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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Arabella

          

        

      

    

    
      Arabella sat ramrod straight in a white, wooden chair in the sunlit tearoom at the Brotherhood’s headquarters. Much of the headquarters’ decor was dark, wood trim, gold gilding and rich wallpapers or paints, but not this room. She had this room especially outfitted to mirror her mother’s tearoom from her childhood home. The wallpaper was a dark yellow with swirling white leaf patterns, almost lace-like, dancing across it. The trim was painted white to match the color pallet. The curtains were white lace. The dainty but sturdy table she, Trixie, and Raina sat at was also white. The chair she sat upon has an embroidered cushion on it, as did Trixie’s and Raina’s.

      Trixie fidgeted on her chair, before standing, removing the embroidered cushion, and tossing it to the floor, settling back down on the bare white chair with a sigh. Arabella frowned. Her sister embroidered those cushions many years ago.

      Trixie noticed her frown, made an abashed face, then picked the cushion up and set it atop the empty seat on her right side. Her adopted sister, Raina, covered a smirk with her hand. She was used to Trixie’s lack of finesse. Arabella nodded to Trixie. She couldn’t figure out if the girl was trying to be kind or just trying to appease her. She thought it was the latter, but she knew Chinonso’s knowledge of the future Trixie and her own time-twin’s dire missives about the girl had colored her perception of every action Trixie took.

      Thomas had brought back a scribbled missive from an interdimensional Lady Arabella, her time-twin, which warned her about Trixie Black. Since then, she’d been occupied with how upsetting it was to be told that the princess she’d been tasked with keeping alive, up to this point, would have to die, most likely by her hand.

      Arabella was not totally convinced that this had to happen, but if she trusted anyone’s judgment, it was her own.

      She watched Trixie over a delicate yellow teacup, whose pattern matched the wallpaper almost exactly. The pretty blonde woman—angular and thin, but much healthier-looking than Arabella had ever seen her—played with a black onyx ring on her finger absent-mindedly. Its time-twin was located in a safely warded box settled on Arabella’s lap. By all accounts, Trixie’s onyx ring couldn’t exist in this timeline, not with its interdimensional twin in the same timeline, at any rate. That it did exist was a problem, if her other self was to be believed, since her time-twin made it clear that the ring would corrupt its owner. And now it was up to Arabella to either confiscate or destroy it—both prospects Trixie would no doubt object to.

      Raina sipped her vanilla-flavored black tea then cleared her throat. “Excuse me, Lady, but I get the idea that you didn’t just call Trixie and I here for a cup of tea and delicious scones, as much as I am enjoying both. You mentioned the rings?”

      Arabella smiled at Raina, so much like her beloved Warren Black in both looks and demeanor, excepting the healthy dose of skepticism with which Raina always treated her. Arabella could not blame her for her skepticism. She could not always be forthright with Raina when it came to Trixie or her family. Doing so might just scare the woman out of her life for good. She sighed, thinking how difficult it has become to keep her promise to Warren, to protect his family. Even after two hundred years, the task was no less daunting. She tried to pinpoint the moment it grew complicated, and she couldn’t help but pin it on the very moment Gloriana asked for help with her heir, Trixie. Dainara, Raina’s biological sister, had wanted to be invited to this morning’s meeting, but Arabella convinced her that the less people involved in this test-run of the ring’s power, the better. Raina, on the other hand, would not be dissuaded.

      She had grown protective of Trixie, of late, and didn’t like to see her alone with Chinonso or herself. It made Arabella wonder at what she knew. Thomas would not have said anything about the note Arabella’s time-twin had given Thomas to deliver, but Raina was very perceptive. She had to be, for the line of work she’d found herself in for most of her life. So, Arabella allowed her to chaperone her sister, as much to convince her that she could trust her as to help in case the magic of the rings did, indeed, grow too difficult to control. The Seer Stone could help if that were the case.

      “You are correct, of course, Raina. I am of the mind that we must test how the rings react to one another. Thomas has surmised that a person interacting with his or herself out of their timeline would be absolutely devastating to time itself, but we do not know if this is the case with inanimate objects. He guesses that the effects would be negligible. However, this ring is not truly inanimate. It houses great fae power, and so, we assume, would have greater resistance to being in the same space and time as its partner.”

      Trixie hummed and picked at a scone. “So, you just want to see if they can be in the same room, unwarded, and not interact explosively? Should we be doing this in your fancy tearoom? I didn’t even want to sit on your spotless butt pillow. What happens if the rings blow the place to smithereens?”

      “Astute question, Princess, which is why I have allowed Raina to be a part of the experiment. She will help the two of us hold a ward around the rings, to keep any damage to our environment or persons minimal,” Arabella answered, ignoring the butt pillow comment completely.

      Trixie grimaced over the label “princess,” but nodded her assent. “Okay, so…you want to combine our gifts and make a really strong warded cell?”

      “Precisely. I believe the three of us will be strong enough to test the parameters, especially as you have grown into your own powers, and Raina has grown more capable of using the Stone,” she answered.

      Raina looked a little less certain. “Has anything like this ever been done before?”

      Arabella shrugged. “I cannot be certain. I believe Thomas is the only person to successfully retrieve something like this from time, so this must be a first.”

      “The less talk of doom and gloom the better, I think,” interjected Trixie. “Let’s get started.”

      As tactless as Trixie sometimes was, Arabella had to agree with her line of thought. Dreading possible danger was never helpful; planning for it was always a good idea, however. So, the three of them removed the tea and scones from the table, placing them on a tea cart by the sunlit window facing the back garden. When the table was cleared, Arabella called forth her power. She felt it tingle through her veins and into her hands.

      “All right, Trixie, place your ring in the center of the table, then grasp my hand and Raina’s hand.”

      Trixie frowned at her, but reluctantly removed the ring and placed it in the center of the table before saying, “You better hope nothing happens to it, or we will have a problem.”

      Arabella furrowed her brow but nodded. She didn’t take kindly to the implied threat, but it wasn’t worth the argument to pursue it. She lifted the box from her lap and put it in the middle of the table too, before reaching her hands toward the women. Raina immediately grasped Lady’s hand. She could feel the woman testing Arabella’s magic, looking to shape her own in the same manner. Arabella smiled. Raina had grown in her ability to wield the Stone if she could shape her magic to mimic others. The powers of the Stone were many, including the fact that it gave the wearer the ability to travel within the stone’s frame of reference, track magical beings and otherworldly people, and strengthen other magic. She wasn’t sure if Raina was aware of all that the Stone was capable of, but she was coming into her own using it.

      Trixie took a deep breath before reaching for Arabella’s hand, as if preparing herself for the contact. She grasped it loosely compared to her sister. Arabella could feel Trixie’s magic the moment it came forth. Even without the ring, it was extremely powerful. That thought worried Arabella a little, as she was sure she might have to spar with the princess of Faerieland in the near future and she didn’t feel confident in her odds. Arabella had powerful magic, but she could feel that Trixie would only grow in power, and Arabella’s power was at its peak. She shook the thought away for the present, concentrating on the rings on the table.

      “All right. I am going to release the lid on the warded box. Whatever you do, do not let go or let your power out of the protective sphere you are helping me to hold,” Arabella warned the women.

      Raina looked up, as if first noticing what their combined magics made. It swam with aquamarine, bright white, and pale pink sparks—the colors of their combined magics, but was otherwise invisible. Arabella noticed Raina’s eyes widen. She must have been unaware of what she was creating, or, rather, allowing for Arabella to create for her. She hoped Raina would be more careful in the future about her intentions and not allow others to so easily sway her magic. She met Trixie’s eyes when she thought this, and the woman frowned, almost as if she knew what Arabella was thinking. But, no, that was her own conscience making her read into the expression.

      Arabella took a deep breath, nodded at both women, and then spoke an unfamiliar word. The lid flew open, and the box flew to the side, spilling the ring onto the table. Arabella immediately knew that there would be trouble. At first, the rings simply trembled, then they flew back from one another with a loud crack, as if they were similarly charged ends of magnets pushing away from the force of the other. The rings hovered, apart, for a moment before a dark sparkle of magic began crackling between them, growing in heat and power with every second. Almost before Arabella could warn the other women how fast it grew, the fizzling, hot energy was the size of a fist and was pushing against the magical barrier with so much force that it felt like it was a balloon near to bursting. She couldn’t even imagine what kind of explosive power would be unleashed if she allowed it to burst, but she was sure it would be the end of them. She could feel Raina and Trixie’s hands tighten over hers, could feel their own fear in that gesture.

      “Trixie, I need all you have. You, too, Raina,” she added, though she could feel the power of the Seer Stone was almost at its maximum. “I need you to try to use your powers to push the ring back into the box. I’m afraid I underestimated the power of the rings combined and the aversion field their meeting would create.”

      Trixie was sweating, but she narrowed her eyes and pushed her power toward the ring that used to be in the box. The ring moved slightly, the crackling ball of dark magic shrinking.

      “Good!” Arabella called through gritted teeth, pushing the remainder of her power into Trixie’s efforts. The ring shook, as if fighting the push, but the black magic shrank back further, and the ring moved toward the mouth of the box.

      “Raina, I need you,” Trixie breathed, barely over a whisper. Raina closed her eyes and scrunched her face in concentration, pushing the rest of the Seer Stone’s magic toward the ring and shoving it into the ring until it was hovering inside the mouth of the warded box.

      Arabella cried out a word in a language neither of the other women knew and the box snapped shut. Raina slumped to the table, unconscious. Trixie jumped to her feet and ran to her sister.

      She gently slapped her face, calling, “Raina! Raina, are you okay?”

      Raina’s eyes fluttered open, and she breathed out, “Immokayjusttired,” in one long, drunken-sounding sentence, before closing them again.

      Trixie turned on Arabella, “What the hell? We would have died without her power, and you were reluctant to even have her involved earlier! We could have wiped everyone out. Why didn’t you prepare us better?”

      Arabella rubbed a growing headache at her temple, but answered, “I didn’t know it would be so powerful. I underestimated the rings. I was wrong to do so. I am sorry. Raina will be okay, with rest. Using that much power is even more tiring for a mortal than a fae.”

      Trixie took a deep, calming breath, then retrieved her own ring, shoving it onto her finger. “Well, it’s clear these two rings should not be in the same room or even country, just to be safe. I could bring the second ring to Faerieland with me, have Gloriana see to it that it’s put safely away, seeing as it is from her realm, anyway.”

      Arabella shook her head, recalling the note her time-twin left her about Trixie’s path of destruction in the future. She couldn’t let the woman have both rings. She had to assume the corruptive power of the ring would be even greater with two rings than one.

      “No, you must venture back to Faerieland with only the one you wear, I’m afraid. Even if they would be okay simply being feet apart, we cannot be sure that someone would not try to use it against Faerieland. No, the more distance they are kept from one another, the better.”

      Trixie scowled and crossed her arms. “Well, then, what do you propose? I can’t trust just anyone with this ring and, no offense, but leaving it here is like having a giant X attached to it. It’s not safe here. You are a target by simply being who you are. The Servi Mortis will expect you to keep it and will come for it! I can’t allow that. Its magic is my responsibility!”

      Raina lifted her head, weakly, coming to. Arabella sniffed in indignation. “I am sorry, Trixie, to have to bring this up, but you have only recently proven fit to wear the one currently on your finger, and I am not sure I agree that you are. It was not long ago that you were under the sway of Servi Mortis and a demon. How can I trust you with such power? You with one ring is frightening enough. I believe my friend Yari should be the one trusted with the ring, since he is the one who transported it last time. If he feels it is safe in Faerieland, he should be the one to take it. This would allow the rings to stay as separate as possible and would relieve you of total responsibility for both.”

      Trixie’s face grew red in indignation. “What am I going to have to do to prove to you that I am not the same person I was? I’ll never be able to! This isn’t about keeping one ring from the other. This is about you not wanting me to have any more power. It’s about you not trusting me!”

      Raina stood and hobbled over to her sister, standing in between her and Arabella. Arabella said nothing because she would not lie to Trixie. She was, in fact, exactly right about why Arabella wanted Yari to be responsible for the other ring, but saying so might lead to fighting and Arabella had all the energy of a wet noodle.

      “Trix, I’m sure that’s not it. I mean, you felt that power surge, right? You felt how destructive it was? I trust you with my entire life, but I still agree with Lady on this one. The rings should stay as far apart as possible. I mean, look at me, I’m spent. Your magic, Lady’s, and mine combined was almost not enough to contain the surge.”

      Trixie grunted but said nothing more. A door behind the sisters opened and Thomas peeked his head in. “I heard arguing. Do we need more tea?”

      Raina smiled tiredly at the time traveler. “No, Thomas. More tea won’t solve this issue.”

      Arabella cleared her throat, an idea forming in her mind. There are few people in this world she trusted more than Thomas. “Raina is right. Tea won’t solve our disagreement, but you may be able to. You do recall my friend Yari?”

      Thomas scratched his head under his hat, as if in confusion, but then nodded. “Oh, yes, Lady, of course.”

      He patted his back pocket for his notebook then frowned. Arabella frowned, too. That is usually where he keeps it.

      “Um, sorry, Lady. It’s around here somewhere.” He patted several pockets before settling on his front coat pocket, where he pulled out a small leather notebook.

      “If Bevvy were here, she’d chastise me for not keeping it in the same spot.” His smile faded and a look of grief crossed his features. “To be honest, I’m a bit lost without her. I could use the distraction.”

      He leafed through the notebook then landed on something that seemed to spark his memory. “Ah, yes, the Isle of Man. Yari. Here we are. If it is amenable to you all, I will take the ring to Yari. It is, after all, my fault it is in our timeline. I ought to rectify that if I can.”

      Arabella noticed that he spoke mostly to Trixie, as though asking her permission. This ruffled her a bit, but it seemed to be the right thing to do because the blonde woman half-smiled at Thomas.

      Has he forgotten what I said only days ago? Trixie cannot live. If I can’t trust him to side with me on this, I can’t trust anyone.

      Trixie relented, as Raina took her hand. “I guess that would be okay, Thomas. Thank you. I have to go pack. Gloriana would like me to return soon for the coronation.”

      Arabella noticed that Trixie still looked distrustfully towards her, but the same distrust was not reserved for Thomas. That made her both thankful for Thomas and a little worried that she would not be able to count on him when the time came.

      Raina smiled at her sister. “I’ll help.”

      Trixie nodded and allowed her sister to limp her out of the room. It will be some hours before Raina could use magic again, but she seemed to have a different kind of magic over Trixie. A calming magic. If only it was enough.

      When the girls were completely out of earshot, Arabella motioned for Thomas to join her at the table. He picked up a cold cup of tea and drank from it, absently, sitting down. “What is it, Lady?”

      “You do remember what I’ve told you about Trixie, Thomas? She cannot be trusted with either ring. I need you to take that ring to Yari and ask him to destroy it, if he can. She is far too powerful without the use of any rings. Having two at her disposal will make her invincible if she can figure out how to use them together. If Yari agrees to dispose of this ring,” she pushes the box towards Thomas, “I will take care of the one Trixie wears.” Her throat felt dry and hard, her heart ached. She saw the reluctance in Thomas’s eyes before he asked the question.

      “Must she die? What if there is some mistake? What if our Trixie is not like that of the other timeline. Many things in that timeline were off.” His eyes fell to his hands, rather than meeting hers.

      “Thomas, your nobility does you credit. The note from my time-twin suggests that the onyx ring will corrupt Trixie. She has been very reluctant to part with it, lately, which suggests the corruption is already taking place. If you could have felt the magic between the rings…” She stopped, sighed, and tiredly rubbed her face. “It is so powerful, and it feels…wrong. I am afraid that we must prepare for the worst. And if that should come to pass, I need to know I have your support.”

      Thomas scratched his short beard. He had been less orderly than usual, and Arabella figured this had to do with losing Beverly, who often reminded him when a shower or shave was in order. The loyal phantom also used to remind him to eat lunch when holed up in his lab. The trip would be good for Thomas in other ways, she realized. He needed time away from memories of Bev. She felt her own heart lurch, thinking of the phantom, but she swallowed her grief.

      “What if she is changed, Lady? Why not give her the chance we all would want? I believe she might be different. I cannot agree to something that will harm someone who is truly invested in changing. In doing what is right.” He took off his hat and rubbed moisture from his eyes. His vulnerability opened a door that seemed to close the moment she read the note from her doppelganger.

      She smiled. “Go to Yari, learn all that you can, and report back to me. Gloriana has abdicated her throne and Trixie is meant to be crowned within a few days.” She pats the time traveler's hand and meets his tired eyes. “I do believe she deserves a chance, but if the ring is misused and my other self is right, we are risking the fate of Faerieland and the human world for one woman. I know it is not an easy decision, but if it comes to her or the world, I will choose the latter. It is my duty.”

      Thomas nodded sadly and squeezed her hand. “I will do my duty, too, Lady.”

      Lady’s voice was thick, her heart in her throat when she answered, “That’s all either of us can do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Thomas

          

        

      

    

    
      Thomas carried the warded box in the crook of his left arm as he slipped into his laboratory and shut the door behind him. He glanced at his workstation where he tinkered with exotic mechanical objects, magic-infused gems, and enchanted concoctions. Farther away, in a corner, stood his teleportation machine, which allowed him to portal to any location in the world. Having found that it was not convenient or stealthy to lug around a teleportation machine, he linked it with an emerald ring which he always wore. Frowning, he realized how hollow it all now felt, since these wonders would never bring back his ghost-friend, Bev, who had sacrificed herself to save their other friend, and her dearest crush, Noah. She had always been Thomas’s partner-in-crime and assistant in this lab. He felt so lost without her.

      “I miss you, Bevvy,” he mumbled, trying not to tear up. The pain was fresh again, but he stifled it as he concentrated on the task at hand.

      He slid the box onto the nearest countertop and took out his notebook, jotting down everything he knew about the strange ring inside: it was made of pure onyx, contained the full powers of the Faerie Queen, Gloriana, and could be wielded as a weapon. He wrote that last part in all caps, because that was the most important fact. The one which drove Lady to conclude that it would very well be used against them…against the world.

      For a moment, he wondered if Trixie was just trying to scare him when she warned him not to wield the powers of the onyx ring. It was supposedly too powerful for a mere human to control. If so, then what else could the ring do? What other capabilities did it have? The scientist in him yearned for these answers, for the ability to test and measure the ring and its strengths and properties. However, Lady had given him a mission, and he intended to follow through with it.

      The laboratory door’s creak caught his attention, and he put away his notebook and met the steady, golden gaze of his guest.

      “Chinonso, is that…?”

      She nodded, holding a parcel package, and raising it to him in confirmation. The dark-skinned woman, with her thick, perfectly coiffed afro, paused for a second and scanned the room. He could tell she was thinking of their fallen ghost-friend as well.

      “This had better work, Thomas,” Chinonso said as she approached and placed the package in his hands. “If not, I shall be upset with you, since I had to pay a hefty sum to an experimental scientist for the device. You need to open a real bank account.”

      “Pfft, I have one. It’s just that they don’t believe I’m the Thomas Greenley who disappeared all those years ago. I’m practically a millionaire, if only I could prove it.”

      “Well, you are the shabbiest millionaire I know.”

      He grinned, knowing that the fierce warrior who could reap souls also had a huge heart, filled with compassion for others. Money didn’t matter to Chinonso. In fact, he was willing to wager that she had accrued more money than he ever could, since she’d been alive since the Victorian era.

      He tore open the package and opened the sleek black box inside, which contained a highly advanced microchip. “My dear Reaper, I assure you this will help keep my mind clear and sharp.”

      He needed this. It was more than just a fancy toy to enhance his senses. Each time Lady Arabella looked at him with pity when he couldn’t remember a chore or where he had left his keys, made his cheeks burn with embarrassment. He encountered tiny failures that would eventually snowball into an utter mental breakdown. The last straw was when he had gone shopping and couldn’t remember which store he was in or what he had come for. And he’d had no Bev to help him remember. Truly, that was what really convinced him that this device was necessary. Losing Bev was like losing part of his own mind. Sadly, this was the price he paid for his frequent time traveling. But the greatest price of all was being separated from his beloved wife, Pippa.

      He gently plucked the microchip from the box and pressed its self-adhesive side against his skin, behind his left ear. A small electrical pulse burst from his ear and spread throughout his head. It was potent, but it coursed through his nervous system and brain with the smoothness and flexibility of water. He shuddered as the electric wave stimulated his hippocampus and neocortex. The parts of the brain responsible for memory.

      “Thank you,” he said in a low voice, inclining his head toward her. “I owe you, Chinonso. You have done me a great act of kindness.”

      She chuckled. “There are some people who wish to forget, yet you’d pay a fortune to remember.”

      He lifted a brow. “Aren’t there some things—and some people—worth remembering?”

      Chinonso gestured a well-manicured hand toward the warded box with the onyx ring. “I see that Lady has entrusted something important to you.”

      “Ever try to destroy a magic ring that could possibly rip a hole in space and time?”

      Instead of looking horrified, Chinonso’s eyes gleamed with intrigue. He loved that about her.

      “Tell me more,” she answered, her golden-brown eyes sparkling.

      “I’m going to see Yari, the fae guardsman who brought this ring and this box to Lady many years ago. He’s the one we’ll entreat to help us. And, since you’re much better with people than I am...”

      “I will go with you.” She smiled.

      “Excellent.” A twinge of sadness touched his heart as he thought about Bev once more, and how she’d jump at the chance to join him and Chinonso on this adventure, or more likely, how she’d pout about not going if the travel wasn’t within her frame of reference.

      Perhaps one day, Bevvy girl, when all the microchips and machines have failed me, I’ll join you on that final trip…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Thomas wrinkled his nose at the Irish Sea’s fresh, briny scent as he stood on the deck of the ferry. Chinonso gave him a side eye as she pulled her silk scarf from around her neck and used it to tie down her hair. The wind mercilessly blew through her thick tresses, and she blinked a few times against the harsh, cool air. He gave her an apologetic smile and pointed toward the island, where a large medieval castle towered over most of the other buildings.

      “That’s where Yari lives. The last time I saw the old grouch, he accused me of stealing fae magic, because of my Omega watch.”

      He instinctively turned his wrist, brushing a finger against the antique watch’s face. Some would have called it an unholy union of science and magic, but it certainly wasn’t stolen. It was given to him, and he had decided to make use of it. The Omega watch allowed him to time jump, and the emerald ring on his finger linked him to his teleportation machine in the lab, which helped him create portals from one place to another. Try as he might, he couldn’t simply portal himself to the other timeline where Pippa existed. In this world, Pippa had grown old and died, but in that other one, there was still hope.

      “We should have taken a portal here,” Chinonso told him as her gaze swept the shoreline. She held onto the warded box like a mother would her child.

      “I didn’t want to arrive too quickly. I needed time to think.” He was one of the last people Yari would want to see, let alone fulfill a request for. Would he destroy the onyx ring for them? Or would he object and try to give it back to Gloriana, or worse, Trixie? He didn’t want to admit that he was worried that the microchip he was wearing wouldn’t stand up to the wear and tear all the portals had done to his mind, either. He didn't want to worry Chinonso.

      His dear friend wrapped a comforting arm around his shoulder. “Thomas, I know you. All you do is think. You are dragging your feet because you’re hesitant. You are unsure if destroying the ring is the best course of action.”

      That too…

      It was all too easy for Chinonso to read him. Perhaps he should’ve invited the demon hunter, Noah. At least the man would share a few stories of how he had died and come back to life. Those were always fun to listen to. Plus, Noah was not as likely to insist that Thomas face things he didn’t want to face.

      Before he could answer her, the ferry slowed, and an announcement on the loudspeaker indicated that they had reached their destination. Chinonso sighed in relief when the ferry docked, and she gestured for Thomas to follow her as they disembarked along with the crowd, a mix of island dwellers returning from England and tourists who had their cameras and phones out, taking pictures.

      As Thomas strolled with Chinonso up the winding road that led to the castle’s entrance, he couldn’t help but admire the clear blue sky, the soothing waters of the Irish Sea, and the trees and greenery surrounding the fortress. The marketplace just below the castle grounds, where trading, sightseeing, and all kinds of bustling activity occurred drew his attention. Yari’s estate wasn’t completely secluded, but far enough out of the way of a huge city to ensure a simple life. Well, as simple as life could be while living in a medieval castle.

      “Oh, for crying out loud…” Thomas came to a halt at the castle’s portcullis. A wooden gate with spikes sticking outward blocked their entry, though they could clearly see the courtyard and front door on the other side. “Hello! Yari!”

      Chinonso smirked and glanced up at the guardroom above the gate. “Interesting.”

      Thomas shook his head. “Seriously, how does this man get packages delivered? Yari!”

      The lattice gate groaned, causing Thomas to stumble backward. By the sound of it, he could tell someone was pulling the ropes and lifting the gate for them to pass through. He quickly crossed the threshold with Chinonso, and they patiently waited as the gate lowered once more. Heavy footsteps pounded in the guardroom above, traveling down the stone steps; finally, a man with dark hair, wearing a utility belt, came forward, dusting his hands off on his jeans.

      “Good afternoon, sir and ma’am. I’m Pete, the handyman around these parts.” The man’s voice was low and a bit gruff.

      “Hello, Pete.” She flashed him a gracious smile. “I’m Chinonso, and this is Thomas. We’re here to see Yari. He’s an old friend of ours.”

      Pete returned her smile. “Welcome. Come, I’ll show you to the front door.”

      They passed in silence through the tiny courtyard and approached a tall set of double doors, plated with metal and with carved handles resembling gryphons—the symbol of Gloriana’s royal house.

      “Lord Yari will be with you shortly,” Pete said, opening the double doors for them and stepping aside.

      “Thank you,” Chinonso said.

      “Thanks.” Thomas gave a quick nod then followed Chinonso into the foyer. “Now remember,” he said in a hushed voice, “you’re going to be the talker. Charm him.”

      Chinonso rumbled with laughter, whether it was over his faith in her skills or the fact that he thought Yari could be charmed, he didn’t know. At least they would try. He and Chinonso went into the large sitting room and settled onto the dark sofa. Thomas scanned the spacious room, surprised that the decor wasn’t Spartan or cold and dreary like in many other castles he had visited. The scent of fresh pine and flowers filled his nostrils, and colorful tapestries and paintings, that he was certain Yari would never pick out, decorated the walls. String lights hung from the ceiling above them, giving off just enough light yet keeping the room slightly dimmed.

      He leaned in toward Chinonso. “I can see why Yari wants to live here. It’s quite beautiful.”

      “Something tells me that we have a lot of catching up to do with the fae,” Chinonso said, a mysterious smile on her lips.

      They both rose from their seats when Yari entered, wearing a burgundy sweater over black pants and shirt. After all these years, he still looked like a thirty-year-old man, though a streak of white ran through his jet-black hair. And as expected, the fae frowned at Thomas but then broke into a wide grin at Chinonso.

      “Reaper…you honor me with your visit. How are you?” Yari approached and drew her into an embrace, his face lit up with joy.

      “I am well, Yari. And, seeing your beautiful home, it is no far stretch to say you are doing quite well yourself.”

      A smug grin crossed the fae’s lips. “Indeed.” He patted Thomas on the shoulder. “And how are you, Traveler? Still stealing magic and tinkering with Time?”

      “Now, Yari…” Thomas began, but Chinonso gave him a gentle nudge with her elbow.

      “We apologize for showing up unannounced, but we have an important matter to discuss that cannot wait.” She presented the warded box to the fae.

      Yari arched an eyebrow. “Is that what I think it is?”

      Chinonso nodded. “I am afraid so.”

      “Sit, sit…let us see what this is all about.”

      They did as instructed and joined Yari on the dark sofa. The fae opened the box with trembling fingers and stared at the ring. “Why bring it to me? Why now? Wasn’t the Brotherhood supposed to keep the ring for Gloriana’s heir?”

      “Well, about that…” Thomas cleared his throat and explained all that had happened with Trixie and the revelation that she was Gloriana’s true heir. He also had to inform Yari of the existence of a second onyx ring from another timeline, which of course earned Thomas a cold gaze. The fae had disapproved of his time traveling exploits already, and more so now that it resulted in this catastrophe.

      “Bottom line,” Chinonso interjected, “both rings, placed together without a ward, cause havoc. The Lady of the Lost Ways has already tested this and experienced the result which, thanks to the powerful magic of the two women she was with, was minimal, but could have proved disastrous.”

      The fae shut the box and set it on a side table. He fell into deep thought and rubbed his chin. “It would seem that the rings are equally powerful. They must be, to have an effect on the other as you described. And they repel each other?”

      Thomas nodded. “Like two positively charged magnets. That’s why we had to keep this one in the warded box.”

      Yari let out a low breath. “I see, and according to the time-twin Lady’s warning, the ring will be a corrupting force on Princess Trixie.”

      “Yes,” both Chinonso and Thomas replied.

      “Gloriana’s magic is good and pure.” Yari leaned back into the sofa, his eyes filled with a mix of confusion and worry. “The onyx ring…whether it’s this one or the one on Trixie’s finger, would only become a tool of corruption if it were warped by dark powers and the wearer succumbed to it.”

      A glimmer of hope filled Thomas. “If that’s the case, then the problem isn’t necessarily the ring in and of itself. As long as Trixie remains on her redemptive path and continues being an ally of the light, then it seems we don’t have to worry about her misusing the ring’s powers.”

      Yari leaned over and took up the warded box again, opening it and pulling out the ring. His keen eyes examined it like a jeweler studying a diamond. “Another thing you should know is that the ring is not only a weapon or tool of destruction. It can also create.”

      “Create what?” Thomas asked.

      Yari’s gaze met Thomas’s. “It can bring forth elements, energy, light…even create and open Ways.”

      Thomas’s eyes lit up. He knew there had to be more to this. The ring, encompassing the full power of Gloriana, would also include her healing and creative powers, not just her destructive ones.

      “Yari…” on instinct, he almost reached for his notebook, but then he remembered that the microchip would help him recall and process everything clearly. “Can these new Ways created by the ring act similarly to portals, allowing not just travel between places, but also between times?”

      The fae shrugged. “It’s possible…I have seen Gloriana open and close Ways herself, and theoretically…”

      “Thomas,” Chinonso said in a tone that commanded his attention. “Remember why we are here.”

      “But if Trixie has changed her ways, which I believe she has, what further threat is there? Yari, you said it yourself that the ring would only be a tool of destruction if the person wearing it were corrupted by darkness, correct?”

      “Yes, you old coot. But I don’t like that scheming expression of yours. Chinonso, what is he up to?” Yari’s eyes narrowed and he leaned away from Thomas.

      Thomas knew exactly what he was up to.

      The ring wasn’t the Apocalypse, not if Trixie had changed her ways and he was certain she had, and it could be used to create and do good. What if he could portal back to Pippa in that alternate timeline and bring her back with him? Could he see his wife again? He at least ought to give it a try, but how could he wield such a powerful ring?

      He knew if he asked Yari about using the ring, the grumpy old fae would deny him right off the bat. Thomas prompted Chinonso with a gesture, tapping his finger to indicate wearing the ring. The Reaper didn’t look amused, but Thomas’s silent plea must’ve tugged at her heart, because she shook her head and spoke.

      “Could someone, who wasn’t Gloriana or Trixie, wield the ring’s power?”

      “It would take an incredibly old, powerful fae to do so—which you clearly are not, Thomas.” Yari glared at him. “Or someone within Gloriana’s bloodline. The power will recognize the blood, and in special circumstances, those blood-bonded to the royal house.”

      “Fascinating,” Thomas said, already weighing his options.

      Perhaps it was his unrelenting commitment to reunite with Pippa, or the microchip behind his ear, but whatever the source, he was able to puzzle out things and make decisions with far more clarity and ease. If he were allowed to wield the onyx ring, he could create a portal to the other timeline, where his Pippa lived, and finally be with her. After all the years of time jumping, mishaps, and wrecking his own brain…his true happiness was finally within reach.

      He wasn’t the only one to make astute observations. Yari narrowed his eyes. “Go ahead, Thomas Greenley. Speak plainly.”

      Thomas slowly approached Yari and knelt before him. The former guardsman had served in Gloriana’s court, but he was more than a mere servant. He was also the queen’s cousin. Her blood. “Yari, I offer my service to you as your blood-bonded vassal. Allow me to take the ring and wield it.”

      Chinonso’s nostrils flared as she stared at him. He could practically hear her reprimanding him, telling him that he was insane for doing this, especially since he would never be able to refuse a command from Yari.

      “Wh-why would you do this?” Yari stuttered. “And what use are you to me? Besides, I barely like you. Can’t stomach the idea of calling on you to serve me or my interests.”

      Yari’s words didn’t offend him in the least. They certainly weren’t best friends, but Thomas didn’t need them to be. He just needed the fae to understand what was at stake, and why he needed to use the onyx ring.

      “I must admit, my reasons for making the arrangement are not entirely selfless. You see, my true home is 1940’s London, where I last left my wife, Pippa. I had used my Omega watch to time jump, and I never made it back home. I’m fortunate enough that Lady welcomed me into the Immortal Brotherhood, and I love my friends, but it’s time for me to go home. I want to go back to her, Yari. My heart yearns for her, and I will never stop trying to find her.”

      From the corner of his eye, Thomas caught sight of a beautiful woman in a bright yellow dress strolling into the sitting room. Her eyes widened when she saw Thomas on bended knee before Yari, but she grinned and kept her composure.

      “Layla…” Yari stood and went over to her, taking the woman’s hand in his and accepting an affectionate kiss from her.

      She faced Chinonso and Thomas, who finally rose from his knees, and greeted them. “I’m Layla, Yari’s wife.”

      “Pleased to meet you,” Chinonso said.

      “Hello, Layla, I’m Thomas and this is Chinonso.”

      Layla playfully poked Yari. “Please tell me you offered our guests some refreshments.”

      “My love, I…”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she said with a playful lilt in her voice. “I’ll return with some fresh lemonade and snacks.” She turned on her heel and headed for the kitchen.

      As soon as Layla was out of earshot, Thomas’s gaze settled back on Yari. “Now it is clear. I had wondered why you never left the human world and returned to Faerieland. You found love. That same love spurs me to reunite with my Pippa.”

      Yari nodded. “I would rather spend an entire lifetime here with her, than a hundred more in Faerieland without her.”

      “Then you understand how I feel about Pippa, and why I must find my way back to her. Please, help me.”

      “Thomas,” Yari ran a hand through his dark hair, “do you even know what it means to be blood-bonded? Say I am
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