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NERVES WRACKED ME AS I headed upstairs to my bedroom to freshen up. Uncle Mark’s message that Gedniah wanted to see me had come as a surprise. The prince and his clan had been drawn to our world a month ago. I hadn’t heard much about them since they’d been sent to a village somewhere in Europe.

Leaving my door open a crack so I would hear it when our boss arrived, I quickly changed out of my cargo pants into jeans. I put a light jacket on over the gun that sat in a holster on my left side, then entered my bathroom to check my reflection. My eyes were bright with anticipation. I’d never admit it to the rest of the team, but I couldn’t get the ruler of the snake-people out of my mind. He’d become lodged in there from the moment I’d first seen him. I just hoped my growing attraction to the prince wasn’t because of the spell he’d cast on me.

I brushed my hair, then grabbed a purse that I could sling over my shoulder. My phone and a few other items went into it. After what had happened to Syd and Alex, I decided to keep Zeta in my pocket rather than putting her in the purse. My zombie couldn’t whisk me to safety if she became separated from me.

The crown of vines that Gedniah had made for me caught my eye when I stepped back into my bedroom. He’d used magic to create the intricate circlet. Like the white rose Nancy Ettenberg had preserved for Emma, the crown still looked freshly made. It was stupid, but I sometimes put it on and pretended I really was the prince’s bride. If anyone on the team found out about my fantasy, they’d never let me live it down.

“Uncle Mark and Zeus are here!” Liam called out from downstairs.

“I’ll be down in a minute!” I called back, more for Uncle Mark’s benefit than for Liam’s. Our honorary uncle might be immortal, but he didn’t have enhanced hearing like the rest of us. I heard Uncle Mark checking on Alex, making sure she was okay after she’d been kidnapped by Tyson Jabari. Liam told him about the new bond she had with an unknown being. It was one more thing for us all to worry about.

My heart was beating faster than usual when I headed back downstairs and it wasn’t from my haste.

“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” Syd said to me with a suggestive smirk, as if she somehow knew my stomach was fluttering madly.

“Name one thing you wouldn’t do,” Nick challenged her.

“I wouldn’t gargle bleach.”

“You’ve got me there,” he admitted ruefully.

“Are you ready, Brynn?” Uncle Mark asked as Zeus soundlessly trotted over to me and leaned against my legs.

“I’m ready,” I lied and scratched the hound’s ears.

“Do you want us to keep monitoring the kids?” Uncle Philip asked.

“I don’t think it will be necessary,” our boss decided. “We could use you and Kala back in Europe.”

“Notify Mark if Alex comes up with any more talents we haven’t seen before,” Aunt Kala said to Liam.

“I will, grandma,” he said with a grin. She made a face, but didn’t bother to tell him not to call her that.

Everyone received a hug, then Uncle Philip and Aunt Kala stepped outside. Their mice would take them back to wherever they were staying in Europe. None of the younger generation knew where their base was located.

“Let’s go, Zeus,” Uncle Mark said. “We don’t have much time to spare, so we’d better head back to the village and find out what Gedniah wants with Brynn.”

He crossed to us and took my hand, then Zeus used the ghost plane to transport us to somewhere in Europe. We appeared in a parking lot that was full of PIA and military cars. It was late afternoon wherever we were and the sun was going down. Not even the beautiful orange and red sunset could soften the ugliness of the gigantic circular concrete wall that stood directly in front of us.

I looked around to see several small buildings off to the side. They looked like they could be easily moved if it was necessary. I figured they housed the staff who were tasked with guarding the alien beings who’d been brought to our dimension against their will.

“I didn’t realize you were keeping them prisoner,” I said uneasily as I eyed the wall again.

Uncle Mark glanced at the wall as a woman dressed in a dark blue suit hurried over to us. “It’s for their protection,” he said in a mildly scolding tone.

“Would you feel like you were being protected, or imprisoned if you had to live behind that thing?” I asked skeptically and hiked my thumb at the barrier. It was over twenty feet tall and two feet thick. Vampires, shifters and other types of supernatural creatures would be able to scale it easily, since it wasn’t electrified.

“Probably a bit of both,” he admitted. “But I don’t have humans trying to hunt me down and kill me.” I noticed a small lump in his jacket pocket and remembered Aunt Lexi had raised mice for the older generation. He could have used his mouse to transport us here, but Zeus liked to visit us whenever he could.

The PIA agent reached us and held out her hand. “It’s good to see you again, Agent Steel,” she said briskly. In her late thirties or early forties, her brown hair was drawn up in a tight bun. Her accent was American, but I could hear a mixture of other accents from the military personnel and PIA agents standing guard. She nodded at me, but didn’t offer me her hand. She probably thought I was just another underling.

“Has there been any trouble here, Agent Faraday?” Uncle Mark asked as she guided him towards a huge gate.

“None so far,” she replied. “We’ve heard rumors the ASBF has been seen in nearby towns. I’ve stationed some people undercover to keep watch.”

“Who are the ASBF?” I asked.

“They’re the people who want all non-human sentient creatures to be destroyed,” she said. “They call themselves the Anti Supernatural Beings Faction.”

“Sounds catchy,” I muttered dourly, knowing full well these humans would shoot me on sight if they knew what I was.

We reached the gate that was being guarded by a dozen men and women. They were a mixture of military soldiers and PIA agents. The soldiers wore camouflage uniforms from various European armies. The PIA guards wore black tactical gear. They all knew who my boss was, but I received curious glances. Most of the men stared at me, which didn’t come as a surprise. I was used to being ogled by humans. I’d inherited my mom’s olive skin, vibrant green eyes, dark hair and exotic beauty.

One of the men bent down to pet Zeus and the Rottweiler grinned up at him. “Who’s a good boy?” the soldier murmured. “You’re a good boy, aren’t you?” he crooned, then hastily straightened up when Agent Faraday glared at him. His accent was British, but she clearly had jurisdiction over them all.

Uncle Mark kept his expression neutral, but he didn’t reprimand the soldier. Zeus was a beloved member of our team. Anyone who treated him with respect and kindness rather than avoiding him because he was a zombie was okay with us.

Uncle Mark held up his ID to a computer screen that was mounted on the wall next to the gate, then scanned his palm. “Welcome, Agent Mark Steel,” a robotic female voice said. “You are cleared to enter.” 

Agent Faraday stepped up to repeat his actions. I had to restrain myself from rolling my eyes at the security measures they were taking. Zeus could have easily taken us directly into the town, but we had to follow protocol. The robotic voice spoke again. “Welcome, Agent Wendy Faraday. You are cleared to enter.”

“You’ll need to scan your ID and prints,” Agent Faraday said to me when she was done.

I dutifully took my ID out of my purse to scan it. I put my right hand on the scanner and it verified my identity. “Welcome, Agent Brynn Bailey. Authorization is needed from Agent Mark Steel before you will be cleared to enter.”

Agent Faraday’s lips pressed together in annoyance that she didn’t have the authority to clear the people who could enter through the gates. Mark scanned his palm and ID again, then shielded the screen with his hand as he entered a code on the computer

“Did you hear that?” one of the soldiers whispered to his colleague.

“Yeah. She’s Flynn and Sabine Baileys’ daughter,” the man replied just as quietly.

“That means she’s got to be a freak just like them,” his colleague replied.

The computer accepted the code and I was granted admittance. I waited for Uncle Mark and Agent Faraday to enter the gate when it opened before I turned to the two men. “It was freaks like us who saved this world from being enslaved by demons,” I said coolly.

They had the grace to look ashamed at being publicly called out. They withered beneath the glares of the PIA agents when they figured I’d overheard them talking about me. Now that their prejudice had been exposed, they would most likely be sent to another post.

One of the agents nodded at me as I passed her. I nodded back, now sure that the pair would be ousted from their positions. The supernatural beings hadn’t volunteered to come here. They’d been brought here by magic and now they were stuck on our world. Bigots like those two soldiers were the last people they needed guarding them.
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I WASN’T SURE WHAT to expect when the gate swung open. Armed guards standing all over the place maybe. Instead, I saw a paved road leading to a town square with pretty gardens and lots of trees. From the aged cobblestones that surrounded a large rotunda, the town had been built on some old ruins. There were no soldiers or agents in sight.

“The village looks like it dates back to medieval times,” I said, examining the buildings made from stone and thatch. Some had slate tiles on the roofs, but they all looked ancient. A marketplace had been set up, with shopkeepers selling fruit, vegetables, meat, clothing, tools and a variety of other items. They seemed to have a barter system in place rather than using money.

“Most of these beings come from worlds that are far less advanced than ours,” Agent Faraday said. Her tone was slightly more respectful now that she knew who I was. Having famous parents always changed peoples’ perspectives of my colleagues and me.

“They utilized their skills to rebuild this place,” Uncle Mark explained, sweeping his hand at the town. “It’s been a pleasant surprise that they’ve gotten along so well so far. Jill was able to cast her translator spell on Jack and a few of the leaders of each group who can use magic. All of the groups can now communicate during their regular town meetings.”

It was like being on the set of an alien movie as we neared the city square. I saw a variety of skin and hair colors, along with bizarre and even frightening features. They watched us like we were dangerous, even though a lot of them carried knives, spears and other weapons. None of them were armed with guns.

I spied several security cameras that had been placed discretely around the town as we passed through it. Uncle Mark and Agent Faraday were the only humans in the community. I was pretty sure the townsfolk would feel a lot more comfortable if I changed into my lamia form, but I didn’t want to put on a show for the agents who were watching us through the cameras.

We passed through the town and took a trail into the woods. I heard Gedniah’s people long before their dwelling places came into view. Their settlement was nestled in the dense woods. There were only twenty of the snake-people, but they were so large that there seemed to be twice that number.

One of them heard us coming and whistled shrilly. They vanished into the large houses they’d made from the trees that had been cleared out of the way.

My heartrate increased when Uncle Mark came to a stop. “I’ll take it from here, Wendy,” he said.

Agent Faraday wasn’t happy about being dismissed, but she nodded obediently. “I’ll wait for you at the gate,” she said, then swiftly headed back the way she’d come.

Zeus silently loped ahead of us as we continued to the end of the path. We emerged into a huge clearing where rabbits, pigs and other animals were roasting over cookfires. Targets had been set up for the clan to practice with bows, arrows and knives. “It looks like they’ve settled in here,” I murmured.

Uncle Mark nodded, then looked at the biggest house when Zeus emerged with Gedniah in tow. “How are you, Gedniah?” he asked.

My heart lodged in my throat at the sight of the gigantic, handsome prince of the reptilian people. His skin was a lot darker than mine and his hair and eyes were a lustrous shade of purple. His hair hung to his shoulders and had a slight wave to it. “I am well, Agent Steel,” Gedniah replied in English.

“You can speak our language,” I said in surprise, then wanted to slap myself upside the head. “Uncle Mark said Jill used her spell on some of the leaders of each group,” I added. “I should have known you were included, since you can use magic.”

“Jill’s spell has been very useful,” he said as he slithered over to us. He lowered himself down so he didn’t tower over us so much and held out his hand expectantly. It would be rude to ignore it, so I put my hand in his. He smiled down at me and heat rushed to my face. “It is good to see you again, Brynn Bailey.”

I had to clear my throat before I could speak. “Uncle Mark said you wanted to speak to me?”

He nodded, then released my hand. He probably would have kept hold of it if Uncle Mark hadn’t been giving him the hairy eyeball. He was just as protective as my parents and he also knew the prince had cast a spell on me. “I apologize if the message sounded dramatic, but I need your assistance,” Gedniah said.

“With what?” I asked, hiding my amusement as Zeus rubbed against Gedniah’s scaly body. According to Alex, Zeus said it felt good to use the snake-man as a scratching post.

“With getting my people home,” he said.

I looked down to hide my instant disappointment. He was the first man I’d ever really been attracted to, despite sleeping with a few humans and shifters. He’d expressed an interest in me, but I guessed he was already over me if he wanted to leave our world. “I’m not a magic user,” I said, striving to keep my voice even. “I’m not sure what help you think I can give you.”

“Jack and Jill told me about a being from their world who can possibly use interdimensional travel,” Gedniah said and my eyes snapped back to his face.

Uncle Mark frowned slightly. “What else did they say about this being?” he asked. I knew him well enough to know they weren’t supposed to have told anyone about the person.

“That she is being imprisoned in a PIA facility for being a danger to the people of your world,” the prince replied.

“My wife delved this being’s mind and determined that she’s a threat,” Uncle Mark confirmed.

“I wish to speak to her to determine whether she has the capacity to travel through dimensions, or if she was brought here by the same creature that brought us here,” Gedniah said. His tone indicated he was used to being obeyed and that he expected his wishes to be fulfilled.

“The prisoner has been here for several decades,” Uncle Mark reminded him. “The creature who’s bringing beings and beasts to our world has only been doing so for a few years at the most.”

“From what I understand, the prisoner is heavily guarded,” the prince said. “What harm could there be in me questioning her?”

Uncle Mark glanced at me as if seeking my opinion. “He can talk to her through the intercom,” I figured. “We don’t need to have any physical contact with her.”

“Do you have Zeta with you?” he asked.

My mouse poked her head out of the pocket of my jeans in response. “Yep,” I said with a grin and Gedniah looked at the mouse in confusion. He didn’t know she was a zombie.

“I’ll notify the guards at the facility that you’ll be visiting the prisoner,” Uncle Mark said. He took his cell phone out and ambled away to make the call, leaving me alone with Gedniah.

I could feel eyes watching us from the shadows, but his people remained out of sight. I wasn’t sure why they were hiding, but I wasn’t about to ask. For all I knew, I could accidentally cause a war by making a careless remark that they could take as a deadly insult.

Ending his short call before I was forced to make awkward small talk, Uncle Mark joined us again. “They’re expecting you at the facility,” he said. “Zeus can take you there, but you’ll have to get Zeta to bring Gedniah back here, then take you home.”

I nodded in agreement, feeling a mixture of nerves and excitement. Usually, the entire team would be coming along for a mission like this. Gedniah had chosen me to be his companion because I was so similar to him, or so I figured. “I’ll get the prince back in one piece,” I said and snapped him a salute.

Uncle Mark smiled at me fondly, then held his hand out to Gedniah. “Let Agent Faraday know if you require any assistance,” he said.

Gedniah had grown used to human customs. He shook hands, being careful not to crush Uncle Mark’s far smaller fingers. “I am sure Brynn will be able to provide me with all the assistance I need,” he said. I blushed again at the warm look he gave me, then Zeus transported us to another location.
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IT WAS DISCONCERTING to travel from a country where the sun had been setting, back to the US where it was still mid-afternoon. We were standing on the grass near the entrance to a PIA prison. Only a small concrete building was above the ground. The rest of the facility was beneath our feet. Several guards nodded at us in greeting, but I could tell they were a bit freaked out about my hulking half reptilian, half humanoid companion.

Zeus looked up at me and I petted him. “Thanks for bringing us here, fleabag,” I said affectionately, then snatched my hand away before he could take it into his mouth. “Ha, you’re too slow!” I crowed in victory. His tongue lolled out in a grin, then he vanished.

“The creatures of this world are very strange,” Gedniah said, putting his hands where his hips would have been if he’d had a fully human form.

“Says the guy with purple hair and eyes,” I retorted. 

“I did not mean to offend you,” he said.

“You didn’t,” I admitted. “One of the soldiers called me a freak and it stung a little,” I said as we crossed to the door.

“Did you report the human to Agent Faraday?” he asked indignantly.

“Nah. I didn’t have to. The PIA agents are now aware of how he and one of his colleagues feel about my kind. They’ll both be sent to another post.”

“It is bad enough to be imprisoned behind a wall,” the prince said as I scanned my hand on the screen. “It is disturbing that we have to rely on the humans to keep us safe from those who wish us harm.”

“If you can get some answers out of the prisoner, maybe you’ll find a way to get back home,” I said in a fake cheerful tone.

He nodded, but seemed dubious about his chances of success. The door unlocked and I pushed it open and entered first. Gedniah had to lower himself down before he could glide through behind me. The door was wider than normal, but he still had to squeeze through it.

A guard was waiting in the hallway to escort us. His eyes widened when Gedniah straightened up and his head brushed the ceiling. “Come this way, Agent Bailey,” he requested. We trotted past an elevator to the end of the hall and turned the corner. “We’ll have to use the service elevator,” he said apologetically and gestured at my companion’s sheer size.

“I guess it would be a tight squeeze in a normal elevator,” I conceded when he came to a stop in front of an elevator with a much larger than usual door.

Gedniah gave me a sardonic look, but he didn’t say anything. He was getting used to dealing with structures that were too small for his kind.

The bell dinged, then the door opened and our guide gestured for us to enter first. I stepped inside and wedged myself in the corner as the prince slithered in after me. “I don’t think we’re all going to fit in here,” I said when Gedniah curled his long tail inside. He took up all of the room, with only my small corner to spare.

“May I?” the prince said and held out his arms.

“What exactly do you have in mind?” I asked suspiciously.

“I will not harm you, Brynn,” he said, searching my face. “You can trust me.”

If any other man had said that with such assurance, I would have sprained a muscle rolling my eyes. Instead, I let him pick me up and cradle me in his arms.

The guard squeezed into the spot I’d vacated, being careful not to step on the prince’s tail. He scanned his ID, then pushed a button for a lower level. I had plenty of time to enjoy the muscular chest I was pressed up against as we descended at a glacial pace. My arm was around Gedniah’s shoulders and his hair brushed against my hand. It was soft and I wondered what it would feel like trailing over my naked body.

My face heated yet again and I glanced up to see Gedniah staring at me with a small, knowing smile. He seemed to know I was attracted to him. He was smoking hot and probably had this effect on all of the snake-women from his dimension.

We finally came to a stop after a journey that felt like it had lasted a thousand years. The guard stepped out into the hallway and moved aside to let Gedniah out. The prince put me down and I avoided his gaze, willing myself to keep my expression neutral.

“The prisoner is this way,” our escort said, then hurried off down the hall.

I strode after him and Gedniah easily kept up with me. He kept glancing at me as if he was trying to memorize my face. Maybe he was, since he was so desperate to leave our planet. My mom and I were the only two of our kind left on this world. His world didn’t have any lamias at all. Our breeds were similar, but different enough to make some of his people prejudiced against me, from what I’d gathered.

Another armed guard was standing in front of a door halfway down the corridor. She saw us coming and stood up straighter. Our escort loped over to her and they stood on either side of the doorway. “Push the red button to use the intercom,” he instructed us.

“You’re up, Gedniah,” I said, since this was his mission.

The prince nodded, then glided over and bent to look through the thick plexiglass window. I peered inside to see a plain white room with a metal bed welded to the wall. The prisoner had a shower and toilet with a door so she could have some privacy. A small sink, a metal table and a metal chair were all bolted down as well.

I was surprised to see books on a metal shelf and a TV mounted on the wall across from her bed. The alien lay on her bed, watching something on the screen. Like Jack and Jill, she had silver skin and dark brown hair. Her eyes were larger than normal and so dark that she didn’t seem to have irises. She only had four fingers and I assumed she only had four toes as well. Her feet were covered in white sneakers and she wore a white t-shirt and black jeans. I guessed it would have been cruel to make her wear a prison uniform and deprive her of entertainment for several decades, since she hadn’t actually committed any crimes.

Her head didn’t turn, but she tensed slightly. “She knows she’s being watched,” I said.

“This is a devious creature,” Gedniah said in a musing tone. “I doubt she will be truthful with me.” That didn’t stop him from pressing the red button to speak to her. “Greetings. My name is Gedniah. May I ask you some questions?”

Her head slowly turned to regard us, then she blinked when she saw his purple hair and eyes. Pressing the speaker allowed sound to travel both ways. Canned laughter came from the TV and I figured she was watching a sitcom. “What are you?” she asked in amusement.

“Like you, I am from another world,” he replied. “May I ask you what your name is?”

“You couldn’t pronounce it,” she said and sat up. “You can call me Mora.” She’d learned our language while she’d been imprisoned, or maybe she’d cast the forbidden spell on herself so she could speak and understand all languages.

“Will you answer some questions?” the prince asked.

“That depends on what the questions are,” she said, then stood up and walked over to the door. I knew she was cunning and dangerous from the speculative way she was watching us. If she’d been a faery, I would have warned Gedniah to walk away now before he could make any deals with her. Since she wasn’t fae, it would be interesting to see how this would play out.
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GEDNIAH’S LOWER BODY was hidden from Mora’s view, so she didn’t know he was half reptilian. She eyed his muscular torso appreciatively and a twinge of jealousy shot through me. The prince glanced at me and I was pretty sure I saw him smile faintly before he turned back to the window. “How did you come to be in this dimension?” he asked.

Mora stopped in front of the window and examined us both. “I came through a portal,” she replied evasively.

“How was the portal created?”

“With magic,” she replied with a smirk. “I could try to explain the process to you, but I doubt you’d understand.”

“I disagree,” he said and held his hand up. A small purple flame danced on his palm before he clenched his fist to extinguish it.

Mora appeared stunned for a moment before she resumed her smirk. “So, you’re a magic user. I’m guessing you want to return to your world.”

Gedniah inclined his head in agreement. “Did you create the portal that brought you to this dimension?”

“Alas, no,” she replied. “It took several strong magic users to accomplish the task. We were attacked and I was the only one who made it through. I imagine the others died at the hands of our enemies.” Her tone was casual, which showed just how little regard she’d had for her allies.

“If there were others of your kind on this world, could you work with them to recreate the portal?” the prince asked.

The prisoner’s gaze sharpened. “Perhaps,” she said. “It would depend on the strength of their magic.” From the predatory gleam in her eyes, she was keenly interested in meeting Jack and Jill.

“They said their magic is weak on our world,” I said before Gedniah could tell her anything about the pair.

“Then I’m afraid you’re stuck here along with the rest of us,” Mora said to the prince facetiously. “Unless you’d be willing to test whether your magic is compatible with mine?” she added slyly.

“No!” I said sharply before he could reply. “She’s dangerous. It would be too risky to trust her.”

Mora muttered something in her own language and Gedniah replied. She looked shocked for a moment, then her slyness returned. They exchanged a conversation I had no hope of understanding, then the prince slammed his fist against the window. A crack appeared in the plexiglass and the guards on either side of us shifted uneasily. It didn’t escape my notice that they were ready to aim their guns at my companion and open fire on him if he became a threat.

Mora laughed gleefully, then said something in a mocking tone. Gedniah replied, sounding harsh and threatening. “We both know you’re as powerless as I am,” she said in English. “You’ll be gunned down by the humans if you break into my cell,” she added and gestured at the guards who were hidden from her view.

I put my hand on Gedniah’s arm to find it was rock solid from tension. “If you cooperate with us, I can arrange for you to receive better conditions,” I offered.

Mora sneered at me and looked around at her sparse belongings. “I have everything I need, except for my freedom,” she pointed out. “I would consider helping you if I was allowed to leave my cell and spend an hour outside each day.”

Both guards shook their heads to indicate that wasn’t a possibility. Gedniah glanced at me, then placed his hand on the crack in the window and murmured a few words. Mora looked alarmed, then her face went blank.

“What did you just do?” I asked suspiciously.

“I cast a truth spell on her,” he replied. “It will only last for a short time. She won’t remember it when it fades.”

“I thought you said your magic is weak on our world,” I said in a slightly accusing tone. The guards subtly turned towards us, even more ready to cut Gedniah down if he did anything alarming.

“It is,” he said wryly. “On my world, the spell would be permanent if I wished for it to be.” He turned his attention back to the prisoner. “What would you do if you were allowed to be released from your cell and go outside?” he asked.

“I would kill the guards, then escape from this prison and seek allies to make myself more powerful,” she replied in a wooden tone.

“Do you mean the people of this world harm?”

“I aim to rule them,” she confirmed. “Through any means necessary.”

“Do you have the ability to transport yourself, or others through dimensions?”

“No. I don’t have enough power on this world. It takes a huge amount of magic to create a portal and it’s difficult to open one to a world I’ve never been to.”

“Why did you come here?” I asked.

“I attempted to overthrow our rulers and was defeated,” Mora replied. “I fled with my surviving allies and we created a portal at random. It led to this world.”

“She didn’t come here on purpose,” I realized. None of the beings who’d been brought to our dimension recently had been given a choice about it. At least none of them wanted to rule our planet.

The spell wore off and Mora snapped out of her daze. “Come back when you have an offer I might consider,” she said, then sauntered back over to her bed and lay down to watch TV. She didn’t realize she’d just been compelled to spill her guts to us.

Gedniah murmured another spell and the crack in the window vanished. He reached past me to press the intercom button to turn it off. “I apologize for startling you,” he said to the guards. “I needed to breach the cell in order to cast a truth spell on Mora.”

“The plexiglass is supposed to be impenetrable,” our escort said in a slightly shaky tone. “How did you manage to break it?”

“I cast a spell on the glass to weaken it,” Gedniah said with a nonchalant shrug. 

“We’ll need to replace it,” the female guard muttered.

“There is no need, I have already repaired it,” the prince said.

“Are you done here?” our guide asked. He was eager to get rid of both of us by now.

I arched an eyebrow at Gedniah. “I am done,” he confirmed in a heavy tone. “Mora is an evil being who would turn on me as soon as my back was turned. I will have to continue to search for another way to get my people home.”

I felt bad for him and hated the way his shoulders slumped as we were led back to the service elevator. Once again, he picked me up and held me in his arms. He was distracted and we didn’t speak at all. The ride back up was far less enjoyable than the ride down had been and seemed to take even longer.

Gedniah put me down when the elevator opened. Our escort took us back to the exit and saw us out. I walked away from the building until we were out of earshot of the guards before I spoke. “Is there anything else I can do to help?” I asked, feeling useless.

He looked at me appraisingly, then took my hand. “Can you take us somewhere where we can talk in private?”

Uncle Mark wouldn’t like me being alone with an entity from another dimension, but I knew Zeta would have my back. “I guess so,” I said. “Zeta, take us to our base in West Virginia, but stay out of sight of the cameras.” For reasons dating back to before my birth, the squad didn’t visit the West Virginian base very often. It was doubtful we would run into anyone there. “Close your eyes and don’t open your mouth,” I warned Gedniah. “We’re about to travel through the zombie highway beneath the ground.”

Zeta’s head poked out of my pocket and she transported us to the base. Gedniah obeyed my instructions and closed his eyes and mouth. His fingers tightened on mine almost painfully as we sank into the ground. The stifling feeling of being buried alive only lasted for a couple of moments before we popped out of the soil.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

The prince shuddered and shook his head to dislodge a few grains of dirt. “That was most unsettling,” he admitted.

“You get used to it,” I said in amusement. I tugged on my hand and he reluctantly released it.

Gedniah turned to survey the area to find we were surrounded by trees. The base was too distant for him to see it. We were as alone as we could possibly get. I had no idea what he wanted to talk to me about, but I had the unsettling feeling it was tied to the spell he’d cast on me.
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