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      The Afterworld Chronicles

      “Chest of Stone is a fast-paced urban fantasy with plenty of action and eclectic, vibrant world-building. Ms Stiefel’s… writing is very original, it just flows, always in the moment, always unconstrained. There was nothing formulaic about Chest or Stone, and I thoroughly enjoyed that. — Nocturnal Book Reviews

      

      “I was completely caught up with Chest of Stone’s skillfully woven, fast moving story ~ and totally in awe of the author's spare but hard-hitting prose. And high praise for the credible and heart-moving romance between Clea and James ~ wow-oh-wow!” — Parris Afton Bonds, Goodreads, author of The Calling of the Clan

      

      “The story is fast-paced, with non-stop action. The plot is complex and intriguing with unpredictable twists.” —Sujitha Alexander

      

      “Chest of Bone was full of action, magic, suspense and deception. The magic was mysterious and intriguing, and the way it was described was beautiful. I highly recommend this book if you’re a lover of the fantastical with loads of mystery and lots of explosive kisses!” —Tiffany Roberts, author of Dustwalker and Isle of the Forgotten series

      

      “Chest of Bone’s writing style is innovative, the world is very interesting and provocative. It's a great story! I’s a bunch of crazy, but it's GOOD crazy, with some super vivid scenes and fascinating characters.” —Nocturnal Book Reviews

      

      The Tally Whyte series

      “This is an amazing thriller with action on almost every page. The paranormal elements fit right into the storyline… The heroine is strong, independent and sees things nobody else does… Vicki Stiefel writes a brilliant psychological thriller.” —Book Review.com

      

      “Tally is a compelling protagonist—edgy, compassionate and vulnerable—with a clipped narrating style that keeps the tricky plot in focus. Stiefel’s latest shows—again—that she can hold her own against genre heavyweights like John Sanford and Patricia Cornwell.” —Publishers Weekly

      

      “Compelling, touching,  and a pleasure to read.” —Robert Parker

      

      “Three words describe the Tally Whyte series: Intense. Addictive. Chilling. Tally's personality will draw you in as surely as the mystery does in this series. Supporting characters are multi-layered and intriguing, building a world you’ll want to know.” —Fresh Fiction

      

      “An interesting read that concludes in an unexpected, dramatic fashion.” —RT Book Reviews

      

      “High on suspense, this wonderfully gripping tale is just about impossible to put down.” —New Mystery Reader
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        A Dying Mage.

        A Wrathful Monster.

        A Desperate Mission.

        And a Time-twisting Tale of Love.
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        When her teenage ward goes missing, truehearted Mage Clea Reese must confront a duplicitous fae adversary who steals the Chest of Time - but not before an accident leaves Clea near death. With her life now at stake, Clea's allies must retrieve the Chest before death takes Clea. For if the Key Mage falls, a new Key will arise - one whose brutal ambitions spell a dark end for humankind. Clea's fierce lover James leads the multifaceted team on a quest that takes them through lands both Magic and Mundane to battle the vengeful fae and The Union. But their greatest enemy? Time itself.
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        To Blake and Ben, My Beloveds

        You make my world turn
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      “Time is too slow for those who wait, too swift for those who fear, too long for those who grieve, too short for those who rejoice, but for those who love, time is eternity.” —Henry Van Dyke
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      She kneeled on the bank of a sluggish river the color of merlot, the sun bright overhead. It was there. She was sure. How she knew eluded her. Was it a call? A pull? A song?

      Silence surrounded her. No caw of birds or buzz of insects cut the air. Even the grasses on the small verge before the wood were hushed.

      The opaque water drifted by. Her knees ached. She’d been kneeling a long time. She dragged her fingers through the russet water, shamed by her vacillation. Palms open to the river, she moved her hands to the left. No, that wasn’t correct. She shifted them to her right.

      A bright crystal note chimed in her head. She plunged her hands deep into the river and pulled It out. She rocked back on her heals.

      But, it couldn’t be…

      A storm ignited in her mind, her heart, burrowing insistently into her soul until it unmade her.

      The world snapped off.

      Hours later—Days? Millennia?—she lifted heavy lids. Dizzy.

      It rested on her belly, and her mind failed to fathom what she held. Was it brown or purple? Square or oblong? Stone or wood?

      Why couldn’t she see it?

      She sat up and shook her head to clear it. Something was different. She stretched her arms above her head, body stiff, muscles aching. Odd. Her fighting leathers felt tighter across her breasts and hips, but looser at her waist. Crazy. Her braid pulled at her scalp, and she reached back to unleash it.

      Longer. Her hair was definitely longer. She went to pull a clump to the front.

      The crack of a branch stilled her hand. The sound had come from up the hill, within the scrim of trees.

      She ponytailed her hair, plunged It back into the river, and leapt to her feet. Adrenaline vanished the aches and pains, and with precise motions from years of practice, she reached back, unfastened her bow, unfolded it, and strung it. Found her quiver and clipped it to her belt, her arrows now easily accessible. She carried twenty-five of them, firing fifteen per minute, wishing she had her full complement of fifty. But the remainder were back at camp. It would have to do.

      Now she’d wait, an arrow nocked, prepared for the inevitable attack. It wouldn’t come from the purple-grassed hill, with its scents of lavender and honey. No, they’d slink beneath the stand of red-barked oaks with polka-dotted leaves of white and green shielding them. The gollups weren’t stupid, but disgusting things of oily blackness and sinew and bone.

      The black sand shifted beneath her feet. Nerves. She wished to move, needed to. That would be the smart thing to do. But if she did so, her absent companion’s fury would result in more of her blood spilled, more vile bruises and deepening heart pain.

      She cast her eyes left, center, right, her ears pricked for each crunched leaf, every sloughed breath. Oh, the gollups were there, right at the periphery of her senses.

      Sweat dotted her upper lip, and she wiped it away with her gauntleted forearm. She lowered her bow and arrow to her side, allowed her muscles to momentarily relax, her body to regroup.

      The gollups would attack, all right. They always did. In pairs or trios, seeking what she’d found. The Chest of Time lay beneath that turgid wine-dark water.

      She and her… She refused to even think the word, it prompted such sadness. They’d searched years for the chest and had stumbled upon its location by accident. Correction. She’d stumbled upon it. She’d found it. And as was typical, she’d been left alone, again, to guard what was more precious than a sliver of the true cross.

      She didn’t want to be here anymore, in this strange land of unexpected killers and miraculous sunsets, where time passed in trickles of days or tsunamis of years. She could never be sure which was which anymore, only that it hurt.

      A tickle to her nose, one not near as good as the shifters, but good enough. The creatures’ scent drifted on the air just before the soft breeze batted it away. There, to her left—gollups. How many? She raised her bow. While her stance remained face forward, her eyes slid in their direction.

      She was ready, her quiver filled, her mind disciplined by her companion to utter stillness. The last was a lie, but it amused her. She wasn’t that easily cowed.

      Movement. A shadow darker than the red bark of the oak closest to the stream.

      Sweat tickled her spine. Would this be the day she missed? Would this be the day the gollups devoured her? Would this be the day she ceased to exist?

      Her arrow flew. A howl of pain. She’d already nocked a fresh arrow even as the shadow creature crumpled to earth, its taloned fingers reaching for something it would never obtain.

      Over the years, she’d gotten inhumanly faster. Ha! Poor word choice—she’d never been human.

      She caught movement from the corner of her eye and swung around as two more rushed her, one dead center and a second on her right.

      In a flash, she let fly a barrage of arrows, felling one. But the other, too close now.

      She unsheathed her knives. Death flew at her on swift feet, bearing pointy teeth and razored claws.

      And for what? Forgiveness? Pride? Love?

      She braced for attack.
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      All we had to do was get into the rental van that awaited us outside our hotel in Charleston. How hard could that be?

      Apparently near impossible.

      When James swung our weapons pack into the back, he bumped Alex. Shit.

      “What the hell, Larrimer?” Alex clamped his hand around James’ throat.

      James punched it away. “Asshole.”

      “Me?” Alex laughed. “Look who’s talking.”

      Testosterone flared to nuclear levels. Alex might rule the Arctos pack, but James commanded the Five. James might be stronger, but Alex had bigger teeth. And they were staring death at one another, Alex’s gold eyes glowing and James’ nanoteched muscles bulging.

      “Stop it.” My words, unsurprisingly, had no effect.

      I looked to my companions for help. Melike’s wolfie teeth had elongated, too. Neddy bounced on the balls of his feet, fingers lengthening and turning pink. Rae grinned. Damn that mage, he was enjoying this.

      We had one purpose—to find my rebellious, beloved 16-year-old ward Lulu and bring her home. Days earlier, she’d run away. From me. From the wolves. From safety.

      Alex raised a clawed hand. Now it was James’ turn to laugh.

      I wasn’t putting up with their crap, not when my frickin’ fae mother had already lobbed her first salvo. Hands at my sides, palms out, I dug deep to covertly unleash my fireflies, the pleasure-pain pinching my nerves.

      Golden motes swirled from my palms to surround the men.

      They froze.

      “Good move, boys.” My Flow wasn’t hurting them. But it could, and they knew it.

      How to diffuse this? What to say? “My mother knows we’re coming.”

      The tension popped like a burst balloon. The two men swiveled toward me, and I fisted my hands, cutting off my fireflies. Five pairs of angry eyes speared me. Ouch.

      “What did you say, Clea?” My lover’s iced voice shivered down my spine.

      “When I hit terra firma after we landed. In my head. She repeated what she’d said after I killed Tommy.”

      Rae snorted. “Repeated? Since y’all haven’t seen fit to tell us, sugah, what might those words be?”

      “She screamed, You killed my son!”

      “And you didn’t tell me because…” James, so quiet, his honied-granite voice tight with suppressed anger.

      “Or me.” A growl rumbled up from Alex’s chest.

      Melike just snarled.

      I spread my arms. “Because I knew you’d all react poorly.”

      James barked a laugh. “Since when are you given to understatement?”

      “So now she knows we’re here,” I said with a glibness I wasn’t feeling. “Big whoop.”

      “It changes things, Clea,” Neddy piped up in all his boyish innocence.

      “We’ll work it out, Neddy,” I said. “We always do.”

      “But I’m worried about you.” The boy ran a hand through his tousled curls.

      I gave him a hug, then snagged his eyes. “Look, we can’t do anything about it now, right? What we can do is fix James and Alex.”

      “Fix?” the two men chorused.

      Melike and Neddy laughed, and Rae rolled his eyes before he slipped into the driver’s seat.

      “Yes, I said fix. You two are acting like playground children. Get over it.”

      “She’s right,” Melike said, who grinned at Alex’s dour look.

      James rocked back on his heels. He thrust out a hand to the alpha wolf. “Truce, for the duration.”

      Alex eyed it, then gripped James’ hand in his and shook. “Agreed. We settle this after we retrieve Lulu.”

      Before James climbed inside the van, I tugged at his shirt and brushed his chin with a kiss. His response was to take me in one so passionate, I forgot our mission, forgot the world, and reveled in his arms banding me, the heat of his lips burning me, the demands of his tongue delving me. Our song rose, his thread speaking of love and devotion, twining around mine, which spoke the same. Together. Partners. Home.

      Good thing he kept his arm around my waist when we came up for breath. “Wow.”

      “It was either kiss you or smack you.” His Pacific-blue eyes blazed. “Next time, talk to me, Clea. Tell me.”

      I’d hurt him. I hadn’t meant to. “I will. Promise. Was the cherry on top Alex watching?”

      He flashed that devilish grin of his.

      I lay a hand on his chest, stood on tiptoe, and whispered, “You’re my one and only, Dragon Dude. For always.”

      

      Once we’d all piled into the van, Rae turned in his seat and caught the eye of each of us. “Here’s what we’re all gettin’ into. Ever since the French and Gaelic fae invaded America in the eighteenth century, they gathered a shit-load of magic to create their primary court in America—Charleston. First stop, the Angel Oak, ya’ll.”

      “A thin space,” James said, surprising me.

      Rae nodded. “Ya’ll been doin’ your homework. It’s the portal to their court, which remains in the mundane realm.”

      “But with all that magic, Charleston’s faeland can’t be mundane.” I said.

      “Correct,” Rae said. “Nor is it the same as in the magic lands, sugah. The Fae Court’s one of the few lands with merged magical and mundane worlds. Ya’ll be prepared for weird, hear?”

      

      We drove across James Island, then over another river onto Johns Island, home of the Angel Oak. All the while, I couldn’t stop thinking about Lulu. Just three days earlier, she and I had giggled and swooned when we rewatched Wonder Woman and The Princess Bride. My empathic senses had devoured her exuberance and joy. And it hurt, to think how she’d been preparing to carve a hole in both our hearts.

      My emotions ping-ponged from angry to sad to worried and back again. Why had she left?

      In that note we’d found, she’d said she needed “to prove to you that I’m worthy.” I mean, c’mon. Worthy? Lulu had never been unworthy! She was precious and beautiful, smart and feisty, and full of fun. She had opinions and spine, and, yeah, sometimes she was a pain-in-the-ass teen. Weren’t they all? But she’d triumphed over her kidnappers and her father’s tragic death and come into her own. I was so proud of her.

      Worthy, my ass. Geesh, Lu, why?

      My eyes burned with tears. I wouldn’t let them fall. I had failed—to mother her, to understand her, to make her feel her worth in a way she understood. If I hadn’t, she wouldn’t have left. I’m sorry, Lu.

      I’d fix it. I had to.

      Now, the six of us were on our way to a strange land I’d targeted as Lulu’s destination because her bitch of a birth mother had lured her there. The place had to be a minefield, especially because Lu was a mutt like me—part fae and part mage.

      Once I found Lu, I’d hug her like crazy. I’d throttle that bitch mother of hers, too. The woman had abandoned Lulu when she was just a kid, the same as my mam had done. Hugging and throttling settled in my gut with a pleasing thump.

      Suburban houses, industrial buildings, lots of trees and other vegetation rolled by. James slipped his hand into mine, threading our fingers together. His head dipped and his breath warmed my ear. “We will find her, Clea.”

      “What if I’m—”

      “You’re not wrong. And if you are, the hunt continues until we bring her home.” He squeezed my hand. I squeezed his back. It felt good, right, our fingers entwined. A comfort.

      We made decent time and parked on a street much like any other. After we weaponed up, we walked the short distance to Angel Oak Park’s entrance. Which is where I slammed into a wall of power. I staggered, as did Rae. Neddy stumbled, and Alex caught him. Neither Alex nor Melike seemed affected by the surge. Maybe because the Arctos pack had lived so long in the mundane world? Or perhaps because they were shifters? Unsurprisingly, James hadn’t budged.

      “Did you feel power surge?” I asked him.

      “Yes. But I expected it. The wyvern warned me.”

      Now he was talking to the wyvern who lived inside him? A progression I didn’t like.

      We walked across a carpet of browned leaves that covered the mulchy soil. A small cabin stood to our left, but the focal point was the massive live oak said to be the largest tree east of the Mississippi. I’d swear I smelled magic on the air.

      The oak was shorter than I expected, not near as tall as full-growth northern oaks. But from its mighty, moss-covered trunk, branches sprawled nearly two hundred feet from end to end, so huge they would drape the ground had they not been elevated by wooden blocks. Some said the oak was 400 years old, others said fifteen hundred, still others alleged it was eons old. The city of Charleston claimed ownership. I suspected the fae did the same.

      Like giant octopoid tentacles, the oak’s limbs seemed to reach for us. A soft breeze pushed at our backs, prodding us toward the trunk. The push might be faint, but the pull toward the tree was exquisite and inexorable. Were those whispers? From whom?

      I raced forward.

      Shouts behind me, but the more ground I covered, the more the whispers rose, a sea of spirits urging me onward. I had to find them. I ran farther, faster.

      An arm clamped around my waist stopped my forward movement.

      I blinked, paused. “James?”

      He stared, all sleepy-eyed and calm, cheekbones sharp, jaw tight. I knew that look. It meant the monster was about to emerge. Oh, not the wyvern, but James’ own, personal one, which was scary as shit. “What’s wrong?”

      He leaned down, nuzzled my ear. “You went somewhere else. Stay with me, baby.”

      “I…” I shook my head. “Didn’t you hear the whispers?”

      He cocked an eyebrow.

      Those whispers… Ghosts? Fae? Other? “Strange stuff.”

      “Yup.”

      Which is when I realized… I wiggled my gold finger, the one crafted by Rae to replace the digit lost to the Chest of Stone. “I can feel it, sensation in my finger.”

      He rubbed his thumb across the mechanical digit.

      “Wow,” I said.

      “I’m betting that’s the least of it.”

      “Y’all fixin’ to move?” Rae said. “We’ve got three days to find her, we agreed. Only three.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      Rae wagged a finger. “You’ve got to find the remaining chests, sugah, or soon the world, it’s gonna splinter into a million pieces.”

      “I know. I know.”

      We strode toward Rae, around the immense trunk, and away from the tourists who, oddly enough, ignored us. The sky lightened, the air redolent with gardenia and hints of the exotic.

      “We’re at the gate, y’all hear?” Rae said. “We’re gonna hold hands to get through. It won’t be easy.” Rae clasped Neddy’s and Melike’s hands. Alex came beside me opposite James and took my free one.

      I squeezed their hands as we walked forward following Rae’s group.

      The air grew viscous, each step challenging our forward momentum. We pushed, and I held tightly to my companions. Instinct told me they couldn’t move forward without my half-fae aid. No, I’d bet James, with his fae spark and wyvern blood, could.

      We pressed harder, muscles straining, our clasped hands slick with our mingled sweat. I leaned, muscling my way forward.

      The pressure ended so abruptly we crashed to our knees.

      I caught my breath. Once we regrouped, we peered down a seemingly endless drive, the red earth hard-packed beneath our feet.

      “Everybody okay?” James said.

      Distracted murmurs of assent, their preoccupation obvious.

      Live oaks draped with Spanish moss lined the drive, except they grew alongside strange pines with periwinkle needles and black-barked trunks. Tiny alien violet flowers carpeted the earth, interspersed with clumps of taller red bee balm. Ruby-throated hummingbirds drew nectar from tall red flowers, the birds replicas of those at my feeder. But the brilliant pink, blue-throated hummingbirds feeding alongside them were hawk-sized.

      Is this what our world would look like when the magic and mundane completed their retwining? I’d been to the magic realm. This place was different—a mashup of both.

      Here, the air redolent with florals and spices, evoked feelings of calm and harmony. So unlike our world, where the retwining was discordant—chaotic at best, disastrous at worst.

      If I successfully retrieved all five Chests of Unity, our world could be like this—harmonious and beautiful. Which would never happen if Tatianne or The Union had their way. My imaginings grew bleak. My task weighed on me.

      We moved into what James called the wedge formation—a triangle, with James leading as point man. Rae fanned out to the left behind him, with Alex on the right. Melike took the base of the triangle’s left, I took the center, and Neddy the right. We didn’t expect trouble. Nonetheless, we’d prepared. As soon as we’d crossed into their land, the fae had to know we’d arrived. But James insisted we should present some sort of tactical formation to the fae. Expert archers Melike, Alex, and James carried bows at their sides, their quivers strapped to their backs. Of course James also carried his katanas. We all carried various weapons. But Rae had assured us the fae, renowned as archers, would use bows.

      “Pick up your pace, hear?” Rae said.

      I glanced at Melike as we walked toward faeland. “Do you feel the difference in the air?”

      She nodded. “Oui. It’s thinner.”

      “Cooler, too,” Neddy chimed in.

      “Like we’re at a higher elevation,” I said. “The scents are incredible.”

      Neddy flexed his bicep, muscle bulging, and laughed. “I’m stronger, which is really neat.”

      I reached for my power. It slammed into me like a bullet train. “Whew, me, too.”

      

      My gut said we were being watched, and I was sure the others knew. We’d discussed that contingency and decided we’d ignore the fae until they made the first move.

      Up ahead, James peered over his shoulder. “The wyvern demands to speak with you.”

      “Now?”

      His brows crashed together. “So he says.”

      It disturbed me how much the wyvern was talking to James. “Let me in?”

      “You don’t have to ask.”

      “It’s polite.”

      He snorted. “Your good behavior worries me.”

      “Don’t worry. It won’t last.” I grinned, stilled, and dived inside James. Deep, past the radiant fae spark that I’d once seen nearly extinguished, deeper still to the wyvern.

      How was I able to do this? I never knew, yet each time I ended up at the wyvern’s “den.”

      And there he was. The rounded scales of his immense red-gold body glowed with health, as did the spikes along his spine and the golden horns curving above his triangular head. He was magnificent.

      His green eyes flashed open. They pulsed with excitement. Uh oh. He grimaced, and I took the rows of knife-edged teeth he revealed as a smile.

      Welcome, Clea.

      His voice resonated in my head. Hello, Wyvern. You wanted to talk. Are you okay?

      Okay? I’m fabulous.

      You’ve been talking to James?

      Of course.

      Bullshit. He never used to talk to his host, not until me. Not until I took away the wyvern’s pain those many months ago. Since then, he seemed to have grown in strength and awareness.

      You haven’t visited me for ages, he said. You don’t call. You don’t write.

      He’d also acquired a strange new attitude, not to mention hipness. It’s only been a few days.

      He dipped his head closer to my essence. An eternity.

      He’d saved my life, so I’d forbear the snark, but talk about hyperbole.

      I reached out to pet him and he…purred? Gotta go. Fae Court stuff and all. We’ve come for Lulu.

      His majestic head bobbed. I’d seen the wyvern in the flesh, when he’d emerged and taken over James during battle, something he’d liked way too much. For him to assume his physical form in the mundane world, I’d had to “command” him out, per his instruction. I sure as hell hoped that was true in this blended half-mundane/half-magical world.

      I know about the Lulu girl, he said.

      It’s upsetting.

      Yes, my Clea, deeply. You are being shadowed by the fae.

      I assumed, but thank you. I really have to get going. I patted his head again.

      A moment. A warning. Do what you came to do and leave.

      Of course we would leave. Okay.

      Heed me. I sense—

      Shouts, growls.

      I careened back to awareness, crouched on the ground, surrounded by our group. Arrows rained around us in a circle, forming a pattern, but no fae were in sight.

      None of our group were firing back and no one had been hit. Yet. Apparently this was some idiot fae welcome. A nasty one. We’d compressed the triangle, backs to each other. I leapt to my feet and stepped forward to stand between Melike and Neddy. She’d raised her bow, as had Alex and James.

      I raised my hands, palms out, and called my fireflies. A massive surge of pain-and-pleasure as they flew from my palm, tiny motes of power, incandescent and beautiful.

      They formed the triple-chains knitted stitch pattern, a beautifully protective one, as if my spirit chose the best pattern for my need. Much like a fisherman would cast a net, I threw the gorgeous motif over my companions, not hemming them in, but shielding them from the arrows.

      Oh, hell. Neddy’s fingers had turned pink, black clawed, and elongated. His snout had lengthened, too, and was dappled with shiny pink flesh and tufts of fur. Even as I watched, smoke curled around him, while his body grew taller. He was transforming into the Pinky.

      “Neddy, no!”

      His head whipped around, a snarl blooming from huge drooling lupine jaws.

      “Neddy.” I squeezed his shoulder. “Don’t do this now. We’ve got this.”

      His leaf-green eyes began to clear. The Pinky-boy swallowed hard and nodded, his features reforming into all boy.

      The rain of arrows abruptly ceased. Still no fae. A glance over my shoulder showed Alex and James with their bows drawn. Beside me, Melike’s was the same, while Rae’s black motes swirled around his hands in a figure eight.

      Needless to say, I kept my firefly shield in place.

      I wanted to soothe Neddy’s fears. “It’s all good.”

      “Yeah?” Neddy said, voice wobbly.

      “I don’t want them to see you as the Pinky yet, okay?” Awkward it might be, but I leaned in and kissed his cheek. “You’re terrific.”

      “Yuck, Clea.”

      I laughed. Our strong, courageous Neddy was back.

      “Fae sure are a pain in the ass,” Rae muttered.

      A soft murmur, then a dozen fae stepped from the trees lining the drive, arrows nocked, bows aimed at our group. Charming. Much like Charlie the fae, they were tall and slender, pointy-eared men and women except for one curvy, six-foot female whose face bore a dangerous grin. They wore jeans and colored t-shirts, some with leather vests. Lord of the Rings they weren’t. Gee, they could’ve at least dressed up for their attack. A few had different length, pearlescent horns protruding from their skulls, like Charlie’s, the longest about three inches.

      All were stoic faced, except for the grinning woman, who winked at me. I wasn’t sure what to make of that.

      “Drop your shield,” said a gaunt, gray-haired fae. His brown eyes gleamed with malice.

      “No,” James said. “Lower your bows and we’ll consider it.”

      He gave us teeth.

      I sensed James behind me.

      “How long can you last?” he said with little more than a whisper.

      “Long enough.”

      “Good. We wait for the leader.”

      “He isn’t here?”

      “Her spark’s behind the oak to your right,” Rae said.

      I forced myself not to look.

      A rustle through the fae, and with their bows still aimed at us, they dropped to one knee.

      And…here’s Johnny!

      Their commander stepped in front of me. I hadn’t seen her move. She was just…there.

      Not Johnny, but Wonder Woman. She wore knee-high, lace-up combat boots over sprayed-on brown leather pants. Her gold bustier resembled WW’s, but with a peplum that belled over her hips. Gold armbands climbed from her wrists to her elbows. Wow—she’d sure be a hit at a cosplay event. Her auburn hair, woven in braids atop her head, was capped by five-inch pearlescent horns that curved away from the crown of her head. The longest horns I’d yet to see, which I assumed reflected her position as commander.

      She moved panther-like as she stalked toward us.

      Cold silver eyes fastened on me like claws. She betrayed nothing, but I felt her pleasure when she couldn’t probe my inner shields. Weird.

      Her unpainted lips widened into a smile of gleaming white teeth and lethality.

      Oh, no. Nonono. Awareness shot through me. I knew that smile, had seen its twin many a time on my grandmother Bernadette’s face.

      My mam was the troop’s commander.

      Gee, maybe she’d flay me now for killing her precious son. Or barbecue me later. Hell.

      She stepped close enough to touch the fireflies draping my body. No acknowledgement. Nothing. In a blur of movement she fisted my scarf and pulled. My fireflies fell, bouncing on the earth like pingpong balls.

      James arm snaked around my waist, and he shoved her hard with the other, flinging her backwards.

      She shouted, “Hold your arrows!”

      But one arrow flew true.

      Melike screamed. Alex…falling to his knees, an arrow to the chest, blood staining the green parrots on his Hawaiian shirt.

      I raced to Alex, feeling slow and clumsy as he slumped toward the ground, only to be caught by Rae. They became Michelangelo’s Pietà, Alex draped over the mage’s lap, one limp arm brushing the ground.

      His heart. Had the arrow pierced his heart?

      “Rae!” I screamed. “Heal him!”

      His smoky eyes rose to mine. Moist, they held a grief I’d never seen before. “Can’t. Their arrows… Can’t.”

      I whirled on the fae, my fireflies a terrible thing as they poured from both palms. I would burn them, fry them, kill them all.

      We can save him.

      My mam’s voice in my head.

      With a reluctant twist of my hands, I halted my Flow mid-air and speared her with my eyes. “Is this your bullshit?”

      No. I speak truth.

      Should I trust her? Did I have a choice? I squeezed my fists, ending my Flow in a shower of falling stars.

      “Do it, dammit!” I turned to kneel beside Alex and stroke his beloved face, the tanned skin now leached of color. James and Melike loomed over us, swords drawn.

      You are an arrogant little pissant, daughter.

      I jerked, giving the golden bitch a narrow-eyed glare.

      She nodded to the large fae woman, who ran to us and dropped to one knee. Melike hissed, raising her sword.

      The large fae woman grinned up at Melike. “I am Ozille, the chief healer. Just try it.” Ozille turned back to Alex, her hands surrounding Alex’s wound. They began to glow with an etherial blue-violet light. Face taut, the fae’s eyes shuttered.

      “Remove the arrow,” she said in a lilting Southern voice.

      Slow and sure, Rae drew the arrow from Alex’s chest while the fae’s steady blue-violet light pulsed. Blood welled, but the alpha wolf remained still as death, his long hair a river on the red-clay earth.

      Ozille pressed her glowing hands atop the open wound. Blood oozed between her fingers. After endless minutes, the flow slowed. Was his heart ceasing to pump or was he healing?

      The healer’s dusky face grew as pale as Alex’s, but she remained still.

      Alex’s eyes fluttered, but didn’t open.

      “Alex,” I said. “We’re here. Please stay with us.”

      “It’s not workin’,” the healer said. “Not healin’ him. Not enough for him to survive.” She expelled small pants of breath. “His shifter magic’s different from ours. He’s losin’ too much blood.” The healer cast a dark look at the woman I refused to call “mother.”

      “Maybe my fireflies…” I raised my hands.

      Rae gently pressed his hands to mine and lowered them. “Not with fae magic in the wound.”

      My mother stood before us. “Let me take him. I can port to other healers who can give him what Ozille alone cannot.”

      I hesitated.

      “I don’t care if he lives or dies.” My mam shrugged. “But you do, correct?” She stretched out her arms.

      “Think on this, Commander,” I said. “He is alpha of the Arctos pack. If he dies you will greatly regret the haste of your archer.”

      James lifted the unconscious Alex and transferred him to my mother, who held the taller man with ease. I wanted to protest, but James was right. We had to do this.

      In a poof the golden bitch and Alex disappeared.
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      We followed the fae warriors down the road, winding through dense forest. As we neared what I guessed was the Fae Court, faint sounds of pipes sang in the distance. The gossamer melody held notes of James’ and my song.

      Here in faeland, my binding with James felt stronger, almost tactile. Though we walked side by side, it was as if our flesh touched, head to toe. Charlie had said our individual fae sparks were both of the Protector line–as opposed to the warrior or healer or others—which is why we’d mystically tethered so swiftly. Of course, we’d fallen in love, which helped.

      The road spilled us into a halcyon meadow dotted with clumps of tall birches and tiny flowers of blue and red blooming amidst the impossibly green grass. Beneath the birches, lily of the valley clustered, their scent perfuming the air. The burbles of streams and the lowing of farm animals punctuated the distant piper’s song, while a light breeze caressed our faces.

      My worry for Alex and longing for Lulu rode me hard. Faeland was all too bucolic, and I wanted to scream.

      The dirt drive narrowed to stone paths. We forked left, then left again, and soon began seeing other fae, most dressed in jeans or khakis, button downs or t-shirts. A few of the women wore flowy gowns and some of the men looked like they were dressed for a Renaissance Faire in tunics and leggings, swords belted to their waists.

      My eyes scanned every face hoping I’d catch a glimpse of Lulu. No luck.

      All of this passed like a surreal movie, while my mind carouselled with fear for Alex. The further we walked, the more the wood changed. Leaves on the birches now shimmered with silver and gold—some dotted with tiny white flowers—bringing to mind Lothlórien’s wood. Mundane-world beech mingled with otherworldly copper-leaved and -barked trees that shadowed the path, as did the black-trunked pine with their periwinkle needles.

      We’d walked what felt like miles.

      “When will we get to our wolf?” James said, voice firm, betraying nothing of the seething anger that poured off him like flames.

      The gaunt fae male who led us halted. “Shut up, abomination.”

      “Connard.” Melike spat at the fae.

      I pivoted to face him. “Don’t you dare say that again. Ever.”

      James crossed his arms. And watched. And waited.

      A sneer marred the fae male’s face. “Or you’ll do what?”

      I smiled, a nasty one. “Wanna see?” I wiggled my fingers in front of his face, fireflies darting like tiny Tinkerbells. His eyes snagged on my golden index finger.

      He bent at the waist to go eye to eye with me, his hatred icing the air.

      “You stupid…” He abruptly straightened, eyes unfocused, as if listening to a voice only he could hear. Silence, his face transforming into that of a man who’d eaten a bucket of lemons. He bowed. “Apologies.”

      “To him,” I said.

      The fae’s fists clenched, but he swiveled to James. Again, he bowed. “Apologies.”

      As he turned away, the gaunt fae’s lip curled.

      James snorted, and bent close. “Interesting man. Your challenge wasn’t necessary.”

      “It was very necessary. I am not taking any of their fairy crap. Rae calls the fae uppity. He says they feel superior to the other magical races because their blood is so pure. What a crock.”

      The fae led us beneath a treed passageway with a twined canopy to a large tented building of wood and white silk. We passed through the open doorway into an airy room floored with dark wood decorated with silver runes. A blackened stone hearth stood to our left against a wall, fire blazing, and in front of us rested three finely netted bowers with more runes painted on the netting.

      Golden light infused the room, warm and comforting.

      An immense wolfhound padded over to Melike and sniffed. She reached out a hand to pet the dog, which snapped at her. Her returned growl flattened the dog’s ears, and it dipped its head. An incongruous long-haired black-and-white chihuahua appeared at my feet, tongue lolling, mouth open in a happy grin. I crouched down to pet it, caught a whiff of eucalyptus, and the dog poofed into my lap. I set it down and stood, wary in the extreme.

      A weight thumped on my shoulder, eucalyptus. When I probed, my fingers met silky fur. Okay. The little dog immediately began to lap my ear. I reached up and plucked the dog from my shoulder. “Rae?” I held out the dog to him.

      He shook his head. Ya’ll nuts if you think I’m taking that thing.

      At a loss, I tucked the creature under my arm and turned to the gaunt fae. “Where’s Alex?”

      He pointed to the first bower, turned, and left along with his fellow warriors, just as Ozille stepped through the bower’s curtains. At her somber expression, my blood froze.

      She held up a hand. “He lives. For now.”

      “He must live,” I said, and laid a hand on James arm. The damned little dog reappeared and leaned against my ankle. Beside me, Rae slung an arm around Neddy, while Melike stood white-lipped, her eyes haunted.

      James cupped my chin. “He’s too stubborn to die.”

      I nodded.

      He stepped toward the fae healer.

      Ozille took a step backward, fingers clenched on the curtain, mouth open, but gave him a tremulous smile.

      Before James could respond, a haunting melody drifted from the bower.

      “Our Sangestre,” the healer said.

      “What does that mean?” I said.

      “Songstress. She’s using her song to help heal him.”

      I didn’t recognize the words. Gaelic? Celtic? Welsh? But the tune I knew well. The old Scottish ballad “Loch Lomond.”

      Remembering Lulu’s haunting song hurt my heart. She’d sung it for me after I’d been injured by Tatianne in the magic realm. In English, of course. But this singer’s transcendent quality was similar to Lulu’s. Perhaps…

      We all paused, a moment out of time. When the final note drifted into silence, we stepped through the curtained door.

      My eyes locked on Alex, the breath leaving my body. He lay supine on the huge bed, far paler than his pale-gold hair that fanned across the covers. He was naked, but for the sheet draping his groin and legs. His cheeks were pink with fever, his unbandaged wound puckered and red.

      Seeing him like this nearly undid me, and I dug my nails into my palms wishing for the pain to bolster my courage.

      I glanced toward the singer, with the hope that she was Lulu, and glimpsed a swish of moonlit-silver hair leaving through the opposite curtained door. Disappointment collapsed my hope. Lulu’s hair was copper colored, her frame shorter than the singer’s. Then the bowered room held only our companions and Alex.

      Damn. Melike stared down at her alpha, her dark-honey skin a sickly gray.

      I notched my chin toward her and headed outdoors. She scrunched her forehead, but together we left the bower and walked into the wood. I halted about twenty-five yards away from the bower, beneath the canopy of golden birch.

      “Let’s sit,” I said.

      “What is all this, Clea?” She bristled with energy, a fierce warrior who was never still.

      But she sat on the soft, loamy earth beside me. “I’m worried about you.”

      “Eh? No one worries about me. It’s my job to worry about you and the others.”

      “Alex does. Worry about you, I mean.”

      She ran her hand over a tuft of psychedelic-green grass. “Oui. It’s his job as alpha.”

      “It’s more than that, and you know it.” I held my friend’s shoulders. “Stubborn woman. I see your eyes when you watch Alex. His injury is devastating you.”

      “Oui. He is more than my alpha. His kindness and strength when Paul was killed… Bah, the words come hard in English. He made both my boys little wolves out of clay. Years ago, when I had more trouble with my English, he found me a kind teacher with patience, something Carlos never had.” She smiled, gesturing wildly with her hands. “One day I come home to find the three of them, Alex, Paul, and Bron, eating PB&J sandwiches. The kitchen was a wreck! He’d allowed the boys to make their own.”

      I grinned. “He can be a menace.”

      “He saved Carlos and me when we would have drowned after Paul… Yet now, I am powerless to help him.”

      “Your pack bonds—”

      “Aren’t enough!”

      “But they still help. Let me smooth—”

      “Non.” Her hand sliced the air. “I’ve watched you with others, and what you do is powerful. A good thing.”

      “Then why not?”

      Her face tightened into a warrior’s mask. “Because I want this pain. I need it. Alex deserves it as my alpha and my friend.”

      Melike’s refusal might frustrate me, knowing I could ease her pain, but I got what she said. In her own way, she was honoring Alex. I couldn’t dispute that. Nor did I want to.

      

      We’d surrounded Alex for hours. We’d talked to him, petted him, even sung to him, although our voices couldn’t compare to that of the songstress. They’d set up a table for us, brought in some hassocks and chairs, where James sprawled. All of us were hollow-eyed.

      The man who’d become my friend, who’d saved me from the Cardillo, whose charm and surfer-guy persona masked an implacable will and a mighty heart, was dying.

      His large frame appeared to shrink before our eyes, while his once-tanned skin grew sallow, his hands icy, his lips bloodless.

      Healers came and went. The large, smiling chief healer, Ozille, again and again sent her healing magic into Alex with little success.

      “The singer?” I said to her at one point.

      Ozille frowned, snorted. “That one. But an angel’s voice. She’ll return, but not when you’re around. She doesn’t cotton to strangers.”

      Melike’s drawn face found mine. “It’s time.”

      I nodded and turned back to Ozille. “We need to speak to your queen.”

      She gave me a queer look, one between shock and curiosity. Then she honked out a laugh.

      Gods, I thought all fae laughter tinkled or something.

      “They are holdin’ a banquet in your honor tonight,” she said. “You’ll see her then.”

      I glanced at the wolf. His jaw had tightened, lines of pain scored his forehead, his breathing shallow. I picked up his hand, now balled into a fist. “He’s getting worse, isn’t he?”

      Ozille remained silent.

      “Healer?” I said.

      “Yes, ma’am. He is.”

      A ping. I descended onto a puffy hassock, folded my legs, closed my eyes. Knowledge spiraled through me, sinuous as curling smoke.

      I gasped.

      I stood, taking James’ hand. “We’ll be back, guys.”

      

      We brushed through the draped door, and the smell of eucalyptus tickled my nose as we entered the forest.

      “And we’re going where?” James said.

      I shook my head to hush him.

      Was it real? Yes. I clenched my belly, though the hum was more like a soft buzz draping my shoulders.

      James slid his arm around my waist, and we walked beneath the birches, their leaves rustling as we passed. The strange little Chihuahua followed on our heels. A shifter? Gods knew.

      A fat gray bunny hopped into our path, nose a-twitch. I smiled…until an arrow arced into its side.

      A fae I didn’t recognize, clad in jeans and a tie-dyed tee, stepped from the wood, plucked the arrow from the dead bunny, and lifted it by its ears.

      His grin was wide, but his eyes held secrets, cruel ones. “Dinner.” He eyed the Chihuahua.

      I moved in front of the little dog. “Enjoy your meal.”

      When he loped off, I whooshed out a breath. “I don’t like being here. Don’t like these people. I guess it was too much to hope we’d be in and out, get Lulu and leave.”

      He tugged me over to a bench made of twigs and branches, with tendrils of those same branches curling to the floor of the wood and into the earth. So much beauty existed here, and so much cruelty.

      When he sat, he pulled me onto his lap. “Clea mine, something’s troubling you beside the wolf.”

      He spoke in a whisper, and I did the same, resting my hands on his shoulders. “It’s here.”

      “It?”

      I shook my head. “One of the remaining chests. It’s here in this half-mundane/half-magic land. In fae.” My mission as The Key was to recover the Five Chests of Unity. Only when they were returned to their guardians and reunited would the magical and mundane realms recombine in a smooth and orderly fashion. Now? Strange and chaotic Events were erupting around the world, and the chaos would only get worse. I’d recovered two chests, but the three others remained lost.

      “Fire?” James said. “Time? Earth? Can you tell?”

      “Hard, but Time is theirs. The faes’. It called, and that scares me.”

      “Because it called to you.”

      I jumped to my feet and paced. “No. They sometimes do, but that’s not what’s disturbing. The chests act differently in the magic realm, which is why I believe the council transferred them to the mundane one. Rae said that in the magic world, the Chest of Time’s innate properties often alter its surroundings, things, people. What if—”

      “We’re not in the magic realm, Clea.”

      “No, but there’s plenty of magic here. What if it changes me? You? Time itself?”

      “You’re The Key. Charged with reuniting them.”

      I plucked a blade of grass. “The fae haven’t said a word about my being The Key, which is odd.”

      He nodded and began to speak, and I pressed a finger to his lips. The thread I followed confused me. “Maybe they don’t know I’m The Key. And whoever has the chest, well, I doubt he or she knows the chests call to me.”

      “The damned things are frustrating as hell.” James swiped a hand across his face. “This one could be a box. A spear. A fucking plant.”

      I picked up a rock clear as glass with orange crystals beneath its surface and smoothed my thumb across it over and over. Maybe even a rock. “They hide in plain sight. With a chest here and Alex so injured, Rae’s three-day time limit is moot. My sensing the chest is way too coincidental.”

      His eyes gleamed. “Neither of us believes in coincidences.”

      “This changes things. I’ve kept my empath senses tamped down. I might be half fae, but I don’t want to feel them.”

      “Then don’t.”

      I straightened. “Of course I will.”

      He chuckled softly. “Must you always be so contrary?”

      “Am not!” The laugh he barked when straight to my heart.

      “What you’re not, baby, is boring.”

      I scooched next to him on the bench, and he swung an arm around me. “Nor are you, Dragon Dude.” I tucked my head against his shoulder. The whole idea of a chest here, now felt overwhelming. We had to get Lulu back and Alex healthy. Add in the chest and… “I’m just so damned sick of the stupid chests and my mission.”

      He captured my eyes with his. “Why do you constantly fight against it?”

      “I don’t.” Except… “Well, maybe. I should be thrilled a chest is within easy reach. Instead, I’m pissed and frightened. Why, James?”

      “Because you’ve never accepted your role.”

      “But I have. I…” I’d been given a job that mattered. The gathered chests would set the combining worlds to rights, save millions of lives, bring harmony to the natural world. “It all feels so abstract.”

      I snuggled closer. “I always imagined I’d live a small life, you know? A partner, a family, a home. Even working for the FBI wasn’t that much. I was a cog in their machine. And then I met you, fell in love… Finding the chests is a Big Thing.”

      “You never wanted big, did you?”

      “No.”

      He brushed my crazy hair away from my face, his hand butterfly gentle. “You’re a warrior, Clea. Never forget that. You were made to battle big things.”

      I raised my head to scan that beloved face. He set my world in motion. I lifted my fingers and traced his lips, his cheeks, his scars. “You are what matters to me. You, my family, my friends.”

      “You’d die protecting me or them.”

      “I would.” Keeping them safe from harm. Yeah, that wasn’t working out so well. I rasped a laugh.

      “What?”

      “You.” I kissed him, and lost myself in the joy of James, his lips, his tongue, his scent. When we parted… Gods, he looked at me with such love. How did I deserve that much love? Just being with him gave me joy. He saw me. All of me. Listened with intensity and focus. He was like that.

      Finding words for the love I felt for him always eluded me. It was huge and complex, full of nooks and crannies I continued to discover. It was everything. If I could hide us away, I would. Except that would be letting him down, letting my friends down, people who had risked their lives for me and my mission.

      “When Dave told you to ‘acknowledge and accept,’” he said, “I suspect you did neither.” His warm smile took the sting from his words.

      Guilt flushed my cheeks. “I said the words, but I guess I didn’t mean them.”

      “You’ve acknowledged,” he said. “That much I know. But you haven’t accepted, have you?”

      “Perhaps not.” My hands flapped. “Accepting is such a large thing. The fate of the world on my shoulders? I sound ridiculous. Me? I’m not—”

      “You’re everything you need to be, Clea.”

      “Am I? I feel inadequate and second best. Not up to the task. Not even wanting the task.” I stared at my lap, almost afraid to look him in the eye. He’d see me as less, know I wasn’t up to snuff.

      He cupped my chin, raised my face, and captured my eyes with his. His granite-honied voice rumbled deep and low. “Yes, you are exactly who you’re supposed to be for this task. You are protective and loving. Courageous and steadfast. Unlike me, you care about people. All people.”

      His eyes shined with truth. He believed it. He really believed I was that special.

      His belief wove through me, and our song rose, the most exquisite feeling of pleasure and completeness in the world. I might be The Key, but James was the pivotal element I needed to see this through. To accept. In that moment, I knew with unremitting certainty that the mission was mine.

      An overwhelming pulse throbbed through my body, and a geyser erupted from my toes to my head, making me dizzy. It rose through me—my flesh, my blood, my bones…my soul.

      When I opened my eyes, the world was brighter, the sounds louder, the scents stronger. I was stronger. I sucked in a deep, cleansing breath. As always, I looked to James, whose eyes warmed and steadied me with their love and constancy. “Good thing I’ve got you by my side, mister.”

      “Always.” He smiled, and I treasured each one.

      “Remember the first time I called us partners?” I said.

      “Of course. You were puking your brains out after eating—”

      “Don’t say it. That was so gross. Partners. Yes, we are. It’s beautiful.” I blushed. He was looking at me with that singular focus again, his laughing eyes turning hot and hungry.

      He slid me back onto his lap, cradled my head between his hands, and took my lips with an intensity that stole my breath. James always stole my breath. His tongue delved deep, slow and leisurely, and mine answered. Time ceased to matter.

      When we surfaced for air, his cock pressed against my bottom, and I was wet and restless and eager for him to be inside me. “Let’s go—”

      “Eyes, Clea.” He nipped my lower lip. “Not here. Not now.”

      “Fine, Mr. Pragmatic.”

      “One of us has to be, baby.”

      He was correct, damn him. But I felt lighter. I’d owned finding the elusive chests and making the worlds right. His gorgeous black hair was wild and damp with sweat. I scraped a hand through it, pushing back the long locks from his forehead. “It’s all good. And maybe someday we’ll have that family, that white picket fence.”

      A look of horror skated across his face. “That I can’t picture.”

      “You will.”

      “I don’t even know if this nanoteched body can give you children.”

      “So? We’ll work it out. We always do.”

      “Perhaps. I know that I would try.”

      Come quick, sugah. Rae, in my head. We’ve got a problem.

      

      We ran, and when we neared the bower, shouts and swearing pelted the air. James flipped back the curtained doors and strode inside. “What?”

      His bellow silenced the room.

      Backs to us, Ozille held a spear at the ready, while two fae soldiers brandished swords. Our companions faced them. Neddy’s jaw and hands had elongated, Melike’s sword was raised, and Rae’s fingers swirled with lethal black motes.

      “What’s going on?” James said.

      Our companions stepped aside, revealing the empty bed.

      I got very calm, my fireflies encircling my hands. “Ozille, where is Alex?”

      “These idiots won’t tell us shit,” Rae said.

      “Where?” James said, the word a command.

      Ozille stumbled back, eyes wide. Then that blank look came over her, as if she were talking to someone in her head. “To the magic realm. We can heal him better—”

      I got in her face. “That will kill him.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “It won’t.”

      “Oui!” Melike spat. “We Arctos have lived so many generations in the mundane world, we can no longer travel to the magic one without death.”

      Ozille’s mouth became an O. “I can tell her! Wait.” Ozille tilted her head, blinked rapidly. Her look was desperate when she caught my eyes. “She’s not answering!”

      I grabbed her shoulders. “So find her!”

      

      We raced through the sylvan wood behind Ozille, up grassy knolls and down treed valleys. “Faster, you guys,” I said, breathless. “Don’t wait for me.”

      Rae and Ozille stuck with me, but James and the shifters raced ahead.

      The air grew thinner, the magic stronger.

      I hate the fuckin’ fae, Rae said in my head. They think they’re the goddess’s gift to the magic realm.

      James and the others were far in the distance as they zoomed up a hill peppered with birches and pine. At the top, something white lay on the ground of a grassy knoll. Alex. I could pick out soldiers and the commander in her WW costume. Did she not have any normal clothes?

      The commander waved her arms, and a haloed nimbus grew behind her, surrounding what looked like the sun.

      Oh, shit. James and the others weren’t going to make it.

      I ceased running, Rae jerked back to stay by my side, as did Ozille. “Wait!” My chest heaved, but I focused my mind, opened my shields. Went deep. Deeper still. Stop! I screeched. Stop! You’ll kill him!

      Atop the hill, the fae soldiers fell to their knees, as did Ozille beside us.

      The commander kept waving her arms.

      Rae and I ran.
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      My mental screech also brought Melike and Neddy to their knees, but James crested the hill in a blur of motion. The commander leapt in front of Alex’s supine form, her fingers lengthening into saber-like claws.

      From somewhere a song began, the woman’s haunting melody gaining in power until she stepped onto the crest of the hill above us. Although too far away to make out her features, the silver hair and affecting voice told me she’d been the singer in Alex’s bower. The fae’s Sangestre. The kneeling fae soldiers stirred. Rae and I dipped downward into a hollow. My legs pumped with fury, earning me a stitch in my side. I couldn’t see, damnit. When we finally raced out of the hollow, crucial moments had passed. On the hill’s peak, the singer was gone and the golden bitch was throttling James, who now held Alex in his arms.

      Shit!

      We flew up the hill.

      James’ grin was feral, his face turning crimson. Red-gold smoke writhed around his feet.

      “No!” I screamed. “James!” As I flew to them, I cast my fireflies, encompassing the commander, James, Alex, and myself in a protective bubble where her soldiers couldn’t reach us.

      Tremors shook James’ frame, his neck tendons bowstring taut. He threw his head back and roared. Smoke cycloned around him, from legs to torso, until it encompassed him and Alex completely.

      Oh, no no, no. “I’m here, James. Stay! Please stay!”

      Two heartbeats, then three passed. The smoke dissipated, beginning with his very human work-booted feet.

      I took a deep breath. He’d won. My human James stood cradling Alex’s limp form.

      Except my mother buried her claws deep into James’ neck, rivulets of blood running down his throat and chest. “What are you?” Her face was ravenous, her silver eyes pulsing, her teeth elongated to fangs.

      James had no options. He couldn’t release Alex to get at my mother or he’d possibly kill the alpha.

      If I tugged on her arms, she’d rip out James’ throat. A human would already be dead from her assault. “Stop, damnit!” I punched her in the gut. “Taking Alex to the magic realm will kill him.”

      Her soldiers reacted, but my protective bubble kept them off us.

      The commander stepped back, deliberately ripping those deadly claws from James’ throat.

      “James!”

      He staggered, but remained standing. “I’ll be okay.”

      What she’d done would have killed a mundane. Blood streamed from his neck down his shirt, painting it red. Tight lines bracketed his mouth, but he didn’t falter. The blood flow was lessening, his torn flesh beginning to knit together. Keeping my fireflies going with one hand, I took James’ handkerchief from his jeans pocket and dabbed at his throat. “What do you need? How can I help?”

      “A mosquito bite.”

      “Drop the barrier,” my mother commanded. “I vow we will not attack you.”

      A fool to believe her? No, she was done. For today at least. I clenched my fist, ending my fireflies.

      My mam pivoted, clawed hands flashing inches from my face. “Whatever your creature is, he has no manners!”

      Thank the heavens she had no clue about the wyvern. Gods knew what she’d do then. “Manners? Look who’s talking. You stole Alex from the bower.”

      Her claws receded, and she fisted her hands on her hips. “I didn’t steal him, foolish girl. I was trying to help him.”

      “You would have killed him.”

      “Like you killed my son?”

      Shit. Now everyone knew she was my mam. I hadn’t mentioned it because… Well, I just hadn’t.

      I gave her a one-fingered salute. “You mean my twin. Because he was about to kill us. I loved him, unlike you who abandoned both of us. Tommy became a monster under the thumb of that creature Tatianne. He murdered Dave Cochran, kidnapped Lulu, directed James’ and my torture. And he killed your mother.”

      Horror skated across her face, and she crumpled.

      Yeah, well, welcome to my world, lady.

      She turned her back on me, hands dropping to her sides.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I said to James and Rae as Melike and Neddy joined us.

      My mam’s shoulders straightened. She tilted her head, so her face was in profile. “My anger burns hot. Thomas may have been a monster, but he was my monster, my child. You ended him. You had no right.”

      My Tommy. I would remember him for always as he once was, his death a part of me forever. I took a long breath. “I had no choice.”

      The sun glinted off her armbands as she made a cutting motion. “His death is not something I choose to forget. Nor is it easy to forgive.” With a wave to her soldiers, she stalked off.

      We huddled around Alex.

      James quirked an eyebrow. “Your mother?“

      I shrugged. “Yep.”

      “Anything else you’ve ‘forgotten’ to tell us?”

      My grimace wasn’t pretty. “I don’t think so.” I ran a hand down his arm. “James?”

      “I’ll be fine, my Clea.”

      “Thanks to you, so will Alex,” Melike said.

      I cupped the alpha wolf’s cheek and a thrill washed through me. He no longer burned fever hot. Thank the gods.

      Rae completed the healing of James’ throat wounds, took Alex from James, and poofed back to the bower.

      “Handy, that,” James said as we walked.

      I threaded my fingers through his. “I’ve never been so glad of your nanoteched flesh as when dear old mom ripped half your throat out.”

      He squeezed my hand.

      “You controlled the wyvern.”

      The muscles of his face tightened, jaw bunching, but he remained silent.

      “I bet both of you wanted to eat my mother, though.”

      “We still do,” he said, utterly without inflection. “But I doubt she’d taste very good.”

      My giggle was most undignified. “Trying to make me smile?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Um, did you ask the wyvern to emerge?”

      “No.”

      The wyvern was gaining power. He’d started talking to James. Now, in this magical-mundane land, he could emerge on his own.

      We left unspoken what that meant for the man I loved.

      

      I bent over Alex’s bed and ran a hand across his forehead. He looked better. His color had returned and his face was free from lines of pain.

      The Sangestre’s song was either helping to heal him or his shifter DNA was doing its work. Either way, Alex was getting better.

      I finally allowed my tears of relief to fall.

      An hour later, after we’d bathed away the day’s adventures, we dressed in clothes provided by the fae. All except Melike, who proclaimed them disgusting, and Rae, who’d donned his own brand of crazy.

      He was a she, something he/she did with regularity. An Asian woman this time, a sexy one who wore a tight-fitting cheongsam in red, matching Chinese slippers, and hipster spiky black hair and bangs. That would go over big with the fae. I, of course, loved it.

      I wore a one-shouldered flowy thing in spring-bud-green chiffon and copper sandals, sadly without nail paint. Any minute I’d break into a Regency quadrille. James—towering and massive—looked delicious in his black tunic, belted at the waist where he’d hung one of his katanas. “Yum. Love how those tights show off your thighs.”

      He poked a finger under my nose
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