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      Jinger curled her toes into the fine, black sand and gazed at the air-brushed colors of a golden sunset. The damp breeze ruffling her hair failed to bring her the usual rise of joy. She’d left the family gathering and come to her favorite place to mourn in private.

      Today, her place of solitude held little comfort. Her cousin Chance had died a hero’s death in the World Between Worlds seven years ago. She’d thought the memories and coming together with family on this day would become easier. She’d told herself she’d adjusted to the empty gap left in the clan by his passing. Today she missed him deeply.

      As did the rest of the family. She certainly had no claim on sorrow. She turned from the sky and wandered along the wide beach. Lavender waves crawled up the damp sand, bringing tiny crustaceans that either scurried back to the water or dug themselves into the coolness the water left behind. In the distance a flock of ravens chased by a larger flying creature she didn’t recognize dipped behind a cliff. Their harsh calls were a playlist of her sorrow.

      So many new places had been discovered and recorded in Gowthaman’s circles of interconnected dimensions and single worlds. Not really caring, she’d never bothered to learn about this one. She shrugged. Coming to this beach usually brought her comfort.

      A few hours alone, a few tears, and she’d be ready to face the family again. Days like this she wished she could bury herself in the sand and simply forget. Times such as this, her heritage wasn’t a blessing. Half-fairy and descendant of Robin Goodfellow, she found it difficult to dwell in darker emotions. Oh, that really wasn’t a bad thing. Being happy was good, and bringing that happiness to others, even better.

      Still, on this day of remembrance, she grappled with the sadness, the anger and hurt that remained from Chance’s untimely death. She was no different from the rest of the family in her sorrow. Especially his parents and sister Breanna, who hid their deepest feelings behind half-smiles and softly spoken memories.

      Jinger toed a small rock then kicked it to the side. A soft clink drew her attention. The stone had rolled a short distance and stopped against a cobalt bottle nestled in a depression. Curiosity danced against her sadness and she shrugged. Might as well take a look. She was a curious fairy, after all.

      She knelt beside the bottle.

      The wider bottom held a strange glinting sparkle, as though a myriad of colors were contained inside and fought to escape through the dark blue. The neck was long and narrow, ending in a wide lip, stoppered with a plain cork. She hesitated, her hand hovering inches from the bottle.

      Curiosity would get her in deep trouble one day. At least that’s what her parents continually drummed into her head. No matter their concerns, she was her father’s daughter and found wonder in odd places.

      Holding her breath, she pressed her palm to the sun-warmed glass. A tingle of electricity skittered up her arm, much like the opening of a portal from one place to another. Interesting. She stroked the glass and the surface warmed further. When she curled her fingers around the neck the awareness intensified to a prickling sting. The bottle was either created of magic or there was magic contained within the glass. She didn’t recognize the power as belonging to any of the fey races she knew.

      Curious, she angled closer and touched her fingertip to the cork.

      The discordant ring of chimes danced around her. She snatched back her hand and frowned, glanced around, then grinned. This puzzle captivated her imagination and she simply had to discover the source of the chimes and the purpose and contents of the bottle.

      Catching back a laugh, she ignored the renewed chiming and cupped her palm over the dark cork. Sharp prickles stung her palm, reminding her of how difficult it was for those of Fairy to pass through a Gentry portal unless the proper blend of magics was used.

      The murder of ravens returned, circling above her, their harsh, raucous cries an odd harmony to the gentle lap of waves against the beach. She stood to watch the birds disappear over the distant trees and planted her hands against her waist. The bottle knocked her hip. She stared at the bottle, shook it. She didn’t remember picking it up.

      Casting aside the vague warnings filling her mind, Jinger tugged on the cork. Looser than she expected, she was able to wiggle the stopper until it cleared the wide lip.

      Waves of heat rolled over her, coursing up her arm and across her shoulders to envelope her body. A deep, unscratchable itch danced between her shoulder blades and ribcage. She struggled to open her hand, but her fingers remained tight around the bottle.

      Sharp pain between her shoulder blades made her gasp and arch her back. Using her free hand, she reached over her shoulder and tugged on the loose cotton of her top, pulling the bottom hem to her shoulders. Another flash of pain, this time in twin lines down her back, inches from her spine, made Jinger bite her lower lip. The magical habit of hiding her wings was failing. That had never—.

      Her wings burst free, caught the breeze and staggered her forward. The pain faded. Blowing out a sigh of relief, she allowed the hem of her shirt to fall in an awkward drape over the base of her wings. A quick, whispered phrase altered the fabric to create long slits to allow her wings freedom.

      What just happened?

      Because she spent so much time in the human world, keeping her wings hidden was as natural as having wings. The breeze smoothed over the top curve of a fully opened wing washing away the pain. Jinger rolled her shoulders and sighed with relief.

      Still wrapped around the bottle’s heated neck, her fingers tingled. How did the heated glass hold her fingers captive? With a soft curse, she concentrated on forcing her fingers to open. The neck slipped a little. She shook her hand. Her grasp seemed looser.

      “Get off,” she shouted at the glass and made a sharp throwing motion. The bottle sailed a short distance through the air, landing with a heavy plop, digging a new cradle in the dark sand.

      Jinger flexed her fingers and glanced at the bottle. “That was interesting.”

      This odd occurrence wasn’t something she should keep to herself. Even though there hadn’t been a threat to her clan for seven years, she knew from family history to remain vigilant. Didn’t Nightshade say complacency gave birth to danger and ultimately to failure? Granted, the man seemed overly conscious of such things, but he had survived a long stretch of lifetimes.

      Jinger chuckled. She’d tell the Alastriona first, because informing the Defenders of Mankind was the proper course of action. Perhaps she’d make a game of telling Nightshade, see if she could ruffle his feathers a bit. Yes, they both enjoyed guessing games.

      Turning her back on the bottle, she lifted her hand to form a portal to her home and paused. She wouldn’t be able to keep secrets from anyone if she arrived fully winged. Besides, because of her fairy blood, the gentry portals were prickly and uncomfortable at times. Having her wings exposed might increase that discomfort.

      Concentrating on the magic she’d used almost every day since she’d first understood what magic was, Jinger waited for her wings to recede. But the cool breeze off the water stirred the tips rising just above her head and made the narrow, rounded tails curl around her calves.

      She closed her eyes. Focus.

      Increasingly stronger gusts whipped around her, turning hot as a desert wind, and as wild as a dust devil. But the sand remained smooth at her feet, her wings and clothing didn’t flutter the least bit. Then the force centered on her and a magic beyond her experience dragged her backward. Her bare heels cut deep ruts in the sand. She flailed her arms and cried out.

      The potent essence of a world-spanning portal wrapped around her. She struggled to speak the short spell to ease her transition from one world to another but the powerful magic whipped the syllables from her lips.

      The undeniable force steadily drew her toward the unknown. This was no normal step from one world into another.

      She fought to keep her eyes open to recognize and categorize this new magic. There might be some clue in the portal or the transfer process to help her find her way home. She’d need to recall as much as possible to tell the Defenders.

      Her heartbeat slowed. Minutes passed between one breath and the next. She felt—stretched, elongated. With a gasp, her breath returned, tightening her chest with fear. She found nothing to focus on, no indication how she could find her way back through this odd portal.

      Her family would assume she came to the beach. How might they find her now? Fear threatened to steal her voice, but she managed to call out once again.

      There was no one on the beach to answer, no one to grab her outstretched hands and help her to safety. Just the pull. The power. The heat. Overwhelming heat. As though she was being drawn into an oven. She glanced back over her shoulder. A whirl of winds exited the mouth of the bottle to form a funnel—widening until it was large enough to encompass her.

      She shouted again then grimaced. She needed to save her strength to free herself from this strange portal. Her struggles brought not even the slightest break from the captive winds, but she was able to whip around to face the bottle.

      Terror widened her eyes and stole a scream from her throat.

      The lip of the bottle had become a vibrating, spinning portal. She didn’t have the strength to counter the pull. She shouted a few phrases of fairy magic, but the portal only seemed to boil at the edges, as though angry with her attempts. She had magic from her gentry mother as well, but not as strong as that from her father. She attempted combining the two.

      The pull increased, speeding her approach. Now she saw what lay on the other side, a faint orangish-pink, with a distant grouping of dusty gray clouds. A sky, a sky with nothing below it.

      If the portal sucked her through, she’d fall into that nothingness. How far would she fall? She scrabbled against the loose, giving sand but found no purchase. Seconds later she hovered at the edge of the portal, her toes hanging in the clear air. She managed to stretch her arms to the sides and grasp the expanded round glass opening.

      The pull disappeared. Stunned by the physical feel of the portal edge, she took a relieved breath. Before she could step from the opening, a wall of intense, fiery heat shoved against her back, pushing, pressing, tearing her fingers from their slippery grip.

      Horrified, she stared down at a wide, turquoise sea. The thin line of a pale beach stretched toward the horizons. Deep woods edged the beach in a blaze of greens and browns.

      Tears burned behind her eyes. Too far down. Hitting the water would kill her. Or she’d be hurt so badly, she might as well die. Frantic, she struggled against the undeniable force, her breath coming in harsh pants as she silently called for her family, for the Alastriona, for anyone who could prevent her fall.

      For a brief moment, the pressure against her back eased and a tiny spark of hope blossomed in her chest. Until the heat touched her wings, sensually caressed the length then curled the edges to tight, painful rolls. With a moan Jinger gave in to the odd sensations. The wind lifted her, held her erect, and carried her through the portal.

      Desperate, she caught the edge with one hand and scraped her fingernails along the shimmering glass. This magic wouldn’t have her so easily. Unable to fight the wind to grab hold with her other hand, she glanced down to eye the distant water.

      She blinked. Of course. Silly fairy. Her wings. She had wings. She was out of practice but could certainly fly. She wouldn’t fall to injury or death. She’d fly herself safely to the ground, then return to this cursed portal and find her way home. As the thoughts eased her mind, the edge of the portal grew fiery hot and sharp as broken glass.

      With a gasp she lost her grip and fell into an unknown world.
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        * * *

      

      Taj woke disoriented and remained still until he sensed his location. He hadn’t returned to his tiny lodge and had spent the night on a wide stretch of beach. The salty tang of the sea filled his nostrils and he allowed himself the barest stretch of his lips to smile. Being near the water cooled his anger and centered his thoughts. The night ocean had allowed him a few hours of rest.

      Taj shoved errant strands of hair back from his face, tightened the muscles across his shoulders and scowled. Magic buzzed in the air, flickering along his skin like tiny biting insects.

      He was meant to be in this place, on this beach. But why?

      Long ago, before becoming a man, he’d often been compelled to some location, for some reason. More often than he cared to remember, the reason had been a foul, abusive game the sorcerer played for his own entertainment. When Taj grew older the games had turned to dreams that taunted and teased. Wearied of the sorcerer’s attempts, he’d learned to fight the dreams.

      His sire was a cruel man.

      Eventually Ib must have tired of him for even the dreams ended. Taj still remembered how he’d felt upon awakening. Just as bewildered as he felt with today’s rising of the sun.

      Taj scanned the beach, the line of low, thick foliage protecting the edge of the forest then the sky. The hairs on the back of his neck prickled. He rubbed at the irritation, freezing when he noticed the clear, dark blue circle of a gateway. This was the reason he’d been compelled to this stretch of beach. Soon a female would be drawn into the world.

      The gateway seldom opened in the sky, for that meant the death of whatever being had been pulled through. An opening on the land, or even just above the sea was still dangerous, but manageable. Once he had comforted a creature too frail to heal from the fall. The moment life retreated from her he’d made a vow to her spirit.

      A rise of sorrow for the beautiful, crystalline creature filled Taj’s chest with pain and he glanced toward the rise of a single, stony brown butte topped by a many-towered castle. Ib’s sanctuary. Taj’s vow remained solid in his mind and in his soul. No matter the cost to him—for his life mattered little—no more would die to bring the sorcerer pleasure.

      A warm, colorful wind created by the arrival of the firefox curled around him. Sensing the love radiating from the animal, he added to his silent vow. No other woman would suffer as his mother had.

      He knelt and rested his hand on the head of the firefox. “You feel it as well, Ommi?”

      Bright black eyes studied him before she pointed her dark nose toward the gateway. Taj sensed her thoughts, understood the rush of mental pictures she communicated to him.

      “But the gateway opens too far above the sea. Even if the fright of the fall doesn’t destroy, the impact against the water—”

      A thin stream of light arced from the castle to the gateway, brightening the blue edges to a blinding shimmer. Taj shaded his eyes and straightened. A dark shadow twisted in the gateway before bursting through and tumbling through the clear sky.

      “No,” he whispered and ran. Despite knowing he might never even discover where the newcomer fell, he would search and honor the life of one who didn’t understand their destruction. The firefox kept pace then leapt into the sky, a trail of brightly colored air following her. She yipped once and turned toward the castle.

      Desperate to take positive action, Taj focused on the falling figure. Wings of purple and a greenish-blue opened wide and with graceful sweeps slowed the being’s fall.

      But not enough. She fell too fast. The large wings flapped awkwardly as though unaccustomed to the motions.

      You must try.

      As if hearing his unspoken command, the woman forced more power into the down sweep of her wings and the speed of her fall lessened. Then he heard the golden, tinkling sound of her laugh as she rose, twirled then directed her flight toward the beach.

      A winged woman. Frozen in wonder, he watched her descent.

      His fingers curled with the need to touch her.

      Blinking, he shook his head. Touch her? No, he would warn her. Inform her of Ib’s designs.

      Learn the texture of her wings. Stroke his fingers through her hair.

      No. He forced himself to turn from the enticing vision. Perhaps she was merely a waking dream or some new magic the sorcerer tested on him. Taj shook his head fiercely then stilled and listened to the silence in his mind. She wasn’t a vision projected by his father to torment him.

      This woman was real and in danger.

      This time, Taj would find the way to defy his sire, prevent the woman’s death and deny Ib any increase in his power.

      Lost in his thoughts, Taj barely had time to slip into the cover of the trees before the woman hovered over the beach then fell heavily to the sand with a startled curse. She continued to mumble then lifted her head and laughed.

      She pushed to her knees, brushed the sand from her arms, and stood. If she’d been hurt, it wasn’t badly. He didn’t understand her laughter. Perhaps she was addled.

      No matter. Should she face any danger, he would intercede. As she stood and stared at the gateway while continuing to brush sand from her body, he studied her appearance. Her wings were a mix of deep purple and the color of the depths of the sun-brightened sea. The colors swirled in patterns demarked by thick veins of shadowy black. Never had he seen anything so magnificent.

      Watching and waiting proved more difficult than he imagined. His fingers twitched with the need to feel the texture of her hair, shining with the color of a ripe tanga fruit. Or to gauge the softness of those impressive wings that often seemed to be in the way of her movements.

      He held a leaf to one side to watch her pace between the water and the tree line. The oddest notion filled him. She would be a torment, but in a purely delightful manner.
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      From the second tower of his castle high on a cliff, Ib peered through a narrow slit in the thick stone wall. He smiled and patted the open book resting on the table at his side. At his urging, the gateway had discovered a creature of magic to draw into his world. Believing in his power rather than any aspect of luck, he knew it to be a female. If not, disposal was easy enough.

      The time of his release approached. He simply needed to nudge fate in the proper direction, and he would be free of his prison. He sneered at the sun—both the giver of power and his captor. “Soon I will be strong enough to face you again, god though you claim to be. This time stronger, filled with more power, a power of my own. And I shall strike you down. Imprison you in cold darkness, as I desire. It is time for gods to fall. For new powers to arise.”

      He studied the disc of the sun. Eons had passed since the elemental had responded to his threats, pleas, or taunts. He wondered at the lack, for at first the fire elemental had delighted in his pain. Gods were capricious fools. It mattered not. Once he created a child—.

      Returning his gaze to the sky, he willed the female to appear in the glowing blue circle. Ah. His breath stalled in his throat and he rubbed his hands together until his palms heated. There. Hovering at the gateway. Resisting.

      “Fall,” he commanded with a harsh rasp.

      The distant body strained against his insistent power. This one was strong. Good, that would bring more benefit from the child. Ib increased the heat in his hands and lifted his palms toward the gateway. He couldn’t control the passage—yet—but he could augment the ferocity of the winds to push the being through. “Come. Now. Fall and find your fate.”

      At his command, a thin stream of fire shot from one palm to the gateway. The outer edge of the opening brightened with the added heat. He closed his fingers and twisted his fist, adding sharp points to edge the gateway. “Enter. Mine. You are mine. Come.”

      The body lurched forward and fell. Ib considered, briefly, slowing the being’s descent. It would take longer to get a child on a broken body, but such things were still possible. Still, the last time the gateway opened had been ages ago. A bit of companionship might be enjoyable before he fulfilled his destiny.

      Perhaps he would woo this one. Such would be a pleasant challenge. He’d continued to learn and exceed in his craft and knew other aspects of the prophecy could be speeded along. In truth, having someone respond with even a modicum of intelligence when he spoke would be a relief to his boredom.

      He opened his palm as if to catch the falling body, but before his magic reached across the sky, wide wings spread, flapped and slowed the female’s fall to a near stop. Ib squinted then pulled a thin frame from the wall. He held the device holding a pair of polished crystal sheets a few inches apart to his eye and grinned.

      A lovely female. A winged creature of beauty and grace, a woman with the gift of flight. Possibilities swirled through his mind as he watched her descend toward the beach. Her hair sparkled in the sun, a golden red glistening with an aura of magic. Ah, fate was kind to him. At last.

      He left the observation window and made his way down the narrow stone steps to a modest hall. He’d long since tired of the grand chambers of his prison and shut off many of those rooms. Perhaps with a guest he would reopen the opulent areas.

      Curse the prophecy for decreeing the child must be born of a willing female, else he could simply take her and be done with the foolishness. He seldom traveled beyond the castle walls. The dark shadows of the forest stole his power too quickly, leaving him weakened. So she must come to him here. Ib bit back the anger burning at his lips and crossed to a long wall covered by a fringed tapestry.

      Within the confines of the thread and weaving lay a representation of the land beyond his castle and the few inhabitants. He gave the tapestry a cursory glance, noting the location of each. Except one. The threads had never shown him the firefox. Bitch.

      Nor had he been able to alter the time it took for the weavings to show happenings in the world around him. He’d discovered recently how to slow or speed time within his castle, yet the tapestry continued to weave at the same, methodical pace. He glowered at the small, blue circle of the gateway high in the sky. How long would it be before the female appeared in the tapestry?

      One day or many didn’t matter. He needed time to prepare for his guest. To prepare himself to woo and seduce. His slow grin felt unusual and he touched a finger to his lower lip. Far too long he had denied himself pleasure of any kind beyond the gaining of power. Far too long since he had tortured the embodiment of failure the firefox had stolen from him. Far too long since he last sent a dream to torment his son.

      A blur of bright colors swirled at the edge of his vision. “So, you have come to witness the arrival as well.”

      Putting his back to the tapestry, Ib crossed his arms, arched his neck and stared down the length of his nose at the dainty firefox crouched on a wide, stone window ledge. Though anger simmered in the back of his mind, this time he would not attempt to destroy the creature. The witnessing of his success would prove more painful for the damnable transfigured djinn.

      He wanted her to feel that pain, burned to observe and absorb the energy of her realization and her fear. Then he would force her to be a participant when he sacrificed the new child and destroyed her worthless son. With her last breath captured between his palms—his fingers flexed against his upper arms—he would squeeze until the djinn who thwarted him was no more. Not even a memory.

      A soft whine rose from the firefox as though she guessed his thoughts. The fiery red of her fur dulled and the colors faded from the air. Good. The swirling borealis of light and color surrounding her movements drove pinpricks of pain behind his eyes. He could ill afford to lose focus now that his freedom was near.

      The whine rumbled to a growl and a ridge of the firefox’s fur lifted along her slightly arched spine.

      Ib chuckled. “There is nothing you can do. The motion has been set, the tapestry woven. You have no influence. Your pathetic son can do nothing to stop me. Go. Leave me, fox. I should have hunted you when you were newly transformed, weak and confused. I should have killed you then.”

      The firefox yipped. The edges of her lips curled and she snorted, then yipped again.

      “You dare laugh at me? Challenge me?” Ib fisted his hands and angled his body toward her, calling on power to increase his presence. His skin stretched and tingled before adjusting to his new height and bulk. He exposed his teeth and snarled. “Where is your challenge now, fox?”

      Defying him, the firefox danced in a tight circle upon the ledge. The colors swirling around her deepened. Ib blinked back the fierce watering of his eyes. She would not dare.

      In a burst of brightness, she leapt and ran through the air, circling him twice, cocooning him in agony. His fists flew open and he slapped his palms against his eyes. His body snapped back to his normal size. He groaned and sank to his knees.

      The firefox circled him once again, coming closer while dragging an intense rainbow of lights behind her. Ib lifted one hand to grasp at the flowing light, but the trail exploded into sparks that burned his skin. “Triple cursed are you. Triple shall you suffer, fox.”

      The firefox danced into the darkening sky, her barking laughter echoing through the window. Her trail of light expanded, reaching high above the castle in waving curtains of color.

      Ib rose and stumbled to the opening. He pounded his fist against the stone lintel before opening his palm against the cool, gray stone. The remnants of the bright pain faded, but his anger remained steady. He vowed to use the anger to fashion the demise of the djinn and her son.

      Tucking the rage away to recall at the proper time, Ib spared a glance at the gateway tapestry. With the time delay, he would see nothing more until the morrow. Night dulled his powers but was beneficial to the preparations for his magic. He had much to do.
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      The dark circle remained open high above Jinger, and she stared into a long, dark tunnel. A pinpoint of light blue centered the distant end and for the oddest reason, the tunnel reminded her of the tall neck of the bottle she’d pulled from the waves. Rolling her eyes at the notion, Jinger returned her focus to the new world around her.

      The breeze played with her wings, so she rustled them leisurely. The movement relaxed the tension from her abused muscles, and she longed to allow herself the freedom of unrestrained wings. But she needed to discover where she was, how to reach the tunnel and how to get home. Unless wings were common here she’d stand out too much. She wasn’t willing to take that chance, so she closed her eyes, visualized her beautiful purple and teal wings receding into her back and spoke her spell.

      Nothing happened.

      She tried again. Although magic flowed around her and centered as it should between her shoulder blades, the incantation remained ineffective. She plopped down on the sand and rested her chin on her fist. This had never happened before. Always one to discover the best of a situation, she straightened and grinned. If destiny decreed she’d have wings in this world, she might as well use them while she explored.

      Sighing with long denied, barely remembered pleasure, Jinger set her wings into a gentle, yet powerful motion and lifted into the air. How long had it been since she’d allowed herself the joy of flight? She spread her arms and turned her face to the bright, yellow sun.

      Laughter died on her lips and she wrapped her arms around herself, letting the casual rippling of her wings keep her aloft. Now was not the time for play. She had to find her way out of this world before her family became worried. Returning with information for the Defenders about the portal’s strange characteristics would help ease any concern from her being away too long.

      Determined to make her father proud, she glanced around, memorizing the landforms in the distance. Both ends of a range of craggy peaks curved toward the water creating a bowl shape filled with a forest of thick trunked trees and dense foliage. No signs of animal life. The white sand stretched in both directions.

      Jinger shrugged. Nothing remarkable. Unless something, or someone, remained hidden among the trees. Now, that was an intriguing possibility. She turned inland.

      No. Finding her way back to her world, or at least to one she recognized and could use to get home, was her primary focus.

      But it felt so good to fly. So fly she would. Up toward the deep blue circle, her focus on the tiny blue speck she suspected was where she belonged. She tested her wings by flying a tight circle then dropping and rising in rapid succession. Despite the long periods of keeping her wings hidden and denying herself flight, the intrinsic ability flowed through her as effortlessly as she flowed through the air.

      Hovering in place, she tilted her head to one side to study the dark circle. The disk had elongated slightly to form an oval, but other than that change, she sensed no movement near or within the portal.

      Jinger set her lips in a determined line and angled her flight directly toward her target. She flew higher attempting to gauge the distance between the land and the portal and glanced down. The sandy beach was far below her but her fall from the portal hadn’t seemed from so great a distance.

      Her gaze jumped between the land and the portal. While she appeared to be rising higher from the land, the dark oval hadn’t gotten any closer.

      The sense of strange magic weakened. The portal remained the same size, but faded until the edges merged with the pale, summer-blue sky.

      “No,” she cried and increased her speed, beating her wings in strong, full strokes.

      The portal snapped from existence.

      Jinger continued her breakneck advance until her lungs burned. Fighting for breath, she hovered and closed her eyes in defeat. The magic tingle dissipated, surrounding her with nothing but the cloudless sky.

      Trying to gather her thoughts, Jinger wrung her fingers together. She was trapped in a place unknown to her. She clenched her jaw. She could handle this experience. The Defenders had trained each member of her family in what to do in situations like this. She may not have been the best student, but she knew enough to survive.

      Didn’t she? She blew out a long, cleansing breath. She’d be fine. She could do this.

      Sunlight glittered in her eyes. Streaks of colors announcing the setting sun filled the distant horizon. Jinger shivered and turned her back on the sky to focus instead on the land. Her first night in a strange, new place and despite all her self-talk, she was completely unprepared. However, there wasn’t much time to seek out a safe place to spend the night.

      Since her magic hadn’t worked to keep her wings hidden, she assumed she’d be on her own with only non-magical survival skills. Thankfully, Nightshade had taught them basic survival training as well. She managed a half-grin. His insistence all the children learn Morse Code had provided a means to bring a rescue party back from the World Between Worlds.

      Sadness overwhelmed her and she sank swiftly toward the ground. The rescue party and the leader of the Alfar-Sindhu had returned. But not her cousin, Chance.

      Jinger sniffed back tears. So what if that portal was gone. No worries. She could make one of her own. She hovered in the clear air, closed her eyes, and visualized where she wanted to go. Home. No, to the chambers of the Alastriona. The Defenders needed to know about this place and the odd portal.

      This time her magic would work. With a nod she set her intention and waited for the buzz of magical electricity against her skin.

      Only the warm air caressed her. She opened one eye to peek then both as she turned in a circle. Nothing. Not even the faintest of shimmers to indicate a magical opening. Reviewing her procedure, she determined all the elements were in place, done properly. She crossed her arms then propped her chin in one hand to study the nearly cloudless sky.

      Oh. Maybe forming a portal only worked on the ground. She’d never attempted one in mid-air. Magic needed a solid foundation. She’d try again on land.

      Angling her flight toward the beach, she descended faster than she wanted. Her back and shoulder muscles burned with the effort of slowing. She grimaced. Still too fast. The beach was too close.

      Drawing a deep breath, she beat her wings twice, then curled them around her body, tucked and rolled awkwardly over the sand. Face down, she lay panting and curled her fingers through the loose grains. How was something so giving so hard?

      With a groan she rolled to her back, arched in pain and sat, carefully tugging the edge of her wing from under her. She definitely needed to work on her landing skills.

      Thank goodness no one had witnessed her second awkward tumble. Releasing a long breath, she finished brushing the sand from her chest and stomach. There was no time for aches and pains, only survival.

      She stood and called
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