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      Welcome to Destiny!

      
        
        Destiny Characters, Paramortals and their Magic    (People of Power, and not…yet)

        Jack Lang Sheriff, Laccasine Parish, former Navy pilot

        Tempest Pomeroy,  Tempestestaerie and mail carrier

        Montana, Dinnshencha/half-vamp, can shift into any form to defend abused women and children.

        Aurora Boreal,  Shop owner, seer? witch?  old friend of the Pomeroys

        Conor de Sept Flambé,  dragon knight /black dragon

        Dylan McGuinness,  Finrir and undercover inspector

        River Pomeroy,  Tempe’s Djnni brother, contractor

        Jordie Lang ,   Jack’s daughter

        Georgeanne Lang,  Jack’s crazy ex

        Phoebe Pomeroy, Tempe’s mother, a Tempestaerie

        Dutch Pomeroy,   Tempe’s father, an old Djnni

        Freddie Taylor,   Storm Lake’s un-handyman

        Petre, The Fae king, owner of the Faerie Inn with

        Arabella, Queen of the faerie and Tempe’s friend

        Ryan Kirkwood,  Jack’s deputy and former wingman

        Katerina Blackmoor,  half panther/vamp, friend

        SOAPs, Tempe’s friends call themselves ‘Sisters of the Astral Plane’. To humans they are soap opera fans

        Liam O’Neill,  Bon Amies’ bartender, Churichaun/vamp

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Destiny, after midnight. . .

      

      Ancient Cypress trees laden with thick Spanish moss obscured the light from the renegade moon and turned the mist gathering on the surface of the water in the cool morning air into a thick cottony carpet, veiling the swamp’s inhabitants. The presence below the surface unsettled the habitat, enough that a mother alligator sped away with serpentine movements of her tail, two of her young clinging to her back.

      Minutes later, through the dense fog came the muffled sounds of a struggle between two powerful forces. A reptilian roar ended with a choke, followed by something heavy crash-landing with a slap in the wet gumbo. From under the mist, the alligator’s torso drifted away from its killer, her eyes going flat.

      A mass of dark plasma, tissue and Cypress knees formed on the opposite bank. Limbs and trunk dragged the drying slime and pieces of flesh with it. Inch by inch it crawled away from its creator, which backed slowly into the swamp, the fog covering its retreat.

      A quarter of a mile away, the newly formed being raised up on two legs and lumbered purposefully toward the fairgrounds illuminated by the brilliant full moon.
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        “A day without chaos wouldn’t be Destiny.”

        Montana

      

      

      

      I thought I’d seen everything. Turns out…my eyes were closed.

      Jack

      

      Hee-haw! Hee-haw! My eyes sprang open at the ruckus. I’d awakened several times before to a cock’s crow, but the braying of a jackass? Yes, it was full moon, or moons, but for all I knew this might be Destiny’s new normal.

      It was hard to tell what time it was. Tempe’s bedroom was dark except for the eerie moonlight filtering through the curtains. Still dressed in full uniform, I raised my arm to look at my watch.

      It wasn’t even dawn, and the cacophony outside Tempe’s bedroom sounded like feeding time at the zoo. I swore, not that I’d been asleep—who could sleep with imminent disaster on the horizon—but now I was curious. I uncurled my body from around Tempe’s, kissed her still cool forehead, cooler than it should have been, and pulled the blanket up to her lovely face. A fist-sized knot squeezed my chest when I remembered how she’d looked last night. I’d been sure I was going to lose her. Those blasted moons.

      I stepped outside onto the porch of Tempe’s two-story antebellum home into the lavender-tinted predawn, another reminder of what today was. Chaos—the result of what the Paramortals called the unfavorable alignment of their Para-moon and the lunar moon.

      As the last man standing to lead Destiny’s defense, I have a better term for it—what we called in the Navy—FUBAR. Translation: exceptionally, extraordinarily, and colossally deep do-do. Our People of Power were suddenly without their abilities as if someone had flipped the switch on their Paramortal breaker box.

      It was hard to believe that this purple moon was to blame for Tempe’s sickness, Aurora’s sudden aging, and the most bizarre of all to me—the way Dylan had gone from the dark enigmatic warrior type to a playful idiot unable to take anything seriously. It made the futures of my daughter—a burgeoning Paramortal herself, my new friends, and the woman I love, uncertain.

      And of all people to be the defender of Destiny during the Chaos, here I was, a human and a skeptic—what an understatement. They’d dragged me—a former thrill-seeking Navy pilot—kicking and screaming into my new “age of enlightenment.”

      If it hadn’t been for Tempe, well, if it hadn’t been for my beautiful redheaded storm witch, it’s quite possible I wouldn’t be here now. Probable. Hell, admit it, Jack, you’d have taken Jordie and run as far and as fast as you could.

      True. I wouldn’t have lasted through the first twenty-four hours.

      But that had been a helluva twenty-four hours.

      If I was honest, which I tried to be when I wasn’t in denial, I’d fallen for her when she’d stepped onto my front porch, with that freaky rainbow streaked hair and feisty attitude. And there’d been that bizarre spark of awareness, not to mention the dream-like “trip” Tempe had taken on my “F-18” when we touched each other. It happened again the first time we made love. That and more.

      I nearly smiled at the memory, but an obstruction in my throat kept me from swallowing. Tempe and Aurora were very ill. I’d held Tempe to me as the Para-moon hit, trying to transfer the warmth from my body to hers, realizing perhaps too late how much I loved her. I’d felt a surge of protectiveness and fierce determination to overcome the odds against us.

      Ha! I must have been dreaming. The almost-light of day was highlighting the reasons why this would be an impossible task. Instead of the lavender mist that covered the ground like a dewy baby blanket, giving me the warm fuzzies, it brought trepidation and, I’ll admit it—fear. I’d won battles before against overwhelming odds, but back then, I knew the enemy. I knew their tactics, their weapons, knew mine were superior, and knew they were human.

      The noise brought my attention back to the street outside of Harmony Plantation, the home Tempe and her brother, River owned. In front of me, between the cars parked along the curb, illuminated by the lone streetlight was a herd...a  flock? A menagerie, I decided. Two dozen of the most unexpected animals, following the most unlikely of pied pipers, Freddie Taylor.

      Several of the species from around Destiny were represented, standing as if at attention behind Freddie—a pig strolling next to an alligator, a black bear walking behind a deer—not stalking, walking. A rabbit rode on the back of a bull, which stayed in file by hanging on to a panther’s tail. I squeezed my eyes shut then opened them slowly, deliberately, to see if the scene would disappear. Nope.

      Freddie, Storm Lake’s most beloved, though not the most proficient handyman—well, I was just full of understatements this morning—waited for acknowledgment from me. I’d seen this from my men in the Navy.

      Freddie and his troops were awaiting orders.

      Was this what I could expect for the next twelve hours? Because if these were the only soldiers who would help me defend Destiny against the unknown Big Bads, maybe we should be cutting up white sheets and attaching them to tomato sticks.

      Casually, Freddie conferred with those closest to him. It took a second for my tired brain to register what I was seeing, then, I unclipped the holster of my gun. When I was within a few feet of the handyman, I saw his closest companions were a large German Shepherd, a timber rattler coiled around his lower leg, and on his shoulder leaning against his ear as if it were his most intimate confidant stood a rather large scorpion, its poisonous tail bouncing dangerously close to Freddie’s ear.

      My hand stayed on my gun as I nodded to River’s helper. “Fred… What’s up? Out…uh, walking the pets?”

      No response, except the scorpion’s tail jumped.

      My handle in the Navy had been ‘Laser,’ and I wondered if I could still shoot the tail off that scorpion before it sank its spiny point into Freddie’s neck. Freddie’s head tilted precariously as he cocked his head and said, “J-Lo doesn’t care for your sarcasm, Sheriff. She says, We’re here to help.” He waved his arms at his troops. “And there’s more where these men came from.”

      No doubt, considering South Louisiana was mainly rural woods and bayous. There was a curious light in the scorpion’s eye, a familiar cock to its head.

      Properly put in my place I said, “I’m sorry if I sounded ungrateful. I am truly appreciative of any help your, er, soldiers can lend. Since I don’t know what we’re up against, I can’t exactly give you specific instructions, so keep your eyes open and ears to the ground, and stay on guard. Report anything…” I started to say, ‘anything unusual’ but hell; everything in Destiny was unusual “…suspicious to me immediately.”

      I turned toward the house. I’d acknowledged their willingness to help, but I had a feeling these “men” weren’t going to protect us much. The strong odor of cow manure (or bear shit) assailed my nostrils and I looked back at Freddie’s troops. This time I recognized the grin on that scorpion’s face. It was the same one I’d seen on Tempe’s impish Dachshund—Marty. Was he running the show, or just along for the ride, in drag?

      My stomach suddenly felt like a hollow pit. We were truly overwhelmed. Doomed, our chances of winning—in the crapper. Shaking my head, I straightened my shoulders and walked around the house toward the swamp.

      My mission to protect and defend was forged by love and honor. It was in my damn DNA. I would fight to my last breath. They couldn’t have Destiny, whoever they were. Besides, Destiny wasn’t their primary goal. The way I understood Paramortal history and power, the enemy’s strategy was to take Storm Lake and the Paramortals, use their power source—the Forge—or destroy it, then move on to the rest of mankind.

      With most of our people having been changed or weakened by this power-down, it gave the other side a huge opportunity to wreak havoc in my town. Well, not on my watch.

      A low, pulsing beat surrounded me, like the opening sound effects in a scary sci-fi movie. Whump. It got louder, creating a heavy blanket of bass, low and physically imposing… wwhump…wwwhump. And then air swirled around me, lifted, sucking oxygen up and away like a Seal-a Meal with a vacuum bag.

      I looked up at the dark object obscuring the moons, mesmerized by a football field sized airborne shadow and an up-close-and-personal illustration of aerodynamics. The creature tucked its wings and dropped toward the ground, at the last minute cupping them like a parachute slowing a jet for a carrier landing. More graceful than you would think possible, he set his twenty-ton form down across the bayou on the fairgrounds.

      Sorry, that view distracts me every time. Where was I?

      Oh, yeah...not on my watch. ‘Cause I have a dragon on my team.

      “Yippee ki-yi…”

      I’m Jack Lang and the sheriff of Neverland—kidding, but Destiny is a… special place. It would be an awesome community to raise my daughter and continue my relationship with Tempest Pomeroy, if we can live through the next twelve hours. Until then, things are liable to be pretty chaotic. Yeah, dumb. I’m so tired I can’t even make a good joke.

      My palm vibrated and Urgent blazed across my phone display along with LPSO Deputy Kirkwood, a message from Ryan. It’s starting…

      You can’t scare me. I’ve had thunderbolts tossed at my privates.

      Jack

      Tension settled again across my neck. What could Ryan be calling about? Another dead body? There had been at least five unsolved DBs in my parish within the last five weeks. And if it hadn’t been for Tempe’s brother River going missing, I’d have never known it was all connected.

      More than that—I’d still have been in the dark, still thought I lived in a merely mortal world of humans. If you’d asked me then how I’d react to my new knowledge, I’d have been forceful in my answer. Not only had I not believed in supernatural powers or faeries, or dragons, or djinni, but I’d been looking for the closest thing to Mayberry, a quiet, safe place to raise Jordie after the nightmare my crazy ex, Georgeanne, had made of our lives.

      Apparently, there’s no getting away from your demons, the category I place G in. This had been proven only too well when she showed up twenty-four hours ago, as usual at the worst possible time, after an amazing night with Tempe. Let me clarify that. There would never be a good time for Georgeanne to show up.

      Jordie had reacted, even more emphatically than I had anticipated, bursting into tears and begging me to, “Send her away, Daddy. She’ll ruin everything. I hate her.” That had been right after I’d found out Jordie was a new Paramortal.

      Jordie doesn’t know yet. She just thinks a tattoo magically appeared on her thigh. I’d given her hell over getting that tattoo, and that sucks because my dependable honor student had been telling the truth all along. Turns out it was some kind of sign. I’m trying not to focus on what exactly that means because Jordie doesn’t appear to be suffering any ill effects, and I have my hands full.

      The powerdown doesn’t affect “future” Paramortals, those who haven’t had their “quickening” which can happen at any age, I’m told. Tempe didn’t go through hers until a few weeks ago, at twenty-nine, and there’s no sure way to know where the next Paramortal will come from or which…species he’ll be or if the bond will be from blood or spell. I sound like I know more than I do. But I learn more every day…every hour.

      Our Paramortals were not only affected physically and mentally but their bond to each other and to their mission—the defense of weaker beings—is on vacation and won’t return for hours yet.

      This is how the bond was explained to me. It’s a Paramortal’s compunction to carry out their mission to protect others even if their power is diminished like with the blood Paramortals. That makes them good guys like me. The question was would there be enough good guys with power left to protect mortals and their defenseless comrades for the twelve hours of the power outage? And more importantly—to me, at least—who were the bad guys? What were they?

      For sure I could count on Conor, the faeries, and Montana who’d lost her Dinnshencha powers but retained her spellbound vampire half, and her fighting skills.

      By now, I’d expected an all-out good vs. evil war, but so far it hasn’t happened. Maybe they’re gathering somewhere like that last Hobbit movie. I felt a chill zip up my spine at that image. Better find out what Ryan wanted.

      “Yeah, Ryan. What’s so urgent?”

      Ryan laughed. “Well, that was a bit of a joke, Jack.”

      I ground my teeth and pinched my burning eyes. Just what I needed, my wingman making jokes. Ryan had actually been my wingman in the service. I’d talked him into moving to Destiny when he got out and taking a job as a deputy. I knew he missed the excitement and danger of being on the front lines. If he only knew what lay beyond his front door…

      “So…”

      Ryan said, “One of the locals was doing some night fishing on the lake, due east of Destiny. He swears he saw a flock…” Ryan went off in a series of breathless chuckles.

      “Ryan…”

      “Roger, Laser.” Laser was the handle painted on the side of my F-18 in the Navy. Ryan reluctantly pulled himself together. “He said he was lifting a fish out of the water and something dove at his rod. He couldn’t tell at first what it was, figured it was some kind of buzzard. Then, he hit one with his paddle, and it fell into the boat. Not for long, but he ‘says’ it was long enough to tell it was some kind of um…pterodactyl.”

      More laughter…and my day had just gone from a bad to worst-case scenario.
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      Don’t step on the dragon’s tail.

      

      Jack

      Now it was my turn to stall the conversation. I thought through the possibilities. With my added knowledge of Destiny’s secrets, it had to include actual pterodactyls, but it wasn’t likely.

      I asked, “Dinosaurs? Are you there with him?”

      “No, dispatch put me through to his cell phone. I’m on my way though. He’s apparently still in his boat and ’says’ they are circling like buzzards. Probably are buzzards, still, that would freak anyone out. He’s alone on the lake…”

      “Let me know what you find out. I have a few things to do here, then I’ll come back you up.”

      “Jack, I threatened to send the wildlife guys out to check him out. I mean… pterodactyls?”

      Instead of laughing I asked Ryan for the man’s name and number, just in case.

      There was a loud roar from the direction of the Forge that pierced the thickening layer of fog. Tempe had seen the creature in the swamp responsible for that sound. And Dylan had nearly been drowned by it…would have been if not for Conor, the newest addition to our band of heroes. Conor is a real, live dragon with scales and everything. Massive—about forty-feet tall and dark as a black hole—with fiery red-rimmed eyes and mouth, and a Scottish accent. In his, uh, human-looking form, he’s also a Knight with the biggest, flashiest swords you’ve ever seen. Conor de Sept Flambe’. Get it? Flambe, fire. It took me a while.

      The jury is still out on the nature of the beast in the swamp though because Tempe had also seen what she thought might be a Fae, a naked woman with blazing green eyes near where she’d seen the ‘swamp thang’ as Dylan had called it.

      Nakedness is a common theme around Destiny, especially with the Fae, who seem to think of clothing as a human anomaly, whereas I would prefer everyone keep their clothing on to prevent a different kind of exposure. Destiny’s secrets do not need to be laid bare.

      I finished tapping the nails into the giant Cypress by the Forge. The tree was probably over a hundred years old and the mass of roots, known as Cypress knees, at the base looked like a congregation of smart wizards. If only…

      The NO TRESPASSING SWIMMING OR FISHING sign I’d attached to it was a suggestion from one of the local moms. She’d seen the naked woman with the neon green eyes on the bank as well, and then heard the roar. She’d grabbed her boys, tugging them out of the swamp while they wailed at the adventure of it all. They wanted to “see a monster”. They just thought they did.

      I wake up periodically after a nightmare in which a portal opens up and a hoard of really big, really bad creatures swarm the town, but so far that hasn’t happened. I was going to ask somebody why the first chance I got. Not that I’m not grateful.

      I’d love to think it’s all some kind of fairy tale passed down through the ages, but I have proof of the Para-moon’s influence. I almost lost Tempe last night. I haven’t had a chance to show her how real my feelings are for her or to make up for the hard times she went through after her parents and the rest of the Paramortals came up with a plan to make her and her brother, and their enemies, think they’d been abandoned. It made me mad just to think of it.

      I felt a tickle on my neck, a sixth sense I’d learned not to ignore in the Navy, confirmed many times by the sudden appearance of enemy fighters on my six. I spun and ducked just in time to miss the flailing arm of a blocky, flesh-colored creature with an awkward gait. No, not the color of flesh, but actual flesh. It swung its ungainly limb again, and something told me not to let it touch me. I nearly did the limbo the next time and stumbled, tripping over a fallen log.

      It raised both arms to deliver a deathblow when I saw two giant swords flash. I found myself staring into the creature’s hollow eyeholes, its head and forearms on the ground next to me. I scurried away from them while the headless body above me simply turned toward its attacker—Conor. It didn’t have a brain, so it didn’t know…that was a mistake. In an instant, what was a trunk and legs had been carved up into tiny chunks that resembled tofu. That was it for me and tofu.

      “That should take care of the wee zombie until I can char the remains,” said Conor.

      Montana leaned over to offer me her hand. I took it, once again noticing how weary I was. I’d been going on nothing but adrenaline for too long. “Thanks.”

      I saw Dylan over Montana’s shoulder. She turned and watched him skip down the hill toward us, his expression curious, like a kid looking for adventure. He stopped when he reached the remains and bent over to get a better look.

      His eyes widened comically. “What’s that? A zombie?” He reached down obviously intending to poke it. I grabbed for his arm but Montana was quicker.

      “You goofball, what are you thinking?” She thumped him on the head and he whined, making a face. I shook my head and met her gaze. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one astounded by the change in Dylan. He was a far cry from dark and dangerous Diablo, the nickname I’d given him on our first meeting.

      Conor offered to make a quick round and look for more zombie men. In the blink of an eye, he shifted. Montana was already grabbing for a hold on Conor’s neck, preparing to vault onto his wide back. Montana said, “I see why you like flying so much, Jack.”

      I jumped in front of the dragon. Smart, Jack. “Montana, wait. Can you stay? I need your help with Tempe. I haven’t had any luck getting her up and around.”

      “Sure, ” Her right hand stroked the dragon’s neck, and she looked at him regretfully. “You can handle it without me, can’t you, big guy?” Something passed between them, and emotion flickered in his eye, making the pupil flare and then snap back into a slit.

      “Hrrmph!” Conor’s massive head jerked around. We followed his gaze.

      Dylan was attempting to play jump rope with Conor’s three-foot high tail. The way the dragon eyed Dylan, it was obvious he was toying with the P.I. Just when he got a rhythm going, over-and-back, over-and-back, Conor jerked his tail out of the way and put Dylan on the ground. Conor’s teeth bared in a grin as he continued to twitch his tail, teasing the Inspector.

      Dylan was persistent, though. He waited, eyes tracking back and forth, counting the flicks per second, and then he launched himself at the tail’s thick tip, wrapped his arms and legs around it and hung on like a mad spider. It was bizarre…and comical…and kind of sad.

      “What does he think he’s on, a Carny ride?” I asked Montana.

      All Conor had to do was bring his tail down harder and he could put an end to Dylan’s shenanigans forever, but his plan was more ingenious, and compassionate. When he lifted his tail off the ground, Dylan hunched, tightening his grip, butt end up. There was a quick burst of flame and Dylan’s pants seat ignited. He dropped to the ground with a yelp, clamped his hands to his ass, and took off for the swamp. Conor’s head swung back toward us, his big golden eyes full of mirth.

      “We’ll take care of him,” Montana said to him. “I’ll be here when you get back. Be safe.” He took the time to char the tofu on the ground, then, with one glance at Dylan lifted into the sky.

      I should have known Montana wouldn’t follow me up the hill. No, the Dinnshencha advanced toward the back door as if it were a den of abusers to be conquered, her feet making mushy noises on the dewy grass. “Montana!”

      She turned. Her cobalt eyes glimmering with determination. I wasn’t sure what would be the right thing to do for Tempe, but I wanted to know what Montana had in mind, in case I didn’t agree.

      And if I didn’t? A mere man wouldn’t have much to bargain with in this case. Montana’s Dinnshencha nature was in its sweet spot putting women out of their misery by slaying their abusers, the biggest percentage of them male. If Montana thought she was right about a woman or a child’s needs, she couldn’t be swayed.

      “Look, I know you and Tempe are close⁠—”

      She made an impatient sigh. “Wasting time, Jack. Spit it out.”

      “What if we can’t…” I closed my eyes feeling the muscles in my neck tense as I tried to put my fear into words, knowing now, like never before in my life, that words have power.

      Montana stalked back toward me. I worried she might pull her imaginary sword from wherever but she did something totally unexpected. She hugged me. A hard-muscled reassuring hug followed by a short squeeze. “Don’t think like that, Jack.” And with that abrupt order, she released me.

      Okay, then. Following her, I asked, “I don’t know anything about this power-down, do you? Specifically, I mean? Does it normally kill Paramortals? Aurora wasn’t looking too good yesterday, and Dylan…” We both turned and looked toward the swamp where Dylan was soaking his hindquarters.

      She stared at Dylan for a full three-seconds, and then back to me. With an arched black brow, she said, “Let’s not borrow trouble. We have enough as it is.”

      We were minutes away from more.
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      You’ll have at least a second, while I draw my sword, to convince me you’re innocent.

      

      Montana

      I stopped in the doorway to the living room. Before I could call out or respond to what I was seeing, Jack had Tempe’s mother’s wrist in a vise-like grip. “What did you do to her?”

      I couldn’t believe he’d beaten me to Phoebe. And just as shocking was the large knife Phoebe had been holding to Tempe’s neck.

      The growl that emanated from Jack’s throat was a declaration of a mate to back off. All right, Jack. Phoebe’s eyes flared as she looked down at her wrist and back up into Jack’s hard eyes.

      “Just because I’m not at full power, Lang, doesn’t mean I couldn’t pull your body apart and send all the tiny pieces to the ends of the globe.” Phoebe’s eyes, so much like Tempe’s, were lit with something I recognized: an impending storm. But she was bluffing. I thought.

      I knew Jack was aware of the danger he could be in. And yet, he not only didn’t back down, but retorted, “Try it. After being absent for most of Tempe’s life and nearly getting her and your son killed last month⁠—”

      “I can’t believe you have the nerve to threaten me.” Phoebe stared at him in shock. I couldn’t quite believe it myself.

      He said, “Stand down and explain what you’re doing with a knife to your daughter’s throat. You’ve got two-seconds to drop the knife.” Really? Then I saw what Jack held in his hand, aimed at Phoebe’s heart. When had he drawn his handgun?

      My eyebrows rose as I looked from Jack to Phoebe. This should be interesting. Phoebe took a second look at me, then—surprise—she dropped the knife. It clattered to the floor, but Jack didn’t release her arm. He did lower the gun.

      “What are you doing with the knife?”

      I addressed Tempe’s mother for the first time. “I’m afraid I need to hear that as well, Phoebe.”

      At first Phoebe glared at us, then she sagged, the arrogant air so second nature to the oldest of the Paramortals faltering momentarily. “I couldn’t wake her…”

      Jack scowled. “So you decided to stab her awake?”

      “I wasn’t trying to stab her. I was trying to help, take some of her blood.”

      I was speechless. Jack was used to interrogations, though, and asked, “She’s already weak. How was taking her blood going to help?”

      “Marty sent me a message. We have to get Tempe up and get over to Aurora’s.”

      “A telepathic message?” Jack asked.

      Phoebe tried to shake Jack loose and rise from the sofa bed but he wasn’t having any of it. “No, it was a text message. Our mindlink is down. He said the Fae with the snake tattoo that bit Tempe was a Naga. They are enlightened healers and generally good creatures. When it bit her, instead of delivering venom, like he thought, it injected Tempe with something akin to antibiotics. Marty said if Tempe hadn’t received the bite, she might have…” Her hand went to Tempe’s cheek as if to test her temperature, and she brushed Tempe’s dark hair away from her forehead.

      Jack loosened his grip on her other wrist, apparently understanding the importance of Phoebe’s information. He’d been with her right after the Naga’s attack the night before. “Does this mean she’s going to be okay?” He looked worn and edgy, like it wouldn’t take much for him to snap.

      Phoebe’s worried look met his and then mine. “There are no absolutes, Lang, but if we can get her awake and motivated, the Naga’s healing effect on her blood should only increase as the day goes on.”

      Jack leaned over and kissed Tempe’s forehead. “Tempe, sweetheart, wake up. Come on baby.” He motioned to me with a jerk of his head.

      I stomped noisily to the bed and shouted like a drill sergeant, “Tempe, are you going to just lie there while that floozy blonde gets her hooks into your man?” This brought a frown from Jack. I shrugged.

      Phoebe stood over Tempe with her hands on her hips, in a typical aggravated maternal posture. “Zeus’ limp— Tempe. Are you going to lie there all day? Get out of that bed.”

      Jack jerked back at Phoebe’s harsh words but when he cast a glance toward Tempe’s mother, he saw the same thing I did, the stormy swirling of her irises and a wash of rainy tears clinging to the long black lashes.
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      Those things only go downhill with age…

      

      Tempe

      “What did you do to her?” Angry voices stabbed into my consciousness. I felt a hand running over my cheek and down my arms, recognized the feeling of soft down beneath my other cheek. I was dreaming then. That’s why the voices sounded familiar.

      My eyelids resisted. They were heavy, like a sleep faerie straddled my nose, holding the lids down with her tiny green booties on my eyelashes. I smiled.

      “Open your eyes, and tell me why you’re smiling.” It was Jack’s voice. Oh, Jack…

      “Ahr…” My voice croaked as I tried to speak. A calloused hand ran over my hair, cupped my cheek, and when my eyes cracked open, Jack’s handsome face stared down at me, concern wrinkling his brow. He pressed his lips to my forehead gently, as if I might break.

      “Are you okay, Tempe? How do you feel, sweetheart?” He spoke so softly, soothingly.

      “Zeus’s. . .” Phoebe’s voice again.

      “Phoebe!” I looked at Jack who chuckled. “Don’t encourage her,” I said, my voice raspy, but sounding a little clearer.

      Phoebe went on, waving her hands about. “Well, you know it’s true. I’ve seen it. Those things only go downhill with age and Zeus is very ol⁠—”

      “Mother…” I groaned, pushing up on my elbows. Jack put his hand under my arm to lift me into a sitting position, but when I saw her expression I fell back on the bed, the soft fabric rustling. “What are you really up to?”

      “…erm, what?” Her smile was sly, and satisfied. “It’s time you got up and tended to business, Tempest. You’re doing considerably better than I expected.” Both Jack and Montana looked at her with shocked expressions.

      Flat on my butt and she thought I was doing better…than what? Being dead? She droned on while I tried to tap into the molecular energy in the air. It wasn’t happening, though I felt the connection between Jack and myself when he touched me. Was that in my head? The last thing I remembered was being outside, and being so cold.

      My mother was still rambling. “…without the mindlink I was unsure. I’m very concerned about Aurora. Have you checked on her? Dylan is…”

      “The village idiot,” Montana offered.

      Dylan hadn’t been himself yesterday so I took this to mean he was worse. “Where’s Dutch?” My voice came out hoarse.

      Phoebe’s shoulders slumped and she sighed, a martyr’s sigh. Pathetic but heartfelt, I thought. “You always were your father’s girl. Dutch is still with River. I came because I thought you needed me.”

      I recognized the truthful tone in her voice but there was something else as well, regret? Regardless of my hard feelings, I had recently found out that what I’d thought about my mother for most of my life had been wrong. Not that that was my fault. “What are you doing here?”

      Again hurt flashed across her face and she looked away. When she looked back her stormy eyes so much like mine had lightened to the color of volcanic ash, her determination evident. “I’m here to help, Tempe. We have work to do. You can’t just lie here and let our enemies take over and destroy what we went through all of this for.”

      All of this was the big lie they’d perpetuated to convince me and River, and whoever it was all aimed at, that my father, a powerful djinn, was dead, and Phoebe, a Tempestaerie like me, didn’t care. Who’s to say if it worked?

      The discussion was getting too hot for Jack apparently. He held up his phone and said, “I’m going to call Jordie.” Then Jordie’s ringtone sounded and his eyes flashed with concern.
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      Now we’re screwed.

      

      Jack

      “Jordie, what’s wrong?” I gripped the phone and put my hand over my other ear to block out the mother-daughter exchange, which was getting hotter by the minute.

      Jordie was uncharacteristically flustered. “Daddy, I’m at Aurora Borealis. I never heard from Aurora last night and I got a weird partial text from her so I came to the store.”

      “Jordie. With your mother, er, Georgeanne running loose?” And who knows what else, I wanted to say. “Lock the door. We’ll be there soon.”

      Jordie said, “Um… I’ll be okay ’til you get here, but I don’t know about Ms. Aurora…” Her voice hitched. “Daddy, she looks like she might …die.”

      “Talk to her baby. We’ll be there as quickly as we can.”

      Jack turned to the others. “You heard?” Only Montana nodded. I repeated Jordie’s news to the others.

      Phoebe said, “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. We need to get Tempe over there. Tempe, do you still have the globe I left for you?”

      “The LIAB?” Tempe looked at me.

      I asked, “What’s a LIAB?”

      “It’s Zeus’s Ignis Orbis,” an irritated Phoebe said.

      “Whatever, Mother,” Tempe said.

      It sounded like another one of Tempe’s creative curses to me. Tempe looked over at me and explained. “Remember the night you found me at Phoebe’s? I found a small glass globe in my mother’s bedroom. It appeared to be some kind of weather making machine. It had a tiny thunderstorm inside with lightning and everything, so I gave it an acronym, LIAB, for⁠—”

      “Lightning in a bottle. Got it,” I said, wondering why Phoebe was so anxious to find it all of a sudden.

      Tempe shrugged tiredly. “It seemed to fit.” To Phoebe
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