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Prologue

 


Jorja McMasters made her way through the
early morning woods for a meeting she hadn’t wanted to take.
However, Jorja had agreed because she was still firming an alliance
with the elemental community as a whole.

They had wanted to be in their element, and
she’d learned from the hounds that she had to show no fear. She had
to be able to walk into any situation as fairy queen without
batting an eyelash and take control no matter what.

The earthy energy of the trees seemingly
magnified as the sun caressed the branches and a gentle wind blew
around them making her a little nervous.

The snap of twigs, the groan of a tree, the
very subtle whisper had her gaze swinging up. Jorja grimaced, but
moved quickly as the branch came hurtling toward her.

“Jorja,” Sidony Redbone shouted. For her
warning, Sid went flying away from Jorja and her side came into
contact with a tree, the branches folding around her, covering her
over.

Vines snaked along the ground, and Jorja
leaped into the air, fingers of her left hand folding down over the
fingers of her right, activating the power in the ring she
wore.

Her body hardened into water, and when she
came down, Jorja landed in a crouch. A branch swung outward from a
heavy pine, and she ducked. The branch swung back, and Jorja
grabbed it with one hand and sailed backward with it.

Before the branch could connect with the
tree, silver balls of wind came rushing at her. Jorja released the
branch and gathered the power of water around her. Encased in it,
the silver air oxygenated the water, making it rich with fairy air
magic.

Jorja pulled it in and landed on her feet.
She thrust out her hands and silver-blue energy raced forward. The
sound of a grunt told her she’d hit her target.

A branch curled around her leg and scratched
at her skin. As she looked down, Jorja was hit with rough energy
and winced. She whipped around and allowed the water energy to
infiltrate her entire body.

The branch absorbed it at first then
recoiled as cool water drifted abrasively over bark. As it did so,
Jorja sent out several balls of silver-blue energy that slammed
into what looked like a skinny tree.

The tree let out a yelp and fire licked
across her shoulder from behind but didn’t burn. Jorja turned,
seeing a series of fire balls coming at her. She let them hit her
knowing the watery energy would protect her.

Taking in the energy, she fired off water
balls tinged with electricity. They hit their target—a figure of
fire—and the fire screamed before becoming human with flame red
hair.

“Now,” the woman called.

All at once their energy hit her, fire,
water, air, and earth. Jorja’s back bowed, and she fought back a
shout of pain. The watery energy flowed over her, thickening,
shielding her from the attacks even as it became a vortex. Her body
shifted, becoming liquid, and she became a spinning spiral of water
taking in the power of the attacking fairies.

Jorja’s mind wasn’t human right then, but
goblin, as she went into full attack mode, the energy of water
becoming a second skin that protected her body. However, her skin
ached, rippled and flowed as it took in the powers coming at
her.

Jorja could feel them, but had no idea why
they weren’t able to break through the spiral. The water fairy
should be able to tear through, open a path for the others’ power
to destroy her.

Instead, she felt energized, high, and
instinctively Jorja spewed water outward despite not being able to
truly see or hear what was going on outside of her.

Then, she was human again, just standing
there. In front of her on the ground, with skin red and eroded away
from her face and arms was a woman with brown hair. Jorja turned to
her right to find a man slumped against a tree, his hands on a face
eroded and bleeding.

Behind her she found a woman with red hair
breathing hard, legs spread wide, and skin glowing red as fire
licked at it. To her left was another woman, with silver
hair-tinged blue staring at her.

“You’ve passed,” the woman said. “The
elementals will ally with you, Jorja McMasters. Expect to hear from
the Coalition.”

“What?” Jorja demanded. “You asked me out
here for a meeting to attack me?”

“To test you,” A red head said and walked
out from a stand of trees.

“Ms. Firefly,” Jorja said coldly. “Bold but
shit move I should kill your asses for.”

The red head strode toward her as the four
fighters pulled themselves together and stood ready to protect
her.

“But you won’t,” Firefly said as she
approached Jorja. “We had to know if you were strong enough to
stand up to the challenges that would come your way.”

“And you’ve been tested and found capable,”
a masculine voice said, and Jorja turned to find Earthaley walking
out from the trees.

“Bravo,” another woman said as she came to
stand next to Firefly.

“Ms. Spring.”

“The Elemental Coalition welcomes our
alliance,” Firefly said. “Everyone, depart.”

“But—”

“You may go,” she said, cutting off the
male. “McMasters is upset, but she couldn’t take the three of
us.”

Jorja studied her. She smiled placidly. Not
just yet she supposed, but as soon as she figured out how she’d
taken in their elemental power, she just might kill whichever one
of them was behind this to prove her displeasure.

“I have to say,” Firefly continued. “You
fought well.”

“How did you take their power in and turn it
back on them?” Spring asked curiously. “I’ve never seen that done
before. Only the Winter King would have that ability if he was in
possession of the stone.”

“The stone doesn’t exist here,” Firefly
said, giving her friend a look. “So, McMasters used some other
thing. We’ll find out what, but no matter because it’s clear you
couldn’t sustain it.”

“Which means you’re no threat to us,”
Earthaley said. “At least not in a fight.”

Jorja smiled a ghost of a smile. “Very
true,” she answered. “So, I’ve been found fit to rule by your
people. Then, let us get on with the running of business.”

“Yes,” Firefly agreed.

Jorja’s hand shot out, and she closed her
fingers around Firefly’s throat. She funneled water into her and
the woman’s fire flared in her eyes. Jorja backhanded Spring and
squeezed tighter as she kicked Earthaley in the stomach.

She switched hands quickly as he drew on his
power and punched him, knocking him on his ass. Jorja brought the
wide-eyed woman toward her and bit her shoulder.

Firefly let out a shriek, and Jorja gave her
a shake. “Never ambush me again unless you mean to die,” Jorja told
her softly. “I will kill the lot of you even if I have to call a
wild hunt. Do you understand?”

Firefly stared at her, eyes wide and
breathing rough.

“I said do you understand?” Jorja raised her
voice.

The woman nodded, and Jorja released her.
Firefly threw fire at her and Jorja brought her hand up in a shield
and water rushed from her palm, hitting the woman in the face. She
screamed and turned away.

Jorja was about to finish her. Claws out,
she meant to gut her, but she stopped herself at the sound of
voices. She drew in the air.

“Humans,” she said.

Firefly erupted into a ball of fire and
drifted away. The others followed becoming balls of light in their
element’s color.

“Son of a fucking bitch,” Clive said, coming
to her from the trees. He held out a cloth. “I’d have loved to see
you eat that fire princess.”

“You might just in time,” Jorja said.
“They’ll pay in some way for crossing me. Sid.”

Sidony fell onto the ground and Clive went
to check on her. “I’m good,” Sid grumbled. “Those jerks won’t get
the drop on me again.”

“That makes two of us,” Jorja said as the
human voices grew closer. “Let’s go.” They strode toward their
vehicle quickly as rage simmered in Jorja and a plan for punishment
took shape.


Chapter One

 


Special Agent Rueben Deeks set his coffee
cup down on the coffee table of the hotel suite he was currently
calling home. His partner Carolyn Myers smiled at him as she set
her own cup down.

She was quite a beautiful woman, he mused,
taking in her fall of blonde hair and golden-brown eyes. She had
tanned a bit since they’d been here in the South, but it became her
nicely.

“Tell me you’re not kidding,” he said,
fighting to keep the hope down. They had been brought onto the
organized crime taskforce with their primary target being Jorja
McMasters.

McMasters had gone from jewel smuggler to
murderer to organized crime boss. Currently, she was viewed as a
serious threat given more than one FBI agent had been killed and
three at least had been threatened.

“I’m not,” she said. “The woman said she
would meet with me today to talk about Sheldon and his partner’s
having been in the McMasters house.”

“When?” he demanded.

“At 9:00,” Carolyn told him. “She’s a nurse.
She said she could give us fifteen minutes, but I’m prepared to
arrest her if she isn’t honest with me. The woman who led me to her
said Thyme told her she’d witnessed a murder.”

Rueben fought back his excitement—a woman
willing to admit she’d seen something in McMasters home? This was
either a trick or a brave woman willing to stand up against a
monster for what was right.

“She said McMasters was there when Sheldon
was there, and she’s probably the one who killed him,” Carolyn
said.

Rueben clapped his hands together. “This
could be the break we need,” he said.

“I know, but we have to handle this
carefully, Rueben. I didn’t talk to Thyme until after I’d talked to
her friend. Her friend said she’s afraid for Thyme. She thinks
McMasters will try to kill her if she finds out. She said she
thinks McMasters tried to hypnotize the truth out of Thyme.”

“We’ll get it out of her,” Rueben said.
“I’ll make a few calls to get a doctor who can put her under to
recover those memories.”

Carolyn nodded. “Sounds good.” She glanced
at her watch. “We can head out now if you’re ready.”

He rose, excitement thrumming through him.
He wanted Jorja McMasters in the worst way, but he wanted her on
other charges not just the murder of the agents. He’d take that if
it was all he could get, but he’d love to get her on diamond
running as well as racketeering and tax evasion.

They had no idea how much money she made or
where she hid it. Now, she was building a casino and had taken over
a drug cartel’s operation.

That meant more money coming in and more
power behind her. That worried him because that could make
McMasters untouchable.

The rap on the door had him going over as
Carolyn rose.

“I’m going to grab my purse,” she told him
as she followed in his wake.

He pulled it open, and a man stood there,
his eyes hard as they fixed on him. Rueben almost stepped back.
There was something strange about the man, though he looked as
ordinary as a coffee table.

“Special Agent Rueben Deeks?” the man
asked.

“Yes. Can I help you?” he asked.

“Can I come in?”

Rueben motioned him in. His weapon was in
the bedroom, and he doubted Carolyn had hers on her either.
However, he’d do his best to take the man down if he didn’t have a
gun of his own.

“I’m a friend of Satu Moreau’s,” he said.
“You probably don’t know her that well. She was or used to be part
of a cartel called the Mino Family.”

Rueben’s ears pricked up and all thoughts of
bloodshed vanished. “Can we get you some coffee, friend of Satu
Moreau?” Rueben asked.

“No.” He held up a hand. “I’m Marten by the
way. Marten Havilland.”

“Mr. H—”

“Just Marten.” He reached into the pocket of
his suit jacket. “Satu is dead. She was killed in a duel.”

“A what?” Carolyn asked in hushed shock.

“I didn’t get pictures, but I do have proof
that McMasters killed her,” Marten said. “I also have proof
McMasters took over part of the business Satu was involved in. Not
her current business, but part of the business that was left to the
family head’s niece.”

“What kind of business?” Carolyn asked with
a frown. “Drugs?”

“No. Alcohol. I don’t know all the
specifics, but I know McMasters runs things now. She brings the
booze in, gets it past customs, and sells it. Here is a ledger page
I managed to get of the last shipment.”

He unfolded several sheets.

“She keeps paper records?”

“No. This is from a picture. It was printed
out. The booze was taken to a club. McMasters owns the club, a
recent acquisition from the Blackdust Cartel. She’s taken over the
cartel. They run drugs through those clubs as well as booze.”

“How do you know all this?” Rueben asked.
This was just too good to be true, so he was more than a little
skeptical.

“I know because Satu was my cousin,” he
said. “I wasn’t part of the family business, but I did hear plenty
of their conversations in these last few days. I also know that
McMasters ordered the hit on my family.”

“Can you offer us any proof?” Carolyn
asked.

“I only have part of the video of the duel.
I got out of there once McMasters killed Satu. I knew there was no
way anyone would be allowed to leave.”

“Where is that video?” Rueben asked
carefully. It would be as good as a smoking gun.

“I have it someplace safe, and I’m not
turning it over until I know I’m safe,” Marten said. “She has ears
everywhere, even in this hotel.”

“How do you know?” Carolyn asked. “It’s—she
has that many people—”

He broke in with a derisive laugh. “You have
no idea,” he said. “She’s in the crucial stages right now. If she
can’t best the last two threats, threats she has no idea are even
threats right now, then, you’ll be able to take her down just like
feds got Blackdust.”

“What do you mean?” Rueben asked with a
frown. “Crucial stages of what?”

Marten shook his head, his expression
closing. “She’s on the precipice of achieving what Blackdust
couldn’t. He put her in this position. He more or less blessed the
union of McMasters to his daughter.”

“A mafia marriage,” Carolyn murmured.

“You have no idea,” Marten said. “This is
bigger than your understanding of a mafia marriage. She’s queen and
if the two major threats moving against her can’t take her down,
she’ll be to this world what the Unseelie king is to Fairy.”

“Huh?” Carolyn asked with a frown, and
Rueben knew exactly what she meant.

“McMasters thinks she’s a queen?” Reuben
asked.

Marten laughed again. “That’s the thing.
She’s not owning it, but she is going to turn this into something
dangerous if she’s not brought down because she’s melding the two
titles into one.”

“What two titles?” Rueben asked, confusion
taking a stronger hold on him.

Marten gave them a grim look. “Just suffice
it to say that Thyme is in danger and so is her entire family if
McMasters realizes what they’ve done.”

Reuben threw Carolyn a look and the
curiosity in her eyes resounded in him.

Reuben sat down on the couch next to the
man. “What have they done?” he asked carefully.

“Thyme and her cousin willingly took part in
setting McMasters up for the take down,” he said. “Three sides are
essentially converging on her. She didn’t see it coming and as long
as everyone does their part, McMasters won’t see the end coming
either.”

“What’s the end game?” Carolyn asked
quietly. “And who are the players?”

“I can’t tell you about anyone else,” he
said. “But I will do anything they ask of me to make sure she pays
for what she did to my family.”

Carolyn sighed. “So, you’re here to warn us
of a turf war?”

“She came to my family’s home—well, she
wasn’t there personally. The people who were there erased the
footage from the security cameras and left us a note.”

“Do you have the note?” Rueben asked.

“It’s here,” he said indicating the paper
he’d unfolded. “McMasters is a vicious woman. If you find yourself
in her crosshairs, I hope … well, just make sure your affairs are
in order because you will die sooner rather than later.” He rose.
“That is why they’re going after her as a group. No one
organization seems to have the ability to take her down.”

“Wait,” Carolyn said urgently.

“You just need to get to Thyme. She has
information on McMasters that could get her, or her girl, locked
up,” Marten told them. “Though a word to the wise. Get McMasters,
too, or this will never get to court. She’ll make sure everyone
involved dies to protect that woman.”

“Ma—”

“She did it before,” he said. “There’s no
proof, but it was all her, and she’ll make sure you die, too.” He
started for the door with Reuben on his heels. “In fact, I need to
disappear before she realizes I’m still alive.”

“Are you saying she’s going to come after
you?” Rueben asked carefully.

“She annihilated my entire family, and
she’ll do the same to those who are coming after her if they miss,”
he said. “Satu thought she could toy with her, thought she had more
chances than she had, and so do they.”

“How many chances do you think they have?”
Rueben asked.

“One. If they miss, everyone’s dead
including you,” he said and exited before they could stop him, and
Rueben’s gaze went to Carolyn.

“What do you think?” she asked.

“I could practically smell the fear coming
off him,” he said. “I think he’s either setting us up or he and
Thyme are both in danger.”

She nodded. “Then, we better get to
her.”

“I’m going to put someone on him.” He picked
up his phone from the table, and she left. He made the arrangements
for someone to find and tail Havilland before going to put on his
holster and gun.

Maybe this was the break they needed to
bring McMasters down, but they had to do it before a turf war
erupted turning the city into a battleground that ended with his or
Carolyn’s deaths.


Chapter Two

 


Jennifer Dandridge studied the pages before
her, one hand on her stomach. There was a chocolate shake on the
desk along with a bowl that had contained cereal with strawberries
and chocolate chunks.

“What do you think?” Apple, her assistant,
asked, her brown eyes filled with question.

Jena shrugged. “I like what I see.” The
report she had just spent an hour reading contained information on
a new school for fairies.

The school would be funded by her fiancée
and located in the small town they were to call home. Jena liked
the idea of an educational institution that would take into account
the special needs of their kind.

“Okay,” Apple said. “Do you want to go take
a look at the building I selected? You can go over it and decide if
you want another site.”

“Sure,” she said. “Let’s do that now because
I have a meeting with some hounds about their school and another
program.”

“Video only I hope,” Apple said giving her a
warning look. “Jorja will not be happy with you going outside of
the community now.”

Jena snorted. She wasn’t even up to it. Her
stomach was now as round as a basketball. The babies were more
active than they had been even a week ago. Her morning sickness was
gone, but that was in part due to her primary caregiver,
Autumn.

“I won’t be long,” Jena said. “I could use a
morning walk.” She rose from the couch and picked up the shake
taking it with her up to her bedroom. There, she changed into a
blouse that didn’t have chocolate dribbled down the front of
it.

Jena headed back downstairs and grabbed her
cellphone from the coffee table and Apple gave her a smile.

“Okay,” Apple said. “We’ll take a look at
the property and then get you back here for that video meeting.
What about the wedding?”

“Kahlan needs to select her dress, and Casey
needs to get her suit. The flowers are selected, and the caterer
has the menu,” Jena answered. “I need to do a tasting of the
food.”

The wedding was going to be a small one and
it made her a bit nostalgic for her mother. She hadn’t spoken to
her in months. Jena doubted her mother would want to attend the
ceremony let alone the reception.

Her mother thought she was a freak. She
hated her because of what Jena’s father had been. A fairy, a dog
shifter. She hated Jena, too, for being a lesbian. But it was only
right that she let her know that she wasn’t just—no. She probably
thought she was dead.

However, her mother might be hearing the
rumors that she wasn’t by now.

Or not.

“Is everything okay?” Apple asked.

“I was just thinking how sad it was I
wouldn’t have family there.”

“You want your mom there? I can take care of
getting her there. I can make sure she gets a dress and
everything.”

“No.” Jena shook her head. “I don’t think
that’s a good idea. Let’s go check out that building.”

No, it wasn’t a good idea. That would just
be asking for trouble she didn’t need.

****

“Thyme James?” Carolyn asked as she hurried
to the door of the clinic where the woman was unlocking a glass
door.

“Yes,” the woman said, turning and giving
her a smile. “I’m Thyme. How can I help you?”

“Can we go inside?” Carolyn asked.

Thyme frowned. “Sure. Are you feeling okay?
What’s hurting?”

“I’m fine,” Carolyn said. “I’m Agent Carolyn
Myers, and I’d like to talk to you about the murder you witnessed
at Jorja McMasters’ home.”

Her face clouded, and she turned to push the
door open. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Your friend Evelyn told me you were sure
someone had tampered with your memory and that you’d witnessed a
murder.”

Thyme went inside holding the door for her.
“Listen to me,” she said as she faced her. “Evelyn is probably just
trying to help, but I can’t help you. Jorja would kill me if she
even knew I’d remembered what I saw.” She grimaced and put her
fingers to her temple. “She’s done something to me as it is.”

“We can get you a doctor and find out what
and fix it,” Carolyn assured her. “Not only that, we can protect
you from her.”

Thyme shook her head and fear filled her
face. “You have no idea what you’re asking. If what she had done to
me doesn’t kill me, she will. This isn’t a good time to screw with
her.”

“What do you mean?” Carolyn asked.

“Her fiancée is pregnant, and someone tried
to kill her and the babies,” Thyme said. “It’s a miracle she
survived the poison, but I’m sure the babies will either be
stillborn or born with some kind of defect.”

“What kind of poison?” Carolyn asked with a
frown. Why had someone gone after the girlfriend rather than Jorja
herself?

Thyme studied her. “Just suffice it to say,
it wasn’t pretty, and Jena wasn’t feeling well when those agents
came over,” Thyme said. “She asked them to leave, but they were
still there when Jorja arrived.” Thyme gasped, her face contorting
in pain. “You need to leave.”

“The fiancée is pregnant?” Carolyn asked.
“Really, pregnant?” They hadn’t believed she was when they’d taken
Jennifer into custody not long ago. They’d thought it was some kind
of ploy.

“With triplets,” Thyme told her.

Oh, shit.

That was the first thing they had verified
Havilland had told them. If he was right, then they were looking at
a war they needed to stop now by getting Jorja put behind bars
along with her killer fiancée.

“Just one more question,” Carolyn
insisted.

“No.”

“Did you see McMasters kill those
agents?”

“I—” She grimaced. “Get out. Now. Go.” She
stumbled.

The door of the clinic opened, and Rueben
came in. “Is everything okay?”

“No. She said McMasters had something done
to her. She’s—”

“Get out before you get me killed,” Thyme
shouted. “You have no idea what you’re dealing with, and I don’t
want to be her next victim. That woman and those kids are like a
holy grail. Touch them and you die.”

The fear in her eyes made Carolyn reach out
to her. “Let us help you.”

“We can protect you,” Rueben assured
Thyme.

She stepped back from them. “No, you can’t.”
She shook her head. “Not from her. She has too many people willing
to kill or die for her. Go.”

The doorbell jingled, and Thyme’s gaze
jerked to it, the fear so strong Carolyn swore she smelled it.

“Kael,” Thyme exclaimed, and her hands
started to shake.

“Are you okay?” Kael asked. “You look pale.
Let me have a look at you.”

“No. It’s okay. I’ll be fine.”

Kael started toward them, and Rueben got
between them. Thyme let out a cry and spun and rushed for a closed
door. Carolyn went after her.

“It’s okay, Thyme,” she said. “Come with
me.”

“No,” she responded, voice quivering. “Just
leave.” Tears filled her eyes, and Carolyn went to touch her.

“Come on,” she crooned. “We’ll take you to a
doctor.”

“No.” She pushed Carolyn’s hand off. “Evelyn
signed my death warrant, and you killed me if they can’t get to me
before Jorja does.” She turned and vanished into a room, closing
the door behind her.

Carolyn tried to open it. “Thyme,” she said
gently. “Let us help you. All you have to do is tell me what you
saw and who are the “they” you mentioned?”

“Nothing. I saw nothing.”

Carolyn sighed and leaned against the door
blocking her out. Her senses were on high alert, and she could tell
Havilland had been right about Jorja’s reach.

If he was, she and Rueben were about to
paint targets on their own backs, and they just might not come out
of this unscathed.


Chapter Three

 


“Come in,” Jorja called, glancing away from
the numbers onscreen.

The door opened and her cousin Sidony came
in. “Hey,” she said.

“What is it, Sid?” Jorja asked, sitting back
in her chair.

“I just got a call from a hound,” she said.
“He was dropping his sister off for work at the clinic where Thyme
works. He said he saw her talking to FBI agents. He also said Kael
was down there, but she left before the agents did.”

“Is Thyme okay?”

“I assume. She was in her office when they
went in. The FBI was gone,” Sidony said. “He also said she just
left.”

Jorja nodded. The nurse practitioner had
treated Jena for a short time. She was knowledgeable in her craft,
and Jorja had liked her. However, Thyme had had the misfortune of
witnessing a man dying by Jena’s hands.

Jorja didn’t want to kill the woman. She’d
been of great help to Jena. On the other hand, she couldn’t allow
her to tell what she’d seen.

“What do you want to do?” Sid asked. “If she
blabs, Jena will be in jail by noon.”

“First have the hound who gave you the intel
rewarded. Second have someone find her,” Jorja said. “I think I can
take care of this without killing her.”

“It might be too late,” Sidony told her.
“What if she told them something?”

“Then, she’s dead and so is Rue,” Jorja
replied. “Tell Annas to come in here.”

Sidony stepped out and returned with Jorja’s
secretary, Annas, who was Thyme’s cousin.

“Find your cousin, Annas,” Jorja
ordered.

“What happened?” Annas asked with a
frown.

“She talked to FBI agents according to a
source,” Jorja answered.

Annas sighed. “I’ll call her sister and find
out what’s been going on with her.” She went back to her desk, and
Jorja followed.

Annas made the call then put it on speaker.
“Hi, Lavender,” she said. “How’s it going?”

“Oh, hey, Annas,” Lavender answered in a
tired tone. “Not too much. Just working. You know I have the shop
and—hold on. Someone’s at the door. I can’t imagine who it is.”

“Are you taking the day off?” Annas
asked.

“I’m going in later,” Lavender said. “I have
an order of flowers coming in. Some are those lovely cherry
blossoms you like.”

“Put me an ounce aside. I’ll come pick it
up.”

“O—Thyme. You look terrible. What’s wrong?”
Lavender demanded.

“It’s the compulsion,” she snapped. “Jorja
McMasters did something to me to keep me from telling the police
about her fiancée killing those agents.”

“What? Thyme are you sure she killed
agents?”

“I saw it,” she said in a pained voice. “I
can’t believe she screwed with my mind. That bitch crossed the
line. I was nothing but kind to her whining dog of a mate.”

Jorja suppressed a growl.

“Lav,” Annas said, and Jorja gave her
secretary a cool stare.

“Annas—”

“Lavender, does Thyme even know Jorja is the
reason the siren isn’t still bothering her?”

“Annas, do you really think that matters?”
Lavender demanded. “We made no bargains with her. You did. Dad
merely asked you to talk to her.”

“Yes, I told you to tell your sister that it
was a favor,” Annas said. “I told your dad that and he knew he’d be
beholden to Jorja if she agreed. She has to pull it together.”

“Pull it together? Your boss put a
compulsion on her,” Lavender growled. “One that’s half killing
her.”

“Tell her to stop talking about what
happened.”

“Thyme,” Lavender said. “What happened?”

“Agents came to the clinic, and they asked
me questions about those dead agents. I’m never going to be free of
that bitch. She’ll always be in my head. Getting rid of the siren
was great, but it changes nothing.”

“I’m going to talk to an old friend to find
out how we can unspell her without killing her.”

“Then what?” Annas asked tightly.

“Then, you know what, Annas. If she’s talked
to the FBI, they’ll never leave her alone. You’ll have to talk to
your boss and find out what’s going on.”

“You know I can’t betray Jorja.”

“Jorja is shit, she’s a killer who is going
to get what she deserves sooner rather than later. In the meantime,
you have to find out what she did to Thyme and how this can be
resolved without us losing a fine medical mind.”

“I’ll talk to Jorja, but you need to talk
Thyme down, Lav, and keep her away from the FBI.”

“I’ll try, but if she feels strongly—”

“Listen to me, Lavender. She can’t talk to
the FBI.”

“Does Jorja know Dad asked you to do
this?”

“I never told her, but Thyme owes Jorja her
silence.”

“With a compulsion that’s killing her, do
you think even our father could care less about some agreement?”
Lavender demanded. “Your boss is a monster, a tool to be used—”

“Lav—”

“No. We used her and it’s over. You keep
your mouth shut so there is no backlash. She’ll just think she did
you a favor that got her in the shit.”

Alarm bells began going off in Jorja’s head
and the goblin’s anger began to rise as suspicion snaked through
her.

“Just get your dad to talk her down before
this turns into a shit show,” Annas said.

“I’ll call him, but I don’t think even he’ll
be able to convince her not to say anything unless your boss takes
the compulsion off her. It’s killing her.”

“I’ll talk to her,” Annas said.

“Get her to do it,” Lavender insisted. “Then
convince her Thyme isn’t a threat.”

“She might hear that she talked to FBI
agents.”

“So what? I’ll get Thyme to hold off talking
to the agents. Jorja can remove the compulsion, and Thyme can get
that rabid animal of a boss of yours taken off the streets, if not
by the FBI then by our own kind.”

“Lavender, what is going on?” Annas
demanded.

“Just do it,” she said. “Thyme is far more
important than that dog and that filthy goblin.” Lavender hung up,
and Annas looked up at Jorja.

The fear in Annas’s eyes suffused her entire
face and her hand shook.

“W—”

Jorja held up her hand. The anger building
in her turned cold. She’d had the siren stalking Thyme killed as a
favor to Annas. She’d had no idea Annas had agreed on behalf of her
family.

And it sounded to Jorja like there had been
some plot to destroy her behind this all along. She didn’t like
that one bit and her goblin wanted blood that the human side of her
was more than willing to draw.

“Your uncle used me to get rid of the guy
for what reason?”

“He wouldn’t leave Thyme alone. He virtually
raped her one night, and his family wouldn’t do anything to pull
him back,” Annas told her. “The human police wouldn’t do
anything.”

“So, your uncle thought I was a tool he
should use,” Jorja said softly.

“It wasn’t like that,” she insisted. “He
just wanted to protect Thyme just as you only want to protect
Jennifer.”

“I could have killed her on the spot because
I knew she was going to be a problem,” Jorja said coldly. “I saw it
in her eyes, but it sounds like your family had something on their
minds.”

“They didn’t as far as I know,” Annas
said.

“Sid, get the hounds to find her,” Jorja
said.

“Please, don’t kill her,” Annas begged, her
eyes wide with concern. “Lavender is right. Thyme is one of the
best medical minds our community has. She’s not a doctor, but—”

“Stop talking, Annas,” Jorja said as she
headed for her office with her cousin on her heels.

“What do you want to do with her?” Sidony
asked curiously.

Jorja smiled. Sidony wasn’t offering any
advice, though she thought her old friend Sonnet would have a few
ideas right now.

“I don’t know.” Jorja knew what she wanted
to do to the woman. She—of course… “Annas, get in here.”

Annas stepped into the office. “Yes.”

“You told me your cousin could heal through
spells to alter her memory?”

“It might take a few days but, yes. Whatever
you had done, her mind is eating through. She’ll have the full
picture in hours or a few days,” Annas said.

Jorja nodded. “Thanks.”

“Please don’t kill her. Just take the
compulsion off, and I’ll get her to see reason. The family
will.”

“Thank you, Annas, now leave us.”

Annas gave her a nod. “Yes, my Queen.”

“And don’t start that shit,” Jorja said.
When the door was closed, Jorja walked over to her desk and picked
up her phone. “Sid, get the hounds. Tell them to find her, but
don’t kill her. Once they locate her, have them call Clive. He’ll
pick her up.”

Sidony nodded and walked across the room.
Jorja called Clive and told him about Thyme.

“Do you want me to take her to the
house?”

“Please do,” Jorja said.

“She’s a sensitive,” he said.

“Just put her in a room, not the cells.
Don’t let her get into your head, Clive. If she gets away, you and
I are going to have issues.”

“Issues I can deal with,” he muttered. “As
long as you don’t plan to eat me.”

“That’s exactly what I’ll do if you let her
go,” she told him coldly. “No one, and I mean no one, will get
their hands on Jena and our children.”

“Understood,” he said.

“The hounds are on this, too. They’ll call
you if they find her before you do.”

“I’m getting out there now,” Clive told
her.

Jorja ended the call and pushed out a harsh
sigh.

“Jorja, it sounded like to me she already
had her memory back,” Sidony said. “It also sounded like she was
going to talk no matter what.”

“I’ll want to talk to her before I make up
my mind,” Jorja said. She was already half set on killing the
woman. Her mind was healing her of any damage the compulsion was
doing.

She hadn’t known just how powerful a healer
Thyme was when she’d put that compulsion in her head. If she’d been
any other person, she’d be dead now. So, Jorja would have to do the
job the hard way.

Hard only because she liked Thyme.

“The only way to make sure she stays down is
to behead her or cut her heart out,” Sidony said.

Jorja nodded. “Sid, you’ve only seen me kill
once,” Jorja said. “Then, it was under a different set of
circumstances.”

“I won’t flinch from the violence.”

“I am given to eating those I kill,” she
said.

“I’ve heard,” Sidony commented dryly. “But
you’ve got to stop doing that. It’s going to turn you into a
cannibal or a blood seeking vampire.”

The Redbones were one of the few goblin
families that had maintained all of their fairy abilities even as
they mixed with humans to produce children. However, the drawback
was that the majority of them were energetic vampires.

“Thanks for the advice,” Jorja said. “Now,
call Casey and tell her to call Amour and tell her to get her ass
down here for the wedding.”

“Why?”

“Because I said so,” Jorja said. “Tell her
to bring her family if she likes.”

Sidony gave her a nod and headed for the
door, and Jorja turned her attention back to her computer. She
pulled up a file and studied it.

The information on Thyme was extensive and
included facts about her family and their origins. Some fairy
families were second or third or even fourth gens with the original
family long dead.

As it turned out, Thyme’s family was a
third-generation family with Thyme being the most powerful of them
all. However, the family did have other children.

If she decided to kill the healer, she would
kill them all to prevent any problems. Rue would have to go and
perhaps Annas, too.


Chapter Four

 


Thyme lay on the bed in the small motel
room, the curtains closed. Tears had dried on her cheeks now, but
the fear was throbbing in her stomach.

The spell had been bad enough, but the
compulsion was worse. It sapped her energy as she fought the urge
to kill herself. Her body was obeying, though her mind wouldn’t,
which had been the cause of the pain eating its way through her
stomach and her chest.

Her heart had felt as if it was going to
explode for a moment. She had to get the compulsion removed and
there were only a few ways to do that. One was to die, but her body
would merely heal under the right circumstances.

Still, that should break the compulsion
while her body healed.

Thyme sat up, hands shaking. Cutting her
wrists would kill her, but her body would heal from that before she
bled out. She could cut her throat and she’d die, but her body
would heal her within seconds of her death.

She’d be unconscious for a few hours leaving
her vulnerable, but it would be worth it to be free of whatever
Jorja had done to her. Once she was free, she’d go to the federal
government and tell them everything she’d seen.

Jena had been out of control even for a
pregnant killer hound. But this wasn’t the first time. Jena had
killed the man she’d truly loved, and Thyme would be damned if she
kept her mouth closed and allowed that dog to live free.

She drew in a breath and climbed off the
bed. She’d call her parents—no. She’d call her sister. Lavender
would come and get her before anyone could find or harm her.

Thyme opened her bag. She had a few blades
there she could use. She also had pills. She could take them, but
pills were a bit more iffy than a knife wound. Her body seemed to
consider knife wounds as a threat to her survival.

“I’ll do the knife,” she said and dialed her
sister’s number.

“Where are you?” Lavender demanded.

“I’m at the Shine Motel,” she said. “I need
you to come get me.”

“I’m on my way,” Lavender said. “Turn off
your phone so you can’t be tracked and dial your energy down.”

“Okay. Just hurry up. I’m going to kill
myself to break the compulsion and then I’m going to the police.
She and her pregnant bitch are going to jail for this and Theron’s
murder.”

“You said someone poisoned Jennifer?”
Lavender asked.

“So?” This was why Rue had gotten her that
job. “This is the chance we’ve been waiting for. It’s going to kill
Jorja to see her bitch locked up and her puppies vanish. She’ll
find out how it feels to have her life destroyed the way she
destroyed others.”

“Do you really think she’s going to allow
you to put Jennifer’s life in danger?”

“Stop worrying,” Thyme ordered. “Dad is
going to fix this so Jorja is too busy hiding from the feds and
fending off Watertight attacks to think about us.”

“That’s probably wishful thinking,” Lavender
said. “We’ll figure it out. I’m on my way. Just turn off the phone
now.”

Thyme ended the call and turned off the
phone. Jorja had prevented her from having a life with the man
she’d loved. Thyme was certainly going to do all she could to
prevent Jorja from ever getting near Jennifer again.

She removed the scalpel from her bag. She
kept it in her kit in case she needed it, and she had been going to
use it to cut Jennifer’s throat that night she was sick from the
poison. She had planned to kill her children, but then those agents
had showed up.

Now was her only chance to prevent Jorja and
Jennifer from getting their happily-ever-after since she wasn’t
going to get hers.

Thyme went back to the bed and drew in a
breath. This would work. If it didn’t, she’d just be dead but free
from anything McMasters could try to do to her, but she wasn’t
going to die.

She was going to live to see both those
bitches behind bars.

She raised the tool to her throat and with a
quick flick before she could change her mind, she drew it across in
a smooth motion. Panic slithered through her even stronger than the
pain.

She gasped in breaths as fear closed around
her. Her fingers squeezed around the blade, and she dropped back
onto the pillows as her blood seemed to choke her.

Thyme coughed and closed her eyes as she
rolled onto her side, growing dizzy.

This was an awful way to die.


Chapter Five

 


“What is it Annas?” Jorja asked.

“Those agents are downstairs,” she said.
“They have some other cops with them.”

“Where’s my cousin?”

“She’s in the other office,” Annas told her.
“They said they have a warrant.”

“Show them up,” Jorja said. “Call Camun, and
tell Sid to get in here.”

“Will do.”

Jorja put the phone back in its cradle and
went to work on her computer. Once the files were all downloaded,
she unplugged the portable drive connected to it. She put that in
her pocket before putting the computer to sleep. To wake it a
password was required.

Without it, the computer would erase all of
her files.

There was a rap on the door and then it
opened. Sidony appeared, worry on her face. “Feds.”

“I know,” Jorja said. “Take this in case
they feel compelled to arrest me.” She handed over the drive.

Sidony slipped the drive into her pocket
just as the door burst open. Jorja glanced over to find agents
Myers and Deeks striding into her office as if they had every right
to be there. She allowed her lips to curve up into a smile.

“Sid.”

“No,” her cousin insisted.

Jorja gave her a patient look as she said,
“To what do I owe the pleasure, Agents.”

“We have a warrant,” Agent Carolyn Myers
said as she stopped in front of Jorja’s desk and thrust the papers
at her. “Right now, all of your businesses are being searched.”

“Oh, happy day,” Jorja said. “I’ll just get
out of your way then.”

“We’ll be searching the entire store, not
just your office,” Agent Myers told her coldly.

“Have at it,” Jorja answered. “I’ll tell the
manager to close for the day. Don’t break anything. Antiques can be
quite expensive, and I will bill the government.”

“We’ve talked to a man who said you ordered
a hit on the Moreau family, which we found dead, though members of
the family are still missing. He also said you’re a trafficker. He
showed us this.” Agent Deeks walked around her desk and handed her
a page.

Jorja took it. It was a receipt for the
bootleg alcohol she’d gotten in recently. “Hmm. Well, this only
proves I bought some drink at a cut rate price.”

“Customs has no record of it coming in,”
Agent Deeks said smugly. “We’re arresting you for trafficking.”

She smiled. “Fine,” Jorja said.

Deeks motioned for a man who’d stood back
near the door. As the man came over, Jorja picked up her phone from
her desk.

“That’s going with us,” Deeks said and
snatched it from her hand.

Jorja gave him a smile. “Sid, you’re still
here?”

Sidony exited the office quickly.

“Take the computer,” Agent Myers said. “I’m
sure it’s password protected. The boys and girls can work on it
down at the office.”

“Unless you care to just give us the
password,” Agent Deeks
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