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          Characters, beings and language of Destiny

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to Destiny!

      Characters, beings and language

      
        
        Destiny Characters, Paramortals and their Magic    (People of Power, and not…yet)

        Jack Lang Sheriff, Laccasine Parish, former Navy pilot

        Tempest Pomeroy,  Tempestestaerie and mail carrier

        Montana, Dinnshencha/half-vamp, can shift into any form to defend abused women and children.

        Aurora Boreal,  Shop owner, seer? witch?  old friend of the Pomeroys

        Conor de Sept Flambé,  dragon knight /black dragon

        Dylan McGuinness,  Finrir and undercover inspector

        River Pomeroy,  Tempe’s Djnni brother, contractor

        Jordie Lang ,   Jack’s daughter

        Georgeanne Lang,  Jack’s crazy ex

        Phoebe Pomeroy, Tempe’s mother, a Tempestaerie

        Dutch Pomeroy,   Tempe’s father, an old Djnni

        Freddie Taylor,   Storm Lake’s un-handyman

        Petre, The Fae king, owner of the Faerie Inn with

        Arabella, Queen of the faerie and Tempe’s friend

        Ryan Kirkwood,  Jack’s deputy and former wingman

        Katerina Blackmoor,  half panther/vamp, friend

        SOAPs, Tempe’s friends call themselves ‘Sisters of the Astral Plane’. To humans they are soap opera fans

        Liam O’Neill,  Bon Amis’ bartender, Churichaun/vamp

      

      

      

      
        
        Glossary of Beings & Terms

      

      

      
        
        Good and Bad POPs  (Jack’s term for “People of Power”)

        Paramortal – beings who are bound through their ancestors by blood or spell to The Pact and called to defend all manner of innocent beings

        Coincidence or Para-moon – When the Paramortals’ moon, Cache and earth moon are full at the same time. The last time was 400 years ago. Exact arrival and strength is unpredictable.

        Chaos – 24 hours when blood Paramortals lose their power or suffer ill effects and their enemies take advantage of the power-down to grab power and eliminate good guys

        The Forge – a super pulse of leylines that runs through Destiny. Its center is the swamp behind Tempe’s house

        Collecte – the ancient members of the original Pact and their descendants.

        Tempestaerie – A being that can control water and air and affect earth and fire while manipulating wind and weather.

        Djinn – a fire elemental with the ability to grant wishes

        Finrir – a shifter, eight-foot tall wolfish creature with a grizzly head. (Think Wolffie from Star Wars)

        Vouivre – a four elemental water dragon that appears as a naked blonde on the bank to catch ‘food’

        Fae – the Bright Fae (good) and the Dark Fae (bad)

        Nucklavee –an ugly, mean creature that can take any form. When it dies it smells like dead fish and rotten eggs

        Goofus – a species of flying creatures that look like pterodactyls, come in many sizes

        Shmoo – smallest goofus that spews poisonous fluid

        Squonk – a larger goofus, which can also fly backwards

        Fengbo –looks like a flying head with wings for ears, has a square mouth and fat sharp teeth. It feeds on the organs of its victim while it’s alive, then carries the remains under its head until it finds a replacement.

        Walking dead – well, you know, they used to be people, and now they’re not.

      

        

      
        Paramortal Language/Terms

        Qi – core source of power within

        Para – two, side by side; to shelter, protect, or defend

        Vyal k’allanti – The Paramortal quickening, the change, literally ‘find his destiny’

        Aq’ligeameile (Aqua-le-me-elay) Paramortals – defenders of humans

        Menori – Tempe’s life force or qi

        Deremelei – living skin, the sign of a new Paramortal

        Dovelo – from do’vel, clueless, literally in denial

        Allanti  – Destiny/ Fate

        Vel lua – I love you (to a friend)

        Jah’allantiduen  - The Convergence – literally ‘as prophesied all will come together’

        Jahlua – The Collecte – All allies

        Aretuu – All Paramortal enemies, literally ‘he hates’, includes variants

        Meile q’lije (parablood) – blood of the defenders, all blood Paramortals have meile q’lije at birth

        Vazar Aquilei vel Aq’ligea meile – (Loosely paraphrased) Fae, get your asses over here and defend your Paramortal brothers

        Meile –  Blood, life source

        Aqi’lei – Fae, literally ‘one who shines’

        Jahdo v’allanti  – sign of fate

        SOAPs – Sisters of the Astral Plane

      

        

      
        Races (remein, Djinni, larein, ilein, qivan, belojah and velczhan)

        Aqiva’ni – The race of changers, shifters

        Larai’ni – ‘less than dead’, Jarai’ni  ‘more than dead’  - Vampires

        A‘ni  – same qi – same species

        Ameile – one blood – human

      

        

      
        A delij k’alant, cin valo ne kant deligda.

        “One meets his destiny on the road he takes to avoid it.”
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        "Jump off a cliff and

        grow your wings on the way down."

        Ray Bradbury

      

      

      Tempe

      "Aiy-yy…"

      The long cry intensified as it came closer. Then a bright silver streak whizzed by me, the reason for the sound suddenly apparent.

      I watched my boyfriend, in silver dragon form, run toward the top of the levee at full speed—actually, it was more like a clumsy lope—and leap, sun sparkling like diamonds from his crystalline scales before he disappeared from sight. The sound cut off abruptly, followed by a huge splash. Zeus’s missing molars!

      I made it to the crown of the levee just in time to watch Jack plummet, wings flapping furiously—to no avail—into the river below. "Below" wasn't that far and "river" was too generous a word for the swampy backwater where he now sat, covered in duckweed and gumbo, looking like a dejected dragon on a Saturday morning TV show. And tired. Poor baby.

      His handsome dragon face looked up at me, beautiful silver green eyes revealing more than a little distress. I'd thought he could shift, but for some reason he didn’t. Instead he pushed up out of the muck, his enormous backside making a loud wet swhuuuck as the thick gumbo released its hold.

      I stood out of the line of fire while he gave a mighty shake and great globs of slimy mud flew in all directions, leaving his scales sparkly and shiny once again. At least he was getting a grasp of some aspects of his change. Or it was instinct. His powerful hind legs lifted from the swampy water, and one step at a time he slogged toward me, then hopped onto the bank. The ground quaked, and I widened my stance to keep from falling over. From my position at the top of the levee, I was nearly eye-level with him.

      "No luck, huh?" I asked.

      He opened his mouth to speak and remembered he wasn't able to, yet. Our dragon friend, Conor, thought Jack’s ability to speak in his shifted form would come in time. Apparently, nothing was certain. Jack shook his crystal-bright head and rainbows bounced off the water.

      "That sucks," I said, shading my eyes. He glared at me, and I shrugged. "Sorry, no pun intended."

      He turned away. A trudging dragon was a sorry sight. All of his frustration and uncertainty were apparent in the slump of his massive dragon shoulders, in the way his wings dragged the ground, and in the ground-shaking thump of his feet. I was frustrated for him.

      "Jack! Wait." I ran down the levee after him as he plodded, a fatalistic air to his stride. Boom. Thud. Boom. Thud.

      Jack's problem—the disappointment that was eating at him after the initial hope that had helped him come to terms with his dragoness—was that he couldn't fly. He simply could not believe that a former Navy jet-pilot-turned-dragon would not be a flying dragon. And obviously—I glanced over at the backwater—it wasn't for lack of trying.

      I'll never forget the first time I saw him in his backyard under the moonlight, looking alternately disconcerted and elated. He'd denied the elated part right off, because it simply wouldn't do to admit that as much as he wanted to fly again, admitting to the desire to fly as a dragon would just not do. First, he had to admit that he was a dragon. Maybe I could find him a Dragons Anonymous meeting. Jack’s problem is denial. He’s old friends with the emotion.

      I watched his steady progress toward the woods. He'd apparently given up for the day. The sun was rising and humans would be about. I wished he’d return to his job as sheriff of Destiny. That and his parental responsibilities would keep him grounded.

      Oh, Zeus, another pun. Jack wouldn’t appreciate the humor.
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      When you're putting out fires, take the biggest one first.

      

      Tempe

      A sound like the churning of a dump truck came from Jack's midsection. I reached for his arm, or dragon biceps, or whatever. "Jack, was that your stomach growling?" He tilted his head and tapped his foot, giant claws clicking on the ground.

      "You're hungry. I had no idea." I frowned, "Zeus! What's that smell?" The wrinkle over the dragon's eye was all I got.

      "So, do you eat…virgins?" His silver eyes snapped shut, and he stomped his huge foot, narrowly missing mine. "Right, not funny."

      I sighed, "Look, if we're going to communicate, you're going to have to change back." The shrug of indifference I could read. It was universal; the male equivalent of Go away. I don't wanna talk about it. He turned and resumed his slow trek through the shallow water toward town.

      "Well, what are you supposed to eat?" I persisted. He spun around growling and I stepped back, hands up in a gesture of peace. "Hey, I promise, no jokes, I'm just trying to help."

      He seemed to consider for a minute, but then turned away again. What was wrong with him…besides the fact that his life had been upended, he couldn't work, he couldn't fly, he missed his daughter, and he was starving? He was depressed. I knew that, too.

      "Ach, he will nae listen, he has a hard heid, aye?" Conor appeared over my shoulder. He'd been keeping an eye on Jack and Dylan since their respective crises. Montana said it was his mission. "I've advised the mon to be patient, tryin' to force that which will come, or nae come, is futile, and 'twill likely interfere with the natural progression of his abilities."

      I could relate to that, having kept my Tempestaerie at bay for almost twenty years. Conor's advice had fallen on deaf ears, just like mine had. Well, I was tired of the status quo. It wasn't getting us anywhere. If I had been like most young women my age, I might have called my mother and asked for her advice, but we didn't have your normal mother-daughter relationship. Phoebe and my Djinni daddy had concocted a scheme and perpetuated this big lie that included community glamour and false relationships and the ultimate biggie—my father's "death" which had kept my brother and me apart from them for most of our lives. So, as usual, I'd either handle it or turn to friends like Conor, Montana, and Aurora.

      I looked at the Knight, "He's hungry, Conor. What's he supposed to do about that? Not to mention the uh, aroma when he…"

      "Makes gas? Aye, that's natural, Tempe, and a good sign." Conor grunted and didn't offer more except the comfort of his physical presence, which I had to admit was considerable—his presence, not the comfort part because I wouldn't stop worrying about Jack until he returned to some semblance of “normal." Shootfire, he'd think that was funny, considering how much grief I'd given him over that word, but not funny, ha-ha. His sense of humor was as lost as he was.

      I ran to catch up with Jack. I could still see him, but he'd slogged his way through a good two miles of backwater while I'd been daydreaming. When I reached him, I didn’t talk just tried to keep up.

      A muted pop sounded from beneath his foot, and he froze. His expression—if that's what you call it—his dragon face looked surprised.

      He glared at the spot where his foot had sunk into the muddy bank. His giant snout lowered, and I walked toward him, leaning forward as well. "What is it, Jack?"

      The dragon carefully lifted his enormous foot out of the water. One set of claws cradled two ends of a human bone, snapped in half.

      He sighed and shifted.
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      Zeus, but he was beautiful. I'd always admired his superb conditioning, his powerful legs and perfectly defined abs, gained from intense training for the rigors of G-forces. Montana had dubbed him Six-packs after our first meeting, but that body had nothing on this one. I guess it came with being a dragon. I liked it.

      It was a good thing we were alone, or nearly, 'cause he wasn't wearing anything. Jack's gaze traveled over my shoulder, and with his lids drifting down in a pointed sweep of his fine nude form, he speared Conor with his Navy Commander look. "Can't we do something about this?"

      By this, Jack meant that every time he shifted back, he was left naked as the day he was born. Which was weird because when Conor shifted, his wings and humongous black dragon seemed to funnel down into this dark knight, fully dressed in metal boots, belts, cuffs, flowing samurai pants, and most impressive, the big shiny swords. The only dragon parts that remained were the dragon skin tats across his shoulders.

      When Jack changed, on the other hand, there was this shower of bright glimmering sparkles kinda like a Disney dragon and then there he was in his natural glory. And baby, Hugh Jackman had nothin' on Jack's glory.

      He'd never been oversized, maybe a forty-two tall. Now he'd split the seams on a forty-four suit. He was also taller, though the humans probably wouldn't notice, and his chest and biceps strained his very skin. The corded muscle twitched as he stepped back from the edge of the water.

      Conor answered him, "Aye, mon, we may have to get ye a valet."

      A valet? Huh?

      "How aboot this?" Conor waved his hand toward the only tree on the bank, a tall thick cypress with broad rusty branches. There was movement at the base of the trunk and I had to look closely to make out the figures running toward us—ten tiny pink bodied beings, nude from head to foot, their little legs moving in tandem as they carried what appeared to be a green duffle bag on their shoulders. They looked like pallbearers at a funeral and made little squeaking sounds which might have been "hut, hut" or just labored breathing. The duffle was twice as big as all of them put together.

      Jack stared down in open-mouthed disbelief as the little guys stopped in front of him and, like a team of professional baggage carriers, sent the bag soaring a whole…four inches. It rolled onto its side at Jack's feet. The "men" stood proudly, staring up at him, hands on their hips. They were so close to each other I wondered if they were attached like paper doll cutouts.

      "Who are they?" I snickered.

      Conor said, "The Fairie Troupe. They are auditioning for a…" he looked at Jack and coughed, "um…a temporary position as Jack's valet."

      Jack pointed at the little fairies. "This is your idea of a valet?"

      Conor cocked his head. "Weel, there's one advantage. You could pack the wee men in with yer clothes."

      I knew what Jack was thinking about the tiny naked beings carrying his duffel on their collective shoulders with their faerie equipment dangling in plain view. He said, "They kind of defeat the purpose, don't you think? I could hardly have them deliver my clothes in front of Jordie, or any human for that matter."

      Conor merely grinned and raised a crisp black brow. "Aye, but it will be a challenge indeed to find a faerie who prefers clothing."

      "You've got that right," Jack said. Since he'd started encountering the Fae, Jack had come to the conclusion that if a being was nude in public, it must be a faerie. So far, he hadn't been wrong once. Jack reached into the duffel for his phone and punched a number, his light green gaze on mine, and his expression unreadable. "Ryan, I need you to come to Grande Colline, two miles north of Hwy 16. Take the farm access road over the levee to the river side. And call the medical examiner. I found some human remains in the backwater. They don’t appear very old." He shook his head. "No, just one so far, but I'd bet there's more."

      His eyes caught mine, and he turned his back. What did I do?

      "I'll be here." Laser-focused, like his handle, Jack asked Conor, "And what happens with the observers when I shift and ten more naked guys run out to deliver my clothes?" I took him to mean that the solution would be worse than the problem.

      "We'll work on it, aye?" The troupe ran off, their tiny pink cheeks shining in the morning sun. Conor scrubbed his whiskered chin with his fingers while Jack dressed. I just watched.

      My bad. What was I supposed to do? It had been months since we'd made love, and I wanted him right now more than I wanted anything.

      Jack knelt and studied the bones for several minutes, and I realized that after months of not showing any interest in his job, or Destiny, or me, Jack was suddenly acting like a sheriff again. He looked up at Conor who asked, "Shall I bring Montana?"

      Jack shrugged, another gesture that was becoming way too familiar. Before his change, he might've been accused of being too rigid, seeing things in black-and-white, going strictly by "the rules" but never would anyone have described him as aloof or apathetic. Now it was his default demeanor.

      "The M.E. will probably catch a ride over with her and Rafe," Jack said. He scowled at me. Was I irritating him? "You're not working today?" Hmm, sounds like it.

      "You've lost track of your days, Jack. It's Sunday. Jordie was worried about you. She just got home from vacation with Jane and Melissa, and you weren't there to meet her."

      That spoke volumes about where he was emotionally. His shoulders slumped. Jordie had always been his number one priority but suddenly he couldn't be bothered to make sure she got to basketball practice or ready for school to start in September. And he let her go on vacation with her high school girlfriend, Melissa, and her mother, Jane Fortune, the town gossip.

      Yep, I had more than one reason to be worried.

      Jack hadn't explained his new nature or, in his words, "his creature" to Jordie. He didn't know how. Since he didn't have the change under control, I could understand his concerns about spontaneously shifting into his awesome Olympic nude form—which wouldn't be good, especially if it happened in front of his daughter, or anyone but me or those of us in the loop. I got that. But Jordie wanted to see her father. She'd been staying with Jack's parents while he was supposedly away at some anti-terrorism and community interaction school, but she was starting to get suspicious. Jordie is not your typical teenager. She's an honor student, Destiny's star basketball player, and a future Paramortal. No one's told her that last part yet though.

      Understandable… When you're putting out fires, you take the biggest one first.

      I didn't know what Jordie thought about all the things that had happened in Destiny during Chaos—we'd kept her away from most of it—but she'd seen Dylan emerge from the Forge as a puppy at the end of his healing ceremony, and Andy, one of her best friends was a young, mischievous Djinni so she could know everything. Like I've said before, there's a lot of everything.

      Destiny is home to many supernaturals—Tempestaeries and Djinn, Dragon, now plural, my friend Montana, who is a Vamp and Dinnshencha, and others, including Aurora who owns Aurora Borealis, the boutique where Jordie works. I don't know exactly, but I think Aurora is some kind of seer, wizardess? You can tell I'm on an upward learning curve in my own Paramortal life. And I mustn't leave out my family's familiar, an imp named Marty.

      Jack didn't know any of this until he met me. And given what we know now about Jack, I have to reiterate… why not? If he was a Paramortal, or a dragon for crying out loud, someone around here had to know. And did they have an idea what Jordie was?

      "Earth to Tempe," said a sarcastic Jack.

      "What? I was just thinking," I said.

      "I could see the smoke from here," Jack said. Zeus. Was that a joke? He almost smiled… but that was probably wishful thinking. He repeated, "What did you tell Jordie?"

      I sighed, "I didn't tell her anything. You have to explain your absence to Jordie. It's been months since you've seen her."

      He stopped, hands on his hips, staring at the horizon as if the rising sun held answers he couldn't seem to find within himself, then blew out an exhausted sigh. I risked crowding his space to place my hand on his arm. He tensed but didn't pull away. "This isn't like you, Jack."

      He shot a sideways glance at me. "Well, I've never been a⁠—"

      "Say it. It'll help." I couldn't hold back a smile. "I've got you. Repeat after me…" He gritted his teeth and glared down at me. "Come on. Say it, 'I'm… a… dragon'." I grinned and squeezed his arm. "You can do it." He shook his head, his eyes going past me to Conor, who hadn't breathed a sound.

      Finally his shoulders sagged in resignation and he exhaled. There was a shift in his expression. "I'm… a—" his head did an involuntary shake.

      "Great Aunt Hera's brassiere, Jack!" Had he never said it out loud? "You're a dragon for Zeus’s auntie's sake. Say it fast if you have to, but get it over with. I'm…"

      "I'm a dragon." He blurted. "There. Are you both satisfied? I'm a worthless, earthbound, girly dragon." Girly? "Big friggin' deal. I can't fly. I can't breathe fire. Can't show my face or dragon in public. I can't be a sheriff, and what am I supposed to tell my daughter?"

      Well! The dam had finally broken. I understood his dilemmas.

      "Ach!" Conor said finally. "You are still the sheriff of this village and you are not a worthless dragon. Just a verra, verra impatient one."

      He was right about that. Man or beast, Jack was true to himself, and his first concern had always been Jordie. "One step at a time, Jack. I think you'll find you're not giving your daughter enough credit. She's not your baby girl anymore."

      As he turned away I felt another rip in my heart when I saw the tears glistening in his eyes. My hero, the devoted father and fearless ex-Navy pilot, and now a fearsome dragon—was afraid.
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      "Do I look like a bilge pump to you?"

      

      Tempe

      Conor's eyebrow rose. "I hear the medics." I hadn’t heard anything, but sure enough as Jack rose, the ambulance drove down the gravel road onto our side of the levee, red lights flashing.

      "I'll be back," Conor said, and he vanished. Like…he was there one minute and then…not. I glanced at Jack, "Did you know he could do that?" Whether he did or not, he said nothing. He was looking toward the top of the levee at the approaching ambulance bouncing along the rutted gravel road. It pulled onto the grass near us, and I saw Montana through the passenger window. Conor suddenly appeared in my peripheral vision and strode toward them as the vehicle came to a stop and the side door opened.

      Jack watched, sunglasses hiding his expression as Montana and her partner, Rafe, unloaded the gurney from the back of the truck. A slender older man with wire rims stepped out and grabbed a black bag from inside. He took stock of his surroundings before walking toward us. It was Dan Thorpe, the medical examiner who had worked with Jack last spring, examining and testing several supernaturals, including Jack's ex—Georgeanne.

      He stopped when he reached us and stuck out his hand. "Jack. It's good to see you. I heard you were out of town at some kind of school." The same story we'd told Jordie had been circulated around town to keep it simple.

      Jack took Dan's hand and said only, "I'm back." A fortuitous word choice, I thought. Did he mean back in town, back to work, or that my Jack was back? I was pretty sure that wasn't the case… yet.

      "Where's the deceased?" The M.E. asked.

      Jack made a half-turn and pointed at the large puddle to his left, created by his big dragon foot. We knew this, but to Dan it looked like just another pool of backwater created by the recent rains. He knelt by the puddle, working his way toward the pieces of one exposed bone. After examining them for several minutes, he straightened up. "Damn. It looks like someone ran over them with a bulldozer."

      Jack asked, "Postmortem?" I laughed, covering it with a fake cough, receiving a glare from Jack. "Show some respect for the victim, Ms. Pomeroy." Zeus, he was good, and I glimpsed a touch of humor in his eyes.

      Dan said, "Given the condition of the remains and all this backwater, I'm going to need more equipment and different tools."

      "What equipment do you need exactly?"

      Dan stroked his jaw and made a list: "A pump to displace the water away from this area for probably fifty feet. We'll start with that. Maybe we'll get lucky and all the evidence will be contained here. I have to go back to my office and get some suitable clothing, waders and tools."

      Rafe said, "I'll run you back to town."

      Jack said, "Dan, if you'll cordon off the perimeter where you want it, I think I've got a pump in my car." Then his eyes cut to me.

      He wasn't serious…

      "Where is your car?" asked Dan.

      "Uh… down the levee a piece. Tempe and I were walking when we spotted that bone near the bank."

      That was such a lie, but the humans must be protected at all costs. It was part of the Paramortal banner—Don't let the mere-mortals see your magic! It had also been Jack's mantra since he'd first discovered there was more to Destiny than he'd… hoped. If I wasn't mistaken, I was fixin' to be called upon for some moisture manipulation.

      Rafe made a U-turn down the side of the levee and left. We waited until the sound of the truck's engine could barely be heard. Conor didn't bother to remain aloof when it was just the four of us. He took Montana in his arms, not caring whether we watched or not, and gave her a deep, ardent kiss as if he hadn't seen her in days. Not since their morning tea, at least. I cast a glance at Jack, sadness a heavy weight in my chest.

      Jack crooked his finger at me. It was too much to hope that he wanted to lay some of the same action on me. Sure enough, he walked about twenty feet the other side of the body and said, "Can you clear this water out of here?"

      I glared and put my hands on my hips. Really? Not even a Please, Tempe? "Do I look like a bilge pump to you?"

      He did laugh then, but I didn't see the humor. Suddenly I was furious. I considered refusing. I should, I really should and I would. Next time. But the fact that he was impatient and wanted to get started investigating this tragedy was a step in the right direction. As stubborn and as bossy as he could be, I welcomed that.

      "I might help you out. This one time," I added narrowing my eyes at him. "But you'll owe me."

      I could almost see his dragon face as those silvery eyes flashed. "Fine. Do it. Just try not to disturb the body."

      "Says the man—the dragon—who stomped on the evidence with his big clumsy feet," I retorted.

      "Okay. Quid pro quo. Now what are you going to do—spin up a whirlpool, tornado, inhale the water and spit it out somewhere else?"

      I gasped, "Are you kidding me? That's slimy, nasty, foul backwater. I suggest you hold on to that tree, or do your dragon thing." I closed my eyes. Menori was happy. Unlike countless times before when I didn't know what would happen and needed emotion to even stir a breeze or zap a door lock, she was part of me now. We worked in sync.

      I called the wind, feeling the breeze across my face first as it gathered and plastered my clothes to my body. I heard the distant wail of the wind as it approached. Sometimes people don't realize what they're hearing, until it's gotten a good head of steam. It's as powerful as any force in the universe.

      We didn't need a straight-line wind for this simple job, but I figured it was the easiest to explain. This time of year they came out of nowhere. I held my hand out toward the water and guided the wide swath of wind toward the backwater, over the berm and out toward the main channel of the river.

      "Okay, that's enough," Jack called. My eyes popped open again and I saw him clinging to the only tree around for dear life.

      I shut off my power and asked exasperated, "Why didn't you shift?" His hat was gone, and his hair stuck up everywhere. He released the tree, straightening his shirt and nodded past me with a raise of his eyebrow.

      Zeus’s hand-me-down knickers! I made a great bilge pump, if I did say so myself. The water was gone from the puddle, which was clearly dry. Hmm, maybe I went a bit too far. The ground was dry as well. This would be tricky to explain to Dan.

      With my fists propped on my hips I turned to Jack, my expression all innocent-like, "Well, weather is known for being unpredictable."

      He rolled his eyes, "Clearly your weather is." He waved at Montana. "Let's get to it. Bring the stakes, and we'll mark the perimeter. Unfortunately, the uh, "backhoe" did a number on the remains."

      Montana looked at Conor, who said, "Later, sweet thing."

      Sweet thing? Aww. I looked at Jack, who avoided my eyes. Tears clogged my throat and my chest tightened. I hated this distance between us. After all, we'd made it through the Chaos.

      Never would I have dreamed that Jack Lang, Mister Normal, Mr. Stickler-for-the-rules, Mr. Black and White would've adjusted so quickly to the shocks that hit him one after another, but he had. He'd stood with Destiny, its supernatural citizens and me, then professed his love for me. We'd made love the morning after the Para-moon, and it had been magical… apparently in more ways than one because that night Jack had become a beautiful, shiny dragon.

      And freaked. Thinking about it now, I realize that's when everything changed.
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      When the M.E. returned, he came equipped with waders, long rubber gloves, boots, and buckets to sift through the watery grave and collect the victim's remains, but what he now needed was a pick and archaeological tools. He stood gawking at the dry, brittle gumbo and the surrounding landscape.

      Okay, I'd gone a little overboard with my drying wind. Menori and I were still getting a handle on the control panel of our storm machine. On a scale of one to ten where I was a minus five when Jack met me, I was now a proud two point five. I know, not much to brag about but I'm young in Paramortal terms.

      "What happened here?" the M.E. demanded. He scanned the area making a circle. "Are we in the right place?" When Jack nodded and pointed at the bones effectively cemented into the hard packed gumbo, Thorpe said, "This looks like a drought stricken zone and before, I saw…" he broke off, looking at Jack, then me, his eyes narrowing.

      Then Jack did something I'd never seen him do before. He shrugged, and lifted his eyebrows as if to say, That's my story, take it or leave it. He didn't care that the M.E. was in a fuddle. The Jack before his "enlightenment" would've been all about making sure plausible explanations were made. His gaze caught mine over Dan's shoulder and I saw the smile around his eyes. Okay, so he was putting it on me. I didn't have a problem with bending the truth a little but I also wasn't very good at it. He knew that as well.

      I straightened my shoulders and cleared my throat. "Um, i-it's a funny thing. While you were gone, a hot, straight-line wind came through without any warning." I pointed toward the west, my eyes wide to illustrate to our good doctor how shocked I'd been by this event. I waited for his reaction.

      He stared at me like I'd lost my mind. You guys can jump in and help me anytime…

      Dan looked at Jack, then Montana, who was having trouble hiding a grin. Then he looked at the stoic Conor, who stood nearby. Now, granted, Conor was not in dragon form, but there's something about him—many somethings—that just cry out “not human." He always looks like he's been transported here from a Warcraft video game, with those swords, his massive naked chest and the metal boots—I mean, no one runs around every day in a costume like that. Even Superman and Batman had day jobs where they dressed like mere-mortals. If he settled in Destiny for good, we might have to look into something a little less “ninja warrior" and more "Clark Kent" for his day look.

      Finally, Montana said, "It happened just like Tempe said. It was sudden, and very powerful. We had to go over the levee to ride it out. Look at the trees over there, if you don't believe it."

      I nodded at my compadre. We were like Vanna White and Pat Sajak. She never let me down. "Thank you, Montana."
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      Dan Thorpe wanted to take the Paramortal plunge, sign up with the league!

      Tempe

      Thorpe sighed. "Well, now I'm going to need different tools, and ironically, I'll have to rehydrate in order to loosen the evidence from that gumbo. It's like concrete when it's dry."

      Wouldn't it be simpler if the M.E. knew the truth? Sometimes I suspected that, like Jordie, he knew more than he let on, or maybe he was in denial. I decided to take things into my own hands, and this time I'd show a little restraint.

      "Uh-oh, here it comes again. Hear that thunder? We should probably go back to our vehicles until it moves through, don't you think? I mean we're right out here in the wide-ass open."

      Four pairs of eyes looked at me then like I was crazy. I wasn't crazy—there's a method to my madness. Go on, Jack, take the hint or we're going to be explaining our supernatural natures to another human.

      Finally, Jack said, "Tempe's right. Come on. We'll get into the ambulance. Dan, you and I can get in the back." Out of sight, he was thinking. Good job, Jack.

      "I have my mail truck," I said to explain where I'd be as the other four walked up the levee toward the ambulance. Then I hid behind the only tree on the bank.

      When Dan's back was turned, I added a little thunder and a bolt of lightning down the levee to hurry them along. Jack just shook his head as they entered the back of the ambulance.

      Conor and Montana didn't even pretend. They leaned against the outside of the van and settled in to watch. There wasn't much to it. But it was real. Once I gather the forces of storm—heat, moisture, wind—things are bound to happen. This time I concentrated on withholding some of Menori's power.

      Aurora was right, I really should get out and practice more in an uninhabited area. After my quickening I'd spun up some powerful weather magic during the Chaos but there'd been little opportunity for me to use it spontaneously. After all, I had a day job and I had my temper under control. I guess I just thought once it was there it was automatic but even though I knew where the on and off switches were, volume and intensity seemed to be more of a fine Tempestaerie art.

      All that was needed was a gentle, steady rain, but to keep Dan in the van, I had to stir up a storm strong enough to produce lightning. It's not just studio effects. The rain got heavier than I had planned, but when it stopped, I surveyed the results like an artist stepping away from her canvas. The scalded earth was now plump and wet, and the gumbo around the body, softened and slick.

      I stepped out from behind the tree as Jack led the others down the hill admonishing Dan to be careful on the slick mud. I strolled over and looked around. "Wow, that was—" the medical examiner was looking at me funny.

      "It was convenient, Ms. Pomeroy. Too damn convenient, eh?"

      The M.E. looked at each one of us in turn, hands on his hips. "Isn't it about time you people"… You people! I hated that phrase… "trusted me with the truth?"

      "What truth?" I asked a little too quickly and a little too guiltily. Jack looked off, scratched his head behind his ear, and considered.

      Thorpe huffed, "You know, I had a dead body up and walk out of my autopsy room a few months back. Then I did blood work on your ex, Jack, that showed reptile DNA." He ticked events off on his fingers. "I've also performed autopsies, collected and categorized body parts of… well, species I've never seen before. And then there was Robocop. Remember him?"

      Oh, right. When Ryan found Fritz’s eyeball at a crime scene, Dan was called, and one of the Special Forces men Ridge had brought to help us out looked just like Robocop, but he was actually human.

      Dan propped his hands on his hips and glared at each one of us. "I know normal, and things aren't normal around here."

      Jack laughed. A full-bellied guffaw. Of course, he could appreciate the position the medical examiner was in. He'd been there many times himself.

      "Let's start with how you dialed up the weather as if on cue, Tempe," the doctor said his jaw jutting out and eyes nearly bugging out of his weathered face.

      Montana said, "It's kinda her thing. She spins up storms, lightning…" She looked over at me and grinned. "She's new at it though so sometimes it doesn't turn out quite like it's supposed to. I mean all she had to do was dry up the standing water here but instead, she created a drought."

      Vanna never let Pat down like this, I thought, but she was only telling the truth.

      Thorpe rubbed his chin, assessing Montana's muscular Zena goddess looks. "So, er, what do you do?" he asked Montana. All of a sudden, he was like a kid in a candy store, eyes glowing with enthusiasm, not fear or repulsion.

      She said, "I protect women with my hands and… this!" Mathilda appeared in her hand and she waved it in a large circle. Dan stumbled back, eyes as wide as saucers, and looked from her to Conor, stuttering, "T-that's very good, Ms. uh, Montana. And you, sir, uh, I guess you're pretty good with those swords."

      Oh, boy. This was going to be good.

      But as if the light had suddenly dawned, Dan spun around and pointed at me, "It was you…back in March when the weather went crazy⁠—"

      Our resident scientist was finally putting the clues together.

      Jack

      I was a part time shiny Disney trick who couldn't control his change.

      Thorpe was not going to be satisfied with half-truths so I gave Conor a nod. Behind the M.E. Conor changed. When his hundred-foot wide shadow blocked the sun, Dan's head jerked up. I was just as mesmerized as Dan. Seeing Conor's massive black dragon hovering in the air above me would never lose its appeal. I just wished it was me.

      Thorpe's face changed from skeptical disbelief and even a hint of humor to incredulity. His mouth went slack and I thought he might faint, but when his examiner's kit fell from his fingers and he raised his arms toward Conor, I was reminded of my own reaction the first time I'd seen the black dragon hovering in the sky. Sheer spine-chilling wonder, like a kid on his first trip to Magic Mountain.

      With everything that had been going on in the last months, my experience had been skewed, tainted even, by the events of the Chaos and my own change. Now, my heart sped up as I saw the dragon through fresh eyes.

      Conor felt it, too. It was as if Tempe and the others weren't even present. The black dragon tilted his head, one eye staring into mine while he hovered effortlessly. Everything he did just came naturally, whether it was morphing into his Knight form with swords and leathers or shifting into this monstrous fire-breathing dragon, wings and all. I felt Conor's scrutiny, as if he were waiting for me to see the connection between us. But what did we have in common?

      He was extra-large. I was medium size. He
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