a curveball at the last second. She glanced up at the duo in front of her.

They watched her with concern.

“What color are my eyes?”

Daisy glanced at Lacey then back at Ray. “Brown.”

“You.”  Ray demanded and pointed at Lacey.

“Brown. Same as always. Even when you’re someone else. I can see the brown.”

Ray let out a shuddering breath. 

“What did she…” Daisy trailed off when Lacey touched her arm and shook her head. 

“Yeah. Not a conversation we’re having.”  Ray gulped some air and rubbed her temple. “Warn a woman before you leave the door open. God knows what else could have strolled up in here.”

“Only Ninianne.”  Daisy looked smug. “Only Fae royalty could have found the door ajar. My babies are better than any human locks or paranormal devices. Since they are made of natural materials, they respond to that.”  She looked around. “We’ve surrounded this piece of land, starting a few hundred feet off the road with a veil. Humans see another dead-end road and turn around. The boundary is solid. Humans cannot pass. Only a certain frequency could have come through the web I have put into place. I left the most miniscule particle barely loose. I’ve put it back now. Snug as a bug in a rug.”

Ray snorted and looked at Lacey. She jerked her thumb toward Daisy. “Quite extraordinary, isn’t she?”

Lacey grinned. “Oh. You haven’t seen anything yet. My sister has all sorts of tricks up her sleeves.”

 

 

 




CHAPTER 2

 

Ray never explained herself to anyone, but now she had to tell her sisters about jobs she sometimes took. She had to exercise her skill regularly like a muscle. Use it, or it atrophied. Ray would never tell them a week before they met, she became a drug courier for a minor cartel. She needed the rush. Now she rounded out the week with being a doppelganger. It was an easy job. Poor girl contacted Ray through her ad and begged for someone to take her ACT.

Normally, Ray would pass. As she aged, she needed the more unsavory jobs to keep her balanced. Feed the rush of the darker side. But this child nearly hyperventilated on the phone and explained about her test anxiety and how she started therapy. Ray took the job. 

Lacey and Daisy helped swap Joanna, and Ray spent the night as the girl. 

She woke up the next morning in the young woman’s bedroom and admired the posters and pictures on the walls. These things always fascinated her. What would her bedroom have looked like if she could have decorated one?  Ray shook it off and tumbled out of bed to dress.

Ray zipped up her jeans and pulled the grey hoodie on over her school spirit shirt. Taking the ACT for Joanna would literally be a piece of cake for Ray. Poor girl completely stressed out over a stupid test was ridiculous. Ray could ace it in her sleep, but Joanna merely wanted a twenty-eight or twenty-nine. They put Joanna up on the property in a small cabin with wi-fi and streaming. The girl probably wouldn’t want to leave. 

Ray hadn’t charged her full price, either. Something about the junior compelled her to go back to high school one more fucking time. Ray swore she’d stick to blind dates and drug deals, but she’d broken her rule for this little brunette with the smart mouth and desperate eyes. Joanna had test anxiety. Her grades were great, but her anxiety ramped up for tests. And as far as tests go, this was a big one.

Ray brushed out her curly brown hair and pulled it back in a ponytail and secured it with a royal blue scrunchie, one of the school colors. Rah rah bullshit. Parents were a non-issue as both went to work early. Only pain in the ass was her senior brother, Cody. Joanne stressed it was a typical brother/sister relationship, especially being only one year apart. He was bossy and obnoxious. He was also her ride to school. She had yet to see him this morning.

Ray pulled white tennis shoes out of the closet and turned around to sit on the bed and pull them on. She put the left one on first and tied it. She lifted her head and almost screamed. Cody’s face nearly touched hers. But it wasn’t only Cody. His blue eyes changed from human to black slits that narrowed to reptilian green. A forked tongue between two fangs slipped out and almost touched the tip of her nose.

“Whatcha doin’, sis?”

Ray pushed back on his chest with a small yelp. “Go brush your fucking teeth, Cody. Your mouth smells like death. Jesus. Are you trying to kill me before my big test?  Rude ass.”  Ray ducked her head to put her right shoe on and worked to slow her racing heart.

He moved back with a laugh, and he was human once more. “Just giving you a little scare, Jo. Don’t take it seriously. Have to give that adrenaline a boost.”  He turned to walk away but looked back once more. The forked tongue made another appearance. “Something different about you today.”  He sniffed the air once. “Everything okay?”

“Other than I nearly wet myself?”  Ray flipped him off. “I’m great. Hurry up. I’m going to be late.”

He nodded once and disappeared into the bathroom.

Fuck. Ray found some perfume and put it on. More hairspray in her hair. This was not good. Whatever that was. It was looking for her or someone like her. Her mother’s child?  More than likely. And it wasn’t looking to play ring-around-the-rosy.

****

Ray left immediately after the test and called Lacey. She had Joanna napping in her bed after school, dressed exactly as Ray had been, with perfume the same. Poor girl was still a bit fuzzy, but Lacey fixed the entire situation. Ray stayed
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