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THE PROVERBS SAY THAT absence makes the heart grow fonder. But sometimes the proverbs get it wrong.

Molly Skye has the life she always dreamed of. A ritzy penthouse in the city. A child she adores. A best friend to share in all her magical adventures, and a gorgeous husband waiting in her bed.

But the problem with dreams, is they vanish when it's time to wake up.

When Molly gets an urgent call from her mother, she's forced to return to the family home relocated in Scotland. But things have never been easy between the two women, and when tensions erupt between them, it's unlikely the little rural town will ever be the same.

A surprise visitor arrives to the cool those fiery tempers, but when a massive prison break shakes the foundations of the Privy Council, all bets are off. The friends make plans to race back to London, only to discover they aren't the only ones in Scotland and that trouble has already arrived.

What happens when the old world collides with the new? When the dust finally settles, will there be anything that survives? Maybe those proverbs got one thing right after all.

One way or another...there's no place like home.
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“Molly Elizabeth...Fodder.”

The girl perched on a chair in front of the vanity, studying her reflection with a curious expression, like she was trying it on for size. Long ripples of crimson hair cascaded down her back, and despite the fact that she wasn’t wearing anything more than a bathrobe, her tiny feet had been strapped into a pair of lethal stilettos. She rested her chin upon her hands, letting out a quiet sigh.

There was a stack of papers on the desk behind her—the stuff she usually avoided. Intake forms and other logistics. They had all been completed. But the line at the top was left blank.

Molly Elizabeth...?

The door opened and shut behind her. Despite all her training, despite the fact that she was sitting in front of a mirror, she didn’t notice. Her bright eyes had glassed over, and her gaze was fixed in the middle distance. The delicate point of her chin was imprinted into her hand.

“Nice legs.”

She whipped around, then lowered her gaze.

If she hadn’t spent the last few years living in the firm grip of the surreal and fantastical, she might have second-guessed her own ears. If she hadn’t spent the last few years raising a now seven-year-old boy, she might have wondered how a talking robot had found its way into her room.

She leaned closer, hands on her knees. “Excuse me?”

It stared back without expression, dented along the brow where Benji had used it as a shovel in an attempt to tunnel into the neighbor’s backyard. The mouth glowed and it creaked up a hand.

“Take it off.”

...my leg?

She lifted her eyebrows slowly and the robot glitched, like something had struck it across the face. A second later, it tried again, lowering those mechanical eyes to look her up and down.

“Your clothes,” it corrected. “Take off your clothes.”

What in the world?

Those years of training had given an edge to all her natural instincts, and a voice piped up in the back of her mind advising that this aluminum nightmare was most likely winding up to kill her.

But a rising suspicion quelled those dangerous thoughts, curving her lips with a smile. She pushed up from the chair and bent over so they were the same height, hands on her knees.

“You want me to take off my clothes?” she repeated lightly. “Is that what you dream about at night, you little creep? When we plug you into the wall to recharge?”

The robot had been a necessary incursion into the already impossible chaos of the happy little house. When a boy at Benji’s school had brought one for show-and-tell, he’d embarked upon an Irish hunger-strike until he’d gotten one for himself. After the second day finding him swaying dizzily in the confines of his closet, his parents had capitulated and ordered one of the approximate size and color. It was a decision they’d bitterly regretted almost every day since.

Her question went unanswered, as the robot stood before her with a blank stare. For a split second, she was convinced it had lost power. Then it capsized in a bizarre curtsy.

“Fair maiden,” it responded in a flat-monotone, “tell me of your dreams.” There was a pause as those yellow eyes fixed upon her face. “Or maybe you want music-time?”

The robot then attempted to dance.

I can’t un-see this...

She watched a few seconds, armed with the dreadful knowledge that this would most likely not be the strangest part of her day. Then it lifted its arms with a final instruction.

“Applause.”

That’s it.

Without another word, she stepped over the tiny machine and out into the hallway, taking only a moment to gauge her options, before yanking open the closet to find her husband kneeling on the floor. His head whipped up in alarm, and he hastened to hide the remote he’d been holding behind his back. When she reached for the tiny camera, he panicked and shoved it into his mouth.

She folded her arms slowly, flashing a dangerous smile. “Honey, you wouldn’t happen to know anything about a pervy robot hitting on me, would you?”

Demanding amputations and stripping.

“Some pervy robot is hitting on you?” he exclaimed, leaping to his feet and moving slight back, away from the camera. “I’ll kick its arse!” He raised both fists, before flashing the world’s most adorable smile. “Unless...you wanted music-time... with me, after all?” He lifted his eyebrows invitingly, swaying his hips in an absurd approximation of whatever dance the robot had been attempting to do itself. “We could always keep that option open—”

She jumped into his arms.

“How are you so freaking cute?” she demanded, kissing him wildly and wrapping her legs around his waist. “And weird, Luke! You’re SO freaking weird!”

He let out a breathless laugh, anchoring a hand behind her head, while kicking the door shut behind them. The closet wasn’t incredibly spacious, it was used mostly for storing extra winter clothes and linens, but they’d repurposed it for this sort of thing before. They had regular grips for balance, regular places to wedge their feet. They’d gotten it down to a science, except—

“Ow!” Luke jerked back suddenly as the heel of her stiletto dug into his leg. “Why in the world are you wearing those? Didn’t you just get out of the shower?”

She glanced down with a flush, having forgotten all about them, then lifted her leg with a mischievous smile—notching one of those lethal points behind his neck. “What...these?”

He caught his breath, running his fingers down the length of her leg. “I’ll never understand how you can stretch like that—”

“Spy school,” she interrupted flatly, staring at him all the while. “I enrolled in spy school, just to learn how to stretch like that. They taught me all sorts of tricks, gave me all sorts of cars...”

His eyes twinkled with silent laughter.

“Don’t,” he warned, biting playfully at her neck. “You know I can’t talk about cars when we’re like this. It’s overwhelming, I start to get faint...”

She did know. Last year at Christmas, she’d taken a picture of herself in her birthday suit, lying atop the hood of his favorite convertible, and slipped it into his stocking. He’d taken a single look, crossed himself, then vanished to ‘check on the air filters.’ He hadn’t returned for a long time.

“I just can’t stop thinking about them,” she whispered into his ear, slipping her fingers into the top of his pants. “The twin-turbo engines, the superchargers, the ignition control...”

He leaned back suddenly, looking profoundly touched. “Honey, did you learn all those things for me?”

Her eyes danced with mischief. “Oh, I’ve learned all sorts of things for you. Come here”—she pulled him a back again, biting his lower lip—“let me show you—”

The closet door flew open.

“There’s something wrong with my robot!”

The couple detached with a gasp, frantically pulling their clothes back together, as a furious red-haired boy glowered in the hall. He’d never understood why his parents sometimes disappeared into the closet. He wondered if they were checking for mice and ventured in by himself on occasion, looking for the same. But such curiosities were no longer of concern. The child had been sabotaged.

“Benji, can you just—” Luke raked back his hair, trying desperately to re-button the top of his pants. “Can you just wait in the living room? I’ll be there in a second—”

“It’s angry with me!” the boy interrupted, thrusting the robot between them. “When I tried to feed it breakfast, it told me to take off my ears!”

There was a pause.

“I’m sure it’s a misunderstanding.”

“Why were you feeding it breakfast?”

There were a few seconds of silence, wherein each of them replayed the last few sentences and the boy worried that he might have overplayed his hand. He shot a bracing look at his parents, still lodged awkwardly amidst the spare bedding, before bolting full-speed for the kitchen, sensing that if he didn’t manage to feed the robot now, he might never get a chance again.

The couple shared a panicked look, then scrambled after him.

“Benji, you get back here...” Molly trailed off in horror, sliding to a stop on the marble floor.

It had only been a few minutes that the child had been left unattended. Only a few minutes, yet the house had been transformed. Ribbons of toilet paper had been strung like garlands from the chandelier. A herd of dinosaurs had taken up residence upon the couch. There was a potted plant on the kitchen counter that she had never seen before, while the toaster was full of—

“Is that shaving cream?”

She reached out a tentative finger, and Benji let out a plaintive wail.

“It’s lava for my ice-monsters! Don’t touch it!”

Her eyes lifted slowly, falling on the interrogation chamber just beyond. At one end of the kitchen hung a noose made of designer neckties. Beside it lay a plate of untouched biscuits.

It seemed the robot had been given a choice.

“Benji, what did I tell you about putting magnets on the...” Luke trailed into silence, his bright eyes sweeping around the house. “...elevator.”

It had been a difficult adjustment, moving from the sparseness of a sixteenth century monastery, into the whimsical decadence of his wife’s penthouse. The walls had been covered in gilded mirrors and paintings. His clothes had been relocated to the attic to make room for her shoes.

It had been another adjustment when they’d had a child. Those same shoes were often covered in stickers. Everything else had been moved above the reach of seven-year-old hands.

A shock to the system, yet he was often called upon to be the voice of ‘reason’ in the house, to rein in his high-spirited, fire-haired family and provide a dose of sanity to keep things afloat.

“Lucas...do something.”

After triaging in terms of urgency, he paced toward the kitchen and unplugged the toaster from the wall. Then he dipped his fingers into the cream...and smashed it into his wife’s face.

“What?!”

On second thought, he’d never been too reasonable himself.

There was a burst of lightning, then she was upon him—swinging from the noose for leverage, before rocketing into his arms. He caught her with a burst of laughter, and staggered backward into the microwave. The chandelier swayed precariously above them, but didn’t fall.

“I’m going to kill you, do you know that?!” she shrieked, scooping the foam off her cheeks and smearing it violently over his own. “I’m going to actually kill you this time!”

With a feral battle cry, Benji threw himself into the fray—still gripping the malfunctioning robot, which had started dancing once again. Its yellow eyes flickered ominously and its limbs creaked in protest as each of the little family made a desperate grab for it at the same time.

The residents below lifted their eyes to the ceiling, as three voices echoed from above.

“No cyborgs in the house!”

“Is that a noose?!”

“Deploy the laser!”

Molly and Luke paused in unison, throwing a panicked glance at their son, half-convinced some unearthly burst of light would shoot forth and roast them all to bits. The boy let them hang a moment, let them lean closer, then spat out a mouth of shaving cream with a vengeful cry.

“You’ll never take us alive!”

There were squeals of laughter and shrieks of rage, as the trio collectively slipped on the slick marble and tumbled onto the floor. At that point, Molly secured a grip on the robot and tossed it into the fireplace with a triumphant cry, as the boys located the rest of the shaving cream and took up defensive positions on opposite sides of the room. The tables shifted quickly, as was so often the case in tales of urban guerilla warfare, and she ducked hastily behind the counter.

There was a vibration in her pocket. 

She answered without looking. “Rae?” she panted breathlessly. “Unless you want to fly over with a few of those percussion grenades we stole from that munitions dump, it’s not really a good—”

“Molly, it’s your dad.”

She detached herself from the fight immediately, ducking a glob of shaving cream and pressing a hand over her ear. “Dad? I can hardly hear you. Is everything okay?”

The lights flickered precariously, as his voice crackled from a country away.

“Hang on, can you—” She waved a paper towel above the counter, praying for a moment of peace. It was quickly covered in shaving cream as well. “Can you say that again?”

A throat cleared through the static.

“I said that I need you to come home, sweetie. Your mother needs someone in the house while she’s recovering from surgery, and I’m going to be lambing with your uncle until May.”

She froze a suspended moment, unable to decide which part of the sentence to tackle first.

“Surgery?” she repeated incredulously. “What are you talking about? When in the world did Mom have—enough with the shaving cream!”

There was a pause in the battle, as two heads peeked up from behind the couch.

“She had a knee replacement five days ago,” he answered mildly. There was a creak of old leather, as he stretched back in his favorite chair. “It went fine, she’s home now.”

Molly’s lips parted in delayed shock. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

There was an awkward pause.

“You know your mother...she didn’t want to make a fuss.”

She didn’t want me to know.

She was standing by now, and the others had clearly realized from her tone that something serious was wrong. Luke emerged slowly from amidst of barricade of throw pillows. Benji was hanging from his neck like a backpack. Both were eyeing her with the same look of concern.

The second part of the sentence was sinking in.

“Well...why can’t you stay with her?” she asked with a flicker of panic, fingers tightening like a claw around the phone. “This is medical, what could possibly—”

“I told you,” he interrupted patiently. “I promised your uncle Charlie I’d help with the lambing this season. Todd and Malcom are both off at school, the poor man’s overwhelmed.”

She flashed a quick look at the phone, then covered the receiver. “Dad, you’re over sixty and you don’t have a beard. How is it possible that you think lamb is a verb?”

“Come now, girlie. You know how this goes.” He leaned back again, a thick Welsh accent leaking through. “Someone needs to guide the poor creatures. There are lanterns to be lit, stables to be mucked. Your mother is safe in the village, the ewes are scattered across the windswept moor!”

“Scattered across the windswept moor...” Molly repeated slowly, rubbing her eyes. “Why do all of our conversations make me feel like I’ve strayed into a Jack London novel?” She’d grown up in Wales and at one point in Guilder, her folks had picked up and moved to Scotland. She sometimes wondered how her dad had managed to keep his Welsh accent and mixed in Scottish dialect without creating an entire new language. 

“Now wait just a minute—”

“Why can’t Luke go lambing for you?” she interrupted with a touch of desperation, careful to avoid her husband’s gaze. “You remember last time...he loved Uncle Charlie.”

Luke shook his head quickly, remembering as well.

The chair had stopped creaking, her father was sitting up now. Just like her husband, he had often been called upon to provide the balance between two such tempestuous women, a pillar of stability when those clashing natures threatened to destabilize all the rest.

Most days, this meant creating a healthy bit of distance.

But sometimes, they needed a little push.

“Molly Elizabeth. You need to come home.”

Her heart sank and her shoulders wilted with a sigh. “Yeah, of course. I’ll just...I’ll figure it out. Call you soon, okay?”

The line went dead and her arm drifted down to her side. At the same time, Benji took it upon himself to deploy the last of the shaving cream, flinging a giant dollop right into her face.

Her eyes snapped shut, as it slid down her nose.

I am home.

*   *   *
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LESS THAN AN HOUR LATER, the situation was already starting to improve.

After making her way hastily through the five stages of grief—lingering perhaps longer than was healthy on bargaining—Molly found a solution to her problem by merely shifting the blame.

She could not possibly go to Scotland. Not when she was needed right there.

“Alright, Mommy loves you so much, so much.” She planted a kiss on Benji’s forehead. “But I’m about to electrocute you for the shaving cream, and your grandpa just called up and made some serious threats. So Auntie Angel’s going to watch you for a few hours, while Mommy goes to work.”

He eyed her speculatively, standing on the curb. “Do you think she’ll play warrior with me?”

There was a pause.

Babysitting with Angel was always a mixed bag.

On the one hand, the children absolutely adored her, but after a particularly rough afternoon, Molly had once returned to find them all frozen like Medusa’s statues in the backyard.

“Aunt Angel does that a little differently than the rest of us. But if you present her with a roving target and offer a bribe to the wolf, there’s a good chance you’ll survive until dinner.”

She smacked a final kiss on his cheek and sent him running into the house before turning on her heel and waltzing off toward the blazing red convertible parked just up the street.

While she and the others might have delighted in teasing the men for their obsession, she appreciated the feel of Italian chrome just as much as the next girl, especially when it matched the precise shade of both her lipstick and hair. She slid inside and fired up the engine—shooting off down the road toward the magical solution to all her mundane problems.

It was an hour drive outside London. She made it in thirty minutes.

The school was busy at the time she arrived—the bells in the great tower had rung and the students were hurrying to find seats in their next class. It seemed like another lifetime that she’d been one of them—flipping her hair and giggling with Rae, casting secret looks at the boys.

They’d always been certain of their future, in the same way that every teenager gifted with superpowers was inexplicably sure of what would come next. They would be heroes, that much was inevitable. They would rise to uncharted new heights and probably save the world a few times along the way. Their legends were already spinning themselves by the time that magical ink settled upon their skin. They were already making promises, making plans.

They could
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