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Prologue
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Conlin Crelin stepped out of the shower with a sigh. It had been a long day, and all he really wanted was a stiff drink, a hot meal, and some rest. In that order.

He grabbed his robe and padded into the bedroom to retrieve briefs and lounge pants. As he pulled the pants on, his phone rang, and he frowned, the ringtone one he hadn’t heard in six years. 

Back then, he’d set it for a woman who was now his ex. For a moment, he just sat there wondering why she’d be calling him, all things considered. Her father hated him, and she’d broken up with him on her father’s orders he was certain.

However, he’d moved on, or so he’d told himself four years ago when he’d started dating someone else.

The phone’s ring droned on endlessly, but he decided to let it go to voicemail.

A rap on his door drew another sigh from him. The last thing he needed was company. He was tired, having just returned from India where his company was building a new factory.

After taking over from his father five years ago, he’d done everything he could to grow the computer company which was now producing a new computer tablet that would be reasonably priced yet a powerful productivity tool.

He had a meeting tomorrow with a fairy school that was looking to buy new computers for their kids. As a fairy business, they wanted to work with him for this new acquisition rather than humans.

He stepped into his warm corduroy slippers with a smile, his mind turning to the meal already prepared and left for him by his housekeeper, a pixie. 

As he made his way to the kitchen, there was another rap on the door that drew a groan from him even as he made a detour. He pulled it open, and shock reverberated through him. 

A woman, thin, with blonde hair stood there, her face smudged with dirt, swollen around the right eye and lips bruised, a blood droplet at the temple of her pale face.

“Crelin,” she said weakly and stumbled forward. 

Moving quickly, he caught her. “Shit. Cyn, wha—who did this to you?” he demanded.

The woman he’d known had been a strong fighter, a warrior whose loyalty to her father, to his causes, had been almost unshakable. By profession, she worked for her father’s public relations company as one of the top fixers in the country. 

More recently, she’d run her father’s campaign to get elected to Vermont’s state government. 

“What in the hell?” he asked pushing the door closed behind her. “How’d—I didn’t know you were in town.”

“Crelin,” she said breathlessly, her hand on her stomach that’s when he realized she was bleeding from multiple places. 

“I need to get you to a doctor,” he whispered.

“No,” she said, her breath coming out a wheeze. “It’s too late for that. Listen. I just need you to listen.”

“Tell me who did this to you,” he pleaded as he carried her to the couch in the living area of his apartment.

Tears slid down her cheeks. “I know you don’t believe this, but you’re the only person I could think of to help me.”

“Honey—”

“Shh.” She put a finger to his lips. “I’m from 2064—” 

“Cy—”

“Just listen, I need to get this out before I die.”

“Okay. All right. Tell me.” He was a fairy and considered himself open-minded, but time travel?

“I’m from 2064 Vermont. Daddy and my brothers are dead.”

“Honey—”

“The war—a fairy war with the Summer Queen, Amari Redbone—”

“What?” Chills ran down his spine, and it had nothing to do with the bleak look in her eyes.

“We were on track to take control of Vermont and New Hampshire, but Daddy got into it with Amari Redbone. She was—I don’t know how, I just know it escalated and the girl, the Spring Queen and—their knights led successful attacks against my brothers, they killed them and—” She paused, hand shaking, pain filling her eyes as more tears coursed down her dirty cheeks. 

She swallowed tightly. “There was nothing—father refused to negotiate with her. He said it was weakness. The next day, the Autumn Queen led an army against him with the help of the Spring Queen, Valeria. They annihilated us, Crelin. Vermont and New Hampshire are in shambles.”

“Cynthia, where—”

“I’m going to die. I died, but this time, I decided to come back in time to ask you to stop this before it could happen. Alexandra Russo led an army against me tonight. I think Cat Sidhe was with her. She—burned, her bite.” Breathing harsh, she lifted the bloody black shirt with soiled silver buttons to reveal skin damaged from toothmarks and fire.

Oh, my god.  

The Flame Sidhe were dangerous, fairy-fire throwing fairies, firestarters who could create fire out of nothing, but the leader of these women was that and then some. She could do what a firebomb spell could do. In fact, she could create firebombs merely by shaping the fire she created with a simple thought and setting it free. 

She could also use the fire of a body, human or supernatural, against them. The body temperature, the metabolism—she could twist them into deadly flashfires that were contained within the body ... or at least that’s what he’d heard from his grandfather.

“The Autumm Queen arrived sooner than we expected. My forces were wiped out before my reinforcements arrived. When they got there, they split.” She closed her eyes, her breathing ragged and pain coursed through him along with rage for the vicious death the woman he still loved had been dealt. 

“You have to get Dark Doors to go after Redbone’s children. If they die, there will be no reason for Russo to be there, no reason for whatever happened to happen and touch off this vicious war.”

“I—” 

“I know you don’t believe me,” she murmured. “But I brought you proof. Maybe if you can’t stop them, you can at least find out what will happen in 2063 or ’64 that will cause a simple misunderstanding to become a war.” 

“Where is the proof?”

Moving, she grimaced. “I only brought this one picture. I didn’t have time, but here in your time, now, I was coming to the city to meet with a possible client Daddy wanted the firm to take on. I rented a house here, you know how I hate hotel maids pawing through my things.” She gave him a faint smile. “In the office, there will be an envelope with your name on it. Get it.”

“How?”

“Address on the pic—” She trailed off, eyes closing. 

Crelin held back the scream of pain that tried to escape him for fear of disturbing his neighbors. Instead, he lowered his head, allowing tears of regret and fury to fall.
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Jorja Redbone ended the video conference she’d called with the bears she’d termed as the Collective. She turned her gaze on the woman seated just across the square table from her in the conference room of her antique shop. 

Her blue gaze was considering which didn’t surprise Jorja at all. Alexandra Russo was an odd character. According to the recent report she had on her, she was an open book at first glance. 

An orphan with no family ties other than the women who worked for and protected her. She was considered a friend of the Russian mafia outfit Krovopuskov, but she hadn’t heard anything that gave her pause. Russo was a businesswoman just like her who acted on opportunities that were beneficial to her which was the reason she’d called her.

Well, only one of the reasons. Jorja was fast coming to consider Russo a valued ally and the Collective could use her in its ranks.

“What do you think?” Jorja asked. 

Russo shrugged, sitting back in her chair. “I’m taking Bridget Bearenstien’s place?”

“The issues her uncle created for her have made it impossible for her to continue to be part of our organization.”

Russo nodded. “I imagine,” she said. “I had someone get me some information on her before I agreed to allow her to stay at my place.”

“Oh?” Jorja wasn’t surprised really, but she was curious. 

“Bridget’s mother was murdered when Bridget was about twelve. She’d left her husband, Sofia’s father, who’d been cheating on her for years. He had two other children and was prioritizing his lover over her. Bridget did have an older half-brother, whom you may or may not have killed.”

“Pollan?”

“Yep.”

“Her story is kind of sad after her mother left her father. She took up with a cop who said her mother told him if he was dating her because he wanted info on the Bearenstiens she wasn’t talking. He gave me some information which—” Russo put her hand on a manilla folder on the table and held it out to her. “That details several dead people and how they died. Torture, beatings. Sofia’s mother’s death is there, too.”

“How’d she die?” Jorja asked.

“After she told the cop she wouldn’t help him, about three weeks later, a raid on the family came down that netted them some dope and weapons that put two family members on trial. Both were convicted pretty quickly, and Sofia’s mother was suspected.”

“The cop?”

“He admitted she did tell him things that helped him find some bodies, but he never told anyone anything she said about that,” Russo responded. “He wasn’t even involved, but he said there was an undercover agent who ratted them out. He set Sofia’s mother up to maintain his cover.”

“What happened to her?”

“After the divorce, Gabriel kept coming around hitting on her. She kept turning him down. Said she didn’t want to be anywhere near him. He was a monster just like his brothers.”

“And?”

“After the arrests, he ramped up his harassment of her,” Russo answered. “After the convictions, he kidnapped her, beat her, raped her. Tortured the fuck out of this woman for a confession she couldn’t give him.”

“Bridget?”

“She was in her mother’s care. The cop said he thinks Bridget witnessed some of it, especially the kidnapping which included a beat down. He thinks by the state of the house, the guy raped her there with Bridget in the house.” Russo shook her head, rage in her eyes.

“Gabriel?”

She nodded. “The cop said he was a real piece of work. He came up in the family organization as a cleaner,” Russo murmured gravely. “The man was more brutal than his siblings. Bridget wouldn’t have stood a chance against him.”

Because he was an assassin.

“He was a half-brother. He had to earn his place in the family. Even if Bridget had managed to kill this guy, the rest of the family led by her father would have risen against her. As it is, they were planning a rise against you for killing the other family members. That’s partially why Gabriel was here.”

“To do what?”

“Talk, gather information. They were looking for a hitter, too,” Russo told her. “They think you hired one to do the killing after what happened with Jena.”

She grimaced. She’d made the right call killing off the family.

“Killing off the family was the right call,” Russo said what she’d been thinking. “This mess he got her into—I understand her vanishing. It’s the right call, and possibly the only way she can live her life without law enforcement breathing down her neck.”

Jorja nodded. “And you’re okay with the fact she lied to us?”

“She didn’t lie to me,” Russo remarked with a shake of her head. “You’re the one who asked for my help.”

Jorja gave her an amused glare. “Still—”

“She went about things the wrong way, but we both have to admit, she had no choice. She couldn’t have dealt with those people on her own. Gabriel was winding up to go after both of us separately. He probably has friends out there that were prepared to help him.”

“I didn’t say I didn’t understand, but he could have gotten my family killed,” Jorja growled. 

“For that, you make it clear she gets a pass, but the next time she gets an ass kicking and maybe a bullet to the head.”

Jorja sighed. 

“I give her a pass on this one but only because I understand,” Russo said. “She had to fight with the only weapon she had.”

“Sounds like you’ve been there,” Jorja murmured.

“In a manner of speaking.”

“Is that why you became an assassin? You fought with the only weapon you had?”

Russo’s blue gaze was steady, opaque. “Those of us who want to survive, will always find a way,” she said. “So, take the file, read it over. I’m going to get back to work.”

“You didn’t give me an answer.” She rose as Russo did.

“Bears. Why the hell not? Most of them sound like they know what they’re doing,” Russo responded. “What about Bridget? I’d hate to see her lose so much when she’s going to need it for her new life.”

Jorja studied her, not sure why she was surprised by the other woman’s concern. But in truth the woman was still an enigma to her in so many ways. Though, studying her, some of Jorja’s concern fell away.

She was worried she’d changed Russo into the fairy Cat Sidhe, the Flame Queen, but there was no sign of that having been so. She smelled exactly the same as before ... well, not exactly.

Her scent included hints of a more cohesive change—that of mating. 

She was or had recently become more accepting of her mating of Tatiana Rayne. 

“She was the one who engineered the Collective for her own financial protection and benefit,” Jorja murmured. 

“There’s nothing bad in that,” Russo remarked. “She prepared for the future, but if I’m to take over her position, that will leave her unable to reap the future benefits of her work.”

“That’s true,” Jorja agreed. “I’ve already ensured she’ll get what she’s already earned.”

Russo studied Jorja for a long time before saying, “I’ll give her half my share. It’s not like I need the money. Besides, the income from this venture will all be going to charity anyway.”

“Which charity?”

“A pet project of mine—it’s an educational facility for—well, two. One for boys and one for girls,” Russo answered. “This will allow me to fund the projects completely, and I’ll be able to keep them funded easily.”

“What kind of educational projects?”

“The local job corps school has had to close, but I was approached about funding a new boys organization as well as a girls one. Both will include runaways or children who are on the street and want to get an education.”

“They’ll be educated?”

“And taught trades so they can provide for themselves,” Russo told her. “They’ll have a small medical clinic on site which is something I’ve insisted on. Not all of these kids can risk going to a hospital. But of course there will be strict oversight to make sure the kids aren’t being abused or trafficked.”

“I guess something like that is born of being a runaway yourself,” Jorja commented.

“So, true,” she agreed, her gaze and her tone enigmatic. “I should get back to Hound Town. I’ve got a few interviews for the police chief and stuff.”

Jorja nodded, frowning. Russo seemed almost embarrassed. She must have been one of the kids on the street who sold their bodies to survive and didn’t want other kids to have to do the same.

So why was she a madam?

“Your club,” Jorja said, rising as well. “How will you staff it?”

“Not through trafficked or forced labor,” she replied coldly. “The women who’ll be hired will be there of their own free will. Nineteen to forty-five. You and Jennifer will be welcome to come by anytime once the club is open. Any members can be married and there to enjoy BDSM style or fantasy play. Or just enjoy the food, the occasional live music.”

“Live music?”

“I’m going to open the club to girl bands as well as jazz musicians,” Russo told her. “It’ll be a safe space for an evening out for lesbians.”

“Sounds interesting.”

“I am doing some fact finding, gathering intel on the various fairy organizations in and around Hound Town. I’m curious about the kind.”

“Good idea. We’ll talk again soon.”

“I know. Hey, I can see myself out,” Russo told her sticking out her hand.

Jorja took it. Their eyes met and something in Russo’s stare made the goblin inside her sit up straighter.
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Crelin studied the picture of the barren town that Cynthia called home. It had been two days ago a woman who’d vanished had appeared to beg for his help to stop a nonexistent war.

His first thought had been to contact her father to find out if she was ill or off her medication, not that she’d had any problems that required meds. Maybe she had died and had been reaching out to him for help. But he hadn’t made that call yet for fear the man would think he’d attacked and killed his daughter. 

As a fairy, a warrior gurndel, living a very human life on the surface, he hadn’t dismissed the fact she could be a ghost. However, her coming here from the future as she’d said?

That was a bridge too far even for him. 

His phone rang, and he grabbed it from the table in the small café he’d ducked into for lunch. “Crelin.”

“I think we need to meet,” the voice on the other end of the line said quietly. “We have a situation.”

“What situation?” he asked. He already knew there were problems that had been created by the warrior gurndels launching an attack against Redbone some weeks ago. He had attempted to pull the remaining warriors within his reach back from their further hostile intent. 

Inflaming the queen too soon would be problematic for his plans as leader of the Southern branch of the Dark Doors organization.

Their organization was strong with varied allies that had allowed him to insulate his people so that even Russo and Redbone had no idea they were out there. He intended to rule here, and the only way to do that was both politically as well as magically. His goal had always been to do what Locane Blackdust, a fairy hound, had done, only he hadn’t been able to pull the pieces together yet. 

However, he was growing closer thanks to the moves he’d made over the last few weeks.

Among that group that was still clamoring to attack Redbone were domestic gurndels as well as some pixies, undines, and earth and water elementals. Russo had swooped in to aid Redbone and defeated them in a nasty fight causing some of them to scatter.

He needed Russo dead and Redbone alone, and he hoped the plans he had put in place would yield fruit soon. On the other hand, he was prepared to continue to play the long game.

“Our man is having problems in New Orleans. The witches are mounting a strong campaign that could net them the seat in the special election.”

They were working with some of the witches. However, his plan for them was to put them in a position to be killed by Russo. The woman was a fierce fighter that could put Redbone to shame. She might not eat people, but she did handle them rough.

She knew how to win a battle with witches anyway.

“So?” 

“So, there is some evidence to suggest Russo is backing the female candidate, the Circle of Eight woman, Bellwood, whose grandfather has gotten some money behind her despite her being a Democrat.”

Bellwood was a Republican. He’d pull his granddaughter back when it was time. He was likely merely pretending to back her. However, if he didn’t, he’d have the man eliminated, leaving only their man and a witch in the running. 

Without her grandfather, she’d never win.

“You know about the prophecy,” the caller, his cohead Robert, continued. “We have to get rid of Redbone before she makes Russo a queen. They’ve been working together lately, and we’re all concerned, especially the witches, that she’s going to make Russo difficult to impossible to beat.”

“Why is this our problem?” he asked. Witch business was witch business. That’s the way Dark Scorpion, their close ally, a dark witch organization, had proclaimed they wanted it. 

They were only working together so closely because they had a shared political interest at the moment. At the same time, when all was said and done, it would be his fairies that ruled not the witches. They could have a seat at the table, but they would always be second chair. 

“This source, a witch, sent me something he said he had received from a visitor from the future who is dead in the future.”

Crelin’s hand stilled mid movement to his glass. “What did you say?” The shock that coursed through him was a powerful wave that made his hand tremble slightly.

“He said Russo annihilated them, and there was reason to believe they had help from the Flame Queen.”

“Cat Sidhe.” The breed was nonexistent in this realm thanks to his grandfather and his friends hunting them down and eliminating them back in the early part of the last century. She was no threat and couldn’t be one in the future since she had no offspring and neither did her court. All of those children had been hunted and killed.

“Exactly. He said Redbone’s daughter Amari Redbone is going to become Summer Queen, and they backed the female president who’s coming down hard on us, both our organizations in their time. I’ll send the information he sent me. Tell me what you think.”

“I’m—”

“I’ll send you part of the file, but the other part is on its way to your place by courier.” 

“Okay.”

“Call me tonight and let me know what you think about all this, but either way we need to get rid of Russo. And the witches want to meet with us.”

“7:00 is good for me,” he said and ended the call. The last thing he wanted to do was get caught up in witch shit. 

Crelin shook his head and opened the file. The pictures were horrific. They reminded him of war-torn cities in other countries. He started to laugh at this for a joke when he saw the picture Cynthia had left him.

There was also a picture of her in war garb, her golden wand in hand dueling with a young woman with dark brown hair. The younger woman had a gold and clear quartz wand that caught the rays of the sun. 

Cynthia’s eyes were filled with pain, and he felt every bit of it.

But this couldn’t be true. It had to be a clever ruse concocted by the witches to gain the help from them they needed. Right now, he had his own issues.

“Crelin!”

The warm tone of her voice jerked his head up, and shock coursed through him at seeing Cynthia before him. The warmth of her gold skin, the brilliance of her blonde hair, and the light in her blue eyes was almost like before, but nothing like the other night. 

He rose and pulled her into his arms for a light hug, his heart coming alive again, the tattoo rapid just like always when he saw her. The scent of her perfume—it was new but light and flirty and melded perfectly with the natural scent of her. 

“Cynthia. It’s—good to see you.”

“It’s good to see you, too, Crelin” She smiled warmly. 

He grinned. “You look great,” he murmured. “More beautiful than the last time I saw you.” Literally.

Her lips curved into a grin, a confident yet hopeful gleam in her eyes. “What was that? Six years ago? So, what are you doing with yourself these days?” she asked.

“Sit down. Do you have time to join me for lunch? He motioned to the table. He’d ordered, but it was just a sandwich. 

“Yes. Thanks.” She sat down in the spare chair while Crelin signaled for the waiter as he retook his seat. 

“What are you doing now? Are you still working for your father in public relations?”

“Actually, Daddy put me to work at the paper a few years ago,” Cynthia replied.

“How’s your family?”

“Everyone is fine.” She nodded, a fond smile on her lips. “How is business? I heard you had fully taken over the company in the last five years?” 

“You happy?” 

“I’m generally content. Enough about me,” he said. “Tell me what’s been going on with you.”  

“There isn’t much to tell. I’m here to take over the paper temporarily,” she said. “Dad fired the last managing editor because he thought he was doing too many soft pieces and not enough hardcore stories.”

“Such as?”

“The stories on what’s been going on here lately.” She shrugged. “Redbone becoming Winter Queen and her Autumn Queen being killed.”

“She was killed?” he asked carefully.

“Bridget Bearenstien,” she said. “Father was friends with her uncle Gabriel who wanted her dead because he wanted control of her crown, of the area.”

“Really? I had no idea.” So, Russo wasn’t the Autumn Queen? If that was true, the witches didn’t have much to worry about. They just needed to get their shit together.

“And he wants me to do a story on how Redbone managed to pull a rabbit out of her hat.”

“How do you mean?” he asked, leaning toward her. 

Before he could respond the waiter appeared at his elbow and lunch was ordered for Cynthia.

“Based on a snippet of a video he got, she killed agents and cops, and it was caught on video, but the file just vanished,” she confided after the waiter had gone. “All signs of it. A new video showed up in its place with Redbone being attacked along with the law enforcement teams. They had to drop charges against her, but they’re still trying to get her and her wife.”

“What did her wife do?” he asked curiously. He’d heard she killed an agent, but none of his people believed that. Jennifer Blackdust was virtually an outsider to their world. 

Her father had kept her that way and had arranged the marriage with Redbone as a way to provide and protect Jennifer. 

“She supposedly killed agents, but based on what I’ve heard, I don’t think she did. I think that was the work of her protection detail.”

“More than likely,” he answered. “So, you’ll be chasing the story?”

“I will be trying to get the real story once I’m settled in,” she said. “He also wants me to take a look at some of the witch stories as well as the shifter ones. They seem to be rising. He thinks Cat Sidhe might have a descendant rising who’s been living among the shifters.”

“Seriously?” he asked curiously. That couldn’t be so.

“I’ll probably be working to debunk that one right off the bat even if I don’t do anything but put someone on it. The breed can’t be alive now.”

“True—my grandfather and yours led a team against them and their offspring. There aren’t any left in this realm.”

“I didn’t think so, but I’ll have someone discredit it still,” she answered. “Then, I’ll be hiring an investigator to help me get what I need on Redbone. I’ll be following up on some of the leads myself, obviously, but I want something more to work on since she likely won’t give me an interview.”

“How long are you going to be in town? I’d like to take you out to dinner.”

“That would be fantastic!” Cynthia burst out. “I’d love to spend some time with you, maybe rekindle old flames.”

There was nothing shy about the look she gave him, and heat bloomed inside him. 

“I would like nothing better.” He couldn’t not see her. She was a magnet, and he was drawn to her like a moth to a flame.  

Maybe because their love story, the best days of it, hadn’t been written yet.

“Why don’t we have dinner tonight?”

“I have a meeting at 7:00,” he said, thinking of postponing it just to get into her place for that file she—or whoever it was messing with him—had said was there.

“Come over for dessert and drinks after?”

He smiled. If this was a game, the witches were pulling out all the stops and he couldn’t resist finding out what their end game was.
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Chapter Three


[image: ]


Sofia Ivy smoothed a hand over her blouse as she admired herself in the bathroom mirror of her office. She was glad to be back home, but her life had changed dramatically. The face in the mirror still startled just as the more chestnut brown shade of her hair. Her brown eyes were the only thing that was still familiar to her.

Coming back was a choice she’d made despite the risk she was taking. However, she liked it here. Diamond Reservation, where her life would now be centered, was a beautiful place ... or it could be, now that the queen would be focusing some of her attention on it.

She stepped out into her office, a spacious room with a lounge area and a nice picture window allowing copious amounts of sunshine in. There was plenty of room for the bookshelves to hold all the books she wanted to keep. She loved to read. She also loved learning, and Sofia didn’t expect her learning, as far as business was concerned, to end anytime soon. 

She wanted books there on the various subjects she’d study. She was also taking a class on massage therapy, so she’d know the ins and outs of it. She was already learning about nails, facials, and skincare. 

The spa itself was nearly finished and included a chemistry lab and a greenhouse where flowers used for their specially-made products were growing. Half of the products would be made off-site by hound fairies that Sofia had struck up a working relationship with. 

The spa wouldn’t be opening for another two weeks, but it would be fully staffed and ready to go under her plan.

She was proud of the job she’d already done in just these last three weeks since she’d been hired.

The rap on the door brought her head around. Mostly, there were only workers, the builders, and decorators here. She hadn’t hired her secretary yet, but that would come today. 

“Sofia.”

“My liege,” she said and gave Jorja a slight bow.

Jorja gave her an amused look but waved her off. “How are things going?” Jorja asked. “I see the staff working busily, but no one out in the reception area.”

“I haven’t hired an assistant yet.”

“Good. I already have someone in mind. Given that the feds are still chomping at the bit to have a sit down, I think it’d be best to do things this way for now.”

“You don’t trust me,” she answered quietly.

“Should I?” she asked brows raised. “You used me and if it ever happens again, our relationship is over.”

“You dug into my past,” she remarked, not at all surprised. Jorja was astute, she was just surprised she hadn’t done it sooner. 

She had put it all behind her for the most part, and now that chapter of her life had an end that she wanted to move on from without baggage.

“That was Russo, but we can’t change the past,” Jorja replied. “We can only look to the future while we either build on the past or release it entirely.”

“And in this case, I’m looking to move on,” Sofia told her firmly. “I wish I’d handled things better, but there was no time, no way.”

Jorja studied her for a long time and Sofia wondered if the woman was going to attack her or merely just go for one of her famed kill shots of a bite to the jugular. 

Then, she looked away for a moment and went to the window. “Nice view,” Jorja said quietly. 

“I like it.”

“Are you sure you’re going to be happy running a business for someone else rather than having your own?”

“I know how to take orders.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

She considered the question. She had wanted something that was all her own, but she’d had to think in terms of how she could benefit after the loss of her last job. It hadn’t been a hard job, but then again, it hadn’t been an easy one.

Running her own business would have put her in a position to call all the shots, but she would have had to work harder. 

“Thinking about it, I realize this is going to be advantageous for me,” she admitted. “I have the comfort of being able to do the best job I can while knowing I can go on vacation in peace.”

Jorja laughed. “I’ve gone over the initial setup you want. I’m impressed. I’ve been able to get the hounds to agree to everything. With you requesting one of the rooms be turned into a work lab, they’ll be able to work here. They’ll be able to store their ingredients here, and order through the company, which will be a plus for me.”

“Launder your money.”

“Some of it,” she admitted. Jorja faced her then. “I already talked to the Collective. Russo will be taking your place since you are dead, but she’s giving you half of her earnings from it.” 

“I’ll have to thank her.” She had facilitated a deal that would in the long run net Jorja millions. She had no stake in it now, and she regretted not making provisions for herself and her own money.

“I’ve set up an account in your name that you’ll have full access to,” Jorja told her. “I want to build something for not just my family, but all the families that live on the Res, Sofia. You can be a part of that, or you can leave.”

“I plan to stay,” she said. “This is my home now. You and Jennifer are my family unless you say different.”

“Families fight and bygones can be forgiven as long as betrayal doesn’t follow.”

“It won’t. I promise you. Jennifer and the twins are my first priority.”

“I want you to have a life that makes you happy, Sofia, but I’m not sure the rest of the situation will make you happy.”

“It can for now,” she said with a shrug. “I just need permission to change things. The house is amazing, but it needs a woman’s touch.”

Jorja gave her an amused smile. “You’re a priss underneath all that bravado.”

“I like pretty things.”

She nodded. “Do whatever you want as long as she’s in agreement with it.”

“Am I free to go off the Res?”

“Yes, and I’ll need you to go to Bridget’s apartment and clear it out. You can keep whatever you want and sell the rest or give it away. As a friend, I’m sure she’d want you to have her things.” She flashed her a brief smile. 

“I’ll do that in a little while,” she said. “Thank you. She has some very nice antiques I’d love to keep. What about the house?”

“I’m going to contact Gabriel’s family and find out if they want to come down and clean out the house,” she said. 

“Makes sense,” Sofia said. “They probably need the money they can get from things that can be sold. What about Trammel’s lover?”

“I could give her a call and let her have first dibs since it was his place,” Jorja commented. “I’ll do that.”

Sofia nodded. “Anything else?”

“I came to bring you these,” Jorja reached into the inside pocket of her jacket and produced an envelope. “Your papers.”

Sofia gave her a hug feeling closer to her than she had felt to anyone since her mother’s murder. “I won’t let you down.”

“The staff all knows that not only are you going to be running the spa, but you’re an old friend and my advisor.”

Sofia grinned, and Jorja gave her a smile before leaving her alone in the semi-quiet.
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Chapter Four
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The house they used as their covenstead was in a quiet neighborhood with the nearest neighbor at least a mile away. That was thanks to the fact this area had been up-and-coming when he’d bought the place. 

With enough money to purchase the expanse of land, he’d done so readily knowing they’d need some privacy for their work. At that time, they’d been experimenting with a new magick. Now, they had perfected it. 

In the driveway, there were four cars which belonged to his top members. Crelin parked and headed inside, the sounds of voices reaching him in the foyer. 

“We can’t go back on our promise,” Bronson was saying. “We agreed to help them.”

“We have our own problems to consider,” Turk replied dismissively. “Redbone grows more powerful every day and some of the fairies in the area have already refused to go against her. They’re afraid.”

“And if we wait any longer or fail to launch the planned attacks on the targets, she’ll be more of a problem than pissed off witches,” Nine Simms remarked.

Simms was an undine who’d been part of the organization even before Redbone had annihilated his family, but the man wanted revenge, and Crelin didn’t blame him.

Redbone had not only killed his family, she’d taken a diamond mine that Nine’s cousin had owned.

“But the ones that matter are getting ready to work with us in launching our attack,” Nelson murmured. “We can help them once we’ve dealt with our own issues.”

“I suppose those issues are the reason you called this meeting?” Crelin remarked as he made his way into the room.

“That’s exactly right,” Nelson said, getting to his feet. “I received this from a friend of mine, a friend from Vermont.”

“What is it?” Sam, another member of their coven, demanded. 

“I’ve brought copies for everyone.” Nelson picked an envelope up from the table, opened it, and removed four smaller ones which he handed out. 

Crelin opened his quickly, eager to learn what the urgency was. However, it didn’t matter. He had his first attack ready to launch on Redbone, and he wasn’t going to allow anything to get in the way.

He frowned, studying the news article. It was of a future event and ironically it had been reported by Rath, Cynthia’s father’s paper.

“Is this a joke?” Sam demanded.

“What exactly is this?” Bronson asked carefully. 

“This came to me from two sources, one a witch source and the other a fairy one. The fairy one is vastly more reliable. Alvin Massey, our Eastern chapter leader. He said it came from a friend who will be dying there in thirty-seven years.”

“But where did he get it? The witches? They have to be attempting to force us to do their bidding,” Turk growled. “It’s not happening.”

“Why did Massey contact you rather than me?” Crelin asked.

“He said you couldn’t be reached,” Nelson answered. “He didn’t want to wait. He had to be out of town today and wanted this in our hands. He wanted to know if any of us had heard of any of those people surrounding Redbone.”

“This concerned the daughter’s future,” Turk murmured. “She’ll become a queen.”

“Not only that, but she’s apparently kicking ass in the future along with Russo,” Bronson said quietly. “Why Russo and not Redbone?”

“We don’t know,” Vondel said. “I’ve already started trying to find some answers, but I can’t see how when this is the future. Thirty-seven years in the future to be exact.”

“It’s going to be a nightmare,” Bronson said. “We’re all going to be dead.”

Crelin drowned them out as he read over the pages again. There was the possibility that this was a hoax, an elaborate game, but there was Cynthia again. Her eyes were lonely, her expression hard, and a smudge of blood on her face.

She had lost her brothers, and her father was losing in Vermont to Russo.

“Cat Sidhe,” Bronson said in a hushed tone. “That can’t be. Is that—”

“That’s a myth,” Sam muttered. “She does not exist in our time.”

“Well, she will,” Bronson said quietly. “Page five.”

Crelin turned to it and saw the image of a cat standing six feet. It could be a—but the tail was clear, curled up near her back. On her wrist was a bracelet with the red-black stones and a flame hovered above her hand.

On the ground, dead bodies that looked as if they’d been burned. 

That was impossible. His grandfather had killed them all. There were no children left alive and some of them had been young, barely out of their teens. He’d seen the bodies in pictures his grandfather had loved to pull out and boast about in his fading years.

“Amari Redbone, daughter of the Winter Queen, has led her army against another member of Dark Doors. Alvin Massey and his wife and two of their children were killed tonight,” Turk said, reading from one of the pages. “In New Hampshire. Where will the help come from? Who will save New Hampshire?”
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