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  When I was five years old, my parents had me exorcised. On occasion I had told my parents that I could do things. They always put it off as the imagination of a young child. One day, I showed them. I made three bouncy blue balls rise up in the air and travel around the living room. My parents freaked out and went to the psychologist for Valium and sent me to a priest for an exorcism.


  At five years old, most things that went bump in the night scared the bejeebees out of me. Being the object of an exorcism at such a young age was the single most terrifying thing I had ever been through. Father O’Rourke looked like he was possessed himself. He began the demon expulsion by flinging water at me and screaming incoherent Latin.


  The worst was when he pushed me to the ground. I started kicking and screaming because I thought he was going to kill me. He, on the other hand, thought some demon was fighting him back and held me to the ground, still yelling Latin at me.


  After a terrifying twenty minutes it was over. I was pronounced demon free. My parents were ecstatic and I had learned a very valuable lesson. I was never going to tell anyone my secret again.


  I never mentioned a word of what I could do for three long years. It was only when I met my neighbor Willa, that I spoke once again of my powers.


  Willa had moved next door to us a few weeks after my eighth birthday. My mother was a bit wary of our new neighbor, though her apprehensions never seemed to matter when Willa offered her services to babysit.


  My parents never treated me quite the same after my little display and distanced themselves from me. As good Christians, they wouldn’t turn me away though. I did, however, spend a lot of time at Willa’s.


  I didn’t mind the arrangement either. Willa was an eight year old’s dream. Cookies and milk always flowed, the stories were over the top, and she never told me to be quiet. Willa didn’t just let you color or play dress-up, she joined in too. It was great having a playmate that acted young enough to be my friend, but old enough to turn on the oven and make cookies.


  In a few short months, Willa became my trusted confidante. I would tell her my secrets and she told me hers. One day, I felt that I could tell her about my magic. I had her watch as I spilled my milk on the floor and magically made it pick itself up and return to the glass.


  She didn’t react the way my parents did, though I wasn’t expecting the reaction she did have. Willa whisked me to her basement. There were no windows. It was floor to ceiling stone. Even the door was made out of stone. It was a little weird.


  “The stones keep our secrets,” she responded, as if she knew what I was thinking. “You can never tell anyone your secret Mags, you have to promise me that.” I looked down at my toes. I was ashamed to tell Willa that I had told someone…my parents. I found the courage though and told her the story of my exorcism.


  “Bah,” Willa said, shaking her head. “Stupid priests, they don’t know the difference from a demon possession and a hole in the ground. Well, from here on out no one else needs to know. What the priest did was negligible to what others would do if they knew your secret. Promise me Mags; promise me you will never tell anyone else.”


  “I won’t Willa. How come you aren’t scared like everyone else?” I asked.


  “I am just like you,” she replied.


  “What do you mean, just like me?” I must have looked as confused as I sounded because Willa softly laughed at my question before she answered. “Child, we are jinn, born from a smokeless flame of the great scorching fire.”


  “What’s a jinn?”I asked.


  “Ever see ‘Aladdin?’”


  “Oh I love that movie Willa! It has a genie that grants magical wishes.”


  Willa smiled at me. “Child, a genie is a jinn.”


  I thought I felt my jaw hit the floor. “Willa, I don’t want to be a big blue blob without any feet, stuck in a lamp for thousands of years.”


  “Well then, don’t worry; none of those things are true, except the name. You, my love, are jinn.”


  


  

  



  
    
  


  



  1. Secret’s In the Sauce


  
    
  


  



  “Eew Mags, that’s so gross. I AM NOT remaking dinner!”


  I had just slain a ghoul that was intent on having me for its evening meal. It just so happened, the arm I severed landed in the pot my roommate, Melissa, was using to make chicken and dumplings for dinner.


  “What Melissa? Would you rather have had your dinner ruined or been that thing’s chew toy?” I asked.


  Melissa had been my roommate and best friend for the past five years. She was used to my sarcasm by now. That by no way meant I was forgiven for the ghoulie stew though.


  “I get it, I really do. All of Hades has it out for you and this is a part of your life, but can you keep it out of the food Mags?”


  I tried lightening the mood. “So what are you making for dinner?” I ducked as Melissa lobbed an onion at me.


  I probably should’ve been more apologetic instead of sarcastic to my roommate seeing that was, including the ghoul, the third hell-monster that made its way past her wards this week. Melissa is a Witch and a pretty powerful one at that. Unfortunately, that meant Iblis just upped the ante on my capture. Damn, I thought I was going to have a quiet night.


  Iblis. Besides being a huge pain in my ass, he’s one of the biggest, meanest baddies out there. He’s the basis for what the humans call Satan. Yup, I had that hunting me down. Oh wait, the hits just keep on coming. I also had the Aelfadl after me too.


  Aelfadl is Elvish for nightmare and is the name of the elven assassins. They’re supposed to be the good guys and they probably are too, but they’ve been chasing me since I was twenty, for the crime of being born an Iblian jinn. They, along with Iblis, could kick rocks for all I care.


  I’m a jinn. There are three types of us: the Ifrit, Marid, and Iblian. Ifrits are the weakest of our kind. They reside in Hades, can change into different animals, and are notorious firebugs. Marids have to be the most arrogant and vain individuals I have ever met. They are stronger than the Ifrits, prefer watery abodes, and require a great amount of flattery to get them to do anything. Then there’s the Iblian jinn, the most powerful type of jinn and what I happen to be.


  Want to know a sure fire way to tell who’s an Iblian? We have violet eyes, the only beings to have that trait. I may as well have a bull’s-eye attached to my backside. There are also only two of us left, Iblis and myself.


  I can’t speak for Iblis, but I prefer my house on the Mistfall side of Harmony, Kentucky, comfy fleece jammies, and I am pretty law abiding as long as something isn’t trying to kill me.


  The Aelfadl doesn’t care about the other jinn, just us purple eyed lovelies. About two hundred years ago, The Powers That Be of Otherworldy Creatures (The Powers from here on out) deemed Iblian jinn a threat to all of our kind and decided we needed to be hunted to extinction. I’m not saying they weren’t right, but I know of one living exception to the rule.


  I’ve been told that Iblian jinn originated the term hell raiser. I guess they were all in competition for enslaving and ruling otherworldly beings and at one point became a threat. I get their point, but can’t a girl get a fair trial?


  Iblis…I have no clue why that bastard has it out for me. Shortly after I made it onto the Aelfadl’s radar, he started sending his minions after me. Thank Hades for weapons training!


  Ghouls weren’t the hardest things to kill, but they sure were messy. They were rotting flesh bags with brains and had a penchant for eating their kills. The dead one in my house was starting to stink up the place.


  I closed my eyes and imagined the ghoul’s body and its recently liberated appendage disappear, along with the ruined dinner. Thinking I didn’t want my house smelling like a corpse flower, I magicked a little air freshener too. I figured I owed Melissa a dinner so I conjured up her favorite, chicken tikka masala.


  Melissa’s concerns were forgotten momentarily as she dug into her dinner, relishing every spicy bite. After a few mouthfuls she put her fork down and sighed. “You can’t keep placating me by magicking up my favorite foods every time I get upset. I’m going to get fat!”


  “You’re lucky I make them low cal then,” I told her, “otherwise we’d be hauling you out of here with a forklift!”


  Thwap. I rubbed the back of my head where the onion found its target, a bump beginning to form. “Ouch! A bit touchy are we?”


  Melissa smirked. I didn’t want to get up close and personal with the rest of the produce in the house, so I changed the subject to the Introductory to Magic class she taught. “Have your students mastered the Mistfall spell yet?” (Mistfall was a spell that kept us secluded from the prying eyes of the humans. It looks like fog and if a human was to take a close look, their attention gets diverted elsewhere, making them forget what they were doing).


  “No, not yet,” she sighed. They don’t seem to want to learn anything above basic spells and potions.” She shook her head. “Not a one of them want to bother with anything that looks, smells, or feels like work. It’s all instant gratification with these kids and they’re our future. I think my species is doomed.”


  I laid my hand on top of hers. “I’m sure it will all work out,” I reassured her.


  Melissa’s a natural teacher. I think her goal in life is to pass on the knowledge she has to someone deserving of it. Deserving young Witches and Warlocks were few and far between these days and you could tell it bothered her more than she was letting on.


  As far as Witches go, my roommate had a hand dealt to her by the goddess herself. Not only was she powerful enough to possibly end up on the Witch’s council one day, she was beautiful too. She has honey-blond hair, skin the color of cream, and curves in all the right places. I’ll admit I am a bit jealous of her. I’m not deficient in the looks department, but I feel rather plain compared to my best friend. I’m on the tall side with long, raven black hair, skinny, and would call my curves proportionate. Nothing to complain about, but every girl has her insecurities.


  “Forget about it.” Melissa shook herself out of her bad mood. “We should probably go and train. I’ll work off my frustrations on you.” She smiled at the thought which told me I was in for a tough training session.


  “Alright, I’ll meet you in the basement in ten minutes,” I told her.


  I went to my room and changed into my favorite pair of black yoga pants, a hot pink fitted tee, and my tennis shoes. I really wasn’t in the mood to train since I had battled it out with the ghoul earlier, but Melissa never lets me take a break, regardless of what recent attack I’ve had. Needless to say, between her and the beasties, I keep in pretty good shape.


  

  



  
    
  


  “Come on, you’re not even trying Mags!” she reprimanded and swung one of a pair of hooked swords towards my midsection.


  I jumped out of the way in time and deflect her strike with my sabre, a slightly s-shaped sword. Why the weapons training if I have magic or why not a gun? It’s good to have a back-up defense and bullets, while they hurt like hell, are ineffective. Only weapons made by the dwarves of Elemental Deep cause us any lasting trauma. Dwarves won’t make guns or bullets either.


  “I trained earlier Melissa, don’t you remember? I made you ghoulash. Get it? Ghoulash?” I couldn’t help but laugh.


  Something hit me in the chest and the next thing I knew I was airborne. I flew ten feet and landed on my back. I gasped for air. Instead of getting up, I lay on the ground, waiting for the feeling of a bear sitting on my chest to go away.


  Melissa looked down at me. “Instead of wasting energy being a smart ass, why don’t you use some of that and train?”


  “Alright,” I pouted. “Just give me a minute.”


  “You won’t have a minute when you’re being attacked by the next Aelfadl or Goddess only knows what kind of demon spawn, so get up off your ass and fight!”


  I wasn’t getting out of this training session until I had beat her. I miss the ghoul.


  Figuring the only way to end this quickly was to catch her off guard; I got up to a crouched position, magicked up some fire, and shot it straight at her feet. From there it took on a life of its own, encircling her, then growing up towards the ceiling. It gave me the advantage I needed. Melissa had to drop one of her swords to combat my fire attack.


  As she was extinguishing it, I rushed her, brought my sword up and swung it down towards her neck. She met my attack, blocking my blow with only one sword. She was just as good with one sword as she was two.


  We kept on for another twenty minutes, each of us attacking, deflecting, and using every dirty magic trick there was in the book. I finally got the upper hand when she stumbled over the words to a spell.


  I conjured up a shadow back and to the right of her. It was in her line of sight and I knew she would look since her wards had been breached and the monsters had gotten past them. As soon as she was distracted, I swept her legs out from underneath her, put my foot on her chest, and brought my blade down, stopping only millimeters above her neck. I had a big ear to ear grin on my face.


  “Are we done now?” I looked at my watch. “It’s after nine and we’re supposed to meet your dog at ‘The Lamp.’ I hoped bringing up the subject of her new boyfriend would convince her to lay off training early.


  She gave me a dirty look. “First of all, would you get that thing away from my neck and secondly, would you quit calling Owen a dog? He’s really fun to hang out with.”


  I dropped my sabre and gave her a hand up. She was walking towards the stairs when she turned around with a smile on her face. “AND, he’s not mine, well at least not yet anyway.” She turned back around and headed up the stairs.


  “Make sure you house-train him first!” I yelled up the stairs at her.


  I heard the onion before I saw it and ducked in just enough time. I don’t know what she has against this vegetable.


  


  

  



  
    
  


  



  2. Man’s Best Friend


  
    
  


  



  After a quickie shower I was standing in front of my closet. There wasn’t anything in there I wanted to put on, so I put my jinn skills to work. I went with a shimmery, midnight blue halter top and a pair of boot cut jeans. Skinny jeans with stiletto boots were what I really wanted to wear, but you can’t fight in stilettos. One of these days I’m going to wear clothes for fashion and not function. I decided to keep going with the magic and made my hair curl up into perfect beachy coils. I kept my make-up simple, with a little black eyeliner and my favorite lip gloss, Pucker Up Pink.


  “Now for the accessories,” I told myself. In the top drawer of my dresser are a few of my favorite weapons for concealing. I chose two daggers that I could slip in my boots for easy access and a few small throwing knives I could carry in a purse. I grabbed my jacket and headed out the door with Melissa.


  

  



  
    
  


  After a ten minute drive and an off-key rendition of The Beatle’s ‘I Am the Walrus,’ we arrived at our destination. The Lamp was your typical club. It had an upstairs and downstairs bar along with a dance floor. The only thing of note was the sign for the club. Above the lettering was an oil lamp in bright neon yellow with a ridiculous green cartoon genie coming out of it. I hated that thing and had, on more than one occasion, used a little magic to short out the lights on it. Even amongst Otherworlders, we were stereotyped in the human fashion.


  We met Melissa’s boyfriend, Owen, and the rest of the litter by the front doors. Owen and his pack weren’t bad guys, I just can’t’ stand werewolves. They can’t go anywhere without each other, have an insane jealous streak, and their machismo attitude makes me want to throw up on a good day.


  I would have rather stayed home, but it had been a long week and I could use a drink or four.


  Owen wasn’t a bad looking guy. He was tall, dark, and handsome. Being a werewolf, he was all muscle. There wasn’t a space on this guy’s body that wasn’t defined.


  He put his arm around Melissa’s shoulders in a way that could only be considered possessive. I was surprised he hadn’t urinated on her and marked his territory.


  “Hey babe,” he greeted Melissa and gave her a quick peck on the cheek. He then turned to me. “Mags, I want you to meet a friend of mine.” Owen gestured to his friend, “This is David.”


  Sweet flippin’ Hades, the hound was setting me up! If looks could kill, Melissa would be dead. I was shooting lasers out of my eyes at her. She shrugged as if she didn’t know anything and gave me an apologetic smile. Left without a choice, I composed myself and forced out a smile.


  I stuck my hand out. “Hi David, it’s nice to meet you.” I could be civil, well at least I could try. Even if he wasn’t a werewolf, he wouldn’t have been my type. He was short, stocky, and ginger. Ginger!


  He took my hand in his and brought it to his lips with a lascivious gleam in his eyes, “The pleasure is all mine.”


  I took every last bit of will power I had not to roll my eyes. Pretending to shiver, I said “It’s a bit chilly out here, why don’t we go in?”


  I looked to Melissa for support. She knew me well and picked up at the obvious pleading in my eyes. “Come on Owen, Mags is right, it is cold out her.”


  Instead of relinquishing my hand, David held onto it as we followed Owen and Melissa to the bouncer outside the door, with the rest of the dogs behind us.


  Vin, the bouncer was a demon and built like a brick shithouse. He was menacing looking, even more so with black eyes. No irises, no whites, just pure midnight for eyes. He also just happened to be a big teddy bear where Melissa and I were concerned. We had helped him out of a sticky situation involving a pixie and handcuffs. Don’t ask, you don’t want to know.


  “How are my two favorite Witches?” he grinned and pulled each of us under an arm and gave us a rib cracking squeeze.


  If you didn’t know Vin, his voice alone could make you pee your pants. He was a demon. Demons have this weird voice where it sounds like three people talking at once. Sometimes it even caused me to shudder.


  I should mention that to everyone else, I appear as a Witch. Thanks to a potion of Melissa’s, nothing about me screams jinn. One part of the potion works like the Mistfall. If someone was to look at me closely, it diverts their attention. The other part is glamour, making my eyes blue.


  Melissa and I call her potion brew in case company is around. If it comes up, she just explains that I have some type of weird skin condition, embarrassing yet effective. I just have to remember to use my hands or make up some mumbo jumbo that sounds like a spell when I use my magic. I try to keep that at a minimum in public to lessen my chance of exposure. I owe that girl my very existence.


  “Hi Vin,” we both squeaked under the mountains this guy had for arms. I swear I heard one of the wolves growl. Vin narrowed his eyes at them, but let us go. His cute and cuddly demeanor was replaced with his usual gruff. “I.D.’s,” he grunted in his creepy demon voice.


  Should have asked for their dog tags, I humored to myself. They handed over their identification to Vin, albeit reluctantly. Shortly thereafter we walked through the doors, the rest of the pack dispersing, aside from Owen and David.


  “Wow, it crowded in here tonight,” I yelled to Melissa over the sound of the music. She nodded back in agreement, while being led by Owen through the masses. The crowd on the dance floor was pulsating to Skrillex’s ‘Kyoto.’


  When we got to the booth, Melissa slid in on one side and David put his hand on my waist, nudging me to sit down on the other side. I swatted at his hand but he just laughed, making some comment about, “liking them feisty.” I could feel one of the knives in my boot itching to be used.


  “We’re going to the bar,” Owen addressed us. “What do you girls want to drink?”


  “Rum and coke for me,” Melissa replied.


  “Don’t worry, I got you covered,” David cut me off as he walked off with Owen.


  Maybe I could just stab him a little.


  “What the hell?” I admonished Melissa, my voice rising in decibel. “This guy is a total piece of work and if he touches me one more time he’s going to find the business end of my boot!”


  She looked sheepishly down at her hands. “Honestly, I didn’t know Owen was going to set you up, but when he introduced you to David, I didn’t think you’d mind. He’s usually pretty laid back. I’m not sure what has him acting so foolishly.”


  She took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. “Mags, do you think you could hold it together for one drink?” she pleaded. “It’s so loud in here you won’t have to talk to him that much and after were done, we can go and dance without the boys. Please? I promise I will make it up to you. It’s just that I really like Owen and I don’t want to end the night early.”


  I was purposely avoiding eye contact with her, entirely way too interested in the invisible lint I was picking off my pants. If I didn’t owe this woman my life…It took me a few minutes, but I relented and glared back up at her and nodded. “Yeah, I guess so.”


  “Thank you. We’ll have fun tonight,” she assured me.


  “I’ll take your word for it.”


  The boys returned with our drinks. David sat down next to me and handed me a martini glass with some mauve colored liquid that I couldn’t identify, replete with umbrella and cherries.


  “What’s this?” I asked.


  “It’s called a Purple People Eater,” he replied.


  Melissa choked on her drink. While Owen was patting her back, telling her to slow down, I whipped my head up towards David and looked him straight in the eyes, looking for any hint of recognition on his face of what I am. Only a cocky grin, that had nothing to do with my identity, showed on his face. I turned my attention back to my drink, tossing the frou-frou stuff aside and downed it in two gulps. Slamming the glass back down on the table, I grabbed Melissa and we high-tailed it out onto the dance floor.


  We didn’t get far enough into the crowd as I would’ve liked. Melissa wanted to stay on the outer edges so Owen could see her dance for him. He was eyeing her like she was his favorite bone which caused the bile to rise in the back of my throat. Avoiding the sex-hungry stare David was giving me, I looked up at the second floor. That’s when I saw him.


  Someone was staring at me, at least, that’s what it seemed like. I grabbed Melissa’s arm and pointed towards the guy.


  “Do you see that guy?” I asked her. “I could swear he was staring at me.”


  She shook her head. “I don’t see anyone.”


  I turned to the spot where the man was moments earlier and saw no one there now. “Maybe he was just looking at the crowd and it seemed like he was looking at you,” Melissa shouted over the music that had just gone into a screeching new decibel level.


  I shrugged my shoulders, looked up one more time to make sure. Maybe I’m just still keyed up after the ghoul attack and David’s choice of drink for me. I gave up and returned to dancing. Three songs later, I was slightly more relaxed, having fun dancing with my best friend.


  Melissa nudged me with her elbow halfway through the next song, “Owen and David are headed this way, if you’re still avoiding him.”


  “Thanks girl, I’ll see you in a little while,” I told her and headed deeper into the crowd on the dance floor. After the song finished, I was a bit warm, so I headed up the stairs to the second floor where it was less crowded.


  

  



  
    
  


  I ordered a real drink from the bar (SoCo on the rocks) and sat at one of the tables by the railing. I would be able to see if the dog ever headed in my direction. Melissa and Owen were still dancing below, gyrating against each other in a way that only pointed to the eventual outcome of their evening. Dog-themed sexual innuendos were running rampant through my head. Have to remember a few of them for tomorrow morning.


  I took a nice long drink while scanning the rest of the crowd when I saw the stranger again, this time staring up at me. This was not a coincidence. He didn’t look like one of the monsters Iblis usually sent after me and he couldn’t be one of the Aelfadl, they don’t play cat and mouse, they just kill first and ask questions later. I finished my drink and headed down the stairs to find him.


  I weaved my way through the crowd on the dance floor to where I saw the stranger a few minutes before, but he was nowhere to be found, again. A set of hands grabbed my waist from behind me, “You were looking for me?” he asked, his lips next to my ear. He was so close it was impossible not to smell him. His scent was earthy, like right after a rain storm, with undertones of fresh mown grass and pine. He was most certainly an elf. They all smelled like the forest, making them easy to spot.


  I turned around, ready to demand to know why he was staring at me and hot damn he was gorgeous! The bronze god before me was wearing jeans and an un-tucked white dress shirt, his body stretching the material around his arms, chest, and thighs.


  Mr. Sex Personified had a full head of sandy blonde hair, piercing turquoise eyes with gold flecks around the irises, and full lips you wanted to nibble on. I must’ve been lingering on him a bit too long because he cocked one eyebrow up and grinned at me. I could feel my cheeks turning scarlet but shook it off, not having time to be embarrassed.


  “Why have you been staring at me all night?” I strained, trying to be heard above the music.


  He took my arms, putting them around his neck and grabbed my waist, pulling me closer, his lips finding their way to my ear yet again. There was a distinct tingle going down my spine right before my body broke out in goose bumps.


  “I was looking at you because you are beautiful and I found it hard to look anywhere else.”


  He started moving in time with the music, leading me, while my brain went to mush.


  “I..I don’t even know your name,” I stammered.


  He pointed to his ear and shrugged, letting me know that he couldn’t hear me. I dropped my arms from his neck, settling on his chest to back away from him, feeling distinct ridges and valleys under my fingertips. I can’t say I wasn’t halfway interested to see him shirtless.


  Unable to have a conversation in such close proximity to the speakers and him, I grabbed his hand and led him to the hallway in the back of the bar, near the bathrooms.


  “Okay, what’s your name and why have you been staring at me all night? Do me a favor and give me the truth this time while you’re at it.” As flattering as his words are, I knew he was full of it. No one watches someone like a predator staking out its next meal without reason.


  “My name is Luca. As for my story, I still claim what I said before. I will, however, add that I did not like seeing the wolf trying to paw his way all over you tonight. When I pulled you to me on the dance floor, it was to keep you from him. He was only a few steps from you. Luckily, his back was turned.”


  I guess chivalry isn’t quite dead yet. “Oh, well, um, thank you and my name is Mags,” I said, tripping all over my tongue.


  “Well Mags, I would like to buy you a drink, would you join me?”


  “Sure, why not, but no Purple People Eaters please.”


  He gave me a quizzical look. “What’s a Purple People Eater?”


  “I haven’t a clue, but I definitely don’t want another.”


  He brought his hand up and pointed to me. “Alright then, no crazy sounding drinks, but you have to promise me something.”


  “What’s that?” I asked.


  “Next time you come here you have to follow the rules, no pets allowed.” His straight face broke out into a huge grin and we both laughed at his joke. I told him that it wouldn’t be a problem.


  

  



  
    
  


  Over the course of the next two drinks I found out a few things about Luca. He was twenty-seven, one of two children, and in town visiting a relative for the next two weeks. Good news for me, he only lived twenty minutes away on the Mistfall side of Eden, Kentucky.


  I told him a little about myself, skirting around the truth as much as possible. I didn’t lie though. As hypocritical as it sounds, I’m big on trust, even when I’m omitting certain parts of my life that could get me killed. The redacted version included my parent’s death, my moving here, and sharing a house with Melissa.


  I was pushing the ice around my empty glass with a straw deciding if I should have another, when I glanced at the clock above the bar. It was around midnight which gave me an hour to get home before the brew wore off. I could’ve stayed for one more, but didn’t want to push my luck.


  “I should get going,” I told Luca.


  “So soon?” he asked.


  I nodded in response.


  “Well, how about dinner tomorrow night? I’d like to see you again.


  “That sounds like a good idea,” I replied, trying to not sound as excited as I really was.


  We exchanged phone numbers and he offered to walk me to my car, but I had to find Melissa and get my jacket and purse. I thanked him for the offer, told him I was looking forward to dinner and walked away, his eyes on me until I disappeared into the crowd.


  I made my way back to the booth, peeking around the people milling around in front of it. David was slouched down in the both intoxicated. Great, I thought, now I have to walk. At least I had my cell phone. We only lived two miles away so it was no problem to hoof it.


  I sent Melissa a text: Hey girl, going home, gonna walk. Grab my purse/jacket? Thx.


  The phone beeped. I looked at it to find that my message didn’t go through. 3G service…only when you’re outdoors because no one ever calls from inside a building. I put my phone back in my pocket. I would try and get a hold of her after I got home. I walked out the doors, said goodnight to Vin, and headed across the parking lot and into the adjacent park to cut through and shave ten minutes off my walk.


  

  



  
    
  


  I was distracted, musing about the surprising turn of events in my night, so I didn’t hear David’s footsteps.


  “Leaving so shoon shweetheart? I thought..hic..you and I were going to have a good time tonightsh.”


  Fan-flipping tastic, I’ve got a drunk stray following me home. I turned around and saw David, drunk and staggering as he continued to walk towards me. I shook my head at him. “David, go back to the bar and leave me alone.” Please, please, please, I prayed to all the deities, hoping one could spare a second (They kept busy schedules).


  “Why would I do that, shmexy?” he said while closing the distance between us.


  “Because, I have no interest in you. Now go away before I call animal control!” I really wasn’t in the mood for a confrontation with a drunk and horny werewolf. Maybe I can magic him up a stuffed animal to hump.


  The drunken look on his face was replaced by one of anger and hunger. And I don’t mean a t-bone and baked potato hungry either. “Now that wasn’t very nicesh of you to shay. I’ll give you one more chansh of coming over here baby. If you don’t, I’ll come over there and take whatsh mine, one way or another.”


  That’s it, I’m going to neuter him. “So my choices are between letting you fuck me or fight me? Well mongrel, I’m going to make it easy, I choose fight,” I snarled and dropped down to a crouch.


  I freed one of the daggers from my boot and swiped up as he lunged at me, ripping through his pants, leaving a six inch gash along his thigh. My dagger wasn’t silver, so there wouldn’t be any lasting damage, but I could temporarily disable him long enough to make my escape.


  Wolves are a little more special than the rest of us Otherworlders in terms of killing. Our weapons would hurt them, but unless the damage was severe, they healed easily. If you really wanted to hurt a wolf, have your weapons coated in silver. It screws up their healing, painfully prolonging it or causing death.


  “You bitch! I’m going to make you pay for that!


  His right hook made contact with my cheek, leaving me on my butt seeing stars. I could taste the blood from where he split my lip. I scurried back on my hands and feet, crab-like, to buy me precious seconds for my vision to recover. Looking through the stars, I could see he was no longer in control of his emotions. His body was becoming twisted and deformed, bones breaking and twisting into new shapes.


  He was snarling and growling, in the throes of the change. I needed to do something quick before I had paws, claws, and snapping jaws to fend off and I didn’t think throwing a stick and playing fetch would do it.


  When they change, werewolves are rather intimidating looking. They are about three feet tall on all fours and ten feet long, weighing in around two hundred pounds. I’m 5’8” and one hundred thirty pounds, you do the math.


  I shuddered when I thought of the jaws. Becoming a butt-sniffing dog-jinn hybrid was not on my list of plans for the night. David was still immobilized in place mid-change as I headed back over to him, his transformation almost complete.


  I wrested my other dagger loose and stabbed one up and through his snout, the other between his ribs, hopefully puncturing a lung. Backing away, I got caught by a paw, as he was full wolf now, his claws slicing away at my back. I fell to my hands and knees, screaming out in pain.


  I felt as if I had been torn through with knives and now fire ran freely through my wounds. I couldn’t help the tears that were flowing freely. I palmed a fireball (I was created from fire, hence my natural tendency to use it), not worrying about exposing myself as a Iblian at this point. Before I got it off, David had tackled me to my back, his jaws inches from me.


  He pulled the one blade out of his snout and gnashed his teeth at me, trying to find a meaty place to bite. I slammed the fireball quickly into his side so I could use both my hands to squeeze David’s neck as hard as I could. The smell of singed dog hair permeated the air around us as he howled in pain.


  The gravel from the path I was lying on was digging into the gouges on my back, intensifying the agony I was already in. David kept snapping and batting his paws at me, trying to wear me out and it was working. I managed to find my one dagger still embedded in its chest. With one last surge of strength I grabbed it and twisted. He leapt off me with a yelp and fell to his side.


  I could hear the gurgling as he attempted to breathe. He was going to be there for awhile until he healed and I didn’t want to be around when he did.


  I dragged myself up onto my knees and took a few deep breaths, summoning all the strength I could to get up off the ground and make it to safety. It took me a few minutes to stand as I struggled through the pain and exhaustion. Quickly as I could muster I walked down the path, back towards the street, leaving the fur ball behind me.


  The club was closer than home so I headed back that way, hoping Melissa was still there. If she had taken off, I could count on Vin to help me. I made it as far as the parking lot before collapsing on my back.


  While lying there, I felt Melissa’s potion wear off. It felt like someone ripped a warm blanket off, exposing me to the cold air. Great, if help does find me, they’ll just kill me now. I should have been more worried about that, but the thought was quickly forgotten. My mind was focused solely on the torment I was in.


  After what could have been minutes or hours I heard feet shuffling towards my head.


  “Mags? Holy hell, what happened to you?”


  I opened my eyes and saw Luca towering over me with a horrified expression on his face. “Wolf,” I half whispered, still in shock, too exhausted to try and talk.”


  He bent down to pick me up and I groaned when his hands touched the already painful wounds. Luca carried me to his car and paused before opening the door.


  “I’m sorry. If I had walked you out none of this would have happened.”


  “Not your fault,” I murmured in another half sentence.


  Luca set me down as gently as he could in the seat before making his way to the driver’s side. He sat silent a moment, swore something unintelligible under his breath and started the car.


  “Mags, I can take care of the wounds, but we need to get out of here. Where do you live?”


  I gave him the directions, leaned my head on the cool glass of the window and closed my eyes while he drove away.


  I didn’t want to move an inch by the time we pulled into my driveway. I begged Luca to let me sleep where I was.


  “If I leave you where you are then you have to come home with me tonight,” he gently teased me and chuckled softly.


  It hurt too much to laugh, so I just groaned and rolled my eyes at him.


  “Do you think you can walk?” he asked


  “I think so, but I’ll need your help.”


  He came over to my side of the car, opened the door and helped me up. I felt lightheaded and steadied myself against his arms. I looked back to the car and saw that there wasn’t an inch of the seat that wasn’t now covered by blood, my blood.


  Luca let me lean against him as he helped me inside, his warm body cocooning me like a safety net. He deposited me softly on the couch while he went around turning on the lights.


  “Mags, I need clean rags, water, some herbs, and a few other things.” He listed off what he needed and I directed him, to the kitchen where Melissa kept her spell ingredients and the bathroom, for the rest of what he was looking for.


  He laid everything in front of me on the coffee table and handed me a towel. “Um, you’re going to have to take off your shirt and, um, bra so I can clean you up,” he said with a slight pink rising in his cheeks.


  “Oh. Could you give me a minute please?”


  Luca acknowledged my need for a little privacy and turned his attention to the make-shift first aid kit while I struggled to get out of my shirt. My top was shredded, caked in blood and dirt. All things considered, I was more upset about the ruined halter top than the current state of my body. I really liked that top and it looked good on me.


  After I had adjusted the towel to cover the appropriate parts of me I didn’t want on display, Luca gave me something he said would take away the pain. It looked like tar and smelled even worse. He promised me it wasn’t as bad as it looked. He lied. Tree bark and battery acid would’ve tasted better. It took me a few minutes to swallow it down, in between the gagging. Not long after, I started to feel the drink’s effects. It made me a bit woozy, but numbed the pain and sedated me.


  Once I was feeling the full effects of Luca’s pain remedy, he had me lie down on the floor so he could clean the wound. His fingers were gentle and cool, comforting against the fire that surrounded the gouges in my back.


  Maybe it was a side effect of the medication, but I was thinking of his hands on me in a more inappropriate manner. The thought caused goose bumps to break out against my skin and I shivered.


  “Are you okay?” There was a tone of concern in his voice.


  I turned bright red and it was a good thing my face was against the floor, turned away from him.


  “I’m fine, it’s just a bit cold,” I lied, praying he couldn’t hear the nervousness in my voice.


  “I’ll be done soon and then you can put on something warmer.” His voice was caring and soft which didn’t help me focus on cleaner thoughts.


  “I could wrap myself around you to warm up,” I murmured.


  He coughed. “What did you say?”


  Oh crap! I said that out loud. Stupid pain potion! I tried to use the fog of the pain meds to cover my verbal diarrhea and prayed he hadn’t heard what I said.


  “What was that?” I asked him.


  “You were saying something about arms, legs, and me, I think.” Damnit, he did hear me.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I replied, trying to sound half out of it. Yep, not only did he hear me, but he knew exactly what I had said, word for word. Being a gentleman, he said nothing more about it and continued his ministrations on my injuries.


  I must have fallen asleep because I was being gently prodded and Luca’s deep velvet timbre was floating around in my ears.


  “Mags…Mags, open your eyes for me.”


  I was a bit groggy, but opened my eyes, finding myself in bed. “How did I get in here?” I asked him.


  “I brought you in after I finished binding your back. I thought you would be more comfortable in here while I worked on the injury to your face.”


  Instinctively, I brought my hand to my cheek, wincing at the bruise that had formed from where the mutt had hit me.


  Luca bent over me and brushed my hand away from my face, replacing it with his own. His thumb lightly caressed my bruised cheek and I closed my eyes, relishing in his gentle touch.


  “Thank you,” I said.


  “You don’t need to thank me Mags. If I had walked you out of the club this wouldn’t have happened and I can’t forgive myself for that.”


  I opened my eyes and looked at the remorse and genuine concern on his face. “Luca…” I began to say he nothing to apologize for, when my brain kicked into high gear and I realized the brew had worn off earlier. My eyes grew wide and panic set in.


  “You know what I am. Please, I’m not like the rest of them, don’t turn me in,” I pleaded as I shot up into a sitting position, grabbing the towel and keeping it firmly in place. My eyes darted around the room like a cornered animal, trying to find possible escape routes and potential weapons.


  “Mags, calm down, you have nothing to worry about.” He grabbed my shoulders, forcing me to look him in the eyes. “Your secret is safe with me, I promise. You need to relax though or your wounds won’t heal.


  I scoffed. Like I was going to relax being found out by someone I had just met. I didn’t know where his loyalties lied.


  “Everyone wants me dead, why should you be any different?” I demanded.


  “For starters, I’m not everyone else,” he scolded, making me feel like a child. “The issue with your kind was a long time ago. Surprised as I am that you even exist, I doubt you carry your ancestor’s politics. Besides, I reserve the right to pass my own judgment on the character of others.”


  Relief washed over me and I reclined back, thanking my lucky stars that I survived the attack and though, found out, wasn’t going to be strung up by my toes.


  “I’m guessing you use some sort of glamour?” Luca asked and I nodded in return. “That would explain a few things,” he mused.


  “Like what?”


  “The fact that I could feel something was different about you, but when I tried studying you, I found myself distracted.


  Luca had already found me out, so I didn’t see why I couldn’t tell him about the brew. I explained its inner workings. He found it rather ingenious.


  He ran his index finger across my mouth. “You’re lip has healed and your bruise is already fading, but your back will still need a few hours. I suggest you rest and let the binding do its work,”


  I had no argument with being told to sleep. My eyes were already drooping.


  “You’re not driving home tonight, are you?” I asked. The bags developing underneath his eyes told me that he was well beyond tired. “You can stay here,” I offered before he had the chance to answer. “There are extra pillows and blankets. You can sleep on the couch.”


  Luca’s eyes swept the room and he pointed to the overstuffed lounge chair in the corner. “I’ll stay here, the chair will be fine. I’m not going anywhere until I know you’re healed.” He gave me a small smile before he furrowed his brow and got lost in thought. I was going to ask him what he was thinking about, but never got the chance. His face evened out and he looked at me with a half-cocked smile.


  “Before you go to sleep, there’s something I need to do. Something I’ve regretted not doing since you left The Lamp earlier.”


  Confusion and curiosity danced through my mind at his comment “What’s that?”


  Luca didn’t answer but leaned in, his hands entwining themselves in my knotted hair.


  “This,” he smiled, bringing his lips within an inch of mine.


  He paused only momentarily making sure I was receptive of his offering. When I didn’t back away he closed the short distance, enveloping my lips in his. His lips were soft and full, the kiss gentle. His tongue swept lightly across my lips and that tingle from earlier returned, only this time it went straight south and melted.


  He broke away too soon, before our kiss had a chance to deepen. I think he did that on purpose, knowing that I hated the manhandling David had given me earlier at the club. I smiled at him awkwardly (You know the smile. The one you get the first time you kiss someone.) and could feel the flush rising in my face.


  “No regrets?” I asked, filling in the silence.


  “Not where you’re concerned,” Luca replied cheerfully, his perfect white teeth gleaming through the grin plastered on his face.


  He let go of me, somewhat reluctantly and I settled down in bed while he took the chair. “Good night gorgeous” was the last thing I heard when I closed my eyes, letting the exhaustion pull me fully into dreamland.
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  As I slept, my dreams decided to take on a life of their own, reliving the first and only other time I had been found out for who I was.


  I was twenty and living in southern Wisconsin. It was around midnight and I was out with friends at a party when I had gotten a frantic phone call from my neighbor, Willa.


  “Mags…all my fault…run.” She was coming in and out and I couldn’t ‘make out everything she was saying.


  “Willa, I can’t hear you, you’re breaking up. What’s wrong?”


  “Run…don’t come…they won’t stop until they find you.”


  “Willa, you’re scaring me…” The line went dead.


  I was frantic. Something very bad was happening and Willa was involved. She was the grandmother and mentor I never had. She taught me to control my powers and to fight the hellions that came after us. Without her, I would’ve been dead long ago and now I’m afraid death is on her doorstep.


  I ran out of the party, jumped in my car and sped all the way home. I fumbled with my pants pocket to free my phone so I could try and call Willa back. The phone rang and rang until voicemail picked up. I tried calling my parents next. Even though they may have been no match for whatever was going on, the denizens of Hades tend to shy away of a human audience. Only the annoying repetition of a busy signal answered my call. Maybe they’re already over at Willa’s.


  Twenty minutes later I turned onto the street I lived on. I pressed down on the accelerator a little harder when I noticed a house on fire. Please no! I was maybe two houses away when I saw that the house on fire was mine. Unidentifiable shapes were lined up on my front lawn. It only took a split second for the realization set in. Those shapes were bodies. I threw the car into park, leaving it in the middle of the street, and ran over to them.


  It was pointless to even check for a pulse. Willa, my mom, and dad lay lifeless in front of me, their hands and feet bound, their throats slit from ear to ear. It must have been the shock that kept me from freaking out because I couldn’t even cry or scream.


  I knelt by Willa and took her cold hand into my own.


  “Oh Willa,” I whispered.


  I saw what appeared to be someone moving away from Willa’s house out of the corner of my eye. I turned and stood, looking for whoever it was. I only took three steps when the house exploded.


  I was thrown backwards and landed in a heap on the ground. My ears were ringing, but I wasn’t hurt. I took one last look at the lifeless bodies. There was nothing I could do for them and whoever attacked them was still out there, so I did the only thing I could think of. I ran.


  I raced to my car, my heart pounding, and took off, not knowing where I was headed. When I saw the sign for the expressway, I felt an indescribable need to take it. I checked my mirrors to see if anyone was following. I only had the darkness and the two semis in front of me as company.


  I took a big breath and exhaled slowly, letting the night’s events sink in slowly. I didn’t have the luxury of safety to mourn their losses. That would have to wait until later. I just hoped there was a later for me.


  

  



  
    
  


  I had been driving for over six hours and wasn’t even sure what state I was in. Willa’s last words were still in my head.


  “They won’t stop until they find you.”


  The fear of my own demise kept me going most the night. It was only by miracle I hadn’t been pulled over for driving like hell was following me.


  It was now 8 a.m. I was exhausted, running purely on adrenaline. The gas tank was almost on empty and a mysteriously heavy fog was settling all around me. Since I didn’t feel safe enough for sleep, I pulled into the next diner I saw and settled for a pot of coffee.


  I looked around in the back seat of the car to find something to hide my eyes. There was a baseball cap in the back window and my sunglasses were in my purse. I was pretty sure I would get some strange looks for wearing sunglasses indoors, so I settled on the baseball cap. I would just have to keep my head down and not look anyone in the eyes.


  Normally, I wore contacts to hide my violet eyes. Granted, any Otherworlder would still be able to tell I was jinn, but hopefully it threw them off of what kind of jinn I was. Tonight, however, my eyes had become red and irritated by the smoke from the fire and I removed them.


  The diner was shaped like a flying saucer on the outside. It was an homage to the World’s Fair or some nuclear-era design. Based on the age of the building, I wondered what awaited me on the other side of the door. I was pretty sure that a mud puddle on the side of the road might taste better than the coffee they were serving. My options were limited as there was nothing else besides a gas station on this road, so I sucked up a big breath, opened the door, and hoped for the best as I walked through.


  “Holy crap!” I muttered to no one in particular as I walked in. Guess I shouldn’t judge a book by its cover, I thought. The inside looked brand spanking new. It interior was designed like every 1950’s diner you’ve ever seen.


  There was a horseshoe shaped bar jutting out from the kitchen where solitary diners could sit and eat or drink coffee. The booth seats were made out of that gold glitter plastic I loved to sit in when I was a kid. I always wanted a chair made out of that stuff at home.


  There was a three hundred and sixty degree view all around, on which one side had a breathtaking view of the valley below the cliff the diner was butted up against. On top of that, the place was clean! Things were looking slightly less grim at the moment.


  Choosing a corner booth, I sat down and angled myself enough towards the window that I would be less noticeable.


  The waitress wasted no time in coming over. She seemed to not care if she couldn’t see my face under my cap.


  “Can I get you something miss?” she asked.


  “I’ll just have a cup of coffee please.”


  “No problem, I’ll be right back with that.”


  While I waited I glanced around the diner to take in my surroundings. It was pretty busy and the clientele was so varied I didn’t’ think I would have a problem hiding out here for an hour or so. Bikers, bankers, and thieves, oh my!


  The waitress returned quickly. I don’t think I had ever been as grateful as I was right now. “Thank you. You don’t know what a godsend you are this morning,” I told her.


  “No problem miss. You just let me know if you need a refill.”


  She walked away, towards the two guys that had just sat down in the next booth, leaving me to my solitude and my caffeine. I said a little silent prayer to the coffee gods, stared out the window and drank my coffee.


  A few feet away from the backside of the diner is a forty foot cliff that tapers off into a valley. Since it was late spring, the valley was alive with the variety of fresh greens that seemed almost magical. The sun was shining, blanketing the valley in its golden glow. That’s odd, I didn’t notice the fog lift, I thought. Wildflowers were in bloom, dotting the carpet of grass that lined the beautiful vista I was looking at now. I finally had a moment of peace. That’s all it was too, a moment.


  One of the two guys at the next booth turned around and interrupted my solitude.


  “I’ve never seen you here before.”


  I didn’t even bother looking up, one glance at my eyes and I could be in serious trouble. I could tell there were Otherworlders in the diner, but I didn’t know who they were. Darting my eyes around the diner, I guesstimated my chances of making it out of here if anyone did take notice of me. Figuring my chances were better at making a few minutes of small talk, I answered the rude one looking my way.


  “That’s because I’ve never been here before. My name is Mags by the way. And you are?”


  He put his hands out in front of him apologetically. “I’m sorry Mags, I didn’t mean to sound rude. It’s a small town and I know just about everyone around here. It’s nice meet someone new. My name’s John.”


  “It’s nice to meet you John, but I won’t be here long. Just some coffee and I’m back on the road.”


  “Oh. Well, it was nice to-.” His voice dropped off and suddenly he was next to my side. “Do you trust me?” John’s voice was low and full of alarm.


  “Trust you? I don’t even know you.”


  “How about a little blind faith then?” John asked before turning to his friend. “It’s too sunny, don’t you think?”


  “What?” I asked, confused as to what was happening.


  The next thing I knew John had grabbed me and hauled me to the ground. We were crouched down low when he pulled a knife from his side and thrust it into the linoleum. Lightening was streaking across the previously sunny sky, thunder bursting shortly after the flashes.


  “Hold on,” he suggested.


  Petrified, I did what he told me, thanking my lucky stars that knife went into the floor instead of me. My arms were wrapped tight around his neck when the floor dropped out from around us and we fell, straight into the earth.


  I’ll admit it, I screamed, like a little girl too. There was no ground beneath us and we were still falling. My eyes were closed tight, I was holding my breath and onto John with everything I had, legs, arms, and all. Unable to do anything else, I prayed for a soft landing.


  A soft voice laughed next to me. “It’s alright, we’re on solid ground now, you can let go. I appreciate the gentle landing, but it wasn’t necessary.


  I dared to peek one of my eyes open. Sure enough we were on the solid ground of the valley I had, moments previously, been admiring from forty feet up. Sunlight was forcing its way through the storm clouds, sending the fierce weather away.


  I let go of John and stepped away, letting the panic dwindle to nothing while I brushed dirt off of me. It was that moment when I realized I was the reason for the soft landing and he knew it too. I had been so terrified of plummeting into a dark abyss, I didn’t realize I magicked up the soft landing.


  Instead of the caffeine, I was rolling with adrenaline, which made my brain pick back up on a few things I hadn’t realized either. He’s magical too. Since when does a knife cause a sinkhole? Why did he grab me in the first place? While I was thinking about the most recent of developments to my life, John sent my train of thought into a wall.


  “So what are you then?” he asked as if he wanted to know the score of a ballgame.


  Oh no, he’s wondering where my magic comes from. My heart began thudding, like a jackhammer, though I let my defensive nature override the panic.


  “What kind of question is that? You don’t seem to have any tact at all do you? What am I,” I scoffed poking him in his, oh my, rock hard chest, “What are you?”


  He gave me a soft chuckle. “You are entirely too worked up. Again, I mean no offense and to answer your question, I’m an elf. So again, what does that make you?”


  Uh oh, what else can I pass as? “I’m a Witch.”


  “Bullshit, you’re not a Witch,” he admonished.


  “How do you know that I’m not?” My pulse was becoming so rapid I thought it starting to hit the two hundred mark.


  His voice took on a tone of exasperation at my evasion. “If you were a Witch you would have had to use your hands or cast a spell. If I remember correctly, every limb you had was wrapped around me and you were screaming. That’s definitely no spell I’ve ever heard from a Witch’s mouth before.”


  I’m not sure what the maximum beats per minute your heart can reach before it explodes, but I am there. I can’t possibly run without passing out at this point, being on the brink of a full out panic attack. I guess there are worse places to die, I thought. Figuring I should at least look him in the eye before he kills me, I took off my hat and looked at the man standing in front of me.


  Damn, death was gorgeous! He was a little taller than me with chocolate brown hair and eyes that reflected every color of green in the forest. His skin had a bit of a golden tan to it and he was close to my age if not a few years older. He was wearing a close fitted t-shirt that showed he was no slouch in the physique department. There was a tingle of butterflies in my stomach that had nothing to do with the panic still raging through me.


  He hadn’t noticed my eyes so I looked back down at me feet in a futile attempt to put off the inevitable. “I can’t tell you what I am,” I confessed.


  “Why not? Does it have anything to do with your friends up there?” he pointed back up the cliff at the diner.


  “What friends? I was drinking coffee alone before you interrupted me and sent us tumbling through the rabbit hole.”


  He walked closer, stopping just inches from me. He put his hand on my chin, lifting my face up so he could get a better look at me. His eyes widened in recognition. “That would explain your friends Violet.”


  Violet? “I was trying to go unnoticed.”


  “Well Violet-“


  “Mags,” I interrupted.


  “Well Violet, you didn’t go unnoticed,” he continued. “Those friends of yours were Elven assassins and they knew you were there. They were coming right for you. If I hadn’t plunged us down into the cliff, you would be bound for eternity or dead right now.”


  Assassins? It was the Aelfadl that Willa was talking about. Where was I going to go? What do I do now? How am I going to survive? Question after question rolled through my head while my heart continued to pound.


  John thought my silence meant I didn’t understand what he was talking about. “The Aelfadl are the best assassins, human or otherwise. They rarely lose a target.”


  That was the last thing I heard as my panic mode went nuclear and I fell into a world of darkness.


  

  



  
    
  


  When I woke, I was in an unfamiliar bed. I got out of bed and looked around the room, taking in my new surroundings. The walls, ceiling, and floors were made from rough hewn timbers. I must be in a log cabin, I thought to myself. Aside from the Spartan décor of a bed, night table, and dresser, the only thing of interest was the bookcase.


  On the wall opposite the bed was a built-in bookcase. I ran my hand along the bindings, reading the titles. The owner of this house had varied interests if these books were any indication. There were books on history, classic literature, science, and then there were some I couldn’t make out, being in the Elven language.


  So much had happened in so little time. I was finding my breathing restricted, as if an invisible hand was closing upon my throat. I needed fresh air to clear my head and come up with a plan, so I walked to the door leading out of the room. I needed to escape my current confines and figure out what I was going to do. I put my hand on the doorknob and was about to open it when I heard voices on the other side. I still wasn’t sure where or with whom I was with so I put my ear against the door to listen.


  “We can’t move her anytime soon. We need more time,” a female voice said.


  “Elena’s right. At the minimum, we need three more months,” an older male grumbled.


  I recognized John’s voice when he answered their concerns. “Are you sure? That’s the soonest you’ll be ready for her?”


  “Yes. We’re already rushing to get it done that soon,” the woman, Elena, responded.


  “I guess I have no choice. Mags will stay here then. I don’t trust her safety to anyone else,” John offered.


  “What about…She’s awake.” the gruff male’s voice stiffened.


  I gasped and backed away from the door as silently as I could. I don’t know who exactly was on the other side of that door and I didn’t want them knowing I was eavesdropping. I wasn’t able to make out the end of the conversation, only the shuffling of feet and a door closing.


  The doorknob slowly turned and John peeked his head in. “Hey Violet, are you alright?” he asked.


  Physically I was fine. Emotionally, I wasn’t sure. “I don’t know. So much has happened. It all seems so surreal.”


  John’s body fully emerged from the door and walked over to me, stopping about a foot away. He was wearing a white v-neck sweater that clung tightly to his body, and jeans. His hair was disheveled and a shadow of stubble was just appearing on his face. Any other time, I may have stopped to appreciate the rugged look on him, but all I had were questions.


  “What’s going to happen to me?” I asked.


  He raised one eyebrow in amusement, “What do you think is going to happen to you?”


  “Well,” I started, “I’m pretty sure you’re not going to kill me or turn me over to those who will, even though you know what I am. Aside from that, I don’t know.”


  John laughed. “That’s a pretty fair assumption. Besides, if I bared you any ill will, I would have left you in that diner to the Aelfadl.”


  I couldn’t argue with that.


  “Why don’t you come with me into the living room, have a cup of tea and we can talk about it.” He opened the door with a sweep of his arm. “After you.”


  The living room was just as sparsely decorated as the bathroom. Aside from the usual accoutrements of a couch, coffee table, and rocking chair, there was nothing to signify the personality of its owner.


  I sat on the edge of the couch, still a bit apprehensive, but much more relaxed than I had been in the past twenty-four hours. John returned a few minutes later, with two mugs in hand and sat down beside me.


  “Here,” he handed me one of the mugs. “It’s chamomile. I kinda figured you could use its calming properties.”


  “Oh yeah, I guess so,” I laughed nervously.


  John put his hand on my arm. “Mags, you can relax. You’re safe here.” He lifted his head to meet my eyes and gave me a small smile. His emerald eyes betrayed his feelings, honesty showing itself. Between that and the softness of his voice I was disarmed. It didn’t hurt that he had used my name instead of the silly nickname he had christened me with.


  My face flushed, embarrassed to admit I had listened in on the earlier conversation. “What were you and the others talking about earlier and what does it have to do with me?”


  “You heard that.” He wasn’t asking, just stating a fact. Trepidation crossed his face as he gathered his thoughts. “Well, the long and short of it is, Willa sent us to protect you.”


  My jaw dropped. I didn’t know how to respond to that.


  He went on to explain that, aside from my little hiccup of showing up early, Willa had planned on moving me somewhere safer once I was old enough to leave home. The attacks on me had been increasing and Willa believed the Aelfadl had finally narrowed down their search for us. She deemed it too dangerous to remain among the humans, for their safety, and put a plan in order.


  Others had volunteered to help Willa in her plan for me. Not all Otherworldly creatures were against us. Willa was over a thousand years old and in that time had made many friends and champions.


  Willa had been tasked with smuggling me into the human side of the Mistfall. She made it possible, through magic and bribery for the Maguire’s (my human parents) to adopt me. Willa had kept a close eye on me, though I never knew she was there until she moved next door to us.


  John wouldn’t let me in on the plan, for safety reasons, except on a ‘need to know’ basis. I didn’t argue. Enough people had already been hurt because of me and I didn’t want anyone else put in harm’s way.


  Having eavesdropped on their conversation, I knew they were on Team Mags. With no plan of my own, I decided to put my faith in Willa and go with hers.


  He told me that I would be staying with him for the next three months, while the rest of Willa’s plan was put into order. My inner self was jumping up and down, screaming “Woohoo,” but I kept even faced when I agreed. Three months with that eye candy couldn’t be that bad. Besides, I had nothing left and nowhere to go.


  


  

  



  
    
  


  



  4. Fallout


  
    
  


  



  When I awoke the next morning I was still bundled up underneath the feather down of my comforter, but alone. Luca no longer occupied the chair in my room. There was a glass of brew and a note on the bedside table.


  Drink this before you come out of the bedroom. ~Melissa


  Ignoring the glass for the time being, I lay back down and stared at my ceiling. The ceiling was my favorite part of the house. Colorful stones and gems covered it in a type of mosaic that was especially beautiful when sunlight poured through the windows and made them sparkle. Rainbows of color would dance around the room. The stones kept me from being exposed. It was a type of magical insulation for jinn.


  “John,” I sighed. Looking at a particular emerald green stone I remembered what happened after my dream left off.


  A few days after my arrival at John’s, I met Jack. Jack was at the diner with John that day. He was responsible for the storm that distracted everyone while John helped me escape. They had grown up together and were best friends.


  Between the two of them, I was never alone. Jack, the more playful of the two, kept me entertained, while John insisted on my training. He trained me harder than Willa ever had, working me until I bled or collapsed from exhaustion.


  Elves are brilliant military strategists; Obstacles and distractions vying for my attention while I defended myself against the two of them were the norm. I can’t say I enjoyed the training, but I did enjoy losing a dress size from it.


  When Jack was away, John tended to relax and show his carefree side. I never did understand why he was so uptight around Jack and I never bothered to ask. Those were my favorite times. We’d usually go for walks in the surrounding forest where he would show me useful plants (magic or otherwise), picnic, or just enjoy our surroundings.


  John’s house was situated in the middle of the forest, with no neighbors. He said he built it out here for the solitude. It worked out for my situation as well, making it so I wasn’t confined to the house. Let me just say that the house wasn’t miserable to be in. It was a two story log cabin with a deck, built as a tree house. Yes, a tree house! A wooden ramp, its railings hand carved, led the way from the ground to the house. Torches lined the ramp illuminating it at night.


  John told me that he had dreamed of the home as a young child. As an adult the dream stayed with him, always lingering in the back of his imagination. One day, he simply gave into it, choosing this magical forest as his new home.


  

  



  
    
  


  About a month after I arrived, John and I were hiking along a rather steep hill. He had held his arm out for me to grab onto, to steady myself. I remember looking at my hands, paler against his tan and unable to encircle his upper arm.


  “Watch your step, the moss can be slippery,” he warned.


  Not even two seconds later, I slipped on a rock and fell, bringing him down with me. He had braced himself against the ground, but had fallen on top of me.


  I looked up at him, an apology forming at my mouth when my breath hitched. The sun, peeking through the trees, embraced John in an otherworldly glow. I already thought he was gorgeous and being around him generally gave me butterflies, but this was different. Here in the forest, in his natural habitat, John looked ethereal. There was none of the human pretenses we so naturally put on. He was, in a word, breathtaking.


  His eyes never broke contact with mine, but there was a hunger in them I hadn’t noticed before. I was unable to move, caught in the magic of the moment and the fact that he was on top of me.


  “Violet.” John’s voice had a low, husky, and incredibly sexy quality to it. His fingers brushed a lock of hair out of my face and slid it behind my ear. I opened my mouth to say something, anything, but I couldn’t think of any words.


  John took advantage of my hesitation and crushed his lips against mine. The hunger that had played in his eyes was translated into the passion on his lips as they moved against mine. My inner self was cheering and doing cartwheels. I ran my fingers through his thick head of hair. I pressed him closer to me, deepening the kiss, our tongues dancing against each other.


  That was the moment I fell in love with him.


  Shaking my head, I brought myself out of the daydream, ending it at the perfect point. You have to quit thinking about him, it’s been five years, I told myself. Besides, there’s a perfectly hot elf running around this house somewhere.


  Reaching for the glass at my bedside table, I recoiled from the stench. “Brew,” I confirmed. Drinking this stuff was never the highlight of my mornings. I held my breath and drank it down in one gulp. “Ugh, you’d think otherworldly powers would make for better tasting potions,” I said to myself.


  I sat the now empty glass back down on the table and left the confines of my cozy bed. Walking over to my mirror, I checked out the damage. Sweet Goddess on Earth, I was a mess! My face was healed, but I looked like a zombie. My hair was matted and dried blood and dirt covered my body. There were no traces of the punch I had taken last night, so I turned around to look at my back.


  It took me awhile, but I was able to take the bandages off. Welts in the shape of claw marks where David had attacked me still lined my back, but those would soon fade.


  Blood, sweat, dirt, and dried tears do not a good smelling Mags make, so a shower was first on my agenda. Besides, Melissa would freak out if she saw me right now and I wasn’t awake enough to rehash last night’s events.


  I let the hot water run down my body, washing away the grime, and soothing my sore muscles. The water, swirling down the drain, was tinged with pink. I walked away from this fight; I wonder what Lassie looks like? I thought. Fifteen minutes and a generous lathering of conditioner later, I was back to looking like my normal self.


  Even though the Elf’s healing did wonders for the repair to my body, I was still worn out. That kind of healing draws a large amount of energy from the one being healed. My ambition for the day was to hunker down on the couch and watch Jane Austen movies in between naps.


  I grabbed a pair of fleece jammy pants and a long sleeved jersey shirt and dressed. I checked the mirror again to make sure my eyes were blue so I knew the potion kicked in and headed out of my bedroom door and into the kitchen to make some much needed coffee.


  I barely made it into the kitchen when Melissa flew at me. I felt my ribs crack as she hugged me.


  “Oh my God Mags, Luca told me what happened. I can’t believe you were attacked by a wolf!”


  “Melissa, I can’t breathe,” I struggled out.


  “Sorry. I’m just glad you’re okay,” she said, releasing me.


  “Yeah, well David might not be so okay this morning,” I humored.


  Melissa’s mouth drew itself into an O and her eyes almost popped out of her head. “What? David? No Mags, are you sure?”


  “Call Owen, have him check on him. Mutt or not, he won’t be healed yet without magical intervention.


  Melissa ran to her room to call Owen and get to the bottom of things. I turned my attention to the very handsome Elf that was sitting at the kitchen table. He must have left at some point, because he was wearing different clothes and there was coffee and muffins on the table in front of him.


  “Good morning Mags, I trust you’re feeling better?” His brow furrowed as he showed genuine concern for me.


  “Completely healed, just exhausted.” I gave him a small smile and pointed at the coffee and muffins, “Are those for me?”


  Luca smiled back. “That they are. Have a seat gorgeous and we can have breakfast.”


  Beautiful? I felt the warmth immediately in my cheeks. I know I’m not hideous, but a comment like that would make any girl blush. I was only hoping he didn’t notice. I glanced at Luca and silently sighed in relief. He was busy attending to the coffee and muffins, not noticing my reaction.


  Unable to resist the tantalizing aroma of the coffee any longer, I grabbed the usual accouterments for coffee and muffins, and then sat down at the table with Luca.


  “Thanks again for last night and for breakfast,” I told him.


  His expression darkened. “Don’t thank me Mags. If I had been anything of a gentleman, I would have made sure you had gotten home in one piece.”


  Gentleman? Those still exist?


  “Luca, there’s only one person at fault here and I’m hoping he didn’t have such a great healer like I did. If it wasn’t for you, I would still be in that parking lot healing rather slowly or possibly dead because of my secret. As it is, the villagers didn’t come a runnin’ with their pitchforks and torches, so I’m calling it a good day.”


  His left eyebrow cocked up and a smirk found its way to his lips. “Alright, I’ll let it go for now, but my guilt has hardly been assuaged.” He handed me a coffee and a giant blueberry muffin. “So if last night is any indication, how have you made it this long in life?”


  I snorted. “Right? If I was an outsider looking in, I’d have to agree with you.” I paused a moment, deciding on how much else I should tell him about myself. He wasn’t running for the hills, but that didn’t mean I’d end up in trouble with The Powers later.


  I decided to stick with the bare minimum and toss in a warning for good measure. “I was trained to defend myself well.”


  “So this is a normal thing for you Mags, fighting off would-be suitors?”


  I couldn’t help but laugh. “No, not at all. That is one problem I don’t have, need, or want.”


  Melissa was the one who had a continuous line of men vying for her attention. She rarely gave most of them the time of day. It wasn’t as if she was a snob, she just had really high expectations. I was not jealous of that kind of attention. If I had that kind of attention, I would probably have been residing in a satin lined box, six feet underground by now.


  My mind started to wander over the next few minutes while Luca and I sat in a comfortable silence eating our muffins and drinking coffee. I was hoping he wouldn’t ask for too much background information. That’s the kind of stuff that could get other people killed.


  I didn’t want to have to explain Melissa and her involvement in my life. What if he slipped one day and accidentally told someone about me? I’d like to be the only one to have to deal with the repercussions and the less he knows the better, at least for now.


  “You don’t have to tell me anything about your situation Mags,” Luca said, interrupting my thoughts.


  “How did you know what I was thinking?”


  “You were wearing your thoughts on your face,” he smiled. “Besides, we’ve just met and I’m asking some rather personal questions that I’m guessing, because of those lovely eyes, have sensitive answers.”


  I let go of the breath I was holding. “Thanks, I appreciate that.”


  Melissa came back into the kitchen with a duffle bag, her face ashen. “Mags, I thought you said that you left David alive.”


  “I did. There wasn’t any permanent damage, my daggers weren’t even silver. Why?”


  She threw the bag at Luca. “Clothes, now.” He got up and rushed to my room understanding the situation before I did.


  “Melissa, what’s going on?”


  “Mags, David’s dead.”


  I dropped my muffin onto the floor and shook my head in disbelief as it rolled away from me. “That’s not possible.”


  “It doesn’t matter and that’s not the worst of it,” she told me. “They know what you are Mags, I don’t know how, but they do. Right now Owen and his pack are on their way and they want your head. I’m guessing they’ll call The Powers That Be and the Aelfadl won’t be too far behind. You’ve got to get out of here.”


  Melissa headed to the basement while I helped Luca pack clothes and the small cache of weapons I kept in my room. He had the top drawer of my dresser open and gave me a questioning look when I walked in.


  “The short version is that it’s how I’ve stayed alive this long. I only have about ten minutes to pack and go, so that’s all the explanation I have time for. Sorry.”


  I went into the closet without giving Luca a chance to respond. Grabbing a pair of jeans, tank top, hoodie, and hiking boots, I hastily changed into them.


  “Mags,” Luca called from the room.


  “What?” I walked out of the closet fully clothed to find a perplexed Luca


  “Where are you going to go?”


  I shrugged my shoulders. “I don’t know yet.”


  “You don’t…what?” The flabbergasted look on his face turned upset at my lack of a plan.


  His eyes turned an electric shade of turquoise as his jugular bulged slightly. Good grief, even furious this man was good looking.


  “What?” I laughed a little. Did you think the craziness over the past twelve hours was over?” I waved him out of the room. “Come on, I need to find Melissa and get out of here.


  Back in the living room, Melissa was waiting for me with my favorite sword. “Here,” she handed my weapon along with an envelope to me.


  “What’s in the envelope?” I asked.


  “A contingency plan and that’s all I can tell you about it. You need to head east of here for twenty miles on this side of the Mistfall. Once you’ve found your destination, open that envelope.”


  “And what would that destination be?”


  “You’ll know when you find it,” she replied sarcastically and rolled her eyes.


  I raised an eyebrow. “Rather melodramatic, don’t you think?”


  She looked a bit uncomfortable with what she said next. “It’s not my plan and I don’t have time to get into that. You need to go, now.”


  I hugged Melissa as if it was the last time I would see her. I turned to Luca, not too sure what to say to him. Hey, thanks for taking care of me last night. Sorry we can’t see where this is going because everyone seems to think I killed Alpo-breath. Then again, it is straight and to the point.


  I grabbed the handle of the duffle bag Luca was still holding. “Luca, I’m sorry I dragged you into this. If you leave now, no one will know you had anything to do with me.”


  His grip around the handle tightened. “The last time I let you out of my sight, you were nearly mauled to death. I think I’ll feel better if I at least drive you to your destination.”


  I started to argue, but Melissa cut me off. “Go with Luca Mags. No one will recognize his vehicle. It’s your best bet, now go.”


  I couldn’t argue with logic. Not only would I be hidden, but I could cover a large amount of area more quickly in a car than on foot.


  Once in the driveway, Luca started rummaging through his trunk. I walked over to help him, but he quickly shut the trunk door and came around the car with a blanket in hand. He had become a man of action.


  “Get in the backseat and lie down. Once we’re out of town you can get in the front seat,” he ordered.


  I complied, not wanting to die today or sit in a seat I had bled all over last night. Luca covered me with a blanket and my duffle bag, leaving little room for movement. We drove away and even though I knew my life would never be the same, I had no idea the direction it was about to take.


  


  

  



  
    
  


  



  5. Like an Old Married Couple


  
    
  


  



  Ten minutes later, Luca gave me the all clear. I grabbed the blanket to cover the front seat, but when I went to climb over, there was no trace of the hemorrhaging blood loss I had experienced the night before.


  “Elves and nature magic. I should’ve known you’d have a stain removal spell,” I mused. “Though I don’t think you’re the type to wear an apron and cook and clean for your husband all day,” I said rather pointedly, teasing him.


  “What if I was?” Luca questioned.


  “Well then, your husband’s going to have to rethink your relationship. In the last half day, you’ve not only kissed me, but you’re running away with me too. That kind of thing doesn’t exactly keep the marriage bed a rockin’.”


  My abdomen constricted and I laughed, the hilarity of the conversation making it impossible not to. Luca’s chest shook as he chuckled along with me. I quickly found Luca could give it as well as he could take it.


  “So Mags, what exactly does keep the marriage bed going?”


  What was he expecting? Was I supposed to clam up and turn bright red? Sorry, not this girl. “Oh you know, hearts and flowers…and ‘Fifty Shades of Grey’ type of stuff.” I grabbed onto the door handle and the middle console as the car swerved.


  “There was a, uh, raccoon in the road,” he covered.


  I guess I won that battle. It was time to change the subject. I’m not a shy type of girl, but sex talk with a near stranger I was already having dirty thoughts about couldn’t end well for my dignity.


  “How much farther do we have to go?”


  Luca checked the odometer. “We’ve gone about twelve miles, so maybe ten more minutes. Do you know what you’re looking for yet?”


  The envelope I was holding was your standard white office type, nothing of note about it. My name was the only thing decorating it. The handwriting wasn’t Melissa’s as I had assumed, but was familiar, even though I couldn’t quite place its owner.


  “No, but Melissa was sure I would recognize it. I haven’t been outside Harmony the five years I’ve lived there, so the list is pretty small.”


  “Never?” He looked shocked, as well he should. It’s impossible to fathom never leaving a small town once in five years, but hey, it’s me. The rules seem to go out of the window where I’m concerned.


  “Extenuating circumstances,” I replied.


  “Anything to do with the roller coaster ride I’ve been on since I’ve met you?”


  “My entire life has been that roller coaster ride Luca.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  It was my turn to look confused. “What for? It’s not your fault.”


  I could have sworn I saw him flinch as if he felt guilty. You’re imagining things, you’ve just met Luca, I told myself. Probably all hyped up on a day full of adrenaline running through your body and know you’re seeing things.


  Luca glanced at me sideways before turning his blue-green eyes back to the road. “Do you ever wish your life was different, normal even?”


  I laughed. I loved my life. Sure, it hadn’t been easy, losing loved ones and constantly being hunted, but there was good in it too. I had a best friend who I loved like a sister. Even killing the occasional bad guy was fun. If I had been born an elf, I probably would have joined the Aelfadl.


  “Normal doesn’t apply to us Luca, even if I wasn’t the enemy. To answer your question…STOP! Stop the car Luca, we’re here.”


  Lo and behold we had arrived and my life over the past five years had come full circle. I was back at the diner I had first set foot in when I ran the night my parents and Willa were murdered. Sadly, I was running again. One day I’m going to stop in here on purpose.


  “The diner?” he asked.


  “One day I’ll tell you the story. Right now it’s time to find out what’s in this envelope.” I felt a shadow of foreboding close in on me as I opened the letter. Some small part of me realized nothing would ever be the same, let alone end well. I chose to ignore that part and opened it up, girding myself for whatever came next.


  



  Dear Mags:


  



  This is a letter I never hoped you would have to read, for various reasons. The second reason you’re reading this is that something has happened to separate you from all the protections I had in place for you. (The first reason is not relevant at the moment. I will get to that later.


  First things first, you need to find shelter. Time is of the essence. You should be at the diner you found after whatever befell me happened. I know what you’re thinking. The long and short of it is that I had you spelled to find that diner if something happened to me.


  You need to travel into the forest heading south. A day’s journey from here is a Fae village. They will help you. By the way, don’t worry about eating or drinking their food. You’re immune, except for the fairy wine, stay away from that. Read the rest of this once you are safe.


  



  Love,


  Willa


  



  Willa was still keeping me safe, even from the grave. I returned the pages to the envelope, sighed, and turned to Luca. “I guess it’s time for me to go.”


  His well tanned arms were rigid against the steering wheel. “I don’t like it Mags.”


  “Don’t like what?”


  “You, going to see the Fae. They’re a bunch of randy pranksters. I don’t trust them.”


  Wow, he was pretty adamant against my visiting the Fae. I guess he’s had a bad run-in or two with them.


  “Luca, you don’t have to worry about me. I’m a big girl. I think I can handle a horny fairy.” I had a short bout of the giggles after that and Luca was questioning my sanity.


  Puzzled he asked, “Are you okay?”


  “Yeah, I’m fine. I was just thinking that if we were human this conversation would be a non-starter. Well, maybe it would, but I’d be having it with you because I wouldn’t be his type!” I continued giggling while Luca groaned and shook his head.


  “You’re in a life or death situation and you’re joking?” he asked incredulously.


  I shrugged my shoulders. “It’s how I deal. It works for me. Besides,” I looked to both sides, “no one followed us, there’s nothing suspicious in the general area, and I have a plan. Can’t be better prepared, under the circumstances.”


  There was something about Luca not wanting me to go to the Fae that caused a vein of ice to form in my soul. It just didn’t make sense. Then again, maybe he was just insecure. The Fae really were a randy bunch. My brain was on high alert, nit picking everything I heard and saw. I decided to go with the simplest answer. He probably thought the girl he’s interested in is heading into Fae territory and the chances of that ending well were gnawing at him.\


  While I was mulling that little nugget of truth over, I wasn’t paying attention to Luca. Had I been aware, I would have noticed his face was only inches from mine. It wasn’t until he put his hand behind my neck and brought me in for the kill that I came back to reality.


  His kiss was short and frantic. It felt like a plea for me to stay. As quick as he kissed me, he stopped. Luca dropped his forehead to mine. “Come with me. I can protect you. My job, it has resources-“


  “Luca,” I interrupted, “this isn’t something to get involved in. I have all of good and evil hunting me down. Do you know what the Aelfadl would do to you if they found out you were helping me?”


  “I know very well what they would do Mags, more than you.”


  I moved away from him. “What do you mean?”


  “It’s just,” he hit the steering wheel out of frustration. “I’m an Elf; of course I know what would happen. Damnit Mags, I’ve seen the treatment they’ve given prisoners. I don’t want that to happen to you. Please quit being so stubborn and come with me.”


  Me stubborn? Noooo.


  I thought it was fantastic that there was still a chivalrous knight willing to help the damsel in distress. This damsel, however, isn’t helpless and has a wicked sword arm.


  I pushed the car door open, ending the conversation. We’d go in circles if we kept on this way. “Luca, do me a favor,” I asked.


  “What’s that?” I almost felt bad, hearing the defeat in his voice. It’s not that I didn’t care what he thought. If I didn’t have a plan I knew to be solid in place I may have entrusted him with my life. But, Willa trumps good looking blonde elf any day.


  “Please make sure Melissa is okay.”


  His shoulders slumped. “I guess there is no changing your mind.”


  I shook my head.


  “Yeah, I can do that Mags. Stay safe and if it’s at all possible, I’d like to see you again. In one piece preferably.” He gave me a lopsided grin which, under normal circumstances, would’ve been adorable, but just seemed sad now.


  I smiled at that. You had to give him credit, he didn’t scare easily. I grabbed my things from the car, waved goodbye and entered the forest to see the Fae.


  


  

  



  
    
  


  



  6. Snake In the Grass


  
    
  


  



  I knew the moment I had made it into the valley that I was being followed and I knew by whom. My shadow wasn’t being all that discreet about it. Leaves had been falling and twigs snapping ahead of me, not of their own volition. I walked until I was near her, under the cover of the forest, before I addressed her.


  I stopped and listened. She was slithering around up in the tree to my right. I looked up. “Not trying too hard, are you Hailz?” I called out.


  A twenty foot python dropped out of the tree, landing ten feet from me with a thud. “Wasssn’t necessary.” She shook her head. “Sorry, trying out a new form. This tongue takes a little getting used to. As I was saying, it wasn’t necessary.”


  Hailz was an Ifrit, the lowest kind of jinn, though not one to be underestimated. Last time I saw her she was a mountain lion. She also happened to be Iblis’s messenger. We had an odd sort of relationship. Neither of us particularly cared for the other, but we weren’t necessarily enemies either.


  “How on earth did you get the hamadryad to let you climb up her tree as big as you are?” I questioned.


  “She didn’t, but I was getting hungry waiting on you to quit arguing with your boyfriend. My meal came with a seat that had a clear view of you,” Hailz stated without remorse.


  Disgust was etched all over my face. “That’s horrible! Hamadryads are peaceful, hardly a challenge.”


  She shrugged as best as a snake could. “Fast food.”


  I just shook my head in disgust.


  “So,” I said changing the subject, “what does the boss man want? Let me guess, is it the old ‘join me or die’ bit again? As much as I love our little heart to hearts, I really don’t have time for it today Hailz.”


  “She laughed, but in snake form it sounded more like “sss ss sss ss sss.” It was a bit creepy. “Let’s continue on your journey Mags, as we talk. It’s not safe for you to stay out in the open for too long today.”


  Her logic was sound, if not obvious, so I walked while she slithered. Thank Hades we were in the forest on this side of the Mistfall. Had we been on the human side, a girl with a sword strapped to her back with a huge, out of place python would have caused quite the scene. Here though, there were far scarier things than us prowling around.


  “The Master’s offer to join him or perish still stands. Between us girls though, those he has sent after you, he did out of punishment for them. He knew you could defeat what he’s sent after you so far.”


  My eyes widened. “So he’s not trying to destroy me?”


  Hailz remained quiet a moment, pondering her next words. “Repeat any of this and I will rip your arm off and use it to beat you death. I don’t intend to suffer the Master’s wrath and you will do well to remember it.”


  I rolled my eyes. “And here I thought we were becoming BFF’s. I guess the sleepover and braiding each other’s hair is out?”


  Hailz gave me the stink eye. A snake giving you a dirty look is rather hilarious since her eyelid works sideways. My side felt like it would rip in two from holding back the laughter. I decided to move on rather than rile her up some more. “Alright, whatever you say stays between us.”


  Hailz hadn’t become Iblis’s messenger for her charm. Have you ever heard the saying, ‘Don’t kill the messenger?’ In her case, the messenger kills you. She’s also rather creative about how she dispatches someone.


  Believe it or not, Hailz isn’t a psychopath. According to her, she gets bored with her job and “Dead is dead, who cares how they get that way.”


  “As I told you Mags, the Master does not truly wish you harm. He merely gets annoyed with your constant refusal and disrespect.”


  I shrugged my shoulders. “You’d think he’d be used to the rejection by now.”


  Hailz hiss-snorted at me in derision. “You’ve lived a rather sheltered life. You don’t know where you came from and you’ve barely dented the surface of who you are. Who are you to be looking down your nose at the Master?”


  There was a fallen tree in our path, its girth making it impossible to move. Feeling a lecture coming on, I sat down on it. I figured that I’d rather be comfortable. Also the sooner Hailz was done, the faster I would get rid of her.


  I pointed at Hailz. “I don’t care to know where I came from. It couldn’t have been that great seeing I was adopted. Secondly, I had my parents and Willa. I could give a dragon’s hide about where I began life.” My voice had steadily increased in volume and now I was shouting. “As to who I am, I’m the one who’s going to smack you in the face with your own tail if you don’t get to the point!”


  Hailz’s tail whipped around and hit me square in the chest like a semi-truck, knocking me over the tree trunk and onto the ground. I landed on my back with an “oomph.” I stayed on the ground while I waited on the asthmatic like wheezing to reside.


  Her large, reptilian head was looming over me. Her voice was even. “You need to start caring. Like I said, you’ve been sheltered.”


  I could hear her tail rattling. She would not hesitate to strike at me again to get my attention. I pulled myself up to rest on my elbows, still a bit winded. “Okay, I’m listening. But first, I have to ask. Why do you have a python body with a rattle on your tail?”


  She grinned. “Fashion accessory.” Her tail no longer pointed in my direction, but swayed back and forth. “Have I ever lied to you?” she asked.


  Hailz and I may fight with the intent to kill each other, but lying was not part of our relationship. “No,” I replied.


  “Remember that. There may come a time in your future when that information will matter.”


  I stood up and dusted off my pants. Hailz knew more than she was letting on and I was determined to get the information out of her. She had slithered over to a sunny spot under the forest’s canopy, coiled around herself, warming up.


  “Who shouldn’t I trust?” I asked.


  “Everyone,” she replied lazily.


  “Wow Hailz, that was really helpful.” I picked my bag up off the ground. My time was being wasted my a mischievous Ifrit. Visions of chopping her head off were dancing around in my mind. Whatever she knew, it just wasn’t worth putting up with her antics.


  I turned my head around as I walked away. “I have better places to be rather than with you and your vagaries. By the way, give Iblis my usual reply and that he can go to he-, well he can just stay put.” I mentally smacked myself in the head for such a poor retort.


  “WAIT!” she cried out when I had traveled thirty yards from her. You wouldn’t think a twenty foot python could cover the distance between us quickly. Her body moved like lightening until she was on my toes. I jumped back in surprise.


  “The Master did send a message for you.”


  “I already told you, I’m not interested.” I was so tired of Iblis’s same old song and dance that I actually stomped my foot down like a petulant child.


  “He can be a broken record,” Hailz half-heartedly sympathized. “That, however, is not the message I’ve been entrusted with.”


  Foot in mouth? Check. Humble pie? Check. “Sorry,” I mumbled.


  “What was that? I didn’t quite make out what you said Mags.”


  I unsheathed the sword that had been strapped to my back and pointed it at her. “Can you hear me now or would you rather become my new purse?”


  Hailz was bristling, her rattle loud. She raised her body, poised for an attack. I stood ready, waiting for her to pounce. “I’m going to chop you from the tail up and feed the pieces to you,” I threatened, pointing my sword at points on her body.”


  Hailz’s body slackened, like a balloon deflating, and laughed. “Oh, you are definitely a girl after my own heart. Perhaps we’ll get another chance to try and kill each other, but not today. Put your weapon down and let’s finish what I came here to do.”


  I impaled my sword on the ground, secretly happy she didn’t want to fight. In her current form and speed, she could have given me a run for my money. My fight really wasn’t with her and I needed to conserve my strength for my journey and whoever stood in my way.


  “That’s better. Now we can talk like friends, don’t you think?” Hailz taunted me.


  I crossed my arms and started tapping my foot against the ground. “Get on with it already,” I demanded.


  She smirked at me. “There is more to your being hunted by The Powers than the fact you’re an Iblian jinn.”


  “Like what?”


  “The Master himself doesn’t know that answer. His spies have been unable to penetrate The Powers’ secrets. He suspects a power struggle within their ranks.”


  “What does that have to do with me?”


  “Perhaps if the ringleader, King Abel, was to kill the last Iblian jinn, then it would be the lynchpin in his victory,” Hailz offered. “It’s all conjecture though.”


  “I thought they were supposed to work together for a common goal or some crap like that,” I said. Hailz laughed at me as if I was stupid. “That’s what they’d like you to think. Didn’t Willa teach you about any of this?”


  I didn’t answer, Hailz already knew the answer. Willa kept me sheltered. I guess she figured that if she kept me away from this world, then it couldn’t hurt me. It was a sweet gesture, but right now I would give up a kidney for a little enlightenment.


  “There’s something else.” Hailz grew quiet, hesitant to continue. I could tell whatever she was about to say was against her will. I shifted my weight to the other foot and kept quiet, allowing her to speak in her own time.


  Time was inching its way forward like a snail before she finally continued. “The Master has offered you a gift of protection.”


  I opened my mouth to decline the offer. Nothing good could possibly come from evil incarnate. Hailz stopped me before I had a chance to say anything. “Don’t even bother arguing. Neither of us have a choice in the matter. You’re receiving his protection whether you like it or not.”


  I sighed in frustration. “What’s the catch Hailz and what does it have to do with you?”


  “There is no catch. The Master just prefers you alive and relatively unharmed.” She slithered to the base of a tree, curling up on herself once more.


  “You’re not going to tell me why that is are you?” I asked.


  “She laughed in her weird snake voice and shook her head no.


  I put one hand on my hip and waved the other in the air. “So, where’s this mysterious gift of protection?”


  “You’re looking at it,” she gestured to herself with her tail.


  “Let’s be honest,” I stated, “you and I barely put up with each other in small doses. Who’s going to protect us from each other?” It was a good point. Once in awhile my meeting with Hailz would end up in a fight. There was no way we could travel together without one of us killing each other.


  “I would rather make flower necklaces and sing ‘Kumbayah’ all day with the pixies rather than walk all over the Otherworld with you,” Hailz spat. “Unfortunately for me, the Master decided it would be prudent for me to bind myself to you. I agreed, albeit reluctantly.”


  Binding a jinn was perpetual slavery. Amongst otherworldly creatures it was rarely used and only then for the most serious of crimes. A jinn had to agree to be bound, which led to some pretty nasty alternatives for criminals refusing the binding. Torture, starvation, and threatening the lives of loved ones were common persuasion techniques.


  The jinn once walked openly among humans, like most otherworldly beings. We would exchange help for their goods or services. We often helped purely out of the goodness of our hearts. Once in a great while a jinn would become like a member of the family to some of the humans.


  Out of love for their adopted human family, a jinn would bind themselves to an object, usually a heirloom that belonged to the family. This was a marriage of sorts, a lasting commitment between the jinn and its family. The last member of the family still living usually broke the bond before their death so the jinn could once again be free. A jinn was always permitted to request their freedom at any time. Out of love and mutual respect, they were generally released by the humans.


  At some point in history, the humans became greedy and cruel. Instead of releasing the jinn, they would pass ownership down the family line or steal the heirlooms from others. Because they were still bound to the object, the new owner became the new master.


  A bound jinn must do what’s asked of it aside from murder, creating love, and creating money. Human empires were created and destroyed on the backs of these enslaved jinn.


  A smart jinn will never bind themselves to a container type of object. They can be trapped inside of it if they do. The humans have a story of that happening to one of us.


  Trapped in an old oil lamp, one of us was buried with an extinct civilization for many millennia. The human story has a happy ending. That jinn, the one Disney has made millions off of, went and destroyed part of a country. I believe it’s called the Empty Quarter.


  Being bound and forgotten in a container is the worst thing that could happen to a jinn. Today when they are found, they are killed immediately out of mercy.


  One day, I may have to kill Hailz and I’m alright with that. I will not have her indentured to me though. Hades only knows what may befall me and I won’t have her a slave to some unknown person.


  “NO.” I was adamant. “I won’t allow you to be bound.”


  “It’s not your choice,” she responded nonchalantly as if she were commenting on the weather. “Now what do you have as far as objects go?”


  “I only have weapons and clothes,” I said, shaking my duffle bag.


  “That won’t do. Clothes are easily destroyed and weapons can be lost or left behind.”


  “Hailz, I really don’t feel good about this.”


  “Oh, I’m just ready to burst out and do cartwheels.” I thought I could see the sarcasm dripping from her fangs.


  I rubbed my hand against my forehead; needles were beginning to penetrate my skull. This was so wrong. I couldn’t figure a way out of it either. Maybe…just maybe I can wait until she binds herself, call her to me, and then grant her freedom.


  Her tail jabbed itself in my direction. “I can read you like a book. We’re stuck with each other until The Powers lay off you. So just get over whatever moral crisis you’re having and suck it up.”


  I walked off a few feet away to collect my thoughts and calm down. When I came back, Hailz was fiddling with a small, golden device. She whispered something to it that I couldn’t make out.


  The moment she quit speaking, a flurry of gold and purple shimmered around her. The cloud slowly became bigger, the magic building itself up. It towered over us, swirling and undulating. Waves of color washed over each other like shifting sands, blurring Hailz until she was invisible. Once the magic hit its zenith, it came pouring down, funneling into Hailz and the object like bees attacking an intruder.


  She was now bound to me. There wasn’t a power great enough on Earth to remove it and now she was stuck in servitude, because of me.


  “I’m sorry Hailz.” I didn’t know what else to say to her. What could you say?


  “Don’t bother. Just figure out what you’re doing so I can get my freedom back. As for this, just rub it and call my name. I will appear.” She quit turning the object over in her hands and tossed it to me. “You were going a little too far east.”


  I looked down at the object in my hands. It was a compass. Golden and small, it had an inscription written in an obscure ancient language. I faced back up to thank Hailz. I figured it was the least I could do, but she was already gone and in her place was a black scorch mark.


  


  

  



  
    
  


  



  7. Truth, Schmuth


  
    
  


  



  After Hailz left, I walked through the forest for a few hours. It had been a quiet few hours too. The footsteps of creatures were like whispers on the wind. Occasionally pixies would dash between plants, weaving their magic into their very cells. Between chatting with a few of the pixies and admiring the scenery, straight out of Wonderland, I was able to clear my head.


  With a fresh perspective of recent events, I came to a few conclusions. I had been set up for David’s death. Gauging Owen’s reaction, I was pretty sure he had something to do with it.


  Werewolf law concerning fighting is pretty simple: Don’t go into battle without being prepared to die.


  If I had killed David, it would have been justifiable. His badly managed attempt at sexual assault would have made it doubly so. If a pack leader had found out, in this case Owen, and David was still alive, Owen would have killed him for it. Instead, Owen had been on his way to my home to kill me. That wasn’t exactly kosher werewolf behavior.


  At this point I was pretty sure David’s death had been staged to force me out into the open. An Iblian jinn accused of cold-blooded murder would cause enough outrage that The Powers would reinforce their resources in finding me. Hailz’s warning confirmed this.


  How someone figured out my supernatural status in Harmony is beyond me. I never slipped up and forgot to drink the brew. Melissa was the only one, aside from Luca, who knew and she had sworn a blood oath to keep the secret. The spell of a blood oath would have boiled her blood inside of her if she had broken it. After Luca found out, he had stayed with me, unable to have had the time to tell anyone.


  Unless…Was it possible one of the participant’s in Willa’s crazy plan had turned traitor? No, Willa would have never been that careless. I gave up, there was no way of knowing who and it really didn’t matter now anyway.


  The sun was hanging a bit west of midday. Darkness would fall sooner in the forest from the tree cover. I needed to find shelter in the next few hours or risk exposure to any member of nocturnal beasties.


  “Further up and further in,” I quoted C.S. Lewis. On I went. Soon after, I came across a small cave. I peeked inside to see if it was empty. A family of goblins and I spotted each other at the same time.


  They were more than gracious, offering me room and board for the night. But the smell, ugh! Eau de Goblin was an odor best described as two week old rotting flesh. I politely declined and waited until I was back at the mouth of the cave until I broke out into a full sprint. The sooner I could get away from the smell of rotting garbage the better.


  I finally came to a small clearing in the thicket of the forest. One of them had leaves as large as elephant’s ears. I bartered with the hamadryad of that tree and her friends. In return for leaves and branches, I magicked them up satin ribbons in a myriad of colors and tiny tinkling bells to decorate their trees with.


  Why didn’t I just use my magic for, say four star hotel accommodations? For starters, it’s a lot more work and a waste of magic. Secondly, I’m trying not to attract attention.


  The wind traveled upon the branches of the trees like spirits in flight. Were the hamadryad’s talking? If they were, I only hoped it wasn’t about me.


  I imagined a crude sort of A-frame tent in my head and before me appeared my work. Satisfied with the shelter my leaves and branches had turned themselves into. The wind kicked up again and I turned around, looking for the gossiping hamadryads. Finding none, I retired for the evening. It had been a very long day.


  I grabbed Willa’s letter from my bag, wanting to read the rest of it before nightfall. Lying on my side upon the soft grass and velvety moss, I removed the contents of the envelope and began where I left off.


  

  



  
    
  


  This is the true story of what happened to our kind, the Iblian jinn. Two hundred years ago, our world was a different place. Otherworld beings weren’t as united as we are now. There were various alliances of course, but never lasting peace.


  Various attempts were made to unite the myriad of species. It was one attempt, a shame on all of our histories, which brought us together as we are now.


  The leaders of the factions agreed on one thing. They were tired of living in hiding from the humans. Together we drove the humans off their lands. We forced our superiority on them.


  Only the Fae did not join us. They were the gods’ first creatures in this world, older and wiser than the rest of us. They warned us of what was to be our folly, but their words fell on deaf ears.


  Many justified our actions, claiming we’ve done no worse to the humans than they had done to their own kind. Barbarism and genocide became the rule and not the exception. Some though, believed we should work with humans, not against them. This caused a rift between the leaders. Infighting began soon after.


  Iblis wanted to rule over all, humans and Otherworlders alike. The Erlking Abelard (you know him as King Abel of the Elves) wanted a democracy, governed by a body of equal representation of all species of Otherworlders.


  Though Abelard’s words and actions were just, his thoughts were not. He too wanted to reign supreme over all beings. Abelard was deceitful, using charisma and pretty words to sway those who sought equality.


  He did it too. Most Otherworlders backed Abelard. Only those who resided in Hades: demons, Ifrits, and ghouls supported Iblis.


  Iblis enslaved his own kind, the Iblian jinn, to counter Abelard’s mighty Aelfadl. He bound the Iblians using many forms of forceful persuasion. Murdered family members, torture, and kidnappings were modus opperandi for Iblis, a means to his own ends. In the end, all the Iblians agreed to be bound.


  Both we and the humans fought a war with two fronts, against each other and against ourselves. The atrocities committed by both sides, human and Otherworlder were so great, the gods intervened.


  We had angered the gods. Their children had turned against each other, trying to become like the gods themselves.


  The gods reduced otherworldly numbers by a third as punishment to us all. Iblis was dealt with the harshest. His Iblian army was reduced to ash, cowardice being their crime. When Iblis showed no remorse for his actions that contributed to the loss of the Iblians by his own hand, he was condemned to spend eternity in Hades.


  The humans were shown mercy. The youngest of all the species, they were still learning to be civilized. This fact would later be remembered by Iblis, fueling his hatred and empowering his future schemes.


  The veil that separated our world was thin, easily passable by humans. Now the Mistfall was reinforced by the gods, so that no human would pass beyond it into our world again. That was the extent of the human’s punishment.


  We were all warned that if we ever tried to dominate the Earth again, the gods would destroy us all.


  Fighting on all sides stopped, in an effort to appease the gods. No one claimed victory and the war was largely forgotten. The humans today barely mention the War of 1812 and completely deny our existence.


  The Powers That Be were created soon after. Our history too was altered. All Iblian jinn were blamed as belligerents. There were none left, save Iblis (and myself, but I’ll get to that), to defend themselves and he was stuck in the underworld. Otherworlders shifted their blame to ignore their own acts in the war.


  The gods spared me. I fought against the evils that the Otherworlders were committing. As Iblis’s wife, I could never walk again in the lands of our people. I’ve remained on the human side of the Mistfall, these past two hundred years.


  My actions and banishment were not forgotten by the gods. I still had a purpose to serve. Once finished, I was promised eternal peace in return.


  If you remember anything I have ever taught you, remember what I have written here.


  



  Willa


  



  I was dumbstruck. Willa was Iblis’s wife? I just couldn’t imagine the master of evil and my kind, caring Willa as husband and wife, no matter how hard I tried.


  On top of that, all these years of believing I was being hunted because of who I am and it turns out it’s more or less to keep the true history of the Otherworlders a secret. If anyone found out about me, the truth as they know it would fall to pieces. We all know how politicians like to tell the truth. I think my death is the more likely of those scenarios.


  I know what you’re thinking. How do I even exist? I used to think that perhaps some Iblians escaped and made me before they were killed off. I asked Willa once who my parents were. She told me, “You are a gift from the gods.” I was beginning to think she may have been a bit more literal than I had previously thought.


  Currently, I was repressing that thought. It was neatly stored behind the cobwebs in my brain. I never concerned myself with parentage before. There would only be more questions than answers if I went down that road. Who cares where I came from anyway? I’m here and that’s all there is to it.


  Another long day had taken its toll on me, causing my eyes to droop and my brain to shut down. It was all I could do to put the letter away before sleep came over me. The dreams that followed would only screw with my head more than it had been reading that letter.


  


  

  



  
    
  


  



  8. Thieves in the Night


  
    
  


  



  “Mags,” a familiar voice called. “Mags, are you alright?”


  Dazed, I blinked and looked around. I was sitting near a pond John and I used to picnic in. John also happened to be sitting across from me.


  “I’m confused,” I admitted, shaking my head.


  He handed me a water bottle. “It’s no wonder, we’ve trained hard. Between using your magic and fighting you’re exhausted and dehydrated.”


  “That must be it. I could swear though that I was just-.” I never got to finish the sentence. John had grabbed me by the shoulders and was looking at me with eyes that could melt into any woman’s soul.


  He was smiling. “The brain gets a little funny when you’re dehydrated. Eat some food and drink the water I gave you. You’ll feel better soon.”


  I nodded dumbly and did as I was told. The cool, refreshing water revived my dry throat. I had forgotten what I was saying to John and any lingering questions disappeared. Matter of fact, I felt better than ever!


  “You were right,” I smiled. “I feel fantastic now.”


  “I knew you would.” He stood up and offered me his hand. “Come on, let’s go for a walk.”


  I took his hand as he helped me stand. We had only gone a few steps when a faint rumble came from my stomach. I turned around to grab an apple from our picnic basket, but there was nothing there.


  “Where’s the apple?” I murmured to myself.


  John had heard me. “Is that what you dropped?”


  I gestured to where we had just been sitting. “I didn’t drop anything. I hadn’t even grabbed one yet.”


  Concern etched itself in the lines on his brow. “Yes, you did. I have it right here.” John held out his hand and in it was the bright green Granny Smith I had been looking for.


  “Keep eating, you’re still not at one hundred percent,” John ordered and gave me the apple.


  I felt fine. I wasn’t tired and most certainly wasn’t dehydrated. The water I had been drinking was a welcome treat, but not necessary. Why was the hottie of my dreams trying to shove food down my throat? The last thing I could remember was falling asleep in the forest, alone.


  A scene flashed in front of me. Melissa, John, and three others obscured by hoods, were at John’s home, sitting at his kitchen table. John was calling my name, but there was no sound.


  I was there, but felt a million miles away. Why was he calling my name as if he had lost me if I was standing right there? Who were those hooded things?


  As soon as I realized this was no dream, no memory of things that had happened in the past with John and I, everything went fuzzy. I could no longer make out the lines in the hewn timbers that were his walls. I tried to focus on anything from a withered plant in the windowsill above his kitchen sink to the chair John was sitting on, but to no avail. It seemed the harder I tried the more everything went out of focus.


  I blinked to try and clear my vision and I was once again by the calm waters of the pond. John was shaking me gently. I was trying to hold on to the vision I had, but it was quickly forgotten when the sound of his voice broke through my muddled brain.


  “Mags? Mags, I’m serious. If you don’t eat I’m going to force it down your throat.”


  Like a dream you instantly forget the moment you wake, my mind cleared and my attention was once again centered on the man in front of me.


  “I’d like to see you try,” I countered.


  His hands slid down from my shoulders and grasped my arms firmly as he pulled me roughly to himself and moved his head to kiss me. We were so close that I could see a thin sheen of sweat on his forehead. He was panicked and I realized something was off. I wrested my arms from his hold and pushed him away.


  “What the hell is going on?” I demanded.


  “Mags, it’s okay, you’re just not well,” he cooed.


  “That’s crap. You’ve never once called me by my real name. If I’m not well, how do I know that?”


  I grabbed for my sword, but it wasn’t there. The holster that was always strapped to my back was missing as well. John lurched forward, attempting to reach me and I summoned a fireball to throw at him. My magic was gone as well. I had no weapons, no magic, and warning bells were going off in the back of my head, trying to remind me of something.


  My heart was getting faster and pounding harder. I didn’t think it could take much more without exploding. Breathing became difficult; I was only able to take short, shallow breaths. Blackness swirled around the outer edges of my vision, threatening to encompass my sight completely.


  I was on the verge of blacking out when the world shifted and I was once again standing in the middle of the kitchen.


  John was addressing the three hooded beings. “She’s too strong, I couldn’t hold onto the dream. Did you find her?”


  “We have,” the one in the middle answered.


  Everything went dark again. My sleep became a dreamless grey void. When I woke, all I would remember was another dream about a memory of John and I.


  

  



  
    
  


  I woke to the sounds of leaves crunching. The forest was pitch black, not even the moonlight could pierce its thick cover. I couldn’t create a light source without giving myself away. I had slept with my sword, so I was ready and waiting to strike out at whatever was stalking around in the dark.


  “Mags,” a voice whispered, “are you there?”


  Whoever it was, it had to have been friendly or less than hostile. The night stalker was also an idiot. I stood silently, my breathing still, refusing to give my position away. I was irritated that whoever was stumbling around was letting it be known that we were here to Hades only knows what goes bump in the night. Either I’d have to kill something or my stalker was going to have to learn a hard lesson on the finer points of stealth.


  “Mags,” the voice called louder, causing some of the trees to shake their branches at the intruder. I recognized the Darwin Award winner. Luca was the interloper trying to wake the dead and he was standing only a foot away from me.


  Catching him by surprise, I tackled him, rolling away before he could fight back. He scrambled to his feet, but I swept my leg out and knocked him off his. He growled in frustration and a giggle escaped my lips.


  “Who’s there?” he demanded.


  “Relax there cowboy, no need to get testy.” Not being able to see sucked. Besides, thanks to him we may as well have a bright red neon arrow pointing at us. I preferred a campfire instead and went about creating one.


  “What the fuck was that for?” Luca shouted at me once he could see properly.


  “Nice language. That was for alerting the entire forest of our location jackass.”


  He gave me a puzzled look. “In the Wildwood?”


  “What’s the Wildwood?” I asked, not too interested in the answer.


  “You don’t even know where you are?”


  I don’t know if the look of sheer amazement on his face was because I truly didn’t know the name of the forest or if he thought I was just stupid.


  It was time to let Luca in on my secret life. I spent the next half hour giving him the condensed version of my life until this point, omitting parts where other people were concerned. He may be my only ally right now and I had a feeling I was going to need all the friends I could get.


  

  



  
    
  


  “I’ve led a rather cloistered life,” I finished.


  “Well, that explains a few questions I’ve had about you.”


  “Only a few?” I had to laugh. He may not have thought his question was as funny as I did, but it felt good to have something to laugh about.


  Luca made his way over to the fire and placed his hand on the ground. Beneath his hand the earth erupted. Thick, woody vines appeared and grew rapidly. They entwined themselves around each other, like snakes, weaving in and out until they formed a round, cylindrical shape. Once they were done growing, they melted into each other, solidifying, forming a log.


  “Have a seat,” Luca gestured to his creation. He had a big grin on his face showing he was proud of his work. I have to say it was rather impressive.


  I sat next to him and took a moment to collect my thoughts. I had dreamed about John again. What is wrong with me? There was something that nagged me about the dream, something wrong with it, but I couldn’t put a finger on what. I didn’t spend too much time on it though, after all, it was just a dream. Right now I had questions for Luca.


  “So,” I looked up, “why are you here and what is the Wildwood?”


  “After I checked on your friend, I raced back her to find you. I told you I didn’t like the idea of you going to see the Fae. It just didn’t sit right with me to leave you out here on your own.”


  Melissa! My tone was edgy. “How is she? Is she safe?”


  Luca patted my knee. “She’s fine. I gave her the keys to my place. She’ll be safe there for now.”


  “Oh my God Luca, thank you!”I squealed as I ambushed him with a hug. I think he may have thought I was going to tackle him again as he was slightly hesitant to return the embrace.


  I pulled away and he put his arm around my waist, scooting me closer, not ready to let go of me yet.


  “The Wildwood,” he began, “is a dominion of the Fae. It’s easiest to think of it as asylum for wayward Otherworlders. The residents of this forest hold no allegiance to anyone. Out of respect though, they defer to the Fae.”


  “I was wondering why the few people I met today didn’t try to kill me. I thought it was just luck.”


  “Probably more afraid of you than anything,” he admitted.


  “Yeah well, there is that whole ‘evil incarnate’ label that goes along with being Iblian.”


  I laid my head on his shoulder and closed my eyes. This felt good, the fire warming me up and being snuggled next to Luca, safe and sound. He was slowly rubbing circles on my upper arm with his thumb. I could have stayed in his embrace for hours. Sadly, this night wasn’t going to allow for such luxuries.


  “Are you awake?” Luca nudged me with his shoulder.


  “Barely,” I admitted. “What is it?”


  “I was just wondering. Is there any way I can still get you to run away with me?”


  It’s not that I hadn’t given any thought to his previous offer of protection. He seemed warm, caring and kind. Luca said he had the ability to protect me. I could do much worse.


  But did I really want to live the rest of my life in hiding. Always looking over my shoulder, looking out for the next threat? I was outted now and the freedom that came with it was refreshing, even with its bittersweet undertones. I already knew my answer. I would fight my enemies as an Iblian jinn. Powerful, deadly, and fearsome.


  “I’m sorry Luca, but I can’t.”


  “Why? Why not come with me?” he begged.


  I turned to him, face to face. “I’ve never been a shy, frightened little butterfly. I’m tired of hiding, the camouflage, and constantly checking my back. It’s high time I take back what’s mine.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “And that would be?”


  “My life. I want my life back.”


  Our conversation was interrupted as the air shimmered before us. Hailz appeared amid the flurry of purple and gold. Luca, unprepared for her sudden intrusion and snake-like appearance, fell off the back of the log in surprise.


  It was hard, very hard in fact, but I managed to stifle my laughter.


  “Hailz, did you have to show up so abruptly?” I asked while holding my side (it was in stitches).


  She chortled. “I would apologize, but I’m not sorry.”


  Luca got to his feet and stormed towards Hailz. “You think that’s funny?”


  Her tongue darted in and out of her mouth. “I do actually. It’s not every day when you can take one of the-.” Luca lunged for Hailz before she could finish what she was saying.


  “Luca!” I shouted. “What the hell? Get off of her!”


  I guess I really didn’t need to worry about Hailz getting hurt. She seemed to have the upper hand in this fight.


  Hailz had managed to coil herself tightly around Luca’s torso. You could tell she was restraining herself from crushing him to death. It doesn’t take provocation to make Hailz kill, she did it for sport.


  “Why did you attack her?” I was still a little shocked at his overreaction. Luca tried to speak, but only managed to gasp for air.


  “Um Hailz? Could you let him go?” I asked.


  “I’d rather not. In fact, I’m rather inclined t watch him die. Slowly, of course. A rush job is never as much fun. You barely have time to watch the life slip from their eyes.”


  Great, out of all the jinn out there I get the murderous psychopath. Then again, I do have fun killing my enemies too, so what does that say about me?


  “Hailz, I’d really like it if you didn’t kill him.”


  She rolled her eyes at me. “Fine, but I’m not letting him go until I leave.”


  I crossed my arms. “Wait a second. Aren’t you supposed to do what I tell you now that you’ve bound yourself to me?”


  “Learning curve,” she replied sarcastically.


  Luca, no longer having his ribs slowly crushed, had finally quit wheezing.


  “Are you okay?” I asked him.


  “I’m fine,” he replied grudgingly.


  “Why did you attack Hailz?”


  “That vile, lowly beast and I have a long standing argument,” he sneered. “Oof!”


  Hailz had momentarily tightened her grip on Luca.


  Wonderful, my only two allies hate each other.


  “I’m sure the story of the rivalry between the two of you is an interesting one,” I began.


  “That it is, would you like to hear it?” Hailz interrupted.


  “For another day,” I added, shifting my weight to my other foot. “What are you doing here Hailz?” It wasn’t like her to pay a social visit.


  “The Master requests an audience with you this morning.”


  “Right,” I rolled my eyes, “he requested.


  “Semantics,” she retorted.


  Luca was mumbling his feelings on Iblis’s request when Hailz’s tail slid across his mouth, gagging him. My stomach heaved at the thought of tasting a slimy snake tail in my mouth.


  “As enticing as meeting the source of all evil is, I’m going to have to pass.” Did I mention that sarcasm is my second language?


  Hailz was nonchalant in her response. “The Master thought that might be your answer, so he asks you this: Who will you turn to when all the world turns against you?”


  She didn’t give me a chance to respond. Hailz disappeared in her usual flurry of magical dust, leaving a rather angry Luca in her wake.


  He wiped his hand against his mouth attempting to remove the Hailz aftertaste. “You let her bind herself to you?” he asked at me incredulously.


  “I didn’t have a choice,” I said flatly.


  He started pacing back and forth, holding a silent argument with himself.


  I sat back down on the log, waiting for the oncoming storm.


  Luca stood in front of me, opening his mouth to say something and quickly closing it again. He did this a few more times before I decided to break the uncomfortable silence.


  “Luca, I don’t know what you two have against each other but-.” He cut me off. I was getting tired of being cut off mid-sentence.


  He ran his hand through his sandy blond hair in frustration. “That’s the problem, you don’t understand. You’ve effectively made yourself the enemy by allying yourself with the Underworld.”


  “Does it matter? I’m already an enemy of the state.” I used air quotes with the ‘enemy of the state’ bit.


  The muscle in Luca’s jaw clenched. “It’s not a joking matter. Perhaps it’s not too late. Tell me, what did she bind herself to? If we destroy the object, the bond will be broken. It’ll be like none of this ever happened.”


  Luca had proved himself a trustworthy ally, thus far, but there was no way I would give that information up. Not even to the gods themselves.


  “It’s a dagger. I only had one in my bag. It was innocuous enough to go unnoticed.”


  Luca’s anger abated at that. “Good. Will you grab it? I don’t want you accidentally leaving it in a corpse. I’ll hang on to it for now.”


  My spidey senses were tingling. But, since I wasn’t giving him Hailz’s real object, I didn’t have a problem giving it to him in order to find out if he was deceiving me.


  “Sure, no problem, I said. I walked back to the makeshift tent and opened my canvas bag. Kneeling down, my back to Luca, I rifled through the clothes and myriad of deadly weapons I had packed. I grabbed a dagger and set it on the ground so I could refasten the straps on the bag. Something hard cracked against the back of my skull, turning my world to black.


  


  

  



  
    
  


  



  9. You Remind Me of the Babe


  
    
  


  



  There were two things I was aware of upon regaining consciousness. The first was that I was alive. The skull splitting headache I was experiencing was evidence of that. The second was that I was somewhere not nice.


  I opened my eyes and looked around. Somewhere a lamp was giving off a faint glow. The light was unable to penetrate the surrounding darkness to give me any clues of my current whereabouts.


  The feeling of a glass shard repeatedly being poked around in my head made it difficult to rid myself of the headache right away. I remained on my side while my magic grew strong enough to overcome the pounding, piercing ache.


  That taken care of, I sat up, assessing my situation. Lying down or sitting upright, the scenery was black as pitch, aside from the dampened glow of a lantern. I summoned up my own light in the form of a warm, golden orb of fire. I tossed it into the air to illuminate my blindness.


  I was greeted by the confines of an oubliette. What’s an oubliette? It’s a cell, without windows or an entrance/exit (except my magic of course). A person only ends up in one if they are meant to be forgotten.


  It explained why I wasn’t chained up. I was pretty sure my magic would be useless to open the sealed door, but gave it a try anyway. I felt out with my mind for the door and was greeted by static. I tried again, this time just lobbing fire balls, electrical orbs, and whatever else I could think of at the walls, ceiling and floor. One by one, each assault fizzled out. I felt like a fly trying to stop a freight train.


  My magic, with its limitless resources, seemed to be relegated to the inside of this bedroom sized prison. “Thank Hades I’m not claustrophobic,” I mentioned to the walls.


  I was wondering if it was Luca who had used me for batting practice when cracks began appearing on one wall. The cracks stretched out into vertical, parallel lines. Once they had reached a certain height, slightly taller than I was, a new crack grew and connected the two lines creating a door.


  The door gave a bone-crushing groan as the stone grated against the floor, revealing Luca.


  “Speaking of the bastard,” I said.


  “I believe the phrase is ‘speaking of the devil,’ he responded softly, his eyes focused not on me, but the ground.


  “Nope.” I got up from the cold floor and walked over to him. “The terminology is quite correct in this case.” Luca’s eyes would not meet mine. His attention was focused everywhere else.


  “What did you do Luca?” I demanded. He didn’t answer and continued staring at the floor.


  Toe to toe with him, I pushed him hard against his chest. “Tell me!” I shouted as he stumbled back a step or two. I lurched forward to hit him…I mean inquire further when King Abel entered the oubliette.


  The Erlking Abelard, or King Abel as he was going by these days, it seems, is my captor. A rather imposing figure, built more like a hulking Viking than elf, Abel could command a room with his presence alone. He looked like he was in his mid-forties, but that probably meant he was closer to four hundred and fifty years than forty-five. He was wearing a very expensive, tailored Italian suit. Whatever business the Elves did in the human world must pay very, very well. Luca and Abel shared the same turquoise eyes, which wasn’t a normal Elf trait.


  “Oh leave the boy alone,” Abel said, emphasizing on the word boy. He followed orders.”


  “I didn’t know you were so well versed in war criminalese Abel,” I retorted.


  “That’s King Abel Magdalene.”


  My surly mood was further amplified by the full use of my name. I didn’t like it and if anyone was going to call me by my full name, it sure wasn’t going to be Snap, Crackle, and Pop.


  “You’re not my king, Abel.”


  “I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” he forewarned me.


  I knew I wouldn’t get away with it, but I took a few shots at him anyway. Instead of using fireballs, I opted for lightening.


  “Screw you Abel,” I snarled and whipped the electrified bolts towards him. They were absorbed by an invisible wall. Elves don’t have this kind of magic. What kind of fire was Abel playing with?


  “I think not,” he simply stated. “Perhaps it would be best to leave you here for awhile. Some time in total isolation may open your mind to the proposition I have for you.”


  I took a page out of Luca’s book. I turned my back to Abel, a sign of disrespect, and said nothing in return. I must have struck a nerve, because he retaliated with a parting comment that shook me to my core.


  “Magdalene, I don’t believe you have been properly introduced to the Captain of the Aelfadl and my oldest son, Luca.”


  My heart plummeted twenty feet into the ground, but I stood stock still. Now I knew why Luca wouldn’t look me in the face. Abel, amused at his duplicitous son, turned and left, with Luca in tow. The grinding stone door closed and resealed me in my tomb.


  

  



  
    
  


  Melissa crossed my mind soon after they left. Luca told me that he was letting her stay at his place. Now knowing what Luca was, I could only assume she was dead.


  I felt the tears welling up in my eyes, but forced the feeling to return to the pit of my stomach. I would cry for her later. Right now I needed that as fuel to my fire. First chance I got, I would run Luca through with whatever sharp object I could find, shish kabob style, his father shortly thereafter.


  I decided that, in the meantime, my new abode needed a little sprucing up. I had a few reasons for doing this. First, I needed to test the capabilities of my magic. Second, it would irritate Abel. Thirdly, this place was depressingly gloomy. If I was going to spend eternity down here I would at least be comfortable.


  I weaved my magic into the empty space. Chairs materialized, a bed sprung from thin air, and books flew in the air like birds, finding their perch on a bookshelf that had grown from the ground up, moments before.


  Twenty minutes later, I had all the trappings of a quaint English cottage. A fire was even roaring in the fireplace I added at the last minute, chasing away the chill of the damp stone. The dark desolation of the oubliette was gone.


  I reached into my pants pocket and pulled the compass out. I’m glad I listened to my gut. Otherwise Hailz would now be a servant of the Elf King. Against my better judgment, I rubbed the compass and spoke her name. The walls weren’t about to answer me back and I needed a little perspective.


  Hailz apparated, leaving a thin film of sparkly covered dust over my just finished work. My future snake skin purse took a look at my surroundings and laughed heartily. “So you’ve finally been betrayed by the one who was desperate to earn your love only a day ago.”


  I rolled my eyes. “Does this dungeon look like a token of affection?”


  “You’re not dead,” Hailz pointed out.


  “Irrelevant.”


  “Is it now?” she asked as she slithered around the room, inspecting the walls, floor, and ceiling.


  I crossed my arms. “As much as I adore our usual verbal sparring, I summoned you here for a reason.”


  Hailz stopped perusing my selection of books and looked at me like I was stupid. “I can’t get you out of here. I assume you already know that, your Iblian magic being stronger than mine.” I swear, if she had hands, the word Iblian would have been in air quotes. Needless to say, the sarcasm was dripping heavily off of her venomous fangs.


  I sat down on an overstuffed couch. Time spent with Hailz was aggravating at best. I could at least be comfy.


  “I summoned you here because I need your opinion,” I told her.


  Hailz quit moving and became eerily quiet. Great, now she decides to shut up. Her eyes became cloudy and her body stiffened. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought her dead. No such luck for me, she was only molting.


  Out of the transparent skin appeared a young woman, mid-twenties, and rather pretty. She was a bit shorter than me and had strawberry colored hair. Hailz’s eyes retained their red glow, a side effect of spending too much time in Hades.


  She stretched her newly grown limbs and plopped down on the seat next to me. “That’s much better. I haven’t had appendages in some time.”


  I pointed to the husk on the floor. “You can’t clean up after yourself? Hope you’re toilet trained, otherwise you can leave right now.”


  Hailz snapped her fingers and the papery leftovers disappeared into thin air.


  She shoved me with her shoulder. “I don’t know why you’re so grouchy.”


  “Prisoner,” I replied shaking the imaginary chains on my wrist.


  She tilted her head to the side. “Well, there is that,” she admitted.


  She conjured up an brown, leather ottoman to rest her feet on. “You know something, you’re a horrible host.”


  I just sighed. When and if I get out of here, I had planned a trip to Hades to return Hailz to Iblis, quite possibly in pieces. I could have gotten up and made it by hand, but was weary of Hailz. I conjured up two cups of steaming, hot chai tea and assorted scones. I made sure they were full of fat so it would go straight to her hips. Petty, I know, but it made me feel just the teensiest bit better.


  “Okay.” I turned to Hailz while she ate. “Why does Abel have jinn magic?”


  She choked on the buttery pastry. “What?!?!” she replied in between gasps.


  “Abel. He’s using jinn magic,” I repeated.


  She laid down her scone on the plate and waved her hand in the air, dismissing me. “Impossible. You have led a rather sheltered life. He probably just has a Witch in his employ.”


  I threw a biscuit at her head. “As much of a country bumpkin you may think I am Hailz, I know the difference between a Witch’s spell and our magic.”


  “Oh please, tell me all about it.” Her tone was patronizing and I really wanted to slap her in the face with a fish.


  I abruptly stood up. I was fuming and needed to move around otherwise we’d end up at each other’s throats. Then I’d never get the information I needed out of her.


  “I tried to attack Abel,” I told her. “My magic was deflected by an invisible wall.”


  Hailz yawned, bored with the topic. “Very telling Mags. Again, a Witch.”


  I put one hand on my hip and pointed at her with the other. “Damnit Hailz, let me finish! A Witch’s barrier spell would have a tell tale shimmer. This had nothing. If I hadn’t tried throwing lightening at him I would have never known it was there. So genius, who else’s magic do you know that leaves no signs?”


  Her jaw dropped.


  “That’s right,” I continued, “no one else’s magic besides our own.”


  She jumped up at attention. “That’s imp… No. But how?”


  “Hailz, do you know something you’re not telling me?” I asked.


  Her voice dropped an octave. “It’s impossible that he has a jinn you cannot overcome.”


  My mind reeled at the thought. Hailz was right. Had Abel used an Ifrit or Marid, I would have easily broken through the invisible shield that had protected him. Was it possible that there were others of my kind that had escaped the god’s wrath?


  I wanted to ask Hailz, but she had other plans.


  “Thanks for the tea, have to go, good luck,” she rambled off and disappeared, adding more dust to the oubliette. My guess was that she was tearing through the Earth to inform Iblis with the new turn of events.


  My suspicions were confirmed, but where did that leave me? I still wasn’t sure what I was up against as far as that invisible wall was concerned. Plus, I was still trapped in this awful hole in the ground.


  Abel wanted something from me. What that was could be anyone’s guess. My best course of action, I decided was to rest up. What comes next may just take every ounce of energy I had.


  It took the Keebler Elf three days to come back and see me. I will say this; I ate and slept well those few days. Aside from the strange dreams I was still having of John, which I was starting to remember more clearly, I couldn’t remember the last time I was so relaxed and refreshed.


  Santa’s Little Helper wasn’t expecting the Otherworld’s most finely furnished oubliette. Abel rubbed his hands together in agitation, but said nothing of it. My subconscious was pointing at him, singing “neener, neener, neener.”


  “What’s up Abe?” I casually tossed at him. “You don’t mind if I call you Abe?”


  WOW. If he could shoot lasers out of his eyes, I would have been a pile of pixie dust.


  “It’s Abel, King Abel and you would do well to remember it Magdalene.”


  Despite my predicament, with three days of R&R I was back on top of my game. Calling me anything other than Mags wouldn’t bother me now. I just smiled while he worked out the tense jaw muscle that had begun to twitch in time with his heartbeat. That’s where Luca got it from.


  Abel worked out the muscles of his jaw with his hand. “You can listen to my offer or remain here for eternity,” he said.


  I let off a few pot shots to the left and right of him to see how far his “shield” extended. They were absorbed as direct hits, but to the left and right, they hit the stone wall behind him, leaving scorch marks as proof.


  Abel, it seems, is one of the silent, angry types. Those kind of people tended to be the most volatile. That was good because it meant he could be distracted.


  “Just checking,” I said, shrugging my shoulders. I expected a backhand or something, but Abel stayed where he was, fisting and unfisting his hands in anger. He wanted to hit me; I could see it in his eyes. So what was stopping him?


  “I tire of your constant disrespect,” he said stiffly. “Would you really give up your freedom in order to spite me?”


  I winked at him. “Sure would. It’s been great seeing you, but I have plans. Toodles.” I dismissed him with a wave, sat down on a chair and turned my attention to the latest gossip magazine.


  Oh sweet Goddess, the look on his face was priceless. He looked as if he had been slapped, yet he did not make a move towards me and I knew why.


  Right before I had flippantly waved him off, I realized that the barrier that protected him worked both ways. He couldn’t hurt me without exposing himself. Was he afraid of little ol’ me?


  He quickly turned on his heel and left. I wasn’t too worried when I was once again sealed in this tomb. He had already tried to make me an offer twice without ordering my execution. He’d be back.


  


  

  



  
    
  


  



  10. BFF’s for Life


  
    
  


  



  I didn’t see Abel again for weeks. That didn’t mean it was a quiet couple of weeks. About an hour after Abel left, two of his Aelfadl soldiers came and paid me a visit. They must have been new recruits because they only lasted about ten minutes and I wasn’t even armed. I left them tied up together with a pretty red bow for their buddies.


  I’ve never viewed what I am as a curse. At times it may have tried my patience due to the difficulties it has presented. But, in situations like the one I was in, it was good to be me. My magic was one of the most powerful out there and hard to defeat.


  Hailz stopped by a few days later. Iblis’s feathers must have been ruffled by my incarceration because Hailz was rather civil and helpful helping me form an escape plan. Once we figured out how to get me out of the oubliette, Hailz informed me that I was currently being held in Abel’s castle, in Ireland.


  “I figured that out on my own,” I told her. “Abel would want to keep me close.”


  “That puts you at a disadvantage,” she pointed out. “The castle is heavily guarded. You’ll have one hell of a fight waiting for you once you get out of this room.”


  “Not to mention, I’ll still be stuck in Ireland.”


  “Do you know what makes Fae villages so awesome?” she asked, leaning back against the wall and folding her arms.


  “I’ve never been in one. I couldn’t even hazard a guess,” I admitted.


  “Portals. Fae villages have portals.”


  She went on. “In the ancient times, when the Fae still fought in wars, their villages were virtually undefeatable. When one village was infiltrated, thousands of Fae would pour into the portal from other villages to defend the one.”


  “That’s impressive,” I told her looking up from a map of the area surrounding the castle. “Let’s say I pull this off. How do I even gain entry into the village?


  “Not to worry, I’m friends with the village leader,” she mentioned, pleased with herself.


  “Sounds like a one-sided friendship to me,” I commented on her less than sociable demeanor. “What does this Fae get out of it?”


  She straightened up with a big grin on her face and winked at me. “Me,” she stated.


  “Ugh. Too much information,” I groaned, dropping my head into my hand.


  “You asked.”


  I raised my head. “Do me a favor Hailz. Once this is all over and you aren’t bound to me anymore, please, please go back to being the psychopathic killer I love and hate you for.”


  “What? Are you scared we’re going to become BFF’s for life?” she teased.


  I laughed as I imagined that friendship. The body count we’d leave in our wake would cause overcrowding at the local cemetery.


  I wasn’t afraid of becoming friends with her. The truth, well, was a bit darker.


  “No, you don’t have to worry about that,” I assured her. It’s just that eventually one of us is going to kill the other. If we keep at it the way we are…” I trailed off, not sure how to finish the sentence.


  “Ah, I see. You’re concerned one of us may make a mistake, pull a punch, or worse, feel guilty over the other’s demise.”


  “Pretty much,” I said.


  You could hear a pin drop as we stood there. Hailz’s lack of a snarky retort told me that she was a bit apprehensive of the direction our relationship was going. I kicked at the ground with my shoe while she stared at the cracks in the ceiling studiously.


  

  



  
    
  


  “What about the invisible barrier?” I asked, changing the subject. “Were you able to find anything out?


  She shook her head in disappointment. “Abel keeps an iron grip on his court and The Powers. Whatever magic he’s exploiting, even the Master doesn’t know of it.”


  “Damn, I was really hoping for some good news on that,” I mumbled.


  Hailz and I spent the next fifteen minutes discussing a few last minute points of my escape. Though there were no floor plans for the dungeons, I did have one for the rest of the castle. We decided that I would rendezvous with Hailz at a cave near the Fae village. Just in case Abel had other plans, she agreed to check on my every few days to make sure I was still breathing.


  That settled, she left and I was on my own again. Unfortunately, I had to wait to put my plan into action until Hailz contacted her Fae friend. That left me with some time on my hands.


  

  



  
    
  


  I stood in the middle of the oubliette, deciding how best to kill some time when everything went black. It wasn’t the lights, but my vision. I was a healthy young woman with no medical conditions that would cause this type of thing. It had me a little freaked out.


  I knew the couch was a short five steps to my left. I carefully made my way over to it in order to orient myself. When I reached for the couch, it wasn’t there. I felt around the area, reaching for the coffee table. There was literally nothing around me, not even the walls.


  I tried to create a ball of light to no avail.


  A disembodied voice broke through the black emptiness surrounding me. “You’re magic won’t work here. You’re in my realm now, my rules.


  “Hello? Who’s there?” I called out.


  The voice didn’t come from any one direction, but all around me when it spoke again. “The impossible child, you shouldn’t exist.”


  “Well here I am. Not quite so impossible.” I turned in circles, trying to find the source of the voice. “Before we discuss any more philosophical conundrums, would you mind turning on the lights?” I asked the mysterious interloper.


  “You’re trying to see with your eyes. Use your mind,” I was told.


  Sweet Goddess I had enough with Otherworld beings. There’s a reason the myths make us all out to be tricksters. I was going to take an extended vacation on the human side of the Mistfall when this was all over. Some magical sensory deprivation would be a welcomed respite.


  “How do you do that?” I asked.


  I was answered by silence. The only thing I could think of was to try the voice’s suggestion the same way I use my magic. Closing my eyes I pictured the dark void around me. Slowly, I imagined light penetrating its pitch-black depths.


  Little by little, objects soon came into focus, objects I didn’t recognize or create. This wasn’t my cozy oubliette I had imagined the light revealing. Oddest of all was the creature that appeared next to me.


  I was absolutely sure that I had used my mind to see correctly. Never in a thousand years would I have created the creature next to me. He towered over me and his face… Have you ever seen one of those bone white, hooked nosed Venetian masks? Picture that with empty eye sockets. Creepy.


  I had never come across his kind before. I knew every kind of Otherworlder there was, myth or real. This wasn’t on either of those lists.


  “Who are you?” I asked, wide eyed.


  “We are the Dreamweavers. We require no other name,” it informed me.


  The scenery around us changed. The moonlight illuminated the ground beneath me, the stars shining bright in the clear night sky. The Dreamweaver and I stood in front of a reflecting pool. The writing on the stones that enclosed the pool was far more ancient than anything on Earth. Whatever the Dreamweaver might be, they were old, far older than the Fae themselves.


  He ran his bony hand over the surface of the water and told me to watch. I leaned over the stones and looked into the pool.


  As the surface stopped rippling, a picture formed on is glassy surface. It was our world and it was burning. Scene after scene, the story was the same. Fire raged, its deadly tendrils destroying everything in its path. There was devastation anywhere you looked. No survivors. There weren’t even bodies or remnants of buildings. Everything had turned to ash.


  I lifted my head to look at the Dreamweaver. “What is this and why are you showing it to me?” I asked.


  “This is what will happen to your world and it’s because of you.” He wasn’t alarmed or vicious in the way he said it. The Dreamweaver may as well have given me the weather report.


  I looked up from the pool and back to the creepy stuff of nightmares next to me. My jaw dropped. How on Earth could or would I cause such destruction?


  I pointed to the water. “How am I responsible for that?”


  “The path you are on will lead you to destroy the world,” he responded.


  “What?” I shrieked. “There’s no way I would ever do such a thing!”


  “The Waters of Time do not lie. This is what will be.”


  “How do I stop it? I’ll do anything,” I pleaded. “Just tell me what to do.”


  “You cannot do anything. No matter what choices you make, this will be the outcome,” the Dreamweaver told me.


  I could feel the salty wetness forming in the corners of my eyes. How? How could I do something so horrible?


  My throat constricted, making my voice raspy. “There has to be something.”


  “You could join us,” the Dreamweaver offered. “The world would survive, but not as you know it.”


  “Show me. Use the pool and show me what changes if I join you,” I pleaded.


  He ran his fingers over the dark pool of water again. What I saw made me prefer the total destruction of the world.


  Terror, pain, and sorrow were behind door number two. Otherworlders and humans were enslaved. The bodies of the dead, in various states of decay were chained to the living. One of the Aelfadl was slicing open a man’s neck, his blood spurting all over the dress of the man’s daughter.


  “Make it stop,” I whispered. Tears were now freely falling down my face and into the pool, causing the painful scene to deform in the ripples. The Dreamweaver once again ran his hand over the pool, dispersing the painful images.


  “So, no matter what I do, I will cause death and destruction?” I asked in between sniffles.


  “Yes.”


  I stared at the evil pool of the apocalypse and weighed my options. Neither option was acceptable. I wiped the tears away with my sleeve. No. I will not let a silly swimming pool dictate my future. I make my own destiny.


  The only fire that would burn was the one sparking to life in the pit of my stomach. “I choose neither,” I lashed out. “I will find a third option that doesn’t end up in the world’s destruction or its enslavement.”


  I was done. There was no way I was going to stay here with Mr. Doom & Gloom. The papery thin fingers of the Dreamweaver reached out to grab me, but I swatted his hand away. It was time to go. I pictured my prison in my mind until every detail, from the overstuffed sofa, to the linen and leather covers of my books were crystal clear. When I opened my eyes again, I had returned to the oubliette. There was no trace of the mental hijacker left, but a soul sucking chill had crept its way into my very bones.


  Sleep failed to find me that night as pictures of raging infernos and children being viciously murdered appeared every time I closed my eyes. There has to be another option.


  


  

  



  
    
  


  



  11. More Mental Hijacking


  
    
  


  



  I barely slept over the next few days. Every time I drifted off, horrifying images would jolt me awake screaming. I knew I would eventually have to succumb, but I intended to fight it as long as possible.


  Staving off sleep for the fear of my dreams wasn’t my most brilliant idea. A few more of Abel’s thugs had come to play Winner and Loser’s with me. Exhaustion had slowed my reaction time. I almost had my first and final loss when a troll had swung at my head with its club. The club came so close I could feel my hair move from the force of the swing. It was a sheer miracle that my brains weren’t splattered on the walls, in a gooey, bloody mess.


  Do you know what you get when you mix sleep deprivation with horrifying visions and the dreams I’ve been having of the guy I’ve probably been in love with for the past five years? One very po’d jinn.


  

  



  
    
  


  I had to blink a few times as everything came into focus. Looking around the room, I recognized the familiar table I was sitting at. I was in the middle of John’s kitchen. I stood up from my seat and took a look around.


  The Spartan feel of the place was gone. He had moved in ahead of schedule due to Willa’s death and didn’t have time to furnish the place when I was here. A mocha sofa set now lay in his living room. Potted plants of lavender, thyme, mugwort, etc., lined the window sills, each vying for the golden sunlight streaming through the crystal panes of glass.


  Picture frames graced the mantle of the fireplace. I looked at each photo. One was of his mother holding him as a baby. Another was of Jack and John, stacking red rust bricks on top of mortar, building the chimney to the fireplace I was standing in front of. The one that grabbed my attention was the one of me. Me? Why would he have a picture of me on his mantle after all these years?


  I remember the day he took the picture. We were having a rare day off from combative training. Per usual we remained in the forest.


  John owned quite a bit of land he had built his house on and we were walking through a part he hadn’t been through in some time. His lack of interest in cultivating his property allowed a pixie garden to flourish. Pixie gardens were rare to find and beautiful to walk through, if you were invited.


  The caretaker of the garden, a man named Parson Persimmon, welcomed us to his pride and joy. He invited the two of us to stay the day as well as the mid-summer feast that night.


  I know what you’re thinking. Parson Persimmon? It sounds ridiculous, I know, but pixies love alliteration. I have met: Rueful Rose, Cackling Carrot, Waning Wisteria, and Libertine Lilly, just to name a few.


  Parson Persimmon, or Perse as he liked to be called, showed us to the main garden. He left us on our own to explore for a short while to make sure there was no one underfoot, as they were all of four inches tall.


  I say garden because, for pixies, that’s what it is. In terms of relative size though, it was a large farm. The ornamental gardens, like the one John and I were in, were varied with a myriad of plants. Creeping ivy snaked its way towards the sky on any trellis or vertical support it could find. Creeping phlox in pink and white covered the ground on either side of the velvety moss covered path we were walking on. Flowers grew up from the ground and hung down from planters in every imaginable hue.


  Outside of the gardens laid fields of singular plants. An acre to the right of us was nothing but rosemary interspersed between trees and other naturally occurring flora. Its aroma perfumed the air upon the breezes that carried it with its evergreen spiciness. Above us, in the trees, grew canopies of orchids in virgin white, lavender, and cotton candy pink. It was a spectacular sight.


  Perse returned and showed us around the different display gardens. Pixies were unaccustomed to visitors so Perce was chuffed as chips and relishing in his role of tour guide.


  Did you ever wonder how the Hanging Gardens of Babylon were possible in a desert? It was because of these guys. Pixies created and maintained them for just under a millennia. They would still be there today too if a king hadn’t insulted the garden’s pixie caretaker.


  The prankster in Perse came out when he sent us into a maze. Tall, green hedges formed the corridors. It was simple enough at first; just follow it to the center. Things became a bit more difficult when the hedges decided to walk off and rearrange themselves.


  John and I became separated when a new wall grew up in between us like a shot. I could hear the tinkling chime of pixie laughter when John swore and kicked at the hedges. Between John’s frustration and the hilarity of the situation, I couldn’t help but join in with the pixies.


  Knowing that the pixies could keep their sabotage going for days, I cheated. Only a little though. I magicked up a variety of shiny objects for them. Gold and silver for the boys and colorful sea glass for the girls. The pixies’ magic was relegated to the plant world, so any mineral based bauble was highly coveted among them.


  One of the pixies who went by the name of Joyous Jasmine, Jaz for short, appeared from the sanctuary of the hedge at my offering. Her hands were clasped over her mouth, mid-giggle. She wore a lovely purple velvet dress, which upon further inspection, was made out of flower petals. What I had mistaken for velvet were really the very fine hairs of violet petals.


  She perched atop my shoulder, pleased with the opaque aquamarine shard of sea glass, and showed me to the center of the maze. On my entrance to its center, a dozen pixies surrounded me, waiting to claim the prizes I had offered. I handed them out freely, both as a bribe and a token of my appreciation for being allowed to walk amongst their heavenly abode.


  John must’ve given some of the pixies trouble as Jaz and I waited on him for over twenty minutes. He finally joined us when he gave up on trying to figure out the maze and split the earth of the maze in half.


  After he repaired the fissure and subsequently calmed the pixies down, Perse brought us tea into the clearing. He didn’t stay, but Jaz and some of her friends did.


  Pixie tea is something I recommend you try if you ever get the chance. It is made up of the nectar of a plant. We were drinking the tea of the rare Chocolate Cosmos. The tea tasted nothing of chocolate, the term only referring to the rich, dark cocoa color of the plant’s petals. What did it taste like? In one word: sin. It smelled of vanilla and tasted like cake frosting. It was the most indulgent and delicious thing I had ever tasted.


  While we were having tea, a few of the pixies insisted on doing my hair. They wove ivy throughout the waves of my raven hair, accenting it with blue and purple flowers.


  One of the male pixies fluttered up to John’s eye level and shook a fist at him. The pixie told John to not even think about getting his hair done or the only thing of color on him would be black and blue. John reassured the pixie he wasn’t interested in being prettied up.


  I hadn’t been without my contacts for too long at that point and time, so I was a bit apprehensive when the pixie girls told me the colors they used brought out the purple in my eyes. My fear was assuaged when they assured me that I had nothing to fear because they had known about me for some time. Trees happen to be huge gossips. The hamadryads and the pixies, thankfully, were the only ones that spoke the language of the trees. Both were excellent secret keepers.


  Jaz finished me up by shaking some pollen on me. When the sun’s rays lit upon my head, the pollen shimmered, reflecting the light like a prism. John told me I looked like the embodiment of Mother Earth. That’s when he took the photo that now sat on his mantle.


  

  



  
    
  


  Sighing, I turned away from the fireplace and continued my tour. I was perusing through a book left on the coffee table when I saw something move out of the corner of my eye. I turned to the picture window to see what it was. The forest was on fire! Trees and bushes were engulfed in the hellish flames. The thick, shadowy tendrils of smoke rose to the air like spirits from their graves. Papery white particles snowed down, covering what wasn’t burning in a haunting blanket of ash.


  A hand touched my shoulder and I turned to see John standing behind me.


  “Everything okay Violet?” he asked, worried.


  Looking back at the picture window I was greeted with the forest’s usual tableau of greenery and birdsong. I tilted my head. What was it that had distracted me in the first place?


  “Everything’s fine. I just thought I saw…” I wasn’t sure what I saw, come to think of it. My face scrunched up in contemplation, trying to remember.


  “Saw what?” he inquired dropping his hand from my shoulder to the small of my back.


  The thought slipped my mind completely. “I don’t remember,” I laughed, shaking off the foreboding feeling. “Guess it wasn’t that important.”


  “Sweet Violet, always on guard,” he said, admiringly. He turned me to him and embraced me in a long, slow kiss. The feel of his lips against mine almost ran that nagging feeling in the back of my head off. Almost.


  I pushed John off of me and slapped him hard across the face.


  “What the fuck was that for?” he yelled, his left hand held against his cheek.


  I ignored him and walked back to the window. What I needed was some time to think. Fragments were forming in my mind. Everything was on fire, scenes changing, and Melissa and John at the kitchen table. The very same table I was just sitting at not too long ago.


  John’s face was betraying him. He paled. The only ounce of color left was the hand shaped welt that had formed on one side of his face. I knew he was connected to all of this, but I was still figuring out how.


  I was still connecting the dots when he took two long strides and grabbed me by the shoulders, shaking me. “What is wrong with you Violet?” he demanded.


  I put my hands out, at the ready, in warning. “Get away from me John.”


  I guess I was talking to a wall. He grabbed me by my arm and flipped me, head over heels, onto the floor. I felt little pain, though I should have felt much more hitting the ground so hard. That should have tipped me off, but I was only seeing red.


  I shot back on to my feet and opened my hands and attempted to shoot off a few fireballs at him. Nothing came. No fizzle, spark, or smoke. That’s when it hit me. All the dreams I had of John recently had been manipulated. I had been manipulated. I flashed to the dream of John, Melissa, and the robed people. The Dreamweaver! He wore the same robes.


  I lunged at John, knocking him to the ground. I may not have magic, but I could still beat the crap out of him. I straddled him while I hit. I pulled no punches, every hit being targeted to inflict the maximum amount of pain. He didn’t fight back, but blocked what punches he could.


  “You asshole!” I shouted. “What did you do to me?”


  “I’m trying to find you,” he replied bluntly while moving his head to avoid a punch to the face.


  I stopped hitting him. “That makes no sense. You’ve been hacking into my dreams for the last few weeks. What gives?”


  “Get off of me first,” he urged me.


  I moved to sit in front of him, digging one of my knees into his thigh for good measure. He pulled his knees to his chest, giving me a cocky grin.


  “You still hit like a girl you know,” he taunted.


  I kicked my leg out swiftly, aiming for his shins. He had expected my retaliation and moved out of the way.


  John held his hands up in concession. “I know you’re upset. Just calm down and give me a chance to explain. Please.”


  I crossed my arms in a huff. “You have five minutes,” I told him.


  “First, you have to drop the glamour of the dream. I can only manipulate what you see. Its power is in what you believe to be real,” he informed me.


  “How do I do that?” I asked.


  “You’ve done it before. You just didn’t know what it was that you were doing.” He scooted across the floor to my side. “Close your eyes,” he instructed. “Try clearing your mind and then subtract everything you see, including me, little by little,” John instructed soothingly.


  My eyes popped open at that. “Wait,” I said, putting my hand up. “That sounds awfully similar to what the Dreamweaver told me to do when he shanghaied me to his realm days ago.”


  My eyes weren’t the only ones as big as saucers now. I’m not sure if his surprise was because I knew about the Dreamweavers or that they went behind his back.


  “A Dreamweaver met with you in your dreams?”


  “Um, not exactly. Hijacked my consciousness was more like it,” I said.


  “Why? What did he talk to you about?” he inquired hungrily.


  Ha! Even with someone I know is trustworthy, I wouldn’t give up that information. That little nugget of life altering info was mine to keep until I figured a way out of it.


  I shook my head. “Nuh-uh. That’s between me and him.” I raised an eyebrow in question. “How did you know it was a he?”


  “There are only three of them left. They’re all he’s.”


  So that’s why they wanted me to join them. They needed a breeder. Fantastic, I’m cattle now. Relegated to a vision of a four way with the beaked bastards of doom and a dairy cow, I quickly focused back to the matter at hand.


  “Alright, let me drop this glamour and then we can talk,” I told John.


  My hostility had abated, but the anger was still there. I was willing to listen to his story and wait until after he was done to resume the unabashed violence.


  I closed my eyes. In my mind I slowly drew down the darkness. I started with John, subtracting him from the equation, limb by limb, until only a torso was left. That too I made disappear. I probably could have made him disappear in one go, but my aggression was still playing itself out, childishly at that. Little by little everything dissolved around me as the light ebbed away until there was nothing left.


  Just as I had darkened the vision, I allowed the light to wax full. The scenery was the same as I had just left it. Clever ass, I thought. He knew I was breaking through the magical dreams. John made this dream so similar to the reality that, if I broke through, I wouldn’t know the difference.


  There was a difference though. Aside from John and the Dreamweavers, Melissa was there.


  “Melissa!” I exclaimed as I ran the distance between us. “I thought you were dead.” I tried to hug the honey-haired Witch, but walked right through her like a ghost.”


  John saw the puzzled look on my face and addressed my confusion. “Sorry Violet. This is all real,” he pointed out gesturing to the house and its occupants, “but you’re just a mental projection here.”


  I would later find out the true power of the Dreamweavers. They were masters of telepathy and out of body experiences. They could enter anyone’s mind, willing or not. That knowledge scared me a little.


  “Luca told me that he offered you his place to stay. I thought, because he betrayed me, you were dead,” I directed to Melissa.


  Violence flashed in John’s eyes, turning them light, like the first greens of the spring. (Yup, another Otherworlder trait. Extreme emotion causes our eyes to light up like Christmas lights) I didn’t understand his reaction. Yeah, a bad guy had played me like a fiddle, but John and I had been in worse situations.


  Melissa smiled and quickly diverted my attention from John. “I’m alive and well. When Luca came back to check on me, something didn’t quite feel right about him. After living with you for the past five years, I’ve learned to trust my gut.” She laughed and attempted to lightly punch me in the shoulder but drew her hand back after remembering I was non-corporeal.


  “Anyway,” she continued, “instead of going to Luca’s I came straight to John and told him what happened.


  “We would have found you too, but your boyfriend got to you before we did,” John added, putting heavy sarcasm on the word boyfriend.


  “He’s not my boyfriend John,” I chided him.


  “From what I hear, you two were getting rather cozy with each other,” he accused.


  I sat on the floor, afraid I’d fall through anything else I tried to sit on. “What Luca and I did or did not have was over the minute he knocked me out. What business of it is yours anyway John?”


  He lowered his gaze from mine, his cheeks slightly tinted pink. “You’re right. It isn’t any of my business.”


  “Great, now that your done being a jerk would one of the two of you mind telling me what’s going on?” I asked the both of them.


  John began the story. “Before Willa was murdered she suggested I search out the Dreamweavers. Willa thought the idea of a psychic lojacking was a good one, just in case you needed to be found.”


  Melissa jumped in. “It’s a good thing too. Locating spells haven’t worked. Even the Dreamweavers are having a hard time finding you. We need you to tell us where you’re at.”


  I leaned back on my hands and stared at the wooden beams that formed the ceiling of John’s house. Each of them had been hand hewn from trees in this very forest. “I’m safe and sound, for the time being,” I advised them. “Finish the story first. Then maybe I’ll be a bit more forgiving to you dream terrorists and tell you where I’m at.”


  Melissa glared at John. “I told you she wouldn’t like the subconscious thievery of her mind,” Melissa scolded him.


  “Not my brightest moment, but I was pressed for time and my options were limited,” he claimed. “Now can I continue?” he asked the two of us.


  Melissa and I nodded our heads in silent assent.


  John went on. “It took me until last year to find them. The Dreamweavers are ancient, older than some of the gods even.” He gestured to the three brown hooded men. “Their numbers, once in the millions, are now reduced to these last three.”


  “So they just flit through anyone’s psyche with ease?” I asked.


  “Except for you,” Melissa chimed in.


  John nodded in agreement with Melissa. “That is true. I will get to that soon.”


  He put his hand to his chin, trying to remember where he had left off in his story. “Where was I? Oh yes. The Dreamweavers can move through a mind with ease. In the subconscious they manipulate dreamscapes. In the conscious mind they cause daydreams. All in all, they troll through our minds for information.”


  I was both awed and outraged by that statement. They were acting as Big Brother, overreaching with their power.


  “You’re wearing your thoughts on your face again Violet,” John informed me.


  Mental note: never take up poker.


  “It’s nothing like what you’re thinking,” he went on. “They use the information only to create dreamscapes, hence their name. They have never once, in their entire existence used the information they gather to wield power over others.”


  My lips rounded and formed a silent oh. “I guess that makes sense,” I said warily, still not convinced their actions were benevolent.


  John explained further. “They agreed to help, training me for the day I might have to search you out. I was told by one of the Dreamweavers that I would regret my decision to find you.” He sat on the ground next to me and spoke quietly, his next comment only for my ears. “They wouldn’t tell me why, but I know I could never regret rescuing you.” He tried to caress my face but I felt nothing and he was only greeted by the empty air.


  He smiled at me and I returned it. Inside, I knew what the hooded harbingers of doom meant. John’s belief in me solidified my determination to find an option that didn’t end in doom or gloom.


  The story wasn’t over. John still had much more to tell me. “When Melissa found me-.”


  I interrupted him. “I was wondering about that. How do you and Melissa know each other?”


  “Willa,” the two of them replied in unison.


  I swear to all that’s holy, Willa was ten steps ahead of us, even now, after all this time. She had planned ahead for my entire life, not just the time she occupied a spot in it.


  John’s voice retracted me from my thoughts, a tad of annoyance in it. “If you two don’t mind, I’d like to finish the story.”


  John was faced towards me, so he didn’t see Melissa stick her tongue out at him, rolling her blue eyes towards the ceiling, while making a rude gesture at him. I fell to my side in giggles, unable to hold it in.


  “Gah!” John threw his hands in the air. “It’s no wonder Willa paired you two together. As a team, you’d frustrate a man to death before you had the chance to kill him.”


  My giggle turned to full on laughter at his outburst. Melissa lost control and joined me on the floor, unable to stand, she was laughing so hard. John, knowing a losing battle when he saw one, left us to our fit and went to converse with the Dreamweavers.


  “Ow,” I said holding my side. “That hurts.”


  “I couldn’t help it,” Melissa said, still laughing. “It’s been morbidly serious around here since the Dreamweavers showed up,” she confessed.


  I managed to get to my feet and repeated John’s tantrum while loping around like an ape. Melissa screamed in a fit of giggles at my mimicry while I held on to a recliner for support.


  Once our hysterics abated, promises were made not to even breathe heavy until John finished his story. For good measure, he threatened to have Melissa hogtied with one of his plants. Physical threats were useless against me, but I didn’t want to see my best friend tied up. Besides, the green of the plants wouldn’t match the orange jumper she was wearing.


  John, satisfied that he could continue without any further interruption picked up from where he left off. “Melissa found me and told me about the werewolf attack and the subsequent fallout. When she told me her suspicions about Luca, we both agreed it was urgent to find you. I called upon the Dreamweavers to help. Their magic maintained your dream state while I manipulated it, or tried to. You were able to break through the dream. The Dreamweavers said it was you and not my lack of skill that caused it.”


  John gestured to me with both hands. “You’re different Violet. I don’t know how, but you are. You may walk, talk, and act like a duck, but you’re all platypus.”


  I tilted my head at that. Platypus? What on Earth did that mean? I wanted to ask, but I had made a promise to keep quiet until he was finished.


  “With the help of the Dreamweavers, we were able to locate you in the Wildwood,” John informed me. “By the time we got there though, Luca had already kidnapped you. We’ve been trying to find you ever since, but you’re somewhere the Dreamweavers can’t locate. Do you know where you are?”


  I took my cue to speak again. “I’m in an oubliette under Abel’s castle. I won’t be here when you come for me though,” I informed them.


  I proceeded to give the two of them Hailz’s and my escape plan. The three of us agreed it would be better if I waited twenty-four hours to implement it. That would give them time to travel to Ireland and for me to summon Hailz and bring her up to speed.


  The Dreamweavers, who had made nary a sound until now, became agitated as we made our plans. We couldn’t understand their native tongue. Melissa was in the process of asking them what was wrong when the front door slammed open, revealing John’s best friend, Jack.


  “They’re ten minutes out. We have to go now,” Jack updated the room.


  The Dreamweavers vanished into thin air at the warning. Melissa sprang into action, scurrying around the room grabbing full backpacks for each of them and weapons.


  “Hi Mags. Sorry to have to cut things short,” Jack apologized. “It is good to see you again,” he offered in consolation.


  “John was in front of me.”You have to let go and wake up now,” he told me. “The Dreamweavers are gone and I have to go. I’ll see you again real soon though.”


  I understood and made my goodbyes short. The darkness had already started breaching the edges of my vision since the Dreamweavers had left. I hastened its work and dimmed the light until just the faintest glow was left. That’s when an explosion rang through my ears. I tried to go back, but to no avail. Without the magic to open a dreamscape, I was cut off from them.


  Light rapidly suffused its way back into my vision, dissipating the darkness. When I opened my eyes, I found myself in bed, back in the oubliette. Hailz was leaning over the bed, poking me with a stick.


  “What in the Otherworld are you doing?’ I exclaimed, grabbing the stick out of her hands.


  Hailz put both hands on her tiny waist. “I’ve been trying to wake you up for fifteen minutes. You didn’t respond, so I figured you were dead. I didn’t know how dead though. In case you were rotting, I poked you with the stick.” She pointed one finger straight down at her red-soled shoes. “I didn’t need your corpse exploding and ruining my brand new Louboutin’s.”


  “You’re all heart Hailz,” I replied caustically while I sat up in bed. I brought her up to speed on the additional help for my escape, assuming they weren’t killed in the explosion.


  “It would help to have a few extra bodies when the Aelfadl come hunting for us,” she told me.


  Hailz had met with her friend who ran the nearby Fae village. They were ready and willing to offer me sanctuary and return me home. That was a relief. Otherwise, I would have to swim all the way back to America.


  After she left I showered and packed. I spent some time checking and rechecking my supplies. I would have to reallocate a few dwarf-made weapons along the way. Anything I created would be as useless as a Nerf bat.


  Once I was sure I was ready, I laid my trap. It was time to go.


  


  

  



  
    
  


  



  12. Holy Heimdall Batman!


  
    
  


  



  Weapons, as I’ve stated, can only be made and not created by magic. The Dwarves of Elemental Deep forged all weapons for Otherworlders. Their home was a fissure in the ground that was exposed to all of the elements: earth, air, fire, and water. It was a nexus of magical power that imbued each weapon with the strength needed for Otherworlder use.


  To harm one of us, a weapon had to also penetrate the magic of the person. The weaponry of Elemental Deep possessed that ability. The dwarves had a scientific explanation for it, but Holy Hades it was boring.


  The explosive devices I had fit on the wall of the oubliette where the door forms, therefore, were almost useless. They would, however, cause a nice, loud distraction. The smoke I had added to them would allow me to leave the oubliette without being seen.


  My plan also included for anyone with an invisible barrier. I had learned from my previous assault on Abel that the barrier only worked for a frontal attack, so I put a short delay on the timer. If he came prancing through the doorway, I wanted him in front of the door. Hopefully he would turn towards the sound of the explosion, exposing his unprotected side for attack.


  Now all I had to do was wait. Having to be ready to go at all times left you with little else to do and I’m not that patient of a person. Luckily, I didn’t have to wait long.


  Two hours later, the entrance appeared. Luca strolled in, flanked by two bodyguards. I wasn’t expecting him, but the shame he would experience because of a girl besting the king’s son made my vindictive side jump up and down with glee.


  I took a good look at him. He was dressed in black fatigues, standard Aelfadl uniform. His hair was slightly disheveled and shadowy lines were just beginning to form under his Caribbean blue-green eyes. He had not only his father’s looks, but his manipulative jackassery too.


  “I need to talk to you,” Luca said, stepping forward.


  I put my hand out towards him in a warning to stop his advance. “Not in the mood dirt bag.”


  “Please, just hear me out,” he pleaded.


  I smiled, my cockiness shining through, like a beam from a lighthouse, as I counted down. “Captive audience or not, I don’t have the time for whatever it is you have to say. I have plans in 5…4...3...2...”


  Luca realized what I was up to before his bodyguards did and dropped into a ball on the floor. The explosion went off, shaking the walls of my cave-like prison. Heavy smoke filled the air, creating a grey, impenetrable curtain. Anyone who wasn’t smart enough to wear ear protection, like my three intruders, was certainly having some hearing problems from the concussive blast.


  I took my cue and made a break for it, purposefully stepping on Luca’s outstretched hand before dashing past the two guards on either side of the doorway.


  I had to make it out of the dungeons quickly. Without plans I could get lost very easily, making my attempt at freedom an exercise in futility.


  A steep, narrow staircase awaited me as I exited the oubliette. I ran up the stairs, two at a time, hastening my ascent. Upon reaching the top, I found myself in a corridor of cells. Prisoners banged objects against the bars in a united cacophony, cheering for me as I made my way past them.


  Some of the other incarcerated Otherworlders begged me to free them too. I didn’t dare turn my attention to them, lest my heart betray me. If I stopped to look I was afraid of what I might see.


  As it was, I couldn’t turn off my ears. I heard a baby wailing in one of the cells and a child begging their mother for food. I glanced. Big mistake. These weren’t thieves or murderers. They were parents, mothers, fathers, children, etc. Whole families were being held down here. What kind of man would do this to people?


  A hand managed to grab a hold of my arm, stopping me dead in my tracks.


  “Won’t you help us miss?” a middle aged man asked me.


  There was a pang of guilt stabbing me in my soul. I didn’t have the luxury of time to help the prisoners. I felt for these people, but if I stopped now I surely would be caught. Then what good would I be to anyone?


  The man who had a hold of me was a gypsy. Damned by consequence to roam the Earth, being neither human nor Otherworlder, they were the offspring of humans and Fae. The Fae did not discriminate with whom they bred with. Occasionally, that meant humans.


  “I’m sorry, truly I am, but I’m about to have the full wrath of Abel on my heels if I don’t leave now,” I told the man.


  He let go of my hand. “My people can see the truth Magdalene Maguire, the impossible child.”


  One of a gypsy’s attributes was seeing the truth. Another trait was knowing how a person’s life would unfold. And here I thought my existence was one big secret this whole time. What was with the impossible child mantra? That’s twice I’ve been referenced as such.


  “You will come back to us in time and rescue our people, but to which future?” he mused.


  I put my hands on the cold, iron bars of the man’s cell and put my head as close to his as I could so I wouldn’t be overheard. “I haven’t figured out how to change that outcome yet, but I will,” I promised him.


  The old gypsy looked at me fondly, as if he knew me well. “Relax miss, I accuse you of nothing. Take this.” The man turned from me and moved towards the back of his cell. Using a hand carved walking stick, he poked the cold, grey stone of the cell wall, revealing a hidden compartment.


  Removing a sword, he then turned back to me. “I took this weapon from a guard during a rather physical inquisition a few weeks ago,” he explained. “I saw a young woman in a vision who might have need of it.” The man then handed me the sword with a wink.


  Shouting erupted behind me, breaking up the conversation. Luca had appeared at the other end of the corridor and was running straight for me.


  I turned to the man as I took off. “Thank you and I promise I will come back.”


  “Magdalene!” the man shouted from behind me. “You always have a choice.”


  There wasn’t time to go back and ask the man what he meant. Luca was gaining on me. Aside from the two trainees Abel sent to subdue me previously, I had never taken on one of the Aelfadl before. Outsmarting them had been the desired way of dealing with them in the past. I wasn’t sure if I would succeed or not, let alone with their leader.


  Thankfully, I didn’t have to find out. A door to my left opened, revealing one very surprised guard. I hit him hard in the head with the hilt of my recently procured sword. His skull made a sickening crunch, like biting into a piece of celery, as he fell to the floor. I leaped over the crumpled body and headed in the new direction, hoping it would lead me somewhere I wanted to go.


  I found myself on an empty catwalk that led from the dungeons to the castle grounds. Stone arches lined either side, forming glassless windows. Taking a look out of one, I found myself ten feet above the ground. Below me laid scattered shrubs interspersed with jagged rock that promised to flay anyone who fell upon them. I could hear voices nearing my location from both ends of the walkway. With only moments to decide whether to try my hand at entering the castle or jumping out the window, I chose the window.


  My heels stung as I hit the ground. As I rolled away, my upper arm caught on one of the sharp stones, slicing it open like a surgeon’s scalpel. Blood flowed freely down my arm. In times like these, it was good to be an Otherworlder. If I was human, the injury might have been life threatening. Even now, just moments after being cut, I could feel my skin knitting itself back together. In another fifteen minutes, the only tell tale signs would be a red and angry scar. By tomorrow, even that would be gone.


  Looking up, I saw Luca staring back at me. A strand of blonde hair was dangling over his brow as he decided whether or not to leap out of the window and chase me down. I made a rude gesture at him and took off before he made up his mind.


  I had been expecting far more resistance in leaving the castle. What I didn’t take into consideration was that Abel was such a cocky asshole that he didn’t think it necessary to guard his prisoners as well as he should have. Not that I’m complaining.


  I ran hard and fast, putting as much distance as I could between the castle and myself. Once I was far enough away, I used Hailz’s compass to get my bearings. We (John, Melissa, Hailz, and I) had agreed to meet at a cave that had once been used by pirates to smuggle contraband. It laid five miles southwest of Abel’s castle. I was currently standing a mile northeast. It would take me longer to skirt around Abel’s land, but I was free and that was something.


  I had never been in Ireland before, so I stopped for a few minutes to take in the scenery. The view was breathtaking. Every shade of green possible covered the land. It was no wonder this place was nicknamed The Emerald Isle. The Elves are tied to this magical land, John’s eyes being evidence of it.


  One day I may just return here for fun and not imprisonment, I thought. There was a human town not too far away. Vibrant houses of red, yellow, and blue lined its streets. The fog-laden mountains in the background and the stormy ocean to the right marked the town’s terminus. It was the mountain, however, that I have distaste for. Don’t get me wrong, it was beautiful and all, but I was going to have to climb that sucker to get to where I was going.


  I contemplated going back through Abel’s lands to get to the cave, though ultimately I decided against it. It was small as far as mountain ranges go, but it was a mountain nonetheless.


  “You’re mine now,” I threatened the behemoth.


  

  



  
    
  


  At the base of the mountain there was an old Celtic pathway, obscured by moss, which led to the top. The path was still negotiable, so I chose to follow it in hopes of cutting some time off my journey.


  A few miles in and place stones, carvings, and other assorted Celtic art, worn down by the years, marked the walkway. The landmarks made it easier for me to negotiate my way as the overgrowth began to grow thick. Thick, knotty vines, shrubs, and carpets of moss and lichen obscured the ancient pathway.


  The Celts had been a human civilization long ago. Their druids believed certain formations in the Earth were holy places, sacred to the gods. Unfortunately, nine times out of ten, the druids had only stumbled upon some Otherworlder’s land.


  Regular sacrifices of fruit and meat by the druids, led some of the Otherworlders to keep the ruse up. Hey, who doesn’t want a free meal?


  Over time, Otherworlders began to shrink back from civilization due to human ignorance. The humans, thinking they had angered the gods, stepped up their sacrifices. Instead of fruit and animal, they began slaughtering their own kind. Disgusted and fearful of the gods’ wrath for allowing such a thing to happen, Otherworlders retracted from civilization, creating the first Mistfall. Though long gone, some of the Otherworlder’s ancient security spells still left echoes upon their lands.


  The Celtic landmarks were not just road signs. If you knew how to read them, and I did, they tell you where all the booby traps are. Vines with withered tendrils attempted to trip me as I stepped over and around them. A swamp, with its deceiving carpet of peat moss, burped up balls of orange plasma. Once upon a time, those balls of plasma would lead a traveler astray, like a mysterious, bobbing candlelight in the night air. Now the balls of light just flickered and sputtered out.


  Whoever owned this land was long gone. Its last traveler hadn’t trekked this land in over a century. The magic of the place dying out tended to happen upon human lands that once belonged to Otherworlders. Humans replaced our magic with their own powers of science and industry, relegating Otherworlders to the realm of myth.


  Halfway up, the path leveled off into a grassy plateau. Teeming with life, trees, birds, and other assorted flora and fauna were just as at home here as they were in the valley below. The magic here was palpable, unlike the path I had just followed up.


  Not too far in front of me a woman, with her back turned, sat on her heels speaking to a dying sapling. She was the source of the magic that powered this ancient plateau. I knelt in submission immediately. I had a very good idea of who the woman was though I couldn’t see her face. Then again, it could also be some random Otherworlder. Either way, when approached with the situation of a possible god, you bow anyway. Better to look like a fool rather than face a god’s wrath for disrespect.


  “Ah, a visitor,” the woman said, turning to me. It was the Goddess Brigid. As the triple Goddess, she was maiden, mother, and crone. I was in awe looking at her. She appeared as the maiden. No, the crone. I blink my eyes and look again and she appears as the mother. She is one and all. Had I been human I would have gone insane from viewing the Goddess in her current form. As an Otherworlder it was easier, but still unsettling.


  Brigid sensed my unease and dampened her image, though she was no less breathtaking. The maiden stood in front of me, a head of red hair engulfing her in a fiery halo. Her rosy-toned skin sported no blemishes or unevenness. She was, in a word, perfection.


  “Lady Brigid,” I responded. “I did not know you walked the land.”


  The Goddess smiled in approval. “Stand Magdalene. You’ve given me the respect due. No need to stay there like the groveling beggars tend to do.”


  Two wrought iron chairs and a table appeared before Brigid. She gestured me forward to take a seat as I rose to my feet.


  “Chai tea and cinnamon rolls I believe?” she asked as I sat.


  “Yes my lady, thank you.”


  A mug of hot tea, the steam swirling as it rose, and a gooey cinnamon roll popped into existence before me. I sipped the spicy tea and was in heaven. The taste of Cinnamon, cardamom, and clove drove images of autumn leaves and Halloween through my head.


  “The tea reminds me of that too,” Brigid responded to my thoughts. “Such a wonderful time of year, yet a dangerous one for Otherworlders as well.”


  I nodded in agreement as it was true. Our magic briefly intensified around Halloween. Sometimes there would be one jackass who acted as if we’d fed a gorilla steroids. Said jackassery led to many a war being started on Halloween.


  FYI-If you ever meet one of the gods, listen attentively. They rarely waste words and everything they say has importance.


  “Did you know that my brothers, sisters, and I used to walk freely on the Earth?” she asked me.


  “Willa always told me there was truth in all stories, my lady,” I replied.


  Brigid frowned. “Yes, stories. As you become myth amongst the humans, we disappear from the world altogether.” She pointed a long red fingernail at me. “But you…you believe. You even showed me reverence.”


  She turned in a complete circle, gesturing to everything around her. “The Fae, this island, and the Celts were my own creation,” she beamed. “I once lived amongst them too. Druids would climb the very mountain path you have traveled to listen to my counsel, give me offerings, and bring the prayers of the people. In return for their adoration, I helped my children. I would make crops grow when there was no rain. Prayers were answered for those who could not handle the challenges life brought them. I was good to them.”


  Brigid paused to swipe at the cream cheese frosting of one of the rolls with her index finger. As she licked the rich and delicious frosting off her finger, I noticed her expression change. Brigid’s pale, sky blue eyes turned stormy and her plump pink lips turned downward as she continued on with her story.


  “Over time we were forgotten or replaced with deities our children made up,” she lamented. “Only my children, the Fae, still believed in us. Occasionally prayers and wishes were made to us from desperate men, though they didn’t believe or show us the respect due. We became grieved and angry as they fought wars in our names but without our blessings.”


  A single tear rolled down Brigid’s cheek, like a prism. Every color of the rainbow was reflected in the wet drop as it tumbled down her face and onto the ground. Her sadness was affecting me as well. A heaviness deposited itself, like a boulder, in the pit of my stomach. I felt as if my soul was being torn from me, piece by piece.


  “One day, my brothers, sisters, and I withdrew from the world completely,” she despaired. The humans called that era The Dark Ages. Aside from the Fae, we never showed our faces again. Once in awhile, one of our children would remember and love us. To them we would show favor, but stayed hidden where none but us could go.”


  The sky began to darken and thunder rumbled across the sky. I looked up to see the grey-blue of Brigid’s eyes now appearing in the clouds that rolled in. Her sadness had become so great that it was now affecting everything. I battled to maintain my composure as the heaviness in the pit of my stomach became a cannibalistic black hole.


  “It wasn’t until the nineteenth century, as you call it, that we returned to this world,” she informed me. “Our children no longer fought falsely in our name. They now fought in their own names, elevating themselves as the new gods and goddesses.”


  Anger quickly replaced despair. I suddenly felt the need to put my fist through the table we were sitting at as Brigid’s mood changed. “We wanted to end the existence of this world and start anew,” she spat and began shouting. “We hadn’t abandoned them. They abandoned all of us!”


  The earth shook beneath my feet, Brigid’s wrath threatening to split it apart. Her mood had caused so many physiological changes in me that my body was beginning to short circuit. My heart was pounding as fast as a jackhammer, the sound of it throbbing in my ears. Tears fell freely as I struggled for breath, the extreme anxiety causing the feeling of a boa constrictor tightening itself against my ribs.


  “My…my…lady,” I rasped. “Brigid!” I didn’t mean to use her name so casually, but I was on the verge of my heart exploding and desperate times call for desperate measures. She returned her focus to me, her mood lightening in response to my impending cardiac failure.


  Her eyes returned to their sky blue color, the clouds dispersed and the sun shone once again. “My apologies, it’s been quite some time since I’ve been around one of our children,” she mused. I’m guessing that’s my apology, I thought.


  “Where was I?” she asked. I couldn’t answer as I was sucking down welcomed gasps of air. “Oh yes, now I remember,” she replied to herself. “We wanted to destroy this corrupt world. Our children had broken our hearts, save one.” Brigid clasped both her hands at her breast. “One voice called out to us. One heart still sang our praises, so we listened.” That voice gave us hope. If one of our children could pull at our heartstrings, perhaps it was possible the rest could love us once again. You know how the rest of the story goes.”


  She had finished her story and not too soon either. I didn’t know if my body could take anymore of the emotional rollercoaster Brigid was capable of causing in me.


  My heart went out to her as I wept (The feelings, this time, being all mine). How did we, both humans and Otherworlders, have the knowledge to touch the stars AND the ignorance to think the moon was made out of cheese?


  “You shed tears for us Magdalene. I wonder if the rest of them do,”


  I didn’t dare speak. When in a god’s presence was the only time I was willing to ‘speak only when spoken to.’ It was a good thing I kept my lips zipped. Brigid wasn’t done yet.


  “We gave the world one saving grace. As of late, it seems if they’re hell-bent on destroying it,” she said.


  Finally, she was done. “Yes my lady, that is true,” I said in reply to her last comment. “We may not be where you and the others would like us to be, but I have to believe all is not lost.” I wasn’t too sure if I believed my own statement, but I was willing to defend my world to keep it from the fiery hell I’ve been accused of causing in the future.


  Brigid looked at me as if she was just now noticing me. She was sizing me up, deciding if I was worthy of living. Death would be more palatable than another one of her harm-inducing diatribes. I was spared another near heart attack.


  “You should probably stand,” she told me.


  I did as I was directed and with that, she was gone.


  “What? No goodbye?” I asked the empty space.


  A shiny metal object flew out of the heavens and landed inches from me, the pointy end impaled in the earth. It was a gift and a rebuke. The rebuke was for my sarcasm. Note taken!


  I inspected the object. It was a sword, but not just any sword. “No, it can’t be,” I exclaimed in awe. But it was. Hofuo, the legendary sword of Heimdall lay before me.


  Short version-Heimdall was the god who guarded the entry to Valhalla, where warriors who died in battle went to spend the afterlife.


  I really don’t know how to explain being given Hofuo in relative terms. It was like the best Christmas Day ever. Imagine a regular sword as a Buick. It’s reliable, well-built, and everyone has one. Hofuo was like the Batmobile. It was fast as lightening, strong as steel, and with the added ability to inflict destruction. It was freaking awesome!!!


  As I reached for it, I noticed a tag attached to it. I flipped the card over and read what was printed on it: Do. Not. Lose. This. H


  “Consider me warned,” I directed to the sky which rumbled in return.


  Sword in hand, it adjusts itself to my size. It’s feather-light and easy to maneuver with. I know it can slice through the strongest steel like butter. What I was really looking forward to was testing out some of the myths Hofuo was rumored to be capable of.


  The land I was standing on had died since Brigid’s departure only minutes ago. What had been alive and flourishing was now gone. The moss covered pathway that I was standing on was the only sign of life left on this barren plateau.


  I didn’t know how much time had passed while I was with Brigid. Time acted strangely around us Otherworlders. I could only guess as to what it would do around the gods.


  The sun was high in the sky, signifying mid-day. Either time had stood still or days could have passed. At least I hoped it was only days. Regardless, I was wasting time thinking about it. There would be a feisty Ifrit to deal with if I kept Hailz waiting too long, so on I went.


  


  

  



  
    
  


  



  13. I Used To Like Bacon


  
    
  


  



  So, what did I learn from my audience with Brigid? For starters, the Earth’s inhabitants were like Old Yeller. We were the beloved childhood pet that had contracted rabies. Unless we made a miraculous recovery, they would have to put us down.


  She mentioned Halloween. That wasn’t good. It was now July, leaving just a few months until the now ill-fated holiday. My guess was that Iblis or Abel would become the juiced up gorilla that went on a rampage. They were the only two power players in the world capable of it.


  There was also the history lesson, or as Brigid would call it, the good ol’ days. We all grew up with some version of the stories. The lesson was always the same. We must find a way to co-exist peacefully. Brigid could’ve just been looking for a pity party on this point, but I doubt it.


  As for Heimdall’s sword…I really, really, really hope Brigid was just helping me to get home. I’m not considering any other reason for having it. As a matter of fact, that IS the reason she gave it to me. I was willing it to be the reason. Denial is also a river in Egypt.


  I had been walking for a few hours since I had tea with Brigid. The sun was still hanging at the mid-day point. This wasn’t because of me either. Otherworlders can cause an extra hour here or there, the Fae a few days, but stopping time all together was impossible for us.


  It seems that Brigid was buying me time I didn’t need. The gods, despite all their glory and benevolence, can really be a pain in the arse. They may think they’re being helpful, but just end up complicating things. Their interference reminded me of the tale of Celestine.


  

  



  
    
  


  Celestine was the most beautiful girl in the entire world. Being the daughter of a king made her an even more valuable commodity. Poetry and songs spread the tale of her beauty to the four corners of the earth.


  Royalty and wealthy merchants came from far and wide to ask for Celestine’s hand in marriage. Celestine may have chosen a well-matched suitor had she been given the choice. But it was her father, a greedy man, who chose her future husband.


  The king, looking to increase his wealth through an alliance, chose Drago to wed his daughter. Drago was a monster straight out of children’s nightmares. Tales of his abuses were well known throughout the king’s lands. Celestine begged her father to choose another, but he remained steadfast in his decision.


  Desolate and saddened by both her father’s unkindness and the future that lay ahead of her, she went to the local temple and prayed to the gods. She begged them to make her so ugly that Drago would reject her and her father could no longer use her as his pawn.


  One of the gods heard her distraught pleadings and answered her prayers. Celestine was turned into a pig. Celestine was not expecting this kind of a change, though she welcomed it nonetheless. A farmer found her leaving the temple and took her home with him. The farmer was kind to Celestine. He believed her to be a gift from the gods and planned to let her live out her days on his farm.


  A year after Celestine’s transformation, the king’s men turned up at the farmer’s door. The king was celebrating the wedding of his youngest daughter. He was looking for the fattest, juiciest, best looking pig in all of his lands and heard the farmer had just what he needed. The pig was to be the centerpiece of the wedding feast.


  The farmer had no choice in the matter. Celestine would be taken by force if necessary. He reluctantly handed her over to the king’s men.


  Now, you’re probably thinking that once the king saw Celestine he recognized her, the spell was broken, and everyone lived happily ever after. Right?


  Wrong. The next time the king saw Celestine, he was sinking his teeth into her. And the little sister? Drago married her. The End.


  Gruesome story, I know. Willa had told it to me to teach me the lesson of, ‘Be careful what you wish for’ (as it pertains to asking the gods for favors). I didn’t eat bacon for months after that, in case it was someone I knew. I was really young at the time.


  Personally, I blame Celestine. Had she just ran away, married a poor man, and had a litter of kids, her body would have turned on her from all that hardship and childrearing. Problem solved. But nooooo. She had to run straight to the gods and whined, asking them to do all the work for her.


  Regardless, I had no intention of going the way of Celestine. I could only pray that the gods wouldn’t try and help me too much.


  

  



  
    
  


  By the time I got down the other side of the mountain I realized that I still had four miles to go. It was a bit anti-climatic.


  There were no villages on this side of the mountain. The land here was wild and alive with Otherworlders.


  I ate lunch, at least I think it was lunch time, with an overweight Warlock. He had been out in the countryside picking herbs for his stores. I found that my secret existence was out of the bag. It turns out that the trees in the Wildwood are horrible gossips. The Warlock went on to tell me that my plight has become a rallying point for Otherworlders that were tired of the corruption of Abel and The Powers.


  He also mentioned that many Otherworlders still taught their children the true history of the last war and not the candy coated version Abel and The Powers called gospel. It was a small act of rebellion on their part.


  A rallying point? Talk about a lot of pressure! I wasn’t looking to change the world, just survive it. I didn’t correct him because it was good to have hope. Plus I needed all the friends I could get.


  Once our bellies were full, I thanked the Warlock for his company and we parted. With promises of a safe haven by the Warlock’s coven, I travelled on.


  The rest of my journey went by quickly without any further distractions. It had been peacefully quiet too. That was until I approached the cave that was my destination.


  I was a quarter of a mile away, yet the bickering I heard carried clearly to where I was standing.


  “How can you of all people say that?” It was Melissa and she was arguing with John.


  “My hands are tied,” he replied.


  “Whatever, Pontius Pilate.”


  I was relieved to hear their voices. There was no time to think about it before, trying to make my escape and all. They knew their attackers were coming, so I had no doubt they escaped unscathed. But I have to admit, I was slightly worried something bad may have happened in the explosion I heard the last time I had talked to John in my dreams. Only a little bit though.


  Hailz was outside the cave mouth and noticed me walking up.


  “You do not want to go in there,” she warned me.


  I nodded. “I heard them as I approached. What gives?”


  “Too many chefs in one kitchen,” she replied in annoyance with them.


  Melissa and John were alerted to my presence and the bickering stopped.


  Hailz’s face contorted and lips puckered as if she had eaten a lemon. “Awww, it’s time for the happy reunion.” She turned and began walking away. “I have to go throw up somewhere for awhile. I’ll be back later.”


  John poked his head out as Hailz disappeared. When he saw that it was me, he grinned from ear to ear.


  “Hey you,” he greeted me before picking me up and spinning me around.


  “Hey yourself,” I replied and then shrieked as I’m spun.


  He stopped twirling me after a minute, but didn’t let go of me. John held me tight against himself like he’d never let me go. I didn’t discourage him and I myself hung onto the moment as I long as I could have it. We weren’t home yet, I had been through a lot, and this just felt right.


  “Ahem.” Melissa interrupted after being ignored for the last five minutes.


  I lifted my head from John’s shoulder. “Melissa!”


  “Yeah, don’t mind me, I’m just chopped liver,” she said rolling her eyes.


  Alive and breathing, despite my worst fears, she was a welcome sight.


  “I laughed. “Of course you’re not chopped liver. You’re fois gras any day.” I let go of John and pounced on Melissa, hugging her.


  Apparently she hadn’t lived in fear of my demise. As happy as she was to see me, there were other pressing matters at hand as far as she was concerned.


  “So where have you been for the past week and a half?” she demanded while extricating herself from my steel grip.


  A lengthy story, we sat in the grass, sunning ourselves as I recounted the story. I spoke of the mountain crossing and my meeting with Brigid.


  Melissa shook her head, the sunlight glinting off the shiny, honey-colored locks. “If anyone else had told me the story, I wouldn’t have believed them. Though when it comes to the absurd and highly improbable, you’ve got the market cornered.”


  The subject then changed to the menial. She told me that our neighbor, Old Man Tamblor had charmed his fence to zap any wayward pixies the day I left. “Oh my God, that’s horrible,” I told her before she mentioned the pixies had been sending birds directly over his yard to “fertilize” it.


  We spent the next fifteen minutes speaking of the latest Fae fashions (always over the top), her recent lack of a love life, and the state of things in the Otherworld.


  John had spent the whole time inspecting my new fancy sword, thus paying no attention to us. It was the human equivalent of boys salivating over each other’s cars. Melissa took advantage of his lack of interest and brought me up to speed on what lay ahead.


  “The Fae won’t open their doors again until morning. Hailz should return with one of their elders. Once the elder has approved of you, then we can go into the village,” she informed me


  “They have a real isolationist policy,” I pointed out.


  Melissa’s eyes narrowed as her lips turned up in a wicked smile. She knew what she said next would irritate me. “We’ve been invited to stay the night. There’s going to be a wedding banquet to attend.”


  My face fell. This is the last thing I wanted to do. “Do we have to go?” I grumbled.


  Sympathy quickly found its way onto her face as she patted my hand. “I know you’re tired,” she consoled me, “but a meal and good company is just what you need.”


  She hadn’t convinced me. I was still looking at her as if daggers would suddenly shoot out from my eyes and stab her.


  “Come on, it’ll be fun,” she assured me. “Besides, when have you known the Fae to disappoint?”


  She did have a point. When the Fae put on a feast it was a bacchanalian smorgasbord. Your plate never empties and the wine and mead flow freely. If it was a Fae only affair, the night would end in a drunken orgy with moving lumps of flesh lining the streets. When outsiders were invited, they left the sexual feeding frenzy out, at least until their guests had retired for the night.


  John’s interest in Hofuo temporarily abated he joined in on the conversation. “Yeah Violet, come on,” he goaded me. “We should celebrate your new found freedom.”


  I acquiesced without further whining. My friends had rescued me. The least I could do was let them enjoy themselves. I could wait another day to be reunited with my favorite feather down pillow.


  At some point in our talk, time finally caught up. No longer was I stuck in an endless day. The sky glowed orange and gold as the sun began its descent in the early evening sky.


  We had to find our dinner before it grew dark. Melissa suggested John and I try and catch some fish. There was a pond nearby she had found when they had first arrived here.


  Our trek to the pond was quiet and blissful. John and I walked hand in hand in silence taking in the beauty of the land. Trees were highlighted as if one of the gods had dusted them with golden glitter. Large dragonflies, usually pixie transportation, flew freely here, beholden to no one. The sound of surrounding wildlife seemed orchestrated as it sang its evening song. Frogs kept the beat as birds, locusts, and crickets sang the chorus.


  I gasped as the pond came into view. It looked like it was straight of an idyll. Long grass leaned in the slight breeze. Branches of Weeping Willows looked like fingers reaching to skim the surface of the pond. Wildflowers peppered the grass with whites, purples, and pinks.


  I let go of John’s hand and ran as I spotted the short pier. My shoes were off, feet in the water as John lazily made his way to join me.


  The coolness of the water soothed my tired feet better than any peppermint lotion. I had walked quite a distance in the past two and a half weeks. I closed my eyes as the water healed and nature sang, enjoying the peace.


  John’s chuckled softly as he caught up with me. “Your first taste of freedom and you’re only sticking your toes in?” he joked, standing behind me.


  “Don’t even think about it,” I warned half-heartedly. I turned my head and opened my eyes to look at him. There was a glint in his eye and mischief was written all over his lips. I would have backed away, but the only place to go was in the pond, so I retracted my feet from the water and stood, preparing myself for the inevitable.


  “Wait!” I shrieked as he reached for me. “Just wait a second!”


  “Why? You’re going in regardless,” he threatened while picking me up.


  I magicked a plain, nondescript bikini onto myself. If I was going to get wet I wasn’t going to do it in jeans. I also traded his clothes for a pair of matching swim trunks. I wrapped my arms around his neck and grinned. “Okay, go.”


  


  

  



  
    
  


  



  14. Mags and John, Sitting In a Tree…


  
    
  


  



  I held my breath as John jumped in. The water was pleasantly warm, no post-immersion cold shock to be had. Letting go of John, I swam down to the bottom of the pond to explore. You won’t find mermaids or other exotic aquatic beings in a pond. That doesn’t mean the pond dwellers weren’t interesting in their own right.


  Kappas, ugly little mud creatures, were tying the weeds together, like a net, in hopes of trapping some unlucky soul. The Ashrays, usually mistaken for ghosts of the deep, were just waking up. Ashrays liked to frequent sunken ships to scare and play tricks on divers.


  When I surfaced, John was talking to the pond’s resident Marid. If you remember, Marids are water dwelling jinn. I swam over to be polite and make an introduction.


  I can’t stand my watery cousins. Vapid and vain, they were useless as a life preserver on land. If you’re dinner just so happened to reside in their home, it was necessary to placate them. Marids would boil a lake just to spite a person for not praising them enough.


  The woman’s skin was pale, as life in the water did not permit for a tan. Her hair was a bluish-green, like water. She was also naked as the day she was created. Marids tended to believe they were perfection and that there was no need to cover us such exquisite bodies. She was beautiful, yes, but she could do with a little covering up.


  “And who is this?” the aquatic airhead asked John.


  John put his arm around me proudly. I guess he’s missed me too. “Lady Siobhan, this is Vio…I mean Mags,” he introduced me. “Mags, this is Lady Siobhan, mistress of Galway pond.”


  I mustered all my patience, knowing how this conversation would go. “It’s a pleasure Lady Siobhan,” I said, nodding in deference to her. “Your pond is the most beautiful in the entire world.”


  Her smile at my flattery quickly faded to a look of pensiveness. “Are you sure of that?” she asked. “I have heard that my sister, Victoria, has a lake much grander than my quaint pond.”


  John took hold of my submerged forearm, squeezing it painfully in a reminder to hold it together. I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes, took a calming breath, and laid it on thick.


  “Of course I’m sure,” I assured her. “I’ve seen the dwelling of your sister. It smells of industrial waste and sewage. Rotten seaweed coats the beaches in a thick slime that will never wash away. Her lake doesn’t even have a proper beast.”


  None of this was true. As a rule, I steer clear of Marids. I didn’t know her sister or where the lake was, let alone know of its condition. I could only hope she didn’t venture far from her watery abode to know the difference.


  Siobhan looked forlorn. Her bright and translucent seaweed-green eyes were darkened by something I had said. That is just one of the many problems with Marids. They’ll find fault in any compliment you give them.


  “Oh that is true,” Siobhan sighed. “Very well said as well, but I’m afraid my pond too lacks a beast.”


  Even with the distance of time between us, John still was able to pick up that I was quickly becoming frustrated. He jumped in, saving me from saying something that would hamper our efforts.


  “Lady Siobhan, your home is so magnificent that a beast isn’t necessary,” he placated her.


  Once again, her lips formed a smile as she was pleased with John’s explanation.


  “Besides,” he added, “where would you put one?”


  Siobhan straightened herself up, putting on airs of one hindered by responsibility. “Yes, my responsibilities would only double if I had a beast to look after,” she stated. “I already have my hands full with the residents I already have.” She paused then waiting for another compliment.


  John’s shoulders sagged a bit and I put my hand over my face. How much more B.S. would we have to shovel? I’d rather starve than keep this up.


  “Lady Siobhan,” I said exhaustedly, “surely one such as you could surely handle the responsibility with your usual poise and grace. I believe you may be underestimating your greatness.”


  “You’re right,” she admitted exuberantly in her high and mighty voice. “I don’t need a beast. But if I did, I would handle it spectacularly.” Her naked and voluptuous chest puffed out as her head pointed to the sky while she imagined her fantasy kingdom in which she ruled supreme.


  John took her overjoyed manner as his cue. “We should probably be going now Mags.”


  He had caught me off guard. “Oh!” I squeaked. “Oh yes, we have taken up too much of Lady Siobhan’s time. Certainly it would be in bad taste to ask her the favor we came here for now.”


  I would’ve thanked John but the charade was far from over. Turning towards the pier, we both began to swim away. She was vain enough to fall for John’s bluff. Unfortunately for my patience, it meant more incessant flattery.


  “A favor?” she asked, her voice only slightly raised as we had only swam a short distance away from her.


  John grinned, pleased with his manipulation of the situation, and turned back to her, with me in tow.


  John stood upright upon reaching Siobhan. His chest glistened in the waning light as rivulets of water made their way down his body. I wasn’t too focused on whatever John was saying as I found myself jealous of those drops of water.


  “Would we be asking too much, requesting a favor from you?” he asked the Marid.


  “No, no, no,” she protested. “I’m a busy woman, it’s true, but I’m sure I could find the time to help you out.”


  John elbowed me in the side to speak, aware my attention was focused on him. “You are too generous,” I spat out quickly.


  John gave me a look out of the corner of his eye that was amused, but said nothing of my train of thought.


  “Generous indeed,” he told Siobhan. “We simply ask to fish in your pond for our dinner.”


  She frowned. Again it was something we said to cause her displeasure. “No, that won’t do.”


  John and I looked at each other in confusion. His hand now tightened its grip on my arm to the point of pain. I winced but said nothing to him about it. He knew me too well, but had forgotten what a weapon my mouth could be.


  I parted my lips to tell Siobhan what I thought of her and where she could shove her precious pond, but she beat me to the punch, speaking first.


  “I could only imagine what others would say if they learned I was such a terrible hostess. Worry not; I shall not let my good name be besmirched.” She paused a moment and stared at me. “My dear, why are you imitating a fish?” she asked.


  My mouth still happened to be open. “My apologies,” I grumbled.


  “No need for that, but try not to do that in the future,” she lectured me. “A homely face such as yours does not benefit from a slack jaw.” Siobhan then grinned from ear to ear. “Oh look at me, always helping the less fortunate!”


  If John held my arm any tighter he was going to break it. Tears were forming in my eyes from the pain. I wanted to leap across the water that divided us and choke her to death. John, knowing this, gripped my side with his free hand, firmly keeping me in place. I looked up at him scowling, but he was not to be swayed. We would have to see this through if we were to eat. I might not care about starvation, but there were others to think about.


  “Your kindness knows no bounds,” I gritted through my teeth.


  “You are fortunate you came to my pond,” she replied loftily. “Others would not have been so gracious.” She then dismissed us with a wave. “Go, enjoy your swim. There will be a parcel waiting for you on the pier when you are done.”


  “Thank you,” John and I replied.


  Siobhan turned to swim away, but not before asking us one last question. “You will sing my praises, won’t you?”


  “You have my word, I will tell everyone what I think of you,” I promised.


  “Good day madam,” John excused us and dragged me away.


  Siobhan returned to the depths of the pond after that. I took her leaving as opportunity to punch John in the shoulder with my free hand.


  “What was that for?” he asked, looking at me crossly.


  
    

  


  “You’re hurting me.”


  “Oh please,” he scoffed. “I know your body well enough to know what it can and can’t handle and how it responds to me.”


  My eyes were wide with surprise. “Excuse me?”


  “We used to train together Violet,” he said flippantly.


  “5 years ago,” I pointed out. “How in Hades would you know what I can and can’t handle now? And while we’re at it, what’s this crap about knowing how I respond to you?”


  If I could describe the shade of red that John’s face turned, I would choose tomato. I didn’t understand his embarrassment at first, but then it dawned on me.


  “You son of a bitch!” I yelled, yanking my arm out of his grasp. Hands fully free, I splashed him in the face. “The Dreamweavers weren’t the only ones trolling in my mind for information, were they?”


  I didn’t wait to hear his answer, just swam away. He called after me, but I ignored his pleadings. I had heard enough. All this time I had fantasized of what would have happened if John and I had stayed together. There’s a reason they call it fantasy. In reality I was just chasing rainbows.


  “I can explain,” he offered as he caught up with me.


  I turned around, next to the pier and put my finger in his face. “No John. You don’t get to talk your way out of this.” I pointed to my head. “What’s in here is private. You didn’t need that information to find me. What possible reason could you have for mining that out of my head?”


  John reached for me and I instinctively threw a punch in return that never landed. He held my wrist firmly in his hand as I tried fighting against him. I was hurt, angry, and unfocused. It made me no match for him. He managed to get both his hands on my shoulders and pushed me against the pier, holding me in place.


  “Stop,” he demanded forcefully. “I can hold you to this pier all day if I have to, but you are going to listen to me. If you’re still angry with me after I’m done then you can storm off.”


  The fire burning in those neon green eyes told me he was serious. He was right. He could hold me here all day. His take no crap attitude while holding me down had me finding the situation slightly erotic. I was still mad as hell and wouldn’t yield a single inch, but the sex kitten inside me with the raging libido had other ideas. Image after image of John and me in compromising positions sprinted through my head at light speed.


  I was starting to wonder what was wrong with me. Twice now a good looking Elf had made me hot and bothered. I did the math and realized that it had been a year since the last relationship I had deemed worthwhile to progress to the bedroom. I shot that sex-crazed kitten awakening in my head. Now was not the time and she had nine lives.


  If I wanted to get loose and rid of John, I’d have to calm down and quit struggling. Reluctantly, I quit fighting, for the moment. I shot him a glare that said “proceed but be careful.” I wouldn’t hesitate to knee him in the balls.


  “I needed to know how you’d respond to my presence in your dreams,” he defended. “It’s been a long time since I last saw you.”


  “That still doesn’t…” I was unable to finish my sentence. John had put his hand over my mouth to silence me.


  He shook his head at me and smiled. “You’re so stubborn. Please just let me talk.”


  I arched an eyebrow at him, unable to do anything else.


  “It’s not like I could control the information I saw,” he pointed out. “You don’t select a file like it’s a computer.”


  John looked down and flushed slightly at what he said next. “I do have to admit, I’m happy I’m not the only one who feels this way after all this time?.” He peeked up through his lashes at me, hope in his eyes at my response.


  There was a loud meowing in my head as sex kitten number two appeared and overrode my rationality. I pushed his hand away from my mouth. “What exactly is it that you feel?” I asked breathlessly.


  My heart had stopped. It was on tenterhooks waiting for John’s response to begin beating again. I didn’t wait long. He wrapped one arm against my waist, pulling me close as his other held my neck.


  “I love you Violet, just like I always have.” With that he tilted my head back and kissed me.


  His kiss wasn’t soft or sweet. It was five years of pent up love and lust all rolled into one and it was slamming into me like a car crashing into a wall. My legs would have given out if I had been standing on land.


  My anger tempered by his proclamation of love, I reached my arms around John’s neck and closed the molecules width of distance between us. Though I didn’t agree to the journey, I was pleased with the destination. I made a mental note to make him promise not to pick through my brain ever again.


  Our tongues did a frenzied dance as the kiss intensified. My legs tangled with his as we bobbed up and down in the water. Heat pooled in my stomach as John glided his fingers down my back. Gooseflesh was evidence of what his touch did to me.


  John pushed me back against the pier. He ground his hips against mine in a rhythmic motion as he trailed his tongue up the side of my neck. I let out an audible moan that egged him on. John’s fingers were tangled up in my hair when he pulled back from me.


  “Are you sure you want to do this?” he inquired.


  Good. We’re on the same page, I thought. I raised my eyebrow cockily as I answered him. “I’ll tell you when I’ve had enough of you.”


  “Is that so?”


  I nodded in return, hoping to return quickly to where we left off.


  “Well then,” he grinned,” I should make sure you get your fill of me.”


  I hung my head and groaned. “You just ruined it. Do me a favor. Use your lips for anything you want, just no talking,” I laughed.


  John said nothing, but grabbed the front of my bikini, ripping it off like a kid opening a Christmas present. He eyed his present greedily before grabbing my breast gently, gliding his thumb over my hard nipple.


  He moved his hand away and let it trail slowly down my chest and stomach until he stopped at my bikini bottoms. I closed my eyes as he outlined the skin around the elastic band. My lower stomach, sensitive to his touch, quivered as he ran his fingers across it.


  I decided to magic away the rest of our clothes. His erection had been straining against his trunks, threatening to tear through the flimsy material and I had an urgent need to be naked. It had the desired effect on John. I didn’t have to prod him any further along. I loosened my grip on his waist as he adjusts me above him. I could feel the tip of his erect penis against my entrance.


  “Look at me,” he softly demanded.


  I opened my eyes to see his sparkling emerald ones staring back. “I love you,” he said and kissed me once again.


  “I love you too,” I managed once he paused to breathe.


  I moaned out in pleasure as he plunged into me. The rough wood of the pier bit into my back as he slowly thrust in and out of me. I was in heaven. Every sensation, every touch, every kiss was better than the last.


  As John drove deeper he inadvertently rubbed up against my already swollen and sensitive clitoris. It was driving me over the edge.


  “Let go,” he whispered as he bit my earlobe.


  That was all it took. I held onto him as tightly as the orgasm rippled through me. Wave after wave rushed into me until I couldn’t hold on anymore. I screamed out as he continued thrusting in and out of me, joining me quickly in sexual bliss. I hung my head back hanging onto every drop of orgasmic euphoria as it slowly ebbed away.


  When I held my head back up, John was looking at me as if he couldn’t really believe I was there.


  “You were amazing,” I whispered, afraid to break the moment’s spell.


  He chuckled softly. “Violet, there is only one person in the world that I have ever described as amazing and that is you,” he said and brought his lips to my forehead.


  We held each other for a few more minutes neither wanting to break the embrace, but it was John who pulled away first. Darkness had replaced the waning light, the moon now standing sentry over the Earth.


  “Melissa’s going to be mad at us,” I laughed. I could only imagine what she’d say if she knew why her dinner was delayed.


  “That’s an understatement,” he pointed out. “I’m surprised she didn’t come looking for us though it’s a good thing she didn’t.


  I clothed us in similar attire, the less to clue Melissa in on the better. It was once we left the pond that I realized that there had been an audience to our aquatic aerobics. The denizens of the pond must have gotten an eyeful. Honestly, I was too happy to care and tossed that thought away.


  


  

  



  
    
  


  



  15. Rules Are Meant To Be Broken


  
    
  


  



  Love. What a concept. We give our hearts to someone with the expectation that they’ll take care of it, protect it, and hold it dear to them. That’s a lot of blind trust. In the matter of hours after reuniting with John, after a five year absence, I had just handed him mine as easy as you please.


  I know I should be wary. After all, was I in love with John or the memory I had of him. I stopped myself from continuing that train of thought. Over thinking was a specialty of mine. I looked at the facts instead. He came to rescue me, he sought help to find me, and he was still helping me to get home. That was the kind of man John is. Matter settled, I told myself before I railroaded this relationship before it got off the ground.


  Melissa was fuming on our return to the cave. “Where on the Goddess’s green Earth have the two of you been?” she demanded angrily.


  Neither John nor I could help it. Between my red cheeks and his cheesy grin we gave ourselves away.


  “Are you kidding me?” she exclaimed, looking back and forth between the two of us. “I’ve been here worried that something terrible happened to you both.”


  “I’m sorry,” I apologized.


  “Don’t give me sorry. I know neither of you are sorry for taking a side trip to nookieville so don’t even pretend to apologize.”


  “I brought dinner,” John piped up, holding the fish.


  I didn’t know what spell she used, but when it hit the fish they exploded all over John. Fish guts were everywhere. I was lucky and threw up a shield at the last second. No roly-poly, fish heads on me!


  “Feel better now,” I asked Melissa.


  “A little,” she responded tight lipped.


  “Ugh, you smell,” I directed at John and his pescarian covered torso, holding my nose. “You should go get cleaned up.”


  “Good idea. Want to assist?” he asked, wagging his eyebrows.


  “NO!” Melissa responded forcibly. “I’m not letting either of you out of my sight until we’re back home. Try and keep it in your pants until then.” She turned in a huff and walked back to the cave leaving John and I alone.


  Melissa had run out of steam. I noticed earlier that she looked exhausted. I was being a bad friend. Not until this moment did I wonder how she was holding up. I had sent Luca right back to her, made us homeless, and sent her on a wild goose chase after me. I may not have had any direct hand in it, but jeez I was an arse right now.


  “Um, John?” I couldn’t help but giggle when I looked at him and his slimy, fish covered body.


  “Yes,” he replied, trying to ignore the smell of seaweed and rotting fish parts.


  “Why don’t you go and get cleaned up while I talk to Melissa,” I suggested.


  “Good luck with that,” he smirked. “If she asks where I’ve run off to, I’m just behind those trees.” He pointed to a small copse of trees thirty yards away. “Privacy,” he noted and left, but not before kissing me passionately, setting off the insatiable sex kitten once again.


  I entered the cave to reconcile with Melissa. She was sitting, cross-legged, in front of a medium, sized bowl. I took a seat next to her.


  I nudged her with my shoulder. “Hey girl. I really am sorry for making you worry.”


  “I was just scared something had happened.” She gave me a tired smile and nudged me back, hard enough to hurt. “I’m over it now.


  She may have been okay with things, but I wasn’t. “It’s not only that. I’ve been a horrible friend dragging you down this rabbit hole with me.”


  She gave me a quizzical look while stirring the contents of the bowl. “Why are you apologizing for something you have no control over?”


  I shrugged my shoulders. “That may be true, but I still feel like a jerk. It seems like you’re life revolves around me and that’s not fair.”


  She tapped the spoon she was stirring with on the lip of the bowl. “I would’ve been here regardless, like John, to come and find you,” she honestly admitted.


  “Ditto,” I replied. It was true; I would scour Hades for her if she needed me.


  “For the record,” she added, “as far as my life goes, I chose my path. I also wouldn’t change it for anything,” she added, hugging me.


  I was relieved. She truly was the best friend a girl could have. Come hell or high water, she was in it for the long haul with me. I was blessed with the friends I had and I would put my life on the line for them too.


  “Speaking of John…” Melissa prodded me.


  I hung my head, hands covering my eyes. “Oh God. Really?”


  “Yup, spill it,” she told me. “My recent love life was upended because Owen wanted to kill you. Since I can’t revel in my own I’ll live vicariously through you.”


  I lifted my head and chuckled. “Going the guilt route I see,” I pointed out as she nodded her head yes. “Fine, what do you want to know?” I asked.


  She was giddy with excitement, forgetting the bowl and its contents. “Let’s start with endowment,” she decided.


  “That’s where you want to start?” I asked uncomfortably.


  “Well, I’m not interested in a play by play, so what else is there to ask?” she said.


  I began to fidget. I’m not a kiss and tell kind of girl. Usually Melissa was the one to tell me about her romantic interludes. She felt comfortable telling me things we might not otherwise divulge to others, but I did not.


  I think she may have enjoyed putting me on the spot. Perhaps it was retribution for not coming back from the pond sooner? Regardless, she wasn’t letting me out of this until she got the information she wanted to know.


  “I don’t know about his, um, exact measurements,” I admitted red-faced.


  Melissa looked at me in disbelief. “What do you mean you don’t know?”


  “We were in the pond. I didn’t see anything from the waist up,” I replied.


  “And you were going to feed me that fish?” she shrieked, pushing me over. “That’s disgusting!”


  She stood and knocked the bowl over, its contents spilling on the ground. I laughed so hard at her conclusion that I couldn’t get off the floor. Tears formed in my eyes and my sides spasmed so hard it became difficult to breathe.


  “It’s really not that funny,” Melissa scolded me, still disgusted by the thought of sex-tainted fish.


  “What did I miss?” John inquired, returning from his washing up and seeing me in stitches.


  I pointed at Melissa, horror and distaste lining her face. “She…thinks…you…and I…tainted…the fish!” I managed between gasps of air and laughter.


  “You two are ridiculous,” he replied, smiling in amusement while shaking his head at us.


  I turned onto my back and let the laughter subside. John was standing over me, shirtless. I had a pretty amazing view from down here.


  John wasn’t overtly muscular, but he was well built. Years of training showed through the play of shadow and light across his body. A smattering of hair covered his chest while a thin trail pointed south on his eight pack abdomen. I envied the drops of whatever that fell onto his stomach as he shook the water from his hair. I was looking forward to exploring his body again.


  My stomach rumbled, bringing me out of my reverie. “What do you guys have a taste for?” I asked, offering Melissa and John use of my jinn magic.


  “Pizza’s always good,” John answered.


  “Sounds better than the soup I was attempting,” Melissa chimed in, pointing to the bowl’s spilled contents, now forgotten.


  Melissa and I liked sausage on our pizzas and John would eat just about anything. So I made it half and half, John’s half including everything but the kitchen sink.


  We spent some time catching up as we ate. Melissa had been working on a new Mistfall spell. Her aim was to bend the Mistfall around people and not locations. She thought it would be useful in our situation. So far, no luck, but she was sure she was close.


  John had distanced himself from the Elves. He explained that he and the current political climate just didn’t get along. He also told us that Abel was publicly running The Powers now and made no qualms about the public’s hatred for him.


  I elaborated on my antics on the oubliette. They were surprised when they found out Hailz had been more of a help rather than her usual hindrance. I also told them of the kind of prisoners Abel was now keeping and his treatment of them. They were shocked and appalled by the revelation.


  With full bellies and no less troubled minds we bunked down for the night. I had no bedding, so away with the magic I went. The temperature was on the chilly side in the cave so I needed something warm. I chose a pair of pink flannel pajama bottoms and a plain black camisole to wear. One pillow, down comforter, and air mattress later, I lay down and closed my eyes.


  “Cheat,” Melissa threw over her shoulder, her back facing me.


  “You wouldn’t be calling me names if I gave you some creature comforts,” I retorted.


  “That’s true,” she replied sleepily.


  I set the two of them up with similar necessities and fell, for the first time in weeks, into an unencumbered sleep.


  

  



  
    
  


  Early the next morning I was awakened by an arm reaching over me and pulling me close. John had crawled onto my mattress to cuddle. I responded by curling my body to fit his. The heat coming off his body enveloped me in its coziness.


  Unable to return to sleep right away, I turned over to see his face. “Good morning,” I greeted him.


  “Morning beautiful,” he returned, making my heart swell. There was now a smile on my face that wouldn’t be dampened anytime soon.


  “You’re going home tomorrow,” he reminded me, stroking my cheek with his thumb.


  “Mmm, home,” I replied groggily before it hit me. My eyes shot open in stark realization. I couldn’t go home.


  “Where am I going to go?” I asked, bewildered at my new set of circumstances.


  “Sssh, you’re going to wake Melissa,” he warned, pushing a strand of my dark hair out of my face and behind my ear. “Don’t worry,” he crooned into my ear, “you’re coming home with me. At least until things are safe.”


  My anxiety eased some. John’s home was secluded, far removed from any populace. If I’d feel safe anywhere, it was there, with him. I rested my head against his bare chest and snuggled closer. He stroked my back, lulling me back to sleep. After a few minutes silence, John’s breathing slowed as he nodded off. I closed my eyes and joined him soon after.


  I slept restlessly at first. Images of Abel enslaving the masses flickered through my head. The tortured, dead, and dying were pointing at me, blaming me for their circumstances. I must have been thrashing around, waking John, because my dream shifted all of the sudden. I was transported to the day John and I had spent in the pixie garden. I was more aware of when my dreams were being hijacked and knew John was responsible for the change in scenery. Normally I would’ve been angry with him since his previous infiltrations of my dreams were not done with my permission. This time I was thankful for the diversion. For the next two hours, I slept blissfully by any standard.


  

  



  
    
  


  “Hey, Sleeping Ugly. Wake up.” It was Hailz and she was poking me in the back with her shoe.


  “Go away,” I mumbled, still enveloped in John’s strong, muscular arms.


  “Fine with me, enjoy Ireland,” Hailz replied as she turned on her heel to leave.


  That got my attention. “Hailz wait.” Sitting up, I eyed her groggily. “I’m up,” I told her.


  “Here.” She threw three parcels to the ground. “Put this on,” she ordered. “Dress for the wedding is formal and mandatory.”


  “Who’s wedding?” I inquired, nudging John awake.


  “Does it matter?” Hailz shot at me, perturbed by the question.


  “Oh look, Bitchy Go Lightly’s back,” Melissa spoke up after being awakened by Hailz’s dulcet tones.


  “Watch it Witchy,” Hailz warned, seemingly ready to fight.


  Melissa ignored her posturing, picked up a parcel, and walked off.


  Hailz stood there, like a petulant child tapping her foot. The petite, strawberry-blonde bundle of badass bitchiness was in rare form this morning.


  “What’s your problem today?” I asked Hailz. “You’re always a smart ass, but why so bitter?”


  “If it was up to me, you wouldn’t be going at all,” she sniffed, avoiding the question.


  It was too early to deal with whatever bug was up her butt. She wasn’t being too forthcoming either, so I followed suit with Melissa and ignored her too.


  The three of us, John, Melissa, and myself dressed hurriedly as the arrival of the elder approached.


  “Hailz, are you kidding me?” I asked incredulously. Our formal attire was reminiscent of the gaudy opulence found in the court of the Sun King, Louis XIV.


  “Put it on or stay here and rot,” she demanded before snickering. “Oh, I almost forgot, full hair and make-up too.”


  My gown was an icy blue satin number with white petticoats. It had a low cut bust line and tight sleeves from shoulder to elbow that ended in lace and ribbons. The extra wide hoop skirt was going to be a little hard to get used to. I was pretty sure that I needed a wide-load sign attached to my backside with warning horns.


  Melissa’s dress was in the same style as my own. Hers was a rose color that nicely accentuated her ivory skin tone. John was costumed in knickers, a long coat, and heels. Though in fashion at the time of Louis XIV, the heels only emasculated him now. It would only get worse when I magicked up our hair and he was in a powdered wig. If time wasn’t of the essence, I would tease him mercilessly for wearing girl shoes.


  Melissa noticed the heels as well. She wasn’t as kind as I and was snickering behind a hand held fan as John was trying to figure out how to walk in them. Luckily, he was too busy trying not to fall and didn’t notice Melissa or I would have destroyed the oh-so-tight corset from the laughing.


  With hair and make-up magicked to perfection on us, I looked in a mirror. I looked like Madam Pompadour or Marie Antoinette. Hailz shot me a blood thirsty look, telling me which one she was considering I looked like.


  “So, whose wedding are we going to?” John asked Hailz, trying to get her to answer the question I asked earlier.


  “What’s it to you? Doesn’t Santa need you or something?” she snarled.


  John threw his hands up in the air. “She’s yours to deal with Mags. Sorry but I’m not dealing with hormonal hell beasts.”


  I hung my head. This was going to be a long day.


  “What’s it to them?” an old man’s voice boomed causing us to jump in surprise. “Our village leader, the one who will return your friends home, is getting married to you today. Of course it’s their business.”


  John, Melissa, and I stood there with various looks of shock on our faces.


  “You’re getting married?” I asked, amused that someone could put up with her longer than ten minutes.


  “Hmmph!” Hailz stomped her foot and disappeared, leaving a cloud of purple and gold in her wake.


  “Don’t mind her,” the man said, nearing us. “The ceremony was decided upon only recently and she’s merely having wedding jitters.”


  “It’s not a problem Phineas,” Melissa assured the man.


  He waved his hand, dismissing the subject. “Of course not, of course not.”


  John put his hand on my back and gently pushed me towards Phineas. “Phineas, allow me to introduce you to Magdalene Maguire.”


  Phineas took my hand in both of his. “It’s a pleasure my dear. I’ve heard so much about you.”


  I laughed nervously. Most of my stories end up in mayhem and justifiable murder. “All good things, I hope. Otherwise I’ve an explanation,” I joked.


  “He chuckled, amused by me. “You have nothing to worry about my dear.”


  Phineas wasted no time jumping into his official capacity. “The rules,” he began, “are as follows. No fighting, even if your mortal enemy is found within our walls. We will not tolerate it. Remember, you are under our jurisdiction once you enter the village. Our penal system is designed for those of us with life spans near to the gods’ own. You will do well to remember that.”


  Phineas then looked to the three of us to make sure we understood. He explained that this rule was the most broken by outsiders.


  “The only other rule we have is no weapons,” he explained. “Not under any circumstances. Aside from that, please enjoy all our village has to offer.”


  Uh-oh. That no weapons rule was going to be a problem.


  “Um Phineas?” I cringed. “I have a slight issue with rule number two.”


  He looked perplexed as he scratched his bald head. “How can there be an issue with it?” he asked. “The rule is straight forward.”


  I didn’t bother with a long and drawn out explanation. The Fae had interacted enough with the gods in the past to know of their weapons. I brandished Hofuo, its silver glinting in the morning sun. Phineas’s eyes widened in awe at the sight of Heimdall’s sword.


  “I don’t understand why you’ve been entrusted with the blade of Heimdall,” Phineas thought out loud.


  “I don’t understand the gods’ reasoning for it either,” I interjected, returning Hofuo to its sheath across my back. “But, I have been given explicit instructions not to lose it. With all due respect to your rules, the gods’ wishes contradict them.”


  “This does pose an issue,” the elderly Fae agreed. “Please allow me a few minutes to decide on the matter.


  We took our cue to leave him to his thoughts and walked a short distance away. We huddled closely to talk so as not to be overheard by Phineas.


  “What will we do if he says no?” Melissa asked.


  “We’ll just have to find another way home. Surely the Fae portal isn’t the only way to cross continents undetected,” John replied.


  Here we were, me with a problem with the possibility of no solution, and I was dragging my friends into it once again.


  “You don’t have to stick around because I’m stuck with Hofuo,” I said offering them an out. “You’ve already done so much and I’ve returned very little of your generosity.”


  It’s not that I didn’t want them around. Without them I wouldn’t have gotten here. I just couldn’t keep asking them to do more. I wanted them to know they could bow out, no feelings hurt.


  Melissa punched me, hard, in the shoulder. “Are you out of your mind?” she asked, incredulous.


  “I concur,” John added, giving me a disproving look.


  Now they’re mad at me for doing the right thing?


  Melissa put her hands on her hips, or at least tried to in the ridiculously wide dress, in a sign that she meant business. “You must be out of your mind if you think John or I would leave without you. We’re in this together,” she reminded me.


  I have to admit, it’s good to have friends as crazy as you. Life wouldn’t be as interesting and no one would have your back if they weren’t.


  I was saved from having to answer John or Melissa by Phineas.


  “I’ve come to a decision regarding the god’s weapon,” he informed us.


  John was holding onto one of my shoulders for balance. He was still having an awkward time adapting to heels. “And that would be?” he inquired.


  Phineas turned to me. “You will be permitted to carry Hofuo, but you will be under guard while in our village.


  I accepted his offer. My tension eased. Having a Fae babysitter was a small price to pay in order to return home. I also felt a little safer having the sword with me.


  Having been deemed worthy, we left the cave, heading towards the Fae village. Melissa and I offered John help while he continued to struggle with the shoes. I may or may not have welcomed him to a woman’s world. He may or may not have threatened to tie me to his bed until I took that comment back. It wasn’t exactly incentive to try.


  One wedding and a good night’s sleep and I would be home. Melissa and I would be safe, staying with John until we made new living arrangements. I would be able to put the last few weeks behind me. The budding romance between John and I? Icing on the cake. Thank the Goddess, this ordeal was almost over.


  


  

  



  
    
  


  



  16. Bargains, Baubles, and Bread


  
    
  


  



  I’ve never been in a Fae village before and didn’t know what to expect. Willa had told me tall tales about them to entertain me as a child. Being as isolated from the Otherworld as I was until five years ago, it was all I had to go on.


  Fae powers were varied among their population. Collectively, they were a force to be reckoned with, due to the wide magical diversity amongst the individual Fae.


  There were elemental Fae who specialized in one of the four basic elements: earth, air, fire, and water. Seasonal Fae had nature magic based on the time of year they were born. There were also Fae who could talk to and control the animals. These three types were just a small percentage in the Fae range of magic. With all their power, I could wildly imagine what their village would look like.


  We made it to the gates of the village when Phineas stopped us to await his return. I wasn’t going to be allowed to set one jinn foot inside without a guard. We didn’t wait long and Phineas arrived a few minutes later with what had to be the least intimidating person I had ever seen.


  My escort was shorter than me and built like a twig. I didn’t understand how he was supposed to keep me in line when it appeared the only fear he could instill would be to door mice.


  “Magdalene, this is Rory. Rory, Magdalene,” Phineas introduced us. “He will be your guard and escort while in the village.”


  I stuck out my hand. “Nice to meet you,” I told him.


  “A pleasure Magdalene,” he said bowing to kiss my hand.


  I gave him an odd look over his greeting but shrugged it off to Fae hospitality. The Fae tended to be polite to a fault.


  “Mags will be just fine,” I informed him.


  “As you wish,” he acquiesced.


  Pleasantries dispensed, we entered the Fae village. Willa’s exaggerations were nowhere close to correct. This place was unlike anything I’d ever seen or heard of before.


  Roses, in every color, the size of dinner plates, bordered the interior fence line. I suspected the two inch thorns were the reason they surrounded the fence. Anyone who made it over the fence was sure to get a big surprise in the form of multiple holes in their body. The rose fragrance perfumed the morning air. Rory informed me that the summer Fae, who attended the roses, grew them large to provide enough material for potions and medicines.


  Bees, ranging in size from normal to that of a Chihuahua were being herded from one section of plants to another. The dog sized bees made me wish for a can of Raid. My skin crawled at the size of them.


  The Fae homes, shops, and other buildings were built in the Tudor style. Rory told us that the Fae change the style of their buildings every five years. He gave us an amusing anecdote on the reason the village leader no longer chooses the design. Long ago, a particularly eccentric village leader decided on tents and not the pretty Bedouin ones. After working and living the better part of the year in pup tents, the Fae chose to collectively vote for the changes.


  The Fae, contrary to popular human belief, are wingless. They did like to adorn themselves with as many bright and shiny baubles as they could. This tended to give them an ethereal glow. Throw in their magic and fairy dust and it’s no wonder the humans seem to think they’ve seen them fly.


  Phineas and Rory lead us to a local inn, named The Dragon’s Head Inn. There we were set up with rooms for the night. Phineas left us to explore the village on our own until the wedding festivities began.


  Rory became our defacto tour guide. First order of business being breakfast, he led us to the pub below the inn to eat.


  “This is the best place in the village, outside of a home cooked meal, to eat,” he informed us as we sat down in a booth. John, expecting to sit next to me, was a little put off when Rory took his place by my side. Rory may look as useless as a poodle for a guard dog, but he did take his job seriously. John said nothing, but took a seat next to Melissa. I’m guessing he wanted to go home more than pick on a Fae.


  The Fae were vegetarians and although I enjoy bacon on my breakfast plate, my hunger was thoroughly sated nonetheless. We had oatmeal with nuts and berries, lavender cakes, and baked apples drizzled with honey and topped with cinnamon that made you feel as if fall were just around the corner. I had no plans to give up meat, but I would gladly supplant a breakfast or two with this delicious fare.


  After our meal, we strolled through the village square. Vendors, peddling their wares, had set up tables and booths in the middle of the road. Flowers of every hue, every bauble you could imagine, the best produce, and Fae-made crafts were featured amongst the merchants.


  One table had caught Melissa’s attention. Assorted hair decorations, brooches, and jewelry were displayed. The merchant’s ever watchful eye had picked up on an item Melissa showed interest in. She picked up a hair comb encrusted with sapphires for Melissa to take a closer look at. The merchant told her that it would intensify the blue of her eyes. When the woman asked her if she wanted to buy it, Melissa’s face fell.


  “I love it, I really do, but I’m afraid I have no money,” Melissa confessed to the merchant woman.


  “Money?” the woman asked. “What would I do with money?”


  “I don’t understand,” Melissa replied.


  “Ah, you’ve never shopped in a Fae market before,” the woman deduced. “We barter and trade here. Tell me, what can you offer me for this lovely decoration?”


  Melissa’s eyes lit up at the possibility of owning the silver and sapphire piece. “Hmm,” she pondered, trying to think of something she could offer but came up blank. “Is there anything you would like,” she asked the merchant.


  The woman became excited at being given the option to name her own price for a change. “I’m afraid I may be asking too much, but I’d like to have a watch,” the woman requested carefully. She watched Melissa’s face for signs she had gone too far in her request.


  Melissa looked stupefied by the request. “A watch? That’s all you want?”


  The merchant woman looked relieved that her price hadn’t been too high and amused by Melissa’s ineptitude in the Fae trade system. “Our magic doesn’t extend to technology,” the woman informed her.


  “Done!” Melissa replied excitedly. She shook the woman’s hand and turned to me. “Can you help me with this one?” she asked me, hope projecting from her face.


  I was sure any old watch would do, but I put in a little extra effort since Melissa was getting the hair comb for a steal. At least she was in my opinion. The trade concluded, the merchant offered to place the comb in Melissa’s hair.


  The merchant woman wasn’t lying when she said it would intensify the blue of her eyes. Melissa’s eyes glowed, like all of ours do when we’re emotionally heightened. Instead of neon blue though, quicksilver swam and flashed among the sapphire pools of her eyes.


  John, who had been quietly chatting with Rory during the whole exchange, sucked in his breath at the sight of her. “Holy Hades that’s weird,” he blurted. “Cool, but weird all the same.”


  I elbowed him in the ribs before he put his foot in his mouth any further. “Don’t listen to him. You look fantastic,” I reassured her.


  Suddenly I found that I wasn’t the sole focus of Rory’s attention, to John’s relief. He stared at her, mesmerized by the vision her. If Rory’s jaw dropped any further he would be eating a mouthful of dust from the road.


  We left the table and moved on. John and I walked ahead, at Rory’s insistence. He claimed it was so that he could keep an eye on me. I knew he just wanted to chat up Melissa without looking like he was shirking his duty.


  “I was starting to think I had some competition there,” John joked.


  “Yeah, you know me. Short, skinny, defenseless,” I cleared my throat and pointed to his feet, “and well heeled really turns me on,” I retorted as I rolled my eyes.


  John grabbed my hand and brought it to his lips. “Now that’s not true,” he claimed. “And yes, I do know you. Better than you think.” He lowered his voice and looked up at me through those thick lashes of his and winked. “So, I do know how to turn you on and get you all hot and bothered.”


  I raised an eyebrow at his sudden jolt of cockiness. Or was it assertiveness? “Oh you think so?” I challenged him.


  “Sure do. Matter of fact, after the wedding celebrations are over, I’m going to show you exactly what I mean. I don’t plan to stop until your legs turn to jello either,” he replied with all the confidence in the world.


  Ho-ly crap! Did he just threaten me with body numbing pleasure? My inner sex kitten broke out her pom-poms and screamed a resounding “Yes!!!” as she did cartwheels and jumped up and down.


  “You promise?” I asked without skipping a beat. I couldn’t let him know that he had me mildly shaken by being so take charge. It was something I wasn’t used to, always being the one in control.


  “Oh without a doubt Violet,” he replied with an ear to ear grin. “You can hold me to that.”


  I couldn’t think of anything else to say. What else can you say to a man that has told you of all the pleasures you’d find in his bed later that night?


  Melissa saved me by interrupting our conversation. “What are you two talking about that’s so entertaining?” she asked.


  I silently giggled. If she knew what had just transpired she’d want all the juicy details. Best friend or not, I didn’t want to have that talk again with her. Besides, I was feeling a little possessive of the intimate details and didn’t want to share.


  “Violet was just wondering what there was to do around here after the wedding festivities were over,” John replied with a devilish gleam in his eye.


  Melissa’s face brightened at what she thought was the idea of an after party. “Cool. What did you have in mind?”


  I turned to face forward as my face grew pinker than her dress. John wasn’t oblivious to me and growled softly into my ear, making it harder and harder to both keep my composure and not rip his clothes off right here and ride him like a cowgirl. Yeah, my libido was sure giving me a run for my money today.


  “I take it you’ve never been to a Fae wedding before,” Rory commented, oblivious to what John had meant.


  I was rather appreciative for the intrusion as it gave me the time to get my head out of the gutter. “I can’t say that I have,” I admitted.


  Rory gave us a primer on Fae weddings. “When we celebrate the joining of two lives, it goes on for three days,” he began. “The first day represents a farewell to their individual pasts. The second is a symbol of the union of their two lives. The third is representative of their future together.”


  “That’s a beautiful concept,” Melissa gushed, batting her eyes at Rory.


  I was taken aback. Melissa usually went for the well-built, beast type of guys. Rory, well he looked like a bunny rabbit would send him running. I guess everyone needs a little loving though.


  We still had a couple of hours to go before Hailz’s wedding. Rory took us to see a play to kill some time. It was a ‘Midsummer’s Night Dream.’ The play was done in the original Fae version. All I can say is that Shakespeare was a hack. His was watered down and didn’t do the story an ounce of justice.


  It was after a light lunch that the three of us realized we had no wedding gifts. Rory took us past the street vendors we had visited earlier. He led us down a road that housed stores and boutiques.


  “The goods you can buy from the markets are good for everyday, but for something special you come here,” Rory instructed us, pointing to the different shopping options at our disposal.


  The short reprieve I had was quickly gone as Rory was once again at my side when we split up to look for gifts.


  “Wouldn’t you rather go with Melissa?” I asked, hoping to get the monkey off my back a little longer. “I’ve seen the way you’ve been looking at her today.”


  He gave me a look that said “mind your own business.” “My duty is to guard you and the god’s weapon,” he stated formally, leaving me no room to wiggle.


  He was on duty. The rest of us were here on a holiday, for all intents and purposes.


  “That sucks. I’m sorry you have to babysit me instead of enjoying the celebration,” I consoled him walking into a weapons shop. Yup, just the place to find Hailz that something special.


  Rory shook his head at me in disbelief. “You don’t understand. To be the bodyguard for Hofuo and the sword bearer is an honor, not a job.”


  “Oh,” I replied in surprise. “Well…um…thank you, I think.”


  I picked up a mace to inspect it.


  “You’re welcome, he said.


  I let the ball of the mace hang in mid-air as I examined how well it handled. “Rory? May I ask you a question without you getting offended?” I asked.


  “I suppose,” he replied carefully.


  “How do I put this?” I began. Swinging the mace in the middle of the shop, I tried to figure out how to word what I wanted to say without sounding like a jerk. “Hypothetically, if we were attacked or outnumbered, how do you suppose we would fight?” Despite my effort I still put my foot in my mouth.


  Potential for blood and gore or not, it wasn’t the right gift for Hailz. I put the mace back in the rack I found it in, avoiding eye contact with Rory.


  “Ah, I see. You don’t think I’m much of a fighter,” he accused, though not unkindly.


  “It’s not that…I don’t…” I tried to explain without further digging myself into a hole, but that wasn’t going to happen. I gave up and went with honesty. “Oh hell. Yes, that’s exactly what I think.”


  Rory leaned in towards me and gave me a conspiratorial wink. “Things are not always what they seem,” he said taking a few steps back. Rory began to grow and in seconds he towered over me and was built like a tank. He looked like a steroidal version of himself. He was easily eight feet tall and his muscles had muscles. My worry about his usefulness was quickly put to rest.


  “Does this satisfy your curiosity?” he asked in a growl.


  I nodded in response as he shrunk back down to regular size and shape.


  “Impressive,” I admitted.


  “The Fae will not harm you,” he explained. “Outsiders, on the other hand, may do so if they recognize Hofuo. My strength is underestimated in this form, thus giving me the upper hand if the unfortunate was to happen. Though, it is rare for fighting to occur here.”


  I perused a shelf of clockwork insects that had poison in their stingers. I didn’t want to say anything else in fear I might dig the hole so deep I could never get out of it.


  “Your question did not offend me,” Rory added as an afterthought.


  I sighed in relief. It doesn’t do any good to tick off an ally.


  “Have you found anything?” Rory asked, changing the subject.


  Though the deadly insects were interesting, nothing here screamed Hailz to me. “No, I haven’t,” I confessed. “Hailz is impossible to shop for.”


  “Perhaps we should try somewhere else,” he suggested.


  The search in the next three shops was fruitless as well. If I wasn’t dependent on the Fae hospitality, I probably would give her a gag gift. Snake skin boots came to mind.


  John was already waiting at the bakery we had agreed to meet up at. Melissa had not yet returned. The smell of freshly baked bread wafted through the air, making me salivate.


  “I bought a loaf to take with us tomorrow,” John told me.


  I smiled upon seeing him. “You read my mind.”


  Rory was distracted, peering through the loaves of bread in the window looking for Melissa. I took the opportunity to steal a kiss from John.


  “What was that for?” he asked though not disappointed.


  “I just couldn’t keep my hands off you,” I replied in a southern drawl while batting my eyelashes at him playfully.


  Rory had turned his attention away from the window, making his way back to our table.


  “Just you wait until I get you alone,” John growled low enough so not to be heard. The butterflies began a new dance in my stomach at the sound of his voice.


  “So what did you buy the happy couple?” John asked, changing the subject since Rory had joined us.


  I shook my head in disappointment. “I couldn’t find anything. Nothing screamed out psychotic killer,” I lamented.


  John smiled. “Luckily you can magic up something last minute. Don’t worry, it’ll come to you.”


  It took the few seconds his words travelled from his lips to my ears for it to dawn on me that I already had the perfect gift for Hailz. I couldn’t wait to give it to her!


  Melissa turned up, to Rory’s delight, a short time later. She had found a parrot flower plant. Those were rare, even amongst Otherworlders. Shaped like a parrot, it had a crimson head, white body, and light purple tail with crimson streaks. Its beak was attached to the stem. It looked as if it would fly away any minute. With a touch of Fae magic, they can be enchanted to flit around.


  All present and accounted for, our group of four made its way deep into the village forests. It was time for a wedding.


  


  

  



  
    
  


  



  17. Here Comes the Bride


  
    
  


  



  The forest was decorated like a fairytale for the festivities. It was darker under the forest canopy, so the firefly ranchers positioned their herds accordingly to supply the area with a warm glow of light.


  Hamadryads had decorated their trees with silk ribbons, bells, and jewels. When the wind blew or the trees spoke, the soft tinkling of the bells increased the enchantment of the Fae forest. Light from the sparse rays of sun and the lightening bugs reflected off the jewels and cast sparkling rainbows over everything.


  Rory showed us to our seats. He was exempt from the ridiculous dress code since he was attending in a working capacity. Guest and dignitaries, in full costume were scattered throughout, mingling with other guests or finding their own seats.


  I turned to Rory who was sitting next to me. “Are all Fae weddings this beautifully decorated?” I inquired.


  “He shook his head in negation. “No, they aren’t. Not even for a village leader. It just so happens that this village’s leader is one of the queen’s daughters.”


  “Did you say daughter?” I asked, puzzled by his information.


  Rory’s brow furrowed as he looked at me sternly. “I did. Is there a problem with that?” he warned.


  “Oh my gosh no!” I gasped, putting my hands in the air. “It’s just that Hailz never mentioned it. I’m just surprised, that’s all.”


  Rory seemed placated by my answer. The Fae did not discriminate, regardless of species, sex, magical prowess, religion etc. Again, being the first children of the gods, they had outgrown the petty long, long ago.


  I’ll be honest, I do discriminate. Against assholes. I don’t judge a person by anything other than their character. I received the short end of the stick when it comes to discrimination. It sucks and I was determined, even as a little girl, to treat others better than my kind treated me.


  I was just surprised that Hailz was marrying a girl. She didn’t seem the type to tolerate another set of hormones other than her own.


  The guests were finally settled in, awaiting the ceremony to begin. It was interesting to note that there wasn’t a single elf, other than John, attending the wedding.


  “John, why aren’t there any elves here today?” I asked pointing out their lack of presence.


  Melissa, sitting on John’s other side, listened in, interested in the conversation. John took my hand in his while he thought about how to answer my question. His hesitation, evidenced by his fidgeting with my fingers, led me to believe his answer would not be a cheerful one.


  John cleared his throat. “It’s because of Abel,” he sighed. “He’s a hateful bastard, even worse than some of the humans. You either submit to his will or face punishment. His punishments usually involve torture, ending in death. The only reason he allows any inter-species marriages is to produce stronger elves in his family line.”


  Melissa gasped. “That’s horrible!”


  I agreed.


  “I can’t even speak of some of the atrocities he’s committed, they’re so brutal,” he said shaking his head in abhorrence.


  “Please don’t,” I begged, the voices of the children in Abel’s dungeon echoing in my head. I didn’t want to know how depraved Abel really was. To hear it was to make it real.


  John continued on, skipping over Abel’s evildoings. “He’s instilled fear in all of his people. That’s why you won’t see any elves here today. If they had come and were found out, extreme torture and death would await them on their return.”


  “Aren’t you afraid of getting caught?” I asked.


  “Nope,” he smiled. “No other elves are here to tell on me.”


  “The Powers That Be don’t want to be bothered with our celebration either,” Rory sniffed.


  “Abel again,” replied John. “He wields power over them too. They may put on a farce of a democratized union, but everything is decided by Abel’s will alone.”


  “I knew he was an arse, but until a few weeks ago I didn’t think things were truly that bad,” I stated.


  “History was rewritten by him,” John informed us. “Otherworlders have been brainwashed or are too scared to speak the truth. And you Violet,” he looked at me, “you were never supposed to be involved in his plots. Willa wanted you to live as quiet and peaceful life as possible,” he said, his voice filled with sadness.


  “Oops, too late now,” I laughed. My comment had its desired effect and lightened everyone’s mood. I didn’t get the laughs I was expecting, but the smiles on Melissa, John, and Rory’s face told me we were past the sad stuff.


  “There’s plenty of time to talk of tragedies later, I said. “We’re at a wedding, no unhappiness today!” I exclaimed.


  “Here here,” John agreed, now out of his funk.


  Rory nodded his head in silent assent.


  Melissa, who had a sly grin on her face commented, “How can we not have fun in these outfits?”


  Music began to play, prompting our conversation to end and for us to stand. We turned to the back of the aisle as both brides made their appearance. Hailz and her bride Fiona (Rory told me her name), were dressed in the same fashion as their guests. Hailz was in a sunshine orange number with fuchsia petticoats. Fiona was dressed just the opposite, in a fuchsia dress with orange petticoats. As they walked down the aisle and drew closer you could see their beauty, even under the ridiculous costumery.


  They were the perfect complement to each other. Where Hailz was all hard edges and prickles, Fiona was soft curves and velvet. I amused myself by thinking about how they managed a relationship.


  Otherworlders never wear white to their wedding or when attending one. White was the color of mourning to us. Wearing the colors of things that grew, such as flowers and fruits, was how we attired ourselves for celebrations. Weddings were the celebration of paired lives on a new path, so we wear the colors of life.


  Hailz and Fiona were preceded by two young Fae girls. The girls were tossing fairy dust into the air. FYI, fairy dust is really just ground up rainbow corn.


  Rainbow corn used to be only found on the Otherworld side of the Mistfall, specifically in Fae villages. A handful of seeds managed to find their way into the human world. Rainbow corn is strictly a magical plant, which means amongst the humans, it acts unexpectedly.


  Have you ever heard the warning to never eat or drink anything the Fae give you? Well, there is a bit of truth to it. The warning really should apply to any and all magical plants. Amongst us Otherworlders, there generally aren’t too many problems. Sure, the occasional Fae mickey will have you wake up a week to a year later, but almost always in the shape you started. In us though, it’s described easiest as a genetic mutation that allows us to consume magical food. Humans, on the other hand, are not built to digest or utilize magical food.


  Back to the rainbow corn. Humans, not knowing what they had, would sometimes ingest the corn. Magical unpredictability and havoc would rain down on the human until their body was able to pass the material out of their systems. Hundreds of years ago the humans heeded the warning, but now… Now teenagers are eating it, thinking that it gets them high. I know they’re the youngest of the gods’ creatures, but how long is it going to take them to use their brains?


  When used properly, as fairy dust, it creates a soft luminescence. The two young Fae girls were enjoying their duty, covering everything and everyone with the dust. Once the sun set, the darkness would not be a problem for the partygoers, especially once away from the firefly light on their drunken stumbles through town.


  Hailz and Fiona stopped at the front of the aisle. Queen Aurora, Fiona’s mother, was seated in the front row to the left of the happy couple. I looked at the benches opposite the queen, expecting to see what kind of people breed psycho killers. There was no one sitting there to represent Hailz’s family or friends.


  Hailz snuck a glance at the empty seats, her shoulders drooping ever so slightly. I didn’t let her see that I noticed her reaction. I felt bad for her. As much of a murderous hellion I thought she was, even I assumed she had some relations that loved her. No one deserved that on her wedding day, even Hailz.


  “Someone should represent her,” I mumbled, staring down at my lap. It took me only seconds to make my mind up. I guess that someone was going to have to be me.


  John leaned across Rory and whispered, “What did you say?”


  Instead of answering, I got up from my seat, excused myself while stepping over the other guests’ feet, and walked over to a seat on Hailz’s side of the gathering. Rory, caught by surprise, hurried to catch up with me, causing even more of a commotion.


  Thank Hades the ceremony hadn’t started yet. Heads turned in my direction, including Hailz and Fiona’s. Re-seated, I did the only thing I could think of and waved at them. Hailz scowled at me. I was surprised she didn’t give herself whiplash with the force she used whipping her head back to the front. Fiona, on the other hand, returned my gesture with a warm, genuine smile before silently mouthing a thank you.


  Attention was diverted from me to the man who took his place in front of Hailz and Fiona. He was dressed more regally than most of the attendees. He wore a royal blue and gold silk brocade vest. His jacket was made of the same blue silk, but gold embroidery covered any and every free edge possible. Amethysts and rubies adorned the ribbons on his breeches, which I thought couldn’t be all that practical.


  “Who is that?” I asked Rory while pointing to the man. “Is he some kind of priest?”


  “Not exactly. He’s the queen’s consort, which gives him the authority to officiate wedding ceremonies, amongst other things.” Rory’s eyes rolled at the mention of “other things.” I guess he wasn’t a big fan of the foppishly dressed man.


  The beginning of the wedding ceremony was pretty normal. Well, aside from everyone looking like they raided Madam Pompadour’s closet. The queen’s consort welcomed the guests on behalf of Hailz and Fiona. He then gave an impassioned speech on the joys and wonders of marriage. As he was speaking on the subject, he kept constant eye contact with the queen. It was obvious to all that he was dropping the queen a hint.


  A few of the Fae, friends of Hailz and Fiona, gave readings from some obscure ancient text. Rory, who was becoming more of my Fae liaison than guard, explained the readings to me. The readings were from old Fae mythology. Romantic in nature, they spoke of overcoming hardships and how love triumphs over all. I guess when you live as long as the Fae, it’s important to remind a new couple that they won’t always get along.


  The binding ritual followed the readings. Binding is more than just a hand fastening. The hearts, bodies, and souls of both people are magically entwined for the rest of their lives.


  Spun gold was woven, like a net, around Hailz and Fiona in a symbol of the physical bond between the couple. Next, magical wisps of grey smoke formed a circle around the two brides. The smoke then drove through the two of them, piercing their hearts and connecting them through the middle of the circle. Finally a blue electric figure eight hovered over both of their heads like halos. The Fae see the mind as the soul’s home. The figure eight represented an everlasting binding of the souls.


  The whole process, while harmless, could be a bit intense. Rory told me the feeling was akin to dying, but in a good way. Apparently your heart stops, you cannot breathe, and you cannot think. Then, as if being born anew, your heart begins to beat again, in time with your mate’s. Your breath is their breath and your minds become connected as one. It was all very romantic.


  While binding was common amongst Otherworlders, not all could handle the process. Queen Aurora, for example, has never been married. Fear of the intensity of the ceremony, her position, or wandering heart led her to keep easily replaceable consorts instead.


  The binding, sealed with a kiss, concluded the ceremony. The newlyweds were now married and the fun could begin. Guests filed towards the front to congratulate the couple and pay homage to the queen.


  “Congratulations,” I greeted the brides.


  Hailz face took on a sour expression and it was directed solely at me, much to Fiona’s dismay. “You aren’t my family,” she spat.


  “Well, I had really crappy seats, thank you very much,” I shot back. “I wanted a better view to this train wreck and since those seats were empty, I helped myself.”


  Fiona, noticing Hailz discomfort and mine intervened. “You must be Mags. It is a pleasure to finally meet you.”


  What? A pleasure? I was in shock as my mind processed Fiona’s comment. The only information she could have gotten about me was from Hailz. Maybe she was just being nice…


  “Thank you for letting us be a part of your celebration,” I told Fiona, eyeing her warily.


  The line of well-wishers was backing up. Other guests were growing impatient with my monopoly on the brides’ time. I used that as an excuse to forgo anymore awkwardness with Fiona. Congratulating them one last time, I walked a distance away to wait on Melissa and John.


  Rory, alerted to my new location, jumped out of line to join me.


  “I’m not going anywhere,” I informed him. “You could have congratulated them before you jumped on my back again.” My patience with Rory’s constant vigilance was wearing thin.


  “Perhaps, but I won’t be derelict in my duty. I will go wherever you go, I will sit wherever you sit, and I will sleep when you sleep.”


  I thought Rory was being a bit dramatic, but his tone was stern and his expression hardened. Now, I didn’t mind being under guard and watched like a hawk because I carried Hofuo, but Rory was taking things just a little too far with his militancy.


  I narrowed my eyes at him and snapped back. “Just so you know, I WILL be sleeping alone. Sleep on the floor outside of the door if you want, but you and I will not be sharing a bed.”


  “I would not suppose to know you so well,” Rory responded, deadpan in his reply. “I have procured the room adjoining yours.” He looked to the sky as if he was tiring of my existence. “I doubt you’ll be much trouble in your sleep,” he added.


  I folded my arms across my chest. “I wasn’t talking about sex!” I responded irritably to his assumption.


  I guess I had been a little too loud because Phineas appeared from amidst the line of well-wishers who were more interested in my little tiff with Rory than getting to the front of the line. Phineas took Rory to the side. No doubt Phineas was telling him to keep me in line. I probably should’ve been embarrassed by my overheard outburst, but I was too irritated to care.


  It looked as if Rory was getting a good dressing down. I strained to hear the conversation between the two. Oh, if I could be a bird in the tree above them. I was disappointed to find I couldn’t hear as much as I would’ve liked and settled for the visual. As it was, I don’t think I was missing out on much. Phineas’s face was red and he was fuming. Rory could only look sheepishly down at the ground while Phineas had his say.


  Someone stepped in front of me, blocking my view. My attention now turned to whoever was ruining my entertainment. Abel’s visage scowled down at me. I had been so distracted by Rory getting ripped a new one that I hadn’t noticed Abel or the fact that I was now surrounded by his men.


  “What the f-,” I began, but was cut off my Abel putting his index finger against my lips.


  “Tut, tut. Do you have any manners at all?” he admonished. “While your filthy little mouth may go unnoticed by the ignorant masses, I assure you Queen Aurora and her court will not ignore such repulsive behavior.”


  I wiped my mouth where he had touched me in disgust. I was repulsed by both him and the fact I had let my guard down to watch Rory and Phineas.


  Enough people were aware of me that, should I go missing, it would be noticed. Abel too, was aware of the Fae’s no fighting rule. He was confronting me in public as a scare tactic. He was not-so-subtly telling me that he could find me anywhere. I relaxed a little knowing nothing could come of his ambush.


  I shouted as loud as I could so that my voice would carry to all the wedding attendees. “So the mighty King Abel is finally accepting of inter-species gay marriage!” Doing this served two purposes. The first was to alert my friends. The second reason? Well, I did that just to embarrass him publicly. My inner self was making silly faces and sticking her tongue out at Abel.


  “How dare you equate me with such abominations!” he growled, but only loud enough so I could hear.


  I put both hands on my hips. “I dare quite easily,” I retorted.


  Unable to be seen, he grabbed me by the waist and pulled me to him so forcibly I bounced off his chest. “Make no mistake,” he seethed, “I will break you as I have any unruly beast in my kingdom.”


  Break me? Like a beast? Was this guy serious? I maintained my composure, bluffing my true feelings. My sword hand was getting twitchy but I staid it as I was in no mood to be incarcerated again so soon.


  “Why so silent Magdalene? Don’t tell me you’ve finally learned to keep your mouth shut. I was looking forward to teaching you how and when to use your mouth properly.” He was leering at me, taunting me to attack him. I could only guess that he wanted me arrested so he could negotiate a trade for me from the Fae.


  “Mags!” Melissa shouted from the outside of the circle. Abel’s eyes widened in surprise at the sound of Melissa’s voice. I wasn’t aware that he knew of her and was rather caught off guard by his reaction.


  “Say nothing,” Abel ordered me.


  “I’m right here Melissa, with A-bel.” I over enunciated his name on purpose. I looked at him and shrugged my shoulders. “I guess I haven’t learned to shut up, jerk wad.”


  That did it. It was one thing not to address him properly. Throw in sarcasm, name calling, and a total lack of respect and you get one seriously po’d elf. He wanted something from me, so it was eating at him to not be able to kill me. Instead he lifted his hand to hit me. I braced myself for the punch. There was no way I was going to duck and I couldn’t fight back. I would however, keep my dignity.


  Just before Abel brought his hand down, a rather large Hailz snake plowed her way through two of Abel’s men. She wrapped herself around Abel’s body, restraining him.


  Abel’s men bristled in anger but made no move. They too were aware of the laws of the Fae awaited their king’s orders before attacking. Finding none, they returned to their statuesque stance.


  “Why are you trying to ruin my wedding day Abel?” Hailz asked lazily.


  He spit in her face. “What you do goes against the gods and the very laws of nature. You should be put to death for your transgressions.”


  “Enough!” boomed Queen Aurora as she strolled through the middle of the elf circle.


  The woman was a vision in purple. Between the amethysts at her neck, the soft lavender silk that clothed her, and the heliotrope ribbons that were woven through her wig, she gave The Artist Formerly Known as Prince a run for his money over the love of the color.


  She stopped short of Abel and turned to me. “I don’t believe we have been properly introduced.”


  I curtseyed out of respect. “No my lady, we haven’t.”


  Abel’s face turned three different shades of purple when he saw that my irreverence for royalty only extended to him. Then again, maybe Hailz was squeezing too hard. I’m pretty sure though that it was the former.


  “I am familiar with the situation that has brought you to one of my villages,” Aurora informed me while staring Abel down. “I assure you Magdalene, that while you stay here, you will be safe from harm.”


  “Thank you for the kindness. Your hospitality is quite generous,” I placated her.


  “You’re welcome my dear,” she replied warmly. The warm and motherly face I had just been shown was quickly turned into that of a sour disciplinarian as she addressed Abel. “I am correct in believing you weren’t about to hit this young lady, aren’t I?”


  Hailz loosened her grip on Abel to allow him to speak. “No Aurora, I was not,” he fumed.


  Aurora clapped her hands together. “Wonderful,” she chimed. “Let’s break up this commotion and enjoy the festivities then.”


  I curtseyed again to Aurora, out of respect. Flipping Abel the bird crossed my mind, but I didn’t want to overstay my welcome with the Fae. Aurora touched my arm as I turned to walk away. She wanted to speak to me and took me to the side as Abel and his men dispersed.


  She dove into the subject head first. “I understand, from my new daughter-in-law, that Abel had you kidnapped.”


  “Yes ma’am,” I replied.


  She shook her head in distaste. “Nasty business. I apologize for Abel’s intrusion. Usually he does not step foot in my kingdom. There’s not much I can do to him unless he breaks the rules. Even then, as a sovereign of another people, the best I can do is have him escorted off my land. Anything else would be inciting war. As it is, he’s broken no rules.”


  “My lady, you do not need to explain yourself to me,” I replied to her ramblings.


  “Yes Magdalene, I do. I was hoping to have a long conversation with you at a later time, but now will have to do,” she said, speaking more to herself than me.


  “Come, let us sit and talk.” Aurora pointed to two empty chairs at the back of the aisle where we had been sitting for the ceremony. Aurora had chosen the location for its privacy so the curious would not be able to eavesdrop.


  I looked back to the other party goers trying to find Melissa and John. The queen, noticing my hesitation to follow, answered my unspoken question. “My daughter escorted your friends somewhere private.”


  She continued to walk towards our seats, this time with me following behind. “I understand your one friend is an elf?”


  “Yes ma’am, he is.”


  “Then it would not bode well if Abel saw him then. They’ll be safe until Abel leaves, which I suspect will be soon.” She then took her seat with much more finesse than I could in a hoop skirt. “He is not a tolerant man,” she stated a matter-of-factly in regards to Abel.”


  I laughed a little. “That is true your highness.”


  “Please, you may call me Aurora,” she offered and I smiled in return.


  “We should have met at my village in the Wildwood a few weeks ago,” she scolded in a joking tone.


  “I apologize, I was held up indefinitely,” I joked back.


  Aurora put me at ease with her mild manner. Unlike most royalty, she was warm and welcoming. The stress I was feeling from Abel’s ambush was gone, replaced with the feeling of being a loved family member. It was weird. Fae hospitality aside, they weren’t exactly welcoming of outsiders.


  “What’s troubling you Magdalene?” Aurora asked, noticing my slight discomfort.


  I felt my forehead wrinkling and realized I was wearing my thoughts on my face again. “I don’t understand why you treat me with such familiarity and kindness,” I admitted.


  She chuckled at my honesty before she enlightened me to the reason for her warm reception of me. “I’ve kept tabs on you for so long, I feel as if I know you well.”


  “You’ve been spying on me?” I asked, shocked at her confession.


  Aurora was amused by my assumption and laughed heartily. “Oh my dear no, not at all,” she said putting me at ease. “I’ve only known of you, as have many Otherworlders.”


  “I thought I was supposed to be a big secret,” I lamented at the new information. I knew the trees had blabbed and some had taught their children I wasn’t the bad guy, but I really hadn’t known that I was the only one that believed no one knew about me.


  “Ha!” Aurora blurted, so forcefully I thought I heard some of the seams in her corset tear. “The only secret is that we kept your existence from Iblis and Abel for so long.”


  “Why has no one ever told me that?” I asked her.


  “It was only my story to tell now that Willa’s gone,” Aurora explained. “Willa let you think that to keep you vigilant. Don’t hate her for it. Everything Willa did was for your benefit.”


  Aurora didn’t give me too much time to get hung up on the minor details of Willa’s decision. “You were to meet the leader of the Fae village in the Wildwood,” she began. “What you didn’t know is that’s where I currently reside making me the village leader.” She smiled, pleased with what she thought was an intelligent ploy.


  I toyed with the ribbons on the cuff of my sleeve. “Why was I supposed to meet you?”


  “For the same reason we are sitting here now,” Aurora replied. “To talk.”


  “Talk about what?” I asked.


  “Your future Magdalene.” The warm and caring queen now grew serious. “There are things you need to know. Firstly, it’s important that you never-.”


  “Your majesty, my apologies,” a man interrupted, bowing to her.


  The fierce scowl Aurora gave the man made me think he was going to lose his head. “What is so important enough to interrupt me Flynn?” she demanded of the man, her icy cold queen demeanor rearing its head.


  I would hate to be Flynn right now. Short of someone important dying, Aurora didn’t look like she was going to take his interruption lightly. They spoke in hushed tones, low enough that I couldn’t overhear them. I sat there, twiddling my thumbs, waiting for Aurora and Flynn to finish up.


  Aurora broke away from her exchange to address me. “My apologies Magdalene. We won’t be able to continue our talk. I will find you before you return home tomorrow and we will pick up where we left off.”


  I stood and curtseyed to Aurora as she took off with Flynn in a hurry. I guess someone important did die, I thought. Dismissed, I made my way to the large gathering of people. Safety in numbers. I was hoping to find Hailz or Fiona so they could show me to John and Melissa.


  Rory, the bloodhound, found me first. “I apologize for my oversight. I shouldn’t have left your side.” His eyes darted around the area, scoping out potential new problems.


  “Well, it’s not like you were given a choice in the matter, I consoled.


  “Regardless, I assure you it will not happen again,” Rory promised.


  What do you say to that? I didn’t blame him; I blamed myself for getting distracted. One thing was for sure, the Fae formality would NOT be missed by yours truly.


  “I’m sure it won’t,” I responded, hoping I said the right thing.


  Rory seemed to relax with my acceptance of his apology, even as reluctant as it was. Unfortunately, because of Abel’s intrusion, Rory planned on being my conjoined twin for the rest of my stay.


  The line of people wishing to congratulate the newlyweds was nearing the end. Other guests were spread throughout the area. Some mulled around while others sat down in the now empty seats. I looked around the various groups for any sign of my friends.


  Finding none, I thought to inquire of their whereabouts to Rory.


  “They will join us shortly,” he informed me. “It seems that King Abel and his men have left the village. Your friends will be escorted back to the celebration.”


  I hoped that was going to be soon. Rory wasn’t exactly the greatest company in the world.


  Curious as to where we would be led next I asked, “Rory, where is the celebration?”


  He grinned, amused by something I was missing.


  “What?” I was perplexed by the lack of an answer and Rory’s amusement. I would’ve assumed I had something in my teeth, but we hadn’t eaten yet.


  Instead of letting me stew, he lifted his hand and pointed past me. “Look behind you.”


  I turned around, expecting to see empty chairs with a few people seated in them. I was wrong.
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  The outdoor chapel furnishings were gone. In its place were tables with food overflowing everywhere. Long tables with benches were scattered about for guests to dine. Those I saw sitting hadn’t moved. They were still seated in exactly the same place as they were before, only new chairs and tables appeared around them.


  The fireflies and fairy dust still bathed the area in its soft golden glow as the hamadryad decorations still graced the trees. Musicians began to play, their song beckoning the guests to enter the magically renewed area to celebrate.


  The guests filter in and take their seats to dine. Various conversations were going on around me, but I was too mesmerized by the music to pay attention when my name was called. The musicians, four women in all were playing an enchanting melody. The flautist’s notes reminded me of a bird flittering between branches. I almost saw the leaves change colors from green to autumn hues when the violinist joined in. It was truly beautiful and I felt an overwhelming need to go to them.


  “Be careful, those are sirens,” John pointed out while turning me around and distracting me.


  My head cleared enough to realize John was talking to me, but I hadn’t a clue as to what he said. “What did you say?”


  He chuckled at my fogginess. “Sirens Violet. The musicians are Sirens.


  I shivered as the enchantment of the Sirens’ spell wore off. “Why on Earth would anyone hire Sirens to play at a wedding?” I asked, astonished.


  “You’ll get used to it,” John reassured me. “Give it ten minutes and it won’t hold you captive anymore.”


  “But why?” I reiterated.


  “The Sirens have mastery over music and are the best,” he informed me while grabbing my hand just in case I felt the need to run off towards the Sirens again.


  I wanted to say that they should come with a warning label, but became lost to the music once again.


  John led me towards the dance floor. “Come on beautiful girl.”


  I could see how a celebration could last for three days. Even those more accustomed to the Sirens seemed ensorcelled by their magic. It was a good thing they were friend and not foe.


  There really was no floor to dance on. An area of flat earth, off to the side of the tables, had been cleared and manicured to accommodate the dancers. Guests were taking off their shoes to enjoy the pleasure of dancing upon the soft green grass.


  John holds me close to him as we dance. Our bodies fit so perfectly, it was like we were made for each other. I found myself torn at the moment. I realized that my life would never be the same safe, happy self it had been, but I had John. On the other hand, had none of the past few weeks happened, I would be semi-safe, in a mild state of ignorant bliss, but without John. Good thing I didn’t have a choice in all of this, I thought. I would have never been able to make up my mind.


  I did have him now though. The evidence of that lay beneath my hand which rest upon his chest. The steady beat of John’s heart reminded me of the here and now, breaking me free of the Sirens’ bewitchment, once again.


  He took my moment of lucidity to twirl me around him. I laughed as I spun because who doesn’t laugh when they’re spinning around? Here in the Fae village we were safe and free to relax. Despite Abel’s previous ambush, I didn’t feel the need to keep up my vigilance. Rory was standing ten feet behind me, on the edge of the dance floor, watching me like a hawk. I’d let him be on guard for the both of us for the rest of the night.


  Ensconced in John’s arms once again, he kissed me on the forehead. “I plan to make you smile like that everyday Violet.”


  “Then we should probably never leave here,” I recommended as we both became slightly ensnared by the Sirens’ music yet again.


  I’m not sure how long we danced. It could have been hours for all I know. My tolerance to the Sirens became stronger a little at a time, but had not advanced to the point that I could think clearly throughout the entirety of their concert.


  My muddled thoughts took me near and far. Memories of my past and present fluttered in my head as well as some of the absurd. One of my daydreams showed me dancing in the heavens, amongst the gods.


  In my last thought, I was being bathed in flames. When the music stopped, I felt like an elastic band had snapped, shooting me back into the present, clear headed. Goosebumps covered my arms as I lingered over my last thought as the Dreamweaver’s words of me causing the world to burn echoed through my mind.


  “Take a break?” John asked.


  I nodded my head, still a little dazed from the rude awakening. I’ve never partaken in narcotics, but I could only imagine I had experienced something similar to a drug-fueled haze.


  “You’ll be fine in a few minutes,” John assured me, entirely way to amused by my sensitivity to the Sirens. “I told you it takes some getting used to.” I stuck my tongue out at him and pushed him playfully in response.


  Once we found our seats John left to hunt down something to drink. He returned moments later carrying two goblets and sat beside me.


  “What’s this?” I inquired of the drink he sat down in front of me.


  “Fairy wine. Be careful and nurse that unless you want to end up forgetting the next week,” John warned me.


  I sniffed at the libation. “Was water not an option?”


  “I do love your sense of humor,” he mused while running a finger up my arm. “However, the wine will clear your head of any residual effects from the Sirens’ song.”


  I cautiously took a sip and found it to be rather pleasant. With the tartness of oranges and the sweetness of honey the drink was perfect for a celebration on a summer day. As to its effects, John was right. Any unease I still felt disappeared, leaving me feeling light-hearted.


  “Holy Hades!” I exclaimed once I regained full use of my faculties and remembered my elf-jacking. “What happened to you when Abel showed up?” I asked.


  John looked down at his drink, suddenly finding it more interesting. “Please, don’t consider me a coward for hiding,” he pleaded, ashamed of himself.


  I held his hand in mine. “I don’t,” I assured him. “I was just worried about you. That’s all I meant.”


  John let out a big sigh of relief. “I thought you were asking because I didn’t come to your aid,” he admitted, looking up at me with puppy dog eyes.


  “I would be mad at you if you had,” I scolded.


  “I was hidden from Abel’s sight by guests waiting to congratulate Hailz and Fiona,” John informed me. The commotion you caused allowed Abel to zero in on you. He wasn’t paying attention to the rest of us.” I put my hands over my face in embarrassment at the realization everyone had heard my little outburst.


  John pulled my hands away. “Relax Violet. From what I hear, that’s not even the worst thing anyone has said to Rory.”


  “Well that’s good,” I said, relieved. “Now I don’t feel like an arse.”


  “Back to the subject at hand,” John suggested. “We were all distracted with your outburst and Phineas’s confrontation with Rory. None of us noticed Abel until it was too late. I started to you, damning the consequences, but Hailz caught me before I exposed myself.”


  John stopped to take a large gulp of wine before he continued. He still wore a look of shame at leaving me to the wolves. “As I was saying, Hailz stopped me. She assured me of your safety and berated me for jeopardizing everything.”


  “I’m sure her diatribe was peppered with interesting metaphors,” I chimed in.


  “Very much so,” he replied, “especially after Melissa gave herself away. She had her wife escort Melissa and I a safe distance away in an abandoned pixie hollow and there we stayed until Abel left.”


  “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I agree with Hailz,” I said.


  John raised one eyebrow and one side of his lips pulled up in a half-grin. “I can’t believe you just said that.”


  I shook my own head. Hades must be freezing over if I’m siding with Hailz. “What I can’t believe is that she did something nice, on purpose.”


  “That’s one twisted relationship you two have,” John observed while finishing off the rest of his wine.


  I jumped out of my seat. “Oh!” I looked around, searching through the guests for one person in particular.


  John tugged at my hand to get my attention. “What are you doing?”


  Finding who I was looking for, I turned back to John and smiled. “Come on, I have to give the newlyweds their wedding gift.”


  Rory’s attention to me had faltered since he became focused on Melissa. I’m sure the Sirens’ music had something to do with it to. John and I took the opportunity and snuck away to find Hailz and Fiona.


  We found them under the cover of a Weeping Willow, in a lovers’ embrace. Not wanting to interrupt such an intimate moment, we quietly tried to escape their notice. John stepped on a stick though and gave us away.


  The couple, surprised at being intruded upon broke away quickly. Fiona’s face flushed crimson. Hailz, rather than being embarrassed was cross. Her eyes shot daggers at us. Hailz swore, at me in particular. “Can’t I get away from you for two bloody minutes?”


  I fumbled over my words as I tried to apologize. “Sorry. We uh, well we just came to find you, um not like this and…um, well here.” I stuck out my hand to Hailz and revealed my gift.


  Hailz, Fiona, and John recognized what I was holding (I had told John and Melissa realizing I needed a safety net for Hailz, in case something happened to me.). All of their jaws dropped in unison.


  “What in Hades do you think you’re doing?” Hailz shrieked.


  I smiled at her surprise since she was never caught unaware. “It’s your wedding present.”


  “Oh Mags,” Fiona gushed as she rushed over to hug me. “Rarely does one return the object to a bound jinn.” Tears formed in the corner of her eyes as she continued on, overjoyed by my gift. “I cannot thank you enough for your gift and generosity of spirit.”


  “No need,” I said still enveloped in Fiona’s arms. I was beginning to think she would never let go. “Hailz has gone above and beyond to help me get here. The least I could do is release her so we can return to our adversarial selves.”


  Fiona, still teary-eyed let me go. I guess I did good, judging by her reaction, I thought. John, proud of me, put his arm around my waist and pulled me into my second hug of the last two minutes. Thankfully he didn’t hang onto me as long as Fiona did. Once he was done, Hailz took the opportunity to show her appreciation by slapping me, hard, across the face.


  The feeling of tiny little pin pricks made themselves known and I brought my hand to my cheek. I was taken aback by her reaction. “What the hell Hailz?”


  Hailz grabbed the front of my dress, yanking me forward. I was so close that I could feel her warm breath on my face. I’ve seen the look she has on her face before. It was the look that Hailz had when she killed someone out of anger. Her jaw was tense, eyes narrowed, and a little vein pulsated on her forehead.


  “Put that away and leave me alone for the rest of the night,” she demanded while tempering her murderous rage.


  When dealing with Hailz, one has to throw civility out the window. “Listen here handbag,” I seethed, referring to her serpentine form. “I’m going home tomorrow. What could I possibly still need you for? Take your damn compass and I’ll leave you alone until it’s time to kill you.”


  Hailz dropped her hands from my fancy dress as her anger abated. “You can really be a fucking moron sometimes,” she told me. “It’s not over until you side with the Master or Abel kills you.”


  It was now my mouth that dropped open. “No,” I gasped.


  She didn’t reply, only looked at me as if I was stupid.


  “No Hailz. I didn’t want to do this in the first place.” I paced back and forth as my heart pounded so loudly I thought everyone could hear it. “You didn’t give me any choice in the matter,” I accused her adding, “It was only supposed to be temporary!”


  No matter how much I begged, Hailz refused to take back the compass. As Fiona took her turn arguing with Hailz, I took solace in John’s arms. I felt horrible. Hailz had bound herself to me knowing it was to be long term. She had willingly become subservient to me and wouldn’t let me give her freedom to her. There was nothing I could do but remain her master.


  Fiona dragged Hailz away so she could continue the argument in private.


  “It’s not your fault and there’s nothing you can do if Hailz is unwilling,” John pointed out in an effort to comfort me.


  I looked up at him. “There has to be a way,” I insisted. “I can’t, I won’t enslave another being, regardless of their willingness.”


  John outlined my jaw with his thumb and then held my face in his hand. I relished in the feeling of his touch, the heat from his hand warming my very soul. “I know you wouldn’t Violet, that’s one of the many reasons I love you.”


  “That doesn’t make what I’ve done any less terrible,” I uttered.


  “We’ll figure it out,” John promised.


  “There you are,” a male voice interrupted my pity party. Apparently John and I weren’t as clever as we thought we were. Rory had known where we were the whole time. I was surprised at Rory’s decision to give me some room to breathe. I think Melissa may have said something to him. She really is the best friend a person could ask for.


  Speaking of which, Melissa had joined Rory in finding us. “Hey Rory, Melissa,” I said.


  “What’s going on?” she asked, noticing my sullen expression.


  I couldn’t say anything in front of Rory about the situation between Hailz and me. I opted for the truth but skipped around the details. “Hailz didn’t like my wedding present. She and I got into an argument over it and then everything went south from there.”


  “That stinks,” she commiserated with me. “I swear, it’s like a tug of war between the two of you. No matter what, Hailz is always pulling in the opposite direction of you.”


  Rory, oblivious to the conversation, said nothing. His sole focus was geared to Melissa’s ample breasts. I rolled my eyes but said nothing. That’s as close as he’s probably gotten in a long time.


  John still held me in his arms. He gave me a quick squeeze and suggested we head back. When we returned, the party was in full swing, but still PG-rated. The rip roaring raunchy randiness wouldn’t start until after midnight.


  We returned to our table. Two women from the Witch’s Council were seated with us. They introduced themselves as Astrid and Edith Grall. They were middle aged women who time hadn’t been kind to. Astrid looked as if she had been beautiful once, remnants of her beauty apparent in her wrinkle free skin. Edith, on the other hand, I think was born with the sour expression she wore on her face.


  When it was my turn to be introduced I was greeted with evil stares from the two Witches. They were polite as could be with everyone else at the table. The Grall sisters only seemed to have a problem with me. Abel may no longer be here, but his influence was apparent in these two women.


  I made the best of the situation. Being seated between John and Melissa, I was safe from the evil eye of the Witches. Rory, on the other side of Melissa, seemed to relax and enjoy himself. I think it may have had something to do with Melissa.


  A new glass was set in front of me and I took a hearty gulp, hoping to steady my nerves. The only thing it did for my nerves was set them off kilter even more as I realized I had just downed half a glass of fairy wine.


  I spoke in a low voice, not wanting eavesdroppers to listen in. “I accidentally took a big drink of the wine,” I informed John. “Am I going to be okay?”


  He cupped my chin in his hand and chuckled softly. “You should be just fine, just switch to something else.”


  Oh thank the Goddess, I sighed in relief. Waking up a week later with no memory of what I did wasn’t sounding like my idea of fun.


  “Just in case, I won’t leave your sight,” John added, patting my hand.


  I took a moment to take him in. A five o’ clock shadow was making its appearance on his face. Even dressed like a foppish French gentleman from the 1700’s, the stubble looked good on him. I loved how he always smelled like nature, the scent of fresh mown grass radiating from his every pore.


  Melissa cleared her throat, gaining our attention. “Mags, are you going to sit there all night and stare at John all doe eyed or do you want to come and dance with me?”


  Rather than face another embarrassing situation, I left with Melissa before John had the chance to tease me. We left John at the table, with Rory as entertainment.


  I mentioned Rory’s attentiveness towards Melissa to her as we made our way to the dance floor.


  “Rory’s nice enough, but I think I’d break him,” she mentioned. “Does that make me sound superficial?”


  “A little,” I responded, “but who isn’t. Besides, you haven’t seen him at his best yet.”


  She raised her eyebrow at me, knowing I was up to something, but unable to put her finger on it. “What do you mean, at his best?”


  “Stick around him long enough and you’ll find out,” I warned, laughing at my little joke. I wondered what she would think of Rory if she saw him transform. After all, Melissa did like a beast of a man.


  There were two circles of dancers, one inside of the other. They were getting ready to begin when we joined them. Melissa and I found ourselves between a Dwarf and a Fae. The Dwarf acknowledged us and nothing more. The Fae was kind enough to explain the dance to us.


  Each circle danced in opposite directions until the music stops. Then, you and the person opposite you on the inside circle dance round and round until the music stops once again. Whichever circle you are in when the music ends is the circle you begin the whole process with again. The dance is meant to give each dancer as many partners as possible.


  Melissa and I had a blast in the dancing circles. I can’t remember who all I danced with, but even the queen’s consort and I shared a twirl.


  One of the women in the inner circle began to scream, breaking up the frivolity and drawing everyone’s attention. I tried to push through some of the onlookers to get a better look, but Rory pulled me away.


  “What happened?” he asked while on the lookout for the source of the threat.


  John had found Melissa and brought her to where Rory and I were standing.


  “I don’t know,” I replied, just as baffled as anyone else. “I was dancing and all of the sudden a woman started freaking out.” I looked at Melissa. “Did you see anything?” I asked her.


  “No. I didn’t see anything either,” she replied.


  John was in his familiar warrior stance, alert to everything and scanning the area for dangers. As long as I’ve known him, he’s always been prepared like a finely trained soldier. As long as I’ve known him, he’s always seemed ready to go into battle. I wonder where he trained or why he did it. I made a mental note to ask him about that.


  “I doubt she’s screaming bloody murder for no reason,” John remarked while putting his body between the group and I.


  The queen’s consort made his way through the mass of people and was walking past us when he overheard John and stopped short. He dismissed our concerns with a wave of his bejeweled hand. “It is nothing to worry about. I’ve simply won a bet.”


  Rory bowed in deference. “But my lord, she’s screaming,” he pointed out.


  Melissa, John, and I were not used to Fae customs and hastily made the same courtesies as Rory had.


  The consort, gleeful of his victory, was all too happy to tell us his story. “The woman was frightened, that’s all. I told Aurora this morning that something would try to nest in one of these ghastly wigs we’re all wearing.”


  Melissa’s hands shot up to her mouth in shock. “Oh my goodness!”


  The consort looked Melissa over with a rakish eye. Finding her countenance pleasing he continued. “Yes, quite shocking indeed,” he told as he kissed her hand. Melissa giggled, like a little schoolgirl, at the pleasantry. Rory bristled as the exchange took place. I had no doubt a green eyed monster was, well, going to replace his monstrous self. I wonder if Aurora knows her lover is a cad.


  The consort, remembering his manners, continued with his tale, this time addressing all of us. “It seems a group of hummingbirds have decided that Baroness Carrick’s wig was a fine place to make their new home.”


  We all broke into laughter at that. Even the consort couldn’t hide his joviality at the ridiculous scene. We drew the ire of the other guests. I guess some of them took the woman’s predicament more seriously than we and thought us impolite.


  I didn’t want to find Pixies playing hide and go seek in my beehive of a nightmare. Wasting no time, I got rid of my wig and Melissa’s, relegating them to wherever things go when they magically disappear. Other women, not having to be the first to do so, followed suit and removed their hairpieces.


  “What did you win, my lord?” Rory asked of the consort.


  His wandering eye had led him to Melissa’s bust line again which led to his distraction. “Win?” The consort took a moment as he tried to figure out what it was that Rory asked. His eyes lit up when he realized what he had been asked. “Oh yes, the bet. I won a village,” he said nonchalantly and walked away, being summoned by Aurora. The queen had noticed his appreciation for Melissa.


  “A village?” Melissa asked in disbelief.


  “Is something wrong?” Rory inquired back, confused by her reaction.


  She took her time and chose her words carefully, not wanting to offend Rory. “How do you feel, being won and lost in a bet at the whim of a noble?”


  Rory’s lips curved upward and his eyes twinkled in amusement. “I appreciate your concern. If I was anything other than Fae you would have a valid point.”


  “It isn’t problematic?” John asked as we still mulled around.


  “No, it’s not,” Rory replied and explained why. “Though village leaders change, their treatment of us is always humane and just. We don’t rule and treat each other like your leaders do.”


  Melissa was placated by his answer. She couldn’t stand injustice and her heart always bled for those she felt were oppressed. The Fae way, socially evolved light years beyond the rest of ours, seemed alien and strange to the rest of us. Maybe one day we’ll be lucky enough to follow in their shoes.


  Crisis averted, the wedding reception was back in full swing sans party hair. We, along with the others joined back in the merriment as we ate, drank, and danced well into the night.


  


  

  



  
    
  


  



  19. They Have Meds for That


  
    
  


  



  Hours later, our feet were sore from dancing, our minds were slightly fogged over by the alcohol, and we were getting tired. Deciding to call it a wrap, the four of us went back to the hotel. To our luck, the mass orgy was only beginning. The few participants who decided to get a jump in on the action were partially hidden by bushes. I, in particular, was glad I didn’t get accosted with an eyeful of fornicating Fae.


  Our rooms were next to each other on the second floor. My room was sandwiched between Rory and John, with Melissa on the end next to Rory. Across the hallway sat an unfamiliar Fae.


  Rory acknowledged the stranger and introduced us. “Magdalene, this is Finn. He will be your night guard.”


  Fantastic, another warden. “Nice to meet you,” I said, withholding my disdain for yet another babysitter.


  Finn scowled at me in return. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he had a problem with me. As it was, I didn’t even know the guy. I was clueless to his surly attitude.


  Rory noticed his co-worker’s craptastic attitude, but said nothing to him, pulling me to the side instead. “Don’t mind Finn. He’s just upset that he couldn’t partake in the festivities tonight.”


  The Sandman had been singing his song to me for the last hour. I wasn’t in the mood for someone I didn’t even know to give me any gruff. I raised an eyebrow and put my hand on my hip in full sass mode. “Well, I didn’t mean to get in the way of him getting a piece of ass tonight,” I replied sarcastically.”


  Finn’s brow furrowed from the tension his buddy and I were causing. Extreme hate was radiating of Finn which put me at unease. I seemed to be the only one that noticed it though. Melissa was leaning against her door, wanting the night to end and John seemed uninterested in Rory’s and my conversation. Any other time I would have been up for a good verbal sparring with the less than charming Finn, but I relinquished the standoff, not wanting to keep the others up because of my stubbornness.


  I looked from Finn to Rory. “He doesn’t have to guard me Rory, I offered, my voice low enough so the frowny-faced Fae wouldn’t overhear me. “I promise I won’t leave my room tonight.” It was a double-ended deal. The mean Fae could leave and I would keep my word and remain in my room for Rory’s sake.


  Rory paused and ran his hand through his hair. I don’t think he’s ever been put in a situation like this before. It took him a moment to choose his words. “That’s a fine offer Magdalene and I’m sure Finn appreciates your generosity. However, considering the Elven intrusion, I will not take any more risks as far as you are concerned.”


  I’ll admit his diplomacy was impressive. Maybe there was more to Rory than meets the eye, aside from the enormous steroid addled monster he turned into. I’m going to call him the Incredible Hulk next time he changes, I thought absentmindedly.


  “Rory?” Melissa chimed. “What are the plans for our departure tomorrow?”


  Though he was exasperated with me (the feeling was mutual), when answering Melissa he stood up straight and smiled at her as if she were his queen. “Once the three of you are awake and fed, you will be sent through the portal and back into the Wildwood.”


  “Great,” she said yawning before covering her mouth with her hand. She hadn’t noticed Rory’s subtle flirtations. “Goodnight everyone, I’m going to bed.”


  Rory gave Melissa his heartiest goodnight and the two of them retired to their rooms, leaving John and I alone, with Finn. I wanted to give John a proper goodnight kiss, but I didn’t want Finn and his still venomous glare as an audience.


  I leaned into John so I could whisper in his ear. “I’d kiss you goodnight, but I feel a bit uncomfortable with Nanny McFae over there.”


  He chuckled while pulling me into a hug with one arm. Brushing my hair back behind one ear, he lowered his face and whispered, “Not to worry, I will get that kiss from you shortly. Just wait up for me please.”


  His warm breath tickled my ear and I shivered in response. The fine hairs of my body stood up across my body like soldiers at attention.


  I looked up at those beautiful green eyes, puzzled as how he’d manage that feat with the Sour Plum Fairy sitting right outside the doors. “But how?” I said, loud enough that Finn took a sudden interest in the conversation.


  John put his forefinger to my lips. Abel had been the last one to do that to me and I resented it then. Now, I didn’t mind so much since John was the one doing the shushing while holding me to him with one of two very strong arms. “Ssh. You’ll see, I promise,” he replied. Kissing me chastely on the forehead, he then went into his room, winking at me before closing his door.


  I was in front of my own door, twisting the doorknob when Finn decided to come up behind me. “Sweet Brigid!” I gasped when I turned around, finding Finn two inches away from me. I tried to back up to regain my personal space, but the door greeted my butt and I could go no further.


  “Listen up,” he demanded while poking me in the chest with his finger. “I only have one rule for you. DO NOT leave your room. No exceptions. I don’t care if the roof comes crashing down. I expect to find your body in the rubble of this room. No one is allowed in your room either.” Finn moved his finger from me to the door of my room. “Don’t even bother coming out in the morning. I will tell you when you can leave your room.”


  Against my feisty side’s better judgment, I turned towards my room, feeling it best to go inside instead of arguing it out with the foul Fae. I didn’t get halfway turned around before I realized he wasn’t done barking at me yet.


  Finn poked me once again. “And one last thing. I AM NOT your servant. I will not bring you anything or do any bidding. Do you understand?”


  What was this guy’s problem? I just met him and certainly didn’t have time to make him hate me. Could Finn’s attitude really be because he couldn’t join the writhing sex fest going on outside?


  I slapped his hand away from me. Upset or not, he had no right to treat me so unkindly and I had no intention of putting up with it. I pushed him back a bit to regain some breathing room.


  “I don’t know what your problem is with me bud, but let me tell you something,” I told him, reacting with the intensity of a lightning storm. “Just because the only action you’re going to get tonight is with your hand doesn’t’ give you the right to act like such an asshole. Secondly, if you don’t let me out to use a restroom, be warned, I will do my business on you.” (The bathroom comment was really a non-starter since there was one in my room, but I was trying to make a point.)


  Finn’s mouth opened slightly agape at my last threat. I had his attention, but I wasn’t done yet. “So you know, I have no intention of leaving this room tonight,” I informed him. “That is out of respect for Rory and not because you demanded it,” I added. “Lastly, there is not a damned thing on this planet that I want from you. Do you understand?”


  Finn looked as if someone had slapped him. He didn’t respond to me, but stood there like a deer in headlights.


  “Are we done here?” I asked Mr. Personality while waving my hand in front of his face to get his attention.


  “I uh…I-I-I’m sorr…” He was stammering and confused. I wasn’t too sure what was wrong with Finn. His behavior was beyond any explanation. I was so done with him for the night. “Whatever, goodnight,” I said rudely and went in my room, slamming the door behind me.


  I may have, under normal circumstances, tried to find out what Finn was playing at. As it was, I was tired and just didn’t give a crap. Safe in my room from the Fae orgy outside the inn and Rude Ralph outside my door, I sat down on my bed and laid back.


  Staring at the ceiling, tears formed in my eyes. The stress of everything had finally reached its limit and needed an outlet. I had been reminded of my precious stone covered ceiling at home. That led me to thoughts of Willa. I really wish she was here right now, I thought. She’d know what to do. My battle was over, but there was still a journey ahead of me.


  I was wondering if I had the fortitude to continue to fight against Iblis, The Powers, and Abel when one of the walls in my room began to split in two. I sat up like a shot at the spectacle. The hard, wooden, immovable wall acted as if it was a curtain. It swayed a little as if a breeze had blown through though the air was still. Invisible hands pulled each side of the wooden curtain open and John stepped through.


  He cocked his head to the side at the sight of my tear stained face. “What’s wrong beautiful girl?” John took a seat next to me, wiping my tears away with the hem of his shirt.


  “I’m just decompressing,” I replied and laid my head on his shoulders.


  John stroked my hair to comfort me. “Don’t worry Violet. Everything’s going to be fine from here on out.”


  “I know it will. It’s just my built up frustration finding its way out,” I told him.


  John didn’t try to calm me down after that or distract me. He gave me a squeeze and held me as I let go.


  David’s assault, Luca’s betrayal, imprisonment, and the constant attempt on my life by Iblis and the Aelfadl were just the top three on the list that had my head tied up in knots. There was also the possibility of two futures that ended up in some type of horror. I also had a hard time understanding why everything that had run afoul in my life had to do with me being an anomaly, an outlier among Otherworlders.


  I couldn’t wrap my head around why so many people were going out of their way to destroy me. I wasn’t anything special. Sure, I was more powerful than most Otherworlders, but there certainly were those more powerful than I.


  I wasn’t a politician or member of any royal house. There wasn’t some long lost prophecy concerning some ominous destiny either. Prophecies, by the way, are overrated. The vagueness of the superfluous language they’re written in leave its meaning up for speculation. The Dreamweavers vision of my future isn’t a long lost prophecy. That was some type of psychic vision, foreknowledge, etc.


  Iblis has always been straightforward in his pursuit of me. He wanted me for my powers, plain and simple. Abel too wanted me for my magic. However, Abel harbored extreme hatred for me, making his attempt at acquisitioning me an exercise in brutality. Sure, he might use me to squash his enemies, but I’m fairly positive my mouth would incur his murderous rage and I would become a genie in a bottle. An urn shaped bottle.


  My brain eventually fizzled out and my tear ducts dried up. I knew my face was red and swollen from the crying. I could only imagine what the smudged mascara was adding to my looks. I stayed in John’s arms for a few minutes more as I calmed down.


  John didn’t push or prod me as he held me. He was giving me what he thought I needed, a shoulder to cry on. The heat from his body radiated out, enveloping me like a warm blanket. He was endearing himself to me more and more. I was one lucky girl.


  I eased myself away a few inches and looked up at him. I should’ve cared what I looked like, but John had seen me sweaty and dirty in the past (from training). This was nothing compared to that. “Thank you,” I told him. “Thank you for letting me cry on your shoulder.”


  He shifted so we were sitting face to face. Lifting my chin up with his hands he said, “You’ve been through a lot and we’ve been on the go since. At some point you had to decompress. I was starting to worry because you hadn’t.”


  He let go of my chin and sat beside me once more, draping his well tanned arm around my shoulder. “That’s too much for one person to hold inside, even for a warrior jinn like you,” he added.


  My heart felt like a bevy of butterflies had taken up residence inside it. With John by my side I could stand up to whatever challenges would come my way, without breaking in the process. I was starting to feel like my same old self once again.


  John took my hand in his and squeezed it. “Now that you’re back to sorts why don’t you get out of that ridiculous costume and into something you can breathe in,” he suggested.


  I looked down at myself and laughed. How I didn’t bust through my dress from the crying was beyond me. John was right. Aside from looking ridiculous, it wasn’t very comfortable either. “Good point,” I told him and headed to the bathroom. Now that I was back to sorts I wanted to wash the smudged make-up off my face and look like a normal girl once again.


  I was halfway across the room when the sound of a scuffle came from outside the door to my room. As soon as I turned to John, the sound stopped. He got up to go and see what the commotion was all about, but I stopped him.


  “You can’t go out there,” I told him, putting my hand against the hard planes of his chest. “Rory and Bitchy McGee would throw a fit if they knew you walked through the wall and into my room.”


  He didn’t move any further, but the hard stare he focused on the door told me I had to act quick. “I’m just going to poke my head out the door. If something’s wrong then you can come out.”


  He ignored me and with a single minded determinedness walked towards whatever threat lay beyond the solid wood of the bedroom door. “John!” I hissed. “We can’t afford to upset the Fae this close to going home.”


  He stopped dead in his tracks. He knew I made a good argument. Trying to find another way home while Abel was possibly laying in wait for me outside the village walls wasn’t a good play. He crossed his arms, unhappy with the fact I was right, and reluctantly ceded to me. “Alright. But if there’s any trouble, and I mean any, I’m coming out.”


  Closing the distance between us, he held my face in his hands. The inflexibility in his face was replaced by a softer, kinder one. “Violet, you’ve been through enough. I’m not about to let any more harm find you until you’ve had some time off to rest. Damn the Fae, I’d rather find another way home than see you hurt.”


  The butterflies that had set my heart a flutter were having a party and their friends were over. But where did this protective edge to him come from? Sure, the next baddie that came my way anytime soon would meet a bloodier than normal end, but I wasn’t some delicate flower. Then again, the feeling of having a big, strong knight in shining armor protecting me was kind of cool.


  I could see that I would have to learn to be better at letting my guard down around John if we were going to have a future together. My fiercely independent nature wouldn’t disappear overnight, so it was a good thing he knew me well enough to carefully choose his battles with me.


  Poking my head out the door, I was surprised by what I saw. Nothing had changed. Finn was sitting calmly in his chair reading a book. There were no signs of a struggle anywhere. Nothing was broken, Finn’s breathing was regular, and no one else appeared to inquire about the disturbance.


  “Is everything okay?” I asked cautiously, wary of the temperamental Fae.


  “Quite fine Magdalene,” Finn replied in an unusually cheery tone.


  “Oh.” I was stumped. John had heard the sound of fighting too so I know I wasn’t imagining things. “I thought I heard a scuffle,” I informed Finn.


  “Nothing of the kind has happened, I assure you,” he replied. “Thank you though for being so kind to inquire.”


  What the…? “Are you sure?” I double checked.


  “Yes ma’am,” he replied with a smile.


  The Fae’s mercurial behavior had made the situation all the more confusing. “Oookay,” I said unconvinced. “Well, good night then.”


  You know what? I’m not even going to bother figuring out what happened. For all I know, the insane Fae was arguing with one of his personalities. Tomorrow I was going home and would make sure I put enough distance between myself and the Otherworld. I didn’t want to bother with any of them, aside from Melissa and John, for quite some time. A hundred years sounded like an appropriate amount of time.


  I was back in my room and closing the door when Finn spoke up. “Um Magdalene? May I speak with you for a moment?”


  I hit my head against the door, on purpose. “Why me?” I whispered as I looked towards the heavens. Motioning to John that I would be a moment, I stepped back outside of the room to see what Finn wanted.


  “What do you want?” I asked, exasperated.


  Finn was fidgeting with his hands, his head was down, and his eyes darted everywhere except to me. He seemed ashamed, embarrassed even. Oh, for Odin’s sake, what personality is this one?


  “I just wanted to apologize for my behavior earlier,” he uttered.


  He had progressed from Surly Fae to Smiley Fae and now Shameful Fae. I preferred the seven dwarves.


  I was a little afraid to say anything, unsure of what personality I would be greeted with next. With my luck it would be a murderous one. “Um, thank you?” I replied.


  He looked up at me through his lashes. “You’re still angry with me?”


  Oh for Pete’s sake! “No Finn, it’s fine. I’m not holding a grudge against you. Hopefully, from here on out, we shouldn’t have any more problems.” I even put on a fake smile in order to convince him I was over our earlier confrontation.


  “Yes, yes,” he murmured before abruptly leaping at me.


  His sudden movement caused me to take a defensive stance. Finn stopped his approach when he noticed my reaction. “Please, I only wanted to shake hands with you,” he cowered.


  I made no move to attack and said nothing. I didn’t even know what to say. Hades only knows what would happen if I opened my mouth again.


  “I’m sorry,” Finn apologized. “It’s just that I don’t know what came over me earlier. I’m not a mean person normally,” he disclosed in an attempt to convince me.


  I wasn’t convinced. Even though Finn seemed sincere, something bothered me about the situation. This Fae was seriously unhinged. This conversation needed to end quickly. I couldn’t believe I was actually looking forward to Rory coming back on duty.


  “It’s been a long day Finn, don’t beat yourself up about it,” I replied, trying to remedy the situation.


  Seemingly placated, he finally looked me in the eye. His lips turned upwards in a smile for the first time tonight. “Thanks.”


  I clasped my hands together in relief. “All right then, it’s late and I’m going to bed. Goodnight.”


  I turned on my heel and went back into my room followed by Finn’s goodnight. I closed the door quickly behind me, just in case Finn changed his mind, and rested my head against the door for a few seconds.


  “What was that about?” John asked, wrapping his arms around me and kissing the back of my head.


  I turned around in his arms. “Are Otherworlders susceptible to mental illnesses like the humans?”


  He raised his eyebrow at me in question. “Not that I know of, though I’m curious as to why you’re asking.”


  “Well then, somebody really needs to take a look at Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde out there,” I replied pointing my perfectly polished pink finger at the door.


  Having missed my earlier confrontation with Finn, John was understandably confused. We sat down on the bed as I recounted what had happened earlier after everyone else had gone into their rooms.


  Once I was finished, John became upset with me. “Why didn’t you tell me this earlier?” he demanded angrily. “There’s no way I would have let you go out there right now if I knew he’d been hostile towards you.”


  I stood up and moved away from him. “I know how to handle myself John,” I pointed out, becoming irritated.


  John slammed his fist down on the mattress causing a small down feather to find its freedom. “Why do you have to be so damned stubborn?” he scolded.


  “What in the world is your problem?” I asked incredulously, throwing my hands in the air.


  Realizing he was being an over-protective jackass, his mood dissipated slightly. He came over to me and grabbed both of my hands. “I know you can hold your own,” John acquiesced, pulling me forward. His hands let go of mine and slid down my back, resting on my waist. “The fact that you went out there isn’t even what made me upset,” he confessed.


  I crinkled my forehead, baffled at his admission. “Then why are you mad at me?”


  “Just because you can take on half of the Otherworld, it doesn’t mean you have to do it alone,” he chided me.


  John was right. Remember what I said about learning to not be so independent where he was concerned? It appeared that it was going to be harder than I thought.


  “I’ll try not to be so headstrong, but give me some time to adjust,” I entreated him.


  Could I be dependent on another? Melissa had always been there for me, but she had always left me to choose when or how I needed her help. John wanted to take some of the weight I always seemed to carry alone. But what if he drops the ball? It could be the difference between life and death. My life and death. He wouldn’t do that though. I can trust him, can’t I?


  John tapped me on the nose with his finger. “Quit over thinking it,” he chuckled, amused at his own ability to read me so well. “I’ve waited five long years to get you back. Do you really think I would just up and leave you hanging?”


  “How did you know what I was thinking?” I asked, astonished at the acuity of which he was now able to see through me. John was good at reading my expressions, but there was no way he could tell my exact wording.


  He laughed again, his mood back to normal. “I’ve been here,” he said while tapping my head. “It gave me a lot more insight on you.”


  I narrowed my eyes in mock anger. “Cheater,” I accused.


  John smiled, pleased with himself, before he kissed my forehead. “I love you Violet and I promise I’m not going anywhere. You can trust me.” Looking back down at me, I could see the playfulness dancing in his eyes. “I do remember you saying something about a goodnight kiss,” he baited me.


  I winked and taunted him back. “That’s why you came, isn’t it?”


  “Does your offer still stand?” he asked, hopeful for a positive response.


  “I don’t know,” I teased. “I’m going to have to check my schedule and see where I can fit you in.”


  I laughed at the silliness of the conversation. John didn’t join in with me, being determined to win the battle of the witticisms.


  “It’s a good thing then that I had your secretary clear your schedule,” he said.


  “Well Mr. Gwyneddson (that was John’s last name), it seems I can pencil you in after all,” I replied in my most coquettish voice.


  He pressed me close to his body. “Well, have your secretary hold all your calls then, we might be here awhile,” he instructed, hinting at something I wasn’t picking up on.


  “My calls?” I laughed. “Exactly how long do you expect this kiss to last?”


  “Oh Violet, I don’t just plan on kissing your lips.” His voice then dropped to a lusty octave. “My intentions are to kiss and taste every last inch of you.”


  “You win,” I blurted, not having anything clever to say in return. The blood that had previously been fueling my brain and fled south and now supercharged my libido. I was turned on immediately, hot magma now pooling in my center.


  John took advantage of my verbal block and kissed me quickly as he hoisted me up in his arms.


  


  

  



  
    
  


  



  20. Sexy Chapter!!!


  
    
  


  



  John deposited me on the bed, lying down beside me, the lust swimming in his emerald eyes as he once again brought his lips down upon mine.


  His kiss was slow. John was planning to take his time with me which turned me on even more. Being summertime, his lips and tongue tasted like strawberries.


  Elves are curious creatures. They have a tendency to taste like fruits that were in season. Their affinity for earth magic makes this possible. It’s not common knowledge amongst Otherworlders and I don’t go around smooching Elves either.


  I only know this from the kisses John and I had shared. He told me that sometimes Elves could even taste like honey. I know what you’re thinking…naughty readers. I don’t know and if and when that happens, I’m not going to kiss and tell. But, between you and me, the thought had crossed my mind too.


  John managed to find my leg underneath the hoop and all my petticoats, his hand sliding its way up, stopping only when he reached my upper leg. I mewled a little when he grasped my thigh firmly.


  “I love hearing you react to me,” he responded.


  My voice was heavy, “Mmm…you should be in for a real treat later,” I goaded.


  I attempted to drape a leg over John and he tried to free my breasts from my corset and dress. I wasn’t successful and he growled in frustration, unable to spring my breasts from their prison.


  “It’s time you get out of Marie Antoinette’s private collection,” he suggested, giving up after failing once again with the dress.


  “What do you suggest I change into?” I asked as sexily as I could.


  He shook his head in negation at me. “No Violet. No magic. I want to watch you undress for me.”


  I was caught off guard by John’s request, but had no problem going along with it. Wordlessly, I slipped away from him and the bed. I kicked off my shoes and attempted to reach behind me to unsnap and untie all the clasps and ribbons, to no avail.


  “You’re going to have to help me. I can’t reach,” I giggled nervously.


  When he stood, it was made clear to me that he needed no encouragement as far as things were headed. The quality of the fabric of his breeches was being tested by his erect member. A lefty, I thought. Melissa’s question of measurements came to mind.


  I pulled my long, dark, wavy hair over one shoulder to give John access to the back of my dress. I almost melted into a puddle when he nipped at my neck before unbuttoning me.


  “Maybe using magic wasn’t such a bad idea,” he murmured while fumbling with the unrelenting clasps.


  I turned to him, ready to do away with our clothes the good old’ fashioned magical way, but he put both hands on my waist, turning me back, stopping me. “I’m not serious beautiful girl. I’d much rather do battle with your garments in order to see them slide off your body,” he said, his voice low and thick with arousal.


  At long last John was able to undo all the clasps so I could slip out of my dress and hoop, only to be met with the laces of the corset. “I’m glad this isn’t everyday dress for you,” he growled. “Though, you are a vision in a corset and flimsy skirt.”


  I was suddenly finding the corset restricting and hard to breathe in. The sooner he could un-tie the ribbons, the sooner I could feel his hands on my body and his skin against mine. The corset came undone quickly and I let it fall to the ground. Turning around, I was greeted by John’s hungry stare. There was no doubt in my mind that he wanted me. I felt like a gazelle being stalked by a voracious lion.


  “The skirt,” he grunted and pointed.


  I kept eye contact as I shimmied out of the thin linen skirt, bare except for the purple thong I was wearing. I turned around three hundred and sixty degrees so he could admire the view. With all the exercise I get training and killing bad guys, I’m not self-conscious about my physique.


  “Come here,” he ordered.


  The only time John had ever been so demanding was when we trained. I listened, never arguing as he was the better warrior and my training could mean the difference between life and death. I didn’t think anything he was going to demand of me right now had anything to do with my survival, but I found his take charge attitude in the bedroom arousing and sexy as hell.


  I took the three steps that divided us and put my hands around his neck and kissed him once more. He may want to take charge of the rest of the night, but I was going to have this one kiss the way I wanted it.


  I ran my tongue along his soft and full lower lip and John parted his lips, allowing me access. Our tongues played a feverish game of catch and release. When John put his hands in my air to arch my head back, the sensuous kisses he trailed down my neck caused shivers to radiate out from my spine to my toes.


  When I tugged at his lip with my teeth I began to undress him, starting with his shirt. “Your turn,” I told him.


  “Are you in a hurry?” he chuckled.


  “No, but I want to feel you,” I admitted.


  He stayed my hands after I unbuttoned his top button. “Tell me Violet, how bad do you want to feel me?” he demanded, his tone gentle.


  I could feel his heart racing, like a rabbit thumping its foot, under my hands. All I had to do was answer his question and he’d give in. If the hard erection pressing against my stomach through his breeches weren’t evidence of his arousal, the electric four leaf clover green of his eyes were. I knew my own had to be little neon signs of vivid purple.


  Sexy talk, like vocalizing what I want, was not something I had ever been quite comfortable with. At the moment I was a little nervous to answer John. I wasn’t one of those girls whose every move or word dripped with sexuality. When it comes to this kind of thing, I have two left feet.


  “Tell me, he growled, growing impatient with having to wait to touch me.


  I sucked in a big breath. I would say I put my big girl pants on, but I was a hair’s breath away from being completely naked. “I need to feel you John,” I told him. “I want to feel your body against mine, your hands all over me and to feel you move inside me.”


  John stared at me, as much in shock as I was that I actually was able to say what I did. “Please,” I added to break the awkward silence. He responded by moving one of his hands up to the back of my neck while the other grabbed a hold of my waist. Saying nothing, he walked me like that, backwards towards the bed. I felt the mattress behind my knees and could go no further. John motioned for me to sit and I obliged as he stripped down before me.


  He pulled his shirt up and over his head and I was regaled by the perfection of my emerald eyed, chocolate haired god’s upper body. John’s broad and tanned upper body was well defined with just a smattering of hair peppering his chest. His arms were strong enough to kill, yet gentle enough to hold me with. I thought his washboard abs were made even sexier by the happy trail leading to the million dollar question.


  “Up here beautiful girl.” Oh Hades. Did he really just catch me staring at his crotch? I put my hands over my eyes and fell back against the mattress. “Was I that obvious?” I asked, fearing the truth.


  John climbed atop of me and removed my hands from my face. “Please don’t be embarrassed,” he crooned into my ear. “I think it’s awesome knowing how much you want me.”


  I was still embarrassed, but at least John wasn’t teasing me over it. “Do you know what I love?” I asked him, hoping to make him forget my crotch watching.


  “What?” he asked curiously.


  “You John. I love you.”


  Smiling, his electric eyes took me in from head to toe. “You are so beautiful.”


  I couldn’t help the wide, toothy grin that plastered my face. “You’re not so bad yourself,” I told him, running my fingers through his chest hair.


  John scooted me back so I was further in on the bed. “You’re still wearing pants,” I pointed out.


  “So eager,” he chuckled. “They’ll be gone soon enough, I promise.”


  I pretended to pout which made John laugh more and shake his head at me. “If I take my pants off now, I won’t be able to control myself.”


  “That’s okay by me,” I told him, beaming.


  “Patience Violet,” he requested of me. “I want to take my time with you.”


  “Oh? What did you have in mind?” I asked.


  “Spoilers,” he teased, leaning down to nibble on my earlobe, giving away nothing.


  The alternating warmth of his lips and cool breath against my ear made me squirm against him. John moved further south, nipping and kissing my neck as his hand grasped one of my breasts.


  John kneaded one breast as he took the other in his mouth. His velvet tongue swirled around my nipple causing both of them to harden. I ran my hands through his soft, brown hair as he tugged gently on my eraser tops with his teeth, causing me to become slick with arousal.


  I laughed when he kissed the sensitive flesh of my stomach, the result of being ticklish. John paused when he reached my undies. His lips moved to my inner thigh, taking their sweet time as he moved towards the juncture of my thighs. The heat of every kiss lingered upon my cool skin, leaving reminders to every part of me that he had touched.


  John paused when he reached my panties. He ran his tongue parallel to the elastic of my thong, right above my stomach, teasing me relentlessly.


  “Please John,” I begged, wriggling underneath him. “Please stop teasing me. I want you inside of me.”


  There was a devilish glint in his eyes that told me he was in charge of this show. “Not yet beautiful girl, but I promise I’m done teasing.”


  I was thinking about what he meant by that when he moved my panties to the side and ran a finger along my lips.


  A rumbling growl came from deep inside his chest. “You’re so wet,” he commented, pleased with his discovery.


  “It’s because of you,” I replied. “You get me all hot and bothered.”


  Mischief etched itself on his face in the form of a lopsided smile that, normally, I would have thought adorable. Right now, I was thinking that I had no clue what I was in for.


  “Is that so? “Well, let’s see if I can do some more damage,” he offered and I accepted greedily.


  John grabbed the elastic band on both sides of my thong and slid them down my legs. Where his finger was just moments before, his mouth now took possession. My hips bucked up against him when his tongue flickered against the nub of super sensitive nerve endings.


  “John!” I gasped as the electrical sensation riveted my body, shooting to every last nerve ending.


  John lifted his head only to speak, his large hands still gripping both sides of my hips, holding them in place. “Do you like that?” he asked, demanding an answer.


  I nodded my head quickly. “Yes, more please.”


  He squeezed the flesh of my hip. “More what Violet? You have to tell me what you want,” he ordered with a wicked smile and gleam in his eyes.


  Subconsciously I knew this was an exercise at getting me to break through my barriers. He wanted me to tell him what I needed and to trust that he would follow through. It was a delicious torture.


  I propped myself up on my elbows and looked down my body at him. This gorgeous man was poised and waiting for me to say the word and he would do whatever I asked. “I want your mouth on me and your fingers inside of me,” I told him.


  John wasted no time in responding. Instead of answering me with words, he let his actions do the talking for him. He pushed to fingers inside of me as his mouth found its previous purchase. I threw my head back and closed my eyes, enjoying the sensations rippling through me from John’s ministrations.


  As his fingers stroked in and out and his tongue danced upon me, I felt my stomach tightened up. My muscles were constricting and I knew I was close to orgasm. I moaned in delight.


  “Is that what you wanted?” he asked.


  “Mmmhmm.”


  John’s voice took on a serious tone as he retracted his fingers. “I didn’t hear you Violet. You’re going to have to speak up.”


  “Yes!” I exclaimed. “Please don’t stop.”


  “What do you say?” he asked, tormenting me.


  O-M-G. He was going to tease me relentlessly until I gave in. John was willing to please me, but he wasn’t going to do it without a little effort on my part. I found it rather erotic and exciting as the need for him made me feel like a man scouring the desert in search of water. Finding the oasis, to quench my thirst, I had but only to take that last step.


  “Please John, I want more,” I begged. John’s breath fanned my stomach, causing me to once again quiver.


  “That’s what I wanted to hear beautiful girl,” he crooned. I want you to tell me what you want and I want to hear you enjoy it. Would you do that for me Violet?”


  I couldn’t take any more of this torture. “I’ll do anything you want, just please, for the love of all that’s holy, give me more!”


  Laughter momentarily escaped his lips in response to my demand. It was quickly replaced by that naughty smile of his. “Anything you say?” he teased.


  My jaw dropped like an anvil. That wasn’t what I meant. I wouldn’t call myself a prude, but there are plenty of wild things I don’t care to try. I started to panic as I wondered what he had in mind.


  John’s fingers returned to their prior occupation. “I don’t want anything,” he said, dropping his teasing tone, “just your pleasure.”


  With nothing more to say John’s tongue returned to its assault on my swollen clitoris. It didn’t take long before his handiwork was driving me over the edge. The first wave came over me so powerfully I arched my back. I bit down on my lower lip so as not to wake anyone, though the feeling of vocalizing my pleasure was overwhelming.


  I’m rather vocal when it comes to bedroom sports. Having Rory, Finn, and Melissa within hearing range was not conducive to that. Them being an audience to this intimate moment wasn’t on my list of things to do today, or ever.


  “Wow,” I panted as my body relaxed and rested once again upon the bed. “That. Was. Amazing.” I was in such a state of bliss that I felt like I was floating. John let me bask in the sensation for a moment before he spoke.


  “It’s a shame you had to hold back because of the neighbors,” he lamented. John now lay next to me. He ran his fingers up and down my side while peppering my body with kisses.


  My euphoria was becoming replaced with desire once again. The feeling of his lips against my skin caused heat to suffuse through me, replenishing the molten lava between my legs.


  A soft moan escaped my lips followed by an intense need. “John, I want you to make love to me.”


  I didn’t have to say anything more. John quickly removed the rest of his clothing. To answer Melissa’s question: Impressive. Long and thick, I was surprised I had been able to take such a titan.


  John reached over and grabbed me, rolling me atop of him. Burying himself deep inside me, I gasped at the feel of his initial penetration.


  I started grinding my hips against him in a circular pattern, much to his enjoyment. John put his hands on my hips, pushing me down as he thrust up into me. The low rumbling in his chest increased the faster I gyrated.


  I came twice more that way. Instead of holding it in like I had done before, I grabbed a pillow and screamed into it.


  John ripped the pillow from my hands and flipped me over on my back so quickly I shrieked a little. “This time I want to hear you,” he insisted pushing back into me. “I’d rather hear you softly than muffled up in some pillow.”


  Again? I had never come this many times before, let alone going on number four. John was proving to be a very generous lover, putting my needs before giving into his own. I could get used to this.


  I lifted my head from the bed and kissed him. “You feel so good.”


  “You feel amazing, beautiful girl,” he responded in kind.


  John’s hands were everywhere, groping, kneading, and teasing while I dug my fingers into his back, building towards climax. He seemed to be on the same page as me, pumping harder and faster. My legs were wrapped around him. I lifted my hips, pushing back into him at every thrust until we were both reaching apogee.


  “Let go Violet, let me hear you,” John encouraged.


  I did let go. I couldn’t keep it in or stay quiet as this was the most powerful orgasm yet. Screaming his name and moaning, I’m sure I woke everyone up. I was hoping to play it off to a rogue banshee.


  John followed me with his own orgasm, growling like a beast. It sounded so animalistic and carnal.


  We collapsed against each other. He held me as we caught our breath. I purred like a cat, sated with bliss. Every nerve ending of my body was alive, sensitive to the lazy lines John was drawing upon my skin. My brain was stuck in the euphoria of a sex fog, oblivious to anything but the here and now. I had never felt as good as I did in this moment.


  “You sounded like a wild woman,” he said looking down into my eyes. “It was sexy as hell and I loved it.”


  I responded with a smile, glowing. I could possibly get used to the idea of telling him my wants and needs, but there was no way I was going to tell him what I was thinking. Woohoo, I get to look forward to this every night! I didn’t want to over inflate his already healthy ego.


  Laying there in our post-coital reverie, we were content to just hold each other until sleep claimed us.
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  I awoke the next morning to the smell of lilacs. Opening my eyes, I found that my room had been turned into a lilac bush around its periphery.


  John put his hand on my shoulder. “Good morning,” he greeted softly.


  I turned around to face him. “What’s all this?” I asked gesturing to the floral bower.


  He propped himself up on one elbow and entwined his fingers with mine. “You once told me you loved the smell of lilacs in the morning. I just thought that a beautiful girl should have something beautiful to look at when she woke up.”


  “You remembered that?” I asked in awe.


  I could just make out the wooden walls of the room. The flowers, all in bloom, were in shades of pink, white, and lavender. Their perfume wasn’t too strong or over flowery. Between the smell of fresh mowed grass coming from John and the delicate scent of the flowers, I could almost picture myself, back at home, waking up on a perfect spring morning. What a fantastic way to wake up, I thought.


  “I would’ve brought you breakfast in bed, but my magic can only do so much,” John said. “We’ll have to rely on you for that.”


  My stomach grumbled at the thought of food. “My body seems to agree with your train of thought,” I laughed.


  John lifted my hand and kissed it. “How about we shower and dress first. We’ll meet back here in, let’s say, twenty minutes. Sound good?”


  I nodded my head yes and he got up and left. He didn’t bother putting his clothes back on as he intended to leave the same way he came in. I was treated to an impressive view of his taut back end as he walked towards the wall of the room.


  “See you shortly, beautiful girl,” were his last words, before the lilacs swallowed him. I couldn’t see the wall behind them open up, the flowers being so thick in that one spot.


  I personally didn’t see the need to postpone breakfast in lieu of a shower. That was, until I thought about what state my hair had to be in. I groaned. I could only wonder what mess my face would be in after sleeping in full make-up.


  Getting out of bed, I made my way into the bathroom. I would have thought last night’s sexcapades and sleep would have turned me into one of Hades’ nightmares. Looking into the mirror, I let out a big breath of relief.


  My hair and face was a little mussed, but nothing too dreadful. The snarls in my hair wanted to do battle with the brush and it looked like the brush was going to lose. Conditioner was definitely called for today.


  The warmth of the shower enveloped me in the blanket of its steam. I could have stayed there for hours. Unfortunately, I had to be ready to go in twenty minutes. It’s a good thing I have magical powers. How else could a girl shower, change, and do her hair and make-up in such a short amount of time?


  Fifteen minutes later and I was almost done. I just needed to put on some clothes. Considering last night’s frippery, comfortable and relaxed was my mindset when choosing an outfit. I chose a pair of relaxed fit jeans and a fitted tee. Comfortable walking shoes were on the docket as I wasn’t sure of how long the walk from the Fae village in the Wildwood was from John’s house. I threw my hair up in a ponytail and had two minutes to spare.


  When I opened the bathroom door to the room, I was saddened to find the flowers gone. They were so charming and I really hadn’t had a chance to enjoy them.


  John wasn’t back yet. Somehow I’m going to have to fit in a joke about him taking longer than a girl to get ready. I contemplated packing, but decided to leave that for after we ate.


  I decided to go ahead and create breakfast while I was waiting. I remember from our time together, years ago, that John preferred fruit for breakfast. Typically elves like a more vegan lifestyle, but weren’t necessarily religious about it.


  With granola and grapefruit for him and bacon and eggs for me, my work was done. With nothing left to do, I sat on the foot of the bed and waited.


  Twenty minutes later, John had still not returned. I knew his magic was more than capable of getting him clean in no time. He was a male, so all he really had to do was put on clothes. What was taking so long?


  I knocked on the wall that separated our rooms. No answer. I gave thought to walking through the wall like he did. In the end, I decided against it. It wasn’t something I had done before, so it might be a bit tricky. The last thing I wanted to do today was to be stuck in a wall until I figured how to get out of it.


  Maybe he got held up, I thought. I would just have to do this the old fashioned way and knock on the door to his room. I thought about grabbing Hofuo and my compass before I left, but ultimately left it behind. I wouldn’t be more than ten feet away and for once I was safe enough to not have to vigilant about my safety.


  I opened the bedroom door and immediately regretted my decision to leave Heimdall’s sword behind. Abel and the Aelfadl were awaiting me. Melissa and John, already captured, were sitting on the floor, restrained from doing anything to help by magical bonds.


  The bonds were made by the dwarves of Elemental Deep. The bonds melded with a prisoner’s magic, rendering their power unusable. It was near impossible to break through them. Only a key that had joined with the prisoner’s magical DNA could free one from the bonds.


  I only had one, very slim chance to get past them. Jumping backwards into the room, I intended to grab Hofuo. My feet had scarcely left the ground when I was pulled through the air by an invisible hand and slammed into the wall across from me.


  “Oomph.” I felt as if a bear had parked its rear end on my chest as I gasped for air.


  Finn appeared from behind one of the Aelfadl. I smacked myself in the forehead. I should’ve known…


  “There’s no use in fighting this time Magdalene,” Abel warned me. “I brought the best of my warriors and have found this Fae,” he pointed at Finn, “to be rather malleable to my will.”


  Still wheezing, I stood up, the Aelfadl making no move to stop me. They must have thought that I posed no threat as their stance was unusually relaxed. I was unable to tell anything from their faces as they were obscured by masks.


  “I’d be careful of that one,” I said in reference to Finn, “he’s temperamental.”


  Abel laughed silently to himself, the joke lost on me. “Yes. He is rather difficult, but that is my own fault.”


  I raised an eyebrow at his vagary. What did he mean by that?


  “I can’t give my hand away now can I?” he asked though the question was rhetorical. “It wouldn’t be as entertaining for me if I did.”


  Abel was a sly devil. He had been the Elven king for over a millennia. You don’t stay in charge for that long without having a few tricks up your sleeve.


  Once Abel got the Dwarf bracelets on me, there was no way I’d be able to escape. My only chance was to fight back right here. Even dying sounded like a better alternative. Alerting the other Fae to Abel’s presence sounded like a good idea. I would have the reinforcements and protection I needed. I decided on doing both things at once.


  I didn’t have the time to let the energy build up in my hands to be able to attack everyone at once. Whatever I was going to do, it would have to be quick.


  “Sorry Abel, but I won’t be able to stick around for your scheming today,” I said, unleashing a few concussive blasts at the ground. I aimed at the floor by John and Melissa. I was planning to catch everyone off guard. Then, I would escape by jumping down the hole I had created, all while slowing Melissa and John’s descent.


  It should have been neat and tidy, crisis averted, and Fae alerted. For the second time in minutes I found that I had never been more wrong in my life. Nothing happened, no holes, no shock and awe, nothing. I tried again. Same thing. It looked like Abel had remembered to bring his invisible shield and had taught it a few new tricks. He must’ve known I’d try and rescue my friends.


  I didn’t have time for the games. Every second I wasted gave Abel an advantage. He was already up in that department since he had cornered me like a dog. There were plenty of other targets and directions I could fire away at. There was no way Abel’s shield extended that far. I’d bring down the entire building if it had the required effect.


  Lifting my hands, I began launching fireballs everywhere. I aimed over their heads, at their feet, and even lobbed a shot to my side in order to determine where the shield ended. I was so busy trying to find the chink in the invisible armor that I didn’t notice the Aelfadl who were guarding John and Melissa take a defensive stance.


  That should’ve been my clue. None of the rest of Abel’s guard had so much as flinched during my assault. It was only when I let a barrage of shots off at Abel that I found out why he seemed so calm.


  My arms were yanked down to my sides by invisible hands and a white hot burning sensation began creeping up from my wrist to my arm. I felt as if someone was sticking me with a red hot poker and screamed out in pain. I tried to fight back at the unseen enemy, but that just caused my pain to increase.


  Abel’s face shone in triumph as he took a step towards me. “There’s no need to scream Magdalene, though I do enjoy the sound of it. You see, I had Finn poison all the fairy wine. In small amounts it does no harm. The Fae however, love to drink to excess at their celebrations. They won’t wake up for days.”


  “You should have just said something,” I grimaced through the pain. “I wouldn’t have stood in your way if I knew you and your merry bunch of cobblers just wanted time to fix all of the Fae’s shoes.”


  “Insolent bitch!” Abel shouted, backhanding me in the face. “I’ve told you time and time again to watch your mouth. I promise, I will make it my personal mission to teach you some manners, little girl.”


  My face smarted, but in no way felt worse than the continued burning I felt on my wrists. Just when I thought that couldn’t get any worse, my whole right side felt as if it had burst into flames.


  I screamed again as my legs gave out from underneath me, but I did not fall. Whatever it was that had a hold of my wrists kept me from falling to my knees. The pain was unimaginable. Invisible flames licked at my arms and sides, melting my skin and branding me with their mark. I looked down at my arms, while I could still hold my head up, to see the carnage. There were no marks or burns. My skin told no tales of the torment it was currently under. I knew of no kind of being that had both the power of invisibility and a fiery touch.


  My screaming continued. Abel and his men laughed at my torture, finding it entertaining. I was unable to use my magic. My invisible attackers had been absorbing my magic, first with the fireballs and blasts and now by touching me. I was overwhelmed with the pain and quickly became weak. I was as useless as a human against an oncoming train.


  As suddenly as the burning feeling started, it stopped. Only a smoldering feeling was left on my arms. As relieved as I was, I couldn’t move.


  Abel knew I was harmless when he stood before me. He lifted my chin so he could speak to me face to face as I was unable to lift my own head “I feel it my duty to tell you that your friends over there have been dishonest with you,” he informed me, pointing to Melissa and John with his turquoise eyes.


  “Liar,” I spat, barely above a whisper.


  “Regardless of your feelings towards me, I am telling you the truth,” he replied while turning my face this way and that, inspecting me. “I have two children, both sons,” he informed me. “You’ve already met Luca.” I’d introduce you to the other, but I think you already know him. His intended wife is here as well, but yet again you refuse me the honors of introduction.”


  My eyes grew as wide as hubcaps and I attempted to shake my head in denial. I looked over at Melissa and John, still restrained on the ground. They couldn’t reassure me of Abel’s lies due to the duct tape covering their mouths (Yes, even Otherworlder’s know the benefit of duct tape). Their eyes, however, spoke volumes. Guilt emanated from the two of them like a bullhorn in church.


  I was devastated. The tears I had been holding back from the pain of torture began to well and flow freely down my face.


  “I bet you didn’t know I sent this son as well as Luca to kill you and that other abomination five years ago either,” Abel said, wickedly enjoying his one sided conversation and the pain it brought me.


  Abel looked thoughtful for a moment. “What is it about my sons finding the need to seduce you?” he mused. “I think everything we’ve worked for could have been accomplished without that, but I guess the ends justify the means. However, John has been a bit of a disappointment. I think he may have actually fallen in love with you.”


  He wiped a tear from my eye, inspecting it as if it was some alien life he had never encountered before. I wondered if the man had a soul at all. He wiped his fingers on his pants and returned to my torment. “His marriage to the Witch was arranged years ago. The union will give me more power in regards to the alliance with the Witches.”


  Done with me, Abel let my head drop and turned to his men. “Let’s get this show on the road, shall we?”


  Two of the Aelfadl grabbed Melissa and John, hoisting them over their shoulders and headed downstairs, with Finn in tow.


  Abel turned his attention back to me, yet again and yanked me up by the hair. “I’ve been horrible with introductions today, haven’t I? Well, don’t worry Magdalene. I have some friends you haven’t met yet, though you’ve felt their power.”


  Abel ordered my invisible captors to show themselves. I was faced with the answer to my question about whose magic had been protecting Abel.


  Wraiths. When jinn who are bound inside objects are forgotten by time and their masters, they turn into wraiths. Over time the jinn lose their sanity, turning into something inhuman and animalistic. It is conceivably the worst torture on the planet.


  Even jinn bound to, but not inside, objects that are lost fare a better fate. Occasionally an object will be found and they endure servitude. For the most part though, they enjoyed relative freedom as objects usually stayed buried and forgotten.


  Iblis, as cruel and sadistic as he could be, led the hunt to find these lost jinn six hundred years ago. They couldn’t be released back into the world. His mercy for them was death, an end to their suffering.


  The call was put out to all Otherworlders to help find the wraiths. Sympathy moved most to help. Even Abel contributed, finding the majority of wraiths. The wraiths, once found, were returned to the great scorching fire all jinn were created from.


  “I’m sure you’ve noticed the color of the wraiths,” Abel pointed out, interrupting my thoughts.


  I had. Almost ghost-like, all the wraiths were a muddied purple color. I didn’t know how it was possible he had these creatures.


  Abel put my questions to rest as he spoke again. “Yes Magdalene, you even recognize that these are no ordinary wraiths. You see, when Iblis asked for help all those years ago, I concurred with the Otherworld community. To exist as a caged animal must have been one horrifying nightmare after another.


  I found many of the wraiths, contributing the most to the cause. I sent many Ifrits and Marids to a humane end. It wasn’t until I encountered one of your kind that I realized a wraith’s worth.


  I was in rural Russia on a tip about a cache of wraiths. My information, it turned out, was wrong and I only came across one.


  I had been poking around the ruins of a house, burned to the ground long ago. I had been ready to give up my search when I spied a slight depression in the earth, near the house. I decided to give finding the cache one last try. I attempted to cause the earth to remove itself, but a spell protected the site. I dug the earth by hand for over an hour when my shovel hit something solid.


  I had dug up an old oaken box. I knew then that I didn’t have what I was looking for. If as many jinn had been trapped in that box as I had been told, the energy from all of them would have blown this area to kingdom come, like they did in Tunguska.


  Curious to what the box retained, I opened it. Inside laid a colorful matryoshka doll. It, unlike the box that held it, had been untouched by time.


  I had recently begun to release the wraiths from their confines, curious as to the power they wielded, before returning them to Iblis. Overall, I was unimpressed. That was until I opened the doll.


  The jinn’s previous master was cruel, a trait I admired. Each doll was not just nestled within the other, but locked magically. It was the work of a powerful Warlock and it took me days to release the locks.


  I’ll admit, at first I didn’t recognize that the place I had found the doll in had once been the home of Rasputin.” (Rasputin was much older than the human history books state. His gruesome end, however, was true.)


  “When I did realize that, I understood the reasoning for the locks. The power of the creature he had bound must have been so great that containing it was his only option. I grew excited as I came to the last lock.


  What came out of the doll almost killed me, it was so powerful. I was just able to fight it off and contain it once again. There was something that stood out about that particular wraith. The Ifrit wraiths were a sickly yellow color and the Marids a blue-grey. The wraith I had just released was dusty heather, an Iblian.


  I sent this one back to Iblis, it being too powerful for me to control. I continued my search, not for lost jinn, but for lost Iblian jinn. Later on our world believed all the wraiths to be found and put to eternal rest, but I had a secret though.


  I collected the Iblian wraiths that weren’t completely insane. Oh, they have no sense of humanity left in them, but they can still take orders from their master. I almost thought I had lost them after the war when the gods eradicated your kind. Luckily for me, the gods didn’t even recognize these creatures.


  I’ve had them for over six hundred years. They are my creatures who do my bidding and they do their job very well.”


  Abel had finally finished his diatribe. I really didn’t think it possible to hate him more, but was surprised when I found that I could.


  I managed to lift my head up. “Good for you Abel. You’re an asshole that likes to play with dolls,” I gritted through my teeth and then spit at him.


  I couldn’t believe it. He had furthered the torture of already lost souls. Even Iblis, one of the nine kings of Hades, wasn’t even that demented.


  Instead of Abel’s usual venom at my verbal barbs, he merely laughed at me. The look on his face screamed predator. “Enjoy your jokes at my expense Magdalene. You will soon learn your place. I think now is as good a time as any for your first lesson.”


  Abel turned on his heel, gestured to the smoky outlines of the wraiths and headed downstairs. The wraiths, six in number, closed in on me. The burning increased tenfold. It felt like the ground had split open and Hades had swallowed me. I screamed out in pain again, taking the torment for as long as I could.


  I now knew what it meant to be burnt alive. Though it was only in my head, I could feel my skin pucker and fry in the wraith’s inferno. Every time I breathed in, fire would cause the delicate tissues of my mouth and throat to sizzle. It only took minutes of this before my mind disconnected from my body and shut me down, breaking the scorching cycle of pain.


  


  

  



  
    
  


  



  22. Magical Hangover


  
    
  


  



  A voice pierced my muddled brain. “Throw her over there for now,” it ordered.


  Another slower, less intelligent sounding voice answered. “Boss said not too. Said she’s dangerous.”


  “She doesn’t look to dangerous right now does she?” the first voice responded.


  I was dropped to the ground by the oaf. It was dark and I couldn’t see, though I did hear voices coming from everywhere. That was a good thing. It meant I was not in another oubliette. I wanted to lift my head and look around, but I was still too weak and passed out before I had the chance.


  I was being lifted into a seated position the next time I woke. Someone was trying to get me to drink. I don’t remember if I did or didn’t drink what I was offered. What I did remember was a soothing man’s voice persuading me to sleep. “Sleep,” he said. “Sleep.” The second time he urged me to sleep I found myself agreeing with him that it was an excellent idea.


  “Wake up miss,” the man’s gentle voice spoke.


  My eyes fluttered open in response.


  “That’s a good girl, now drink up.”


  I found myself once again in a seated position. The man holding me up brought a cup to my parched lips. I drank greedily, sucking down the cool, refreshing liquid.


  “Slow down now miss. You’ll be sick if you drink it too fast,” the man scolded.


  “Mags,” I whispered since my voice still raw from screaming.


  “My apologies. I called you Magdalene the last time we spoke. Do you remember?”


  I turned my head to see who was caring for me. I was met with the countenance of the gypsy I had left behind when I escaped the oubliette days ago (or two weeks depending on if you were with me or not). He appeared to be in his sixties, though it was hard to tell.


  Gypsies don’t follow the rules as far as human or Otherworlders are concerned. The man who was nursing me back to health could be sixty-seven or two hundred years old. There some who lived normal human life spans. Rarely did they live the lengthy lifetimes of Otherworlders. For the most part, they lived somewhere in-between.


  The man had salt and pepper hair. His skin was dark tan and weathered from years of living and toiling in the outdoors. Twice now I’ve seen this man and yet I didn’t even know his name.


  “My name is Elijah,” he responded to my thoughts.


  I raised a suspicious eyebrow at him. “Psychic?”


  Elijah laughed at my observation. “I’ve been called many things. But yes, I think psychic will do for now.”


  I made an attempt to hold myself up, but my arms were as strong as that of a newborn at the moment. Elijah held me down easily, keeping me from doing my body any more harm.


  “Not yet Mags,” he told me. “It takes awhile to recover from the wraith magic you’ve absorbed. Think of it as a magical hangover.”


  I acquiesced. Holding my eyes open more than a few seconds would be my win for now.


  I finished drinking the contents of the cup. Elijah told me it was water and a little bit of magic. It was Fae-tinged magic that was for sure. There was a sweet, flowery taste to it that made me feel all warm and comfy inside. Elijah then told me to sleep and once again I felt persuaded that he was right and slumbered peacefully.


  This routine went on for a few days while I recovered. Elijah never left me for too long while I was conscious. He’d wake me long enough to drink the magical mystery water and make short conversation. Every day I felt a little bit stronger.


  Eventually I was strong enough that Elijah’s psychic persuasion was waning in its power over me. I was alone in my cell the next time I woke.


  “Elijah?” I called out.


  I received a response, but not the one I wanted.


  “Shut up girly,” said one of the prison guards whose voice I remembered from the day I was brought down here. “There’s no talking down here.”


  “I didn’t know,” I replied honestly.


  The gruff Elf was ugly as sin. I would almost call him deformed, but all his parts were in the right places. Growths sprouted all over his face and his hair only grew in cottony tufts. The Elf’s teeth were crooked as well. It was almost as if he had poured a handful of Chiclets in his mouth. Knowing the kind of bastard Abel is, I guessed the man was employed as a prison guard so he’d be kept out of public view.


  “I woulda told ya the rules, but ya sure can sleep,” he laughed.


  I stood up in my cell, finding I was a bit wobbly on my feet. I walked the few steps to the bars and held onto them to steady myself. “Well, I’m awake now. So who are you and what are the rules?”


  “The guard came close enough I could smell his breath. All I can say is that working for Abel does not come with a dental plan. Rotting corpses smelled better than this guy’s breath. I took a few steps back and used one of the walls for support instead.


  “My name’s Seamus. My brother is the other guard. His name is Barra,” Seamus informed me.


  Making nice with the guards would only benefit me in the long run, so I gave Seamus my nicest smile. “It’s nice to meet you Seamus.”


  He snorted at what he thought was a joke. “I doubt it seein’ as yer down here.” He pulled out a piece of dirty yellow paper from one of his pockets and unfolded it. Once he realized he was trying to read it upside down he flipped it to the right side and cleared his throat. “The rules,” he began, “are as follows: No talkin’, no singin’, no trouble makin’, and no magic.” He paused to look at my wrists. “I don’t think I have ter worry about the no magic rule wit ya though.”


  Oh this guy’s just a regular comedian, I thought and rolled my eyes. I knew I had no magic. I had known it for days. On my wrists were the same cuffs John and Melissa had been bound with the last time I saw them. I was now a magical mute. This little roadblock was going to make my next escape harder. It’s just a good thing that I like a challenge.


  “I have to report to tha Aelfadl Cap’n that yer awake. I ‘spect tha King will be sending fer ya soon,” Seamus informed me.


  Whoop-dee-do. “Give Luca my love,” I replied sarcastically.


  “Well that’s enough out of ya,” Seamus advised. “It’s nice to meet you too,” he mumbled under his breath, so low that I almost didn’t hear him.


  That was a good sign in my book. Seamus’s little lapse of humanity could be useful later on. Right now I needed a distraction. I was trying to avoid thinking about John or Melissa. I wasn’t ready to deal with the heartache yet.


  Pushing myself as far against the bars as I could, I tried to find Elijah. There was very little light down in the dungeon, making it hard to see.


  “I’m behind you,” Elijah snickered.


  I swung around to see Elijah standing in the middle of my cell. “There’s more to you than meets the eye,” I chuckled.


  “I’ve been told that from time to time,” he replied winking playfully at me.


  Elijah handed me the same cup he had given me every day since my arrival. “I don’t think you need my help anymore. With the healing that is.”


  I smiled at the old man. “I’m almost back to one hundred percent. Thank you by the way.”


  “It was nothing,” he said, patting me on the shoulder. “We help each other down here. It’s how we survive Abel.”


  I drank the contents of the cup, thinking about Elijah’s words. Twice now this man had come to my aid and I had given him nothing in return. Elijah should hate me since I left him down here the last time I went for a jog through the dungeons. As an Otherworlder, I was a part of the political machine that had ostracized and shunned his people. Yet here he was, a selfless man, helping his enemy. I felt awfully humbled by my thoughts.


  Elijah reached out and retrieved the empty cup from my hands. “You have a kind soul,” he remarked.


  I was surprised at first when he told me that. Even though others can read my general feelings I wasn’t used to Elijah being able to read my thoughts.


  “I can’t stay long,” he told me as he walked to the front of my cell. “It’s dangerous for us to move about down here during the day. I will return later.”


  Elijah was at the cell door when he turned around. “My gift of persuasion will not work on you too much longer, but I can offer you a day’s numbness from your pain,” he offered.


  Sometimes a psychic could be an annoying know-it-all. In this case, having Elijah’s help was a blessing. I had wanted diversion and Elijah offered it freely.


  “Please,” I asked as I walked towards him. “I just can’t handle it right now.”


  He took my hands in his old gnarled ones. “You don’t have to explain it to me. Be at peace.” With that, he disappeared into thin air. There was no trace that he had just been here moments before.


  A calm washed over me. The tension and heartache were still there, but it was more like background noise now. This place was not where I wanted to bawl my eyes out. On a couch with ice cream and feel good movies was a far better place to have a meltdown.


  Hopefully I would make my out of here, again. Then I could find somewhere safe to hole up and deal with my emotions. In the meantime, I was going to use Elijah’s last gift of persuasion to my advantage and plan my escape.


  I sat down on the ground wishing I had a pen and paper to write things down. It was a good thing I had a pretty good memory. Mental notes it was.


  From my previous escape I remembered that the dungeon was not as well guarded as it should have been. I wasn’t too sure I could count on that this time around. Abel may be arrogant, but he does learn from his mistakes.


  The prison guards only numbered two. The one I spoke with didn’t seem too bright. He ordered the other one around. I was hoping he was the brighter of the two brothers. I wondered if it was possible to exploit their physical and mental handicaps to my advantage. It was a cruel thought, but necessary to consider.


  I also remembered my previous route through the mountains and decided that it would be best to use it again. I could count on the path to sabotage my pursuers. There were two destinations I would need after that.


  First I would need to go to the Fae village. Counting on Aurora’s guilt over their breech in security, I was hoping they’d allow me passage through their portal to Elemental Deep. I would need the Dwarves to fashion a key to release me from my bonds so I could regain my magic. After that, I could use the Dwarves’ tunnels to go anywhere.


  When it came down to it, I didn’t know much. I realized that my escape would take longer than possible this time. I would have to wait and bide my time if I wanted to be successful. Alternate routes, security info, and manpower numbers were just a few of the things I needed to find out.


  As I was finishing up my to-do list I was visited by one of the items on my to-kill list. Luca was standing in front of my cell, giving me a look of pity.


  “How are you doing?” he asked honestly.


  I looked up at him from the ground as if he were insane. “Best. Day. Ever. Seriously Luca, you should try this sometime.”


  He ran both of his hands through his straw colored hair. Something was bothering him. It was written all over his face like a big neon sign. “Stupid question, huh?”


  I giggled. “Yeah, pretty dumb. On the bright side, you’re not in the number one spot. Iblis and your father are tied for first in that category.”


  Luca ignored my sarcasm, turned his head and looked down both sides of the corridor. Finding the area clear, he turned back to me. “Mags, I need you to come closer,” he hissed.


  I had turned my attention to the damp straw I was braiding and twisting into a rope (FYI, you can fashion a weapon out of anything. One only needs to have a creative mind.).


  I silently laughed at his request, amused by its idiocy. “Why? So you can sucker punch me while I’m already down?” I sat down the small length of rope, stood up, and walked over to him. “You’re a funny boy Luca. You seem to have gotten your father’s sense of humor.”


  He flinched at my barb, which I thought was a bit unusual coming from the heir to the throne. I honestly thought Mr. Dead Wrong came down to the dungeon to give me a beating. Abel had an image to uphold after all.


  Luca sighed in defeat and opened my cell. “The King requests you to join him for brunch,” he ordered reluctantly.


  Under normal circumstances I would’ve already become hostile. Thanks to Elijah, that hostility was transformed into a general nonchalance. My sarcasm, however, was free to run amok. “Gee, I’m a bit busy today,” I told Luca while thumbing through the pages of my invisible schedule. “Do send your father my regards though and let him know he can drop by the next time he’s in the neighborhood.”


  Luca hung his head. “For Pete’s sake Mags, do you always have to be so difficult?” he asked, exasperated.


  “Difficult?” I repeated. “Oh Luca, you really should have spent a day or two around me before you threw me under the bus. If you had, you might realize that this is me at my most docile.”


  He cocked his head in confusion but quickly put two and two together. “Ah. The gypsies have paid you a visit, I see.”


  I shrugged my shoulders noncommittally in response.


  “It would make sense as to how you’re up and about already,” he said while shoving his hands into his pants pockets.


  “Why are you down here?” I asked while taking the five steps that separated us. “I would think that escorting a prisoner would be below the king’s son and captain of the Aelfadl.”


  He reached out his hands, grabbed me by the shoulders and shook me roughly. “Damnit Mags! I don’t have time for this banter. Would you just listen to what I have to say?” He lessened his firm grip on me. “Please,” he added.


  I looked to the hands on both my shoulders then back at Luca, raising an eyebrow. “I may not have my magic, but you do realize I’m still dangerous don’t you?”


  He quickly dropped his hands from my shoulders and took a few steps back, turning away from me. I was trying not to think about it, but I noticed the similarities between him and his brother, from the shape of their hands to the bronze tan of their skin. Even their facial expressions were similar. I don’t know how I missed noticing that.


  Luca’s head was back and he was staring at the ceiling. “This is not how I wanted this to go,” he said.


  Mental note: Unlike his father, Luca has patience. I won’t be able to exploit his anger.


  “What exactly did you think was going to happen?” I asked, curious as to what he was playing at.


  Footsteps and voices appeared and made their way down the corridor towards us, stopping Luca from answering. “Luca!” a familiar voice called out. “Luca, are you down here?”


  Alarm registered on Luca’s face. “Quick, lie down and pretend you’re asleep,” he hissed.


  I folded my arms across my chest. “Why?”


  The footsteps drew closer. Luca was getting panicked. “I don’t have time to explain,” he said. “I know this is going to sound ridiculous, but you’re going to have to trust me.”


  He was right. Trust and Luca went together as well as spaghetti and peanut butter in my book. I hesitated a moment, mulling over my choices. For one, I didn’t know what game Luca was playing. Two, I wasn’t sure what Abel’s House of Horrors had in store for me.


  “Please!” Luca begged harshly.


  I made the decision to go with Luca’s plan. Better the devil you know… Something clearly had him spooked. If whoever elicited that type of reaction from his was coming for me, I thought playing possum sounded like the right choice.


  The footsteps closed in and stopped in front of my cell.


  “Luca, didn’t you hear me calling for you man?” the man said.


  “Owen,” Luca acknowledged the interloper. “I’m afraid I didn’t.”


  “Your father sent me to see what was taking you so long,” Owen informed him. “He wanted to make sure you weren’t taking the bitch for one last ride.”


  “Don’t be so crude,” Luca replied in disgust. “You would do well to remember who you are speaking to.”


  Owen! That flea ridden mutt worked for Abel? I knew his reaction to David’s death was off, but now I was left wondering how much more there was to the story.


  “My apologies your highness,” Owen replied, remembering his place.


  Luca poked me gently with his boot. “Anyway, as you can see, Seamus is wrong. She has yet to regain consciousness.”


  “You best be sure my lord, she is a sly one,” Owen suggested. He then drove his point home by kicking me, hard, in the ribs. Holy crap it hurt! I wanted to swear, cry, or hit something it hurt so much. As it was, I found the new difficulty in breathing slightly more overwhelming. Through it all, I made no motion or gave any clue to the true status of my level of consciousness.


  Seemingly satisfied with my non-reaction, Owen turned back to Luca. “There now, no one could have stayed quiet through that.”


  “Was that really necessary?” Luca asked in return.


  I believe so,” Owen replied. “Besides, it’s not like your father would care.”


  One of these days, I thought, I’m going to get you and your little dogs too!


  “You should concern yourself with what I think,” Luca admonished him, his voice full of steely reserve. “My father will not be king forever. As his eldest, on the day he dies, the crown passes to me. I will not tolerate this kind of treatment of our prisoners. Do you really want to start off my lengthy rule on my bad side?”


  I couldn’t see it, but I sure heard the submission of the alpha in Owen’s voice. “No, your highness, I don’t.”


  “Come on. I’ll have my lieutenant keep me updated on the prisoner’s status,” Luca informed Owen as they left.


  I waited until their footsteps had completely receded before I moved a muscle. Rolling over on my back, I lay there, on the moldy, straw covered ground for a few minutes while I tried to breathe. Every time I inhaled, a sharp pain would make my breath catch. I felt like I was drowning.


  My ability to heal quickly depended strongly on my magic. I wasn’t sure how long it would take to heal from this with my magic subdued.


  After thirty minutes or so, I was able to pull myself up into a seated and slightly more comfortable position. I rested my head against the stone wall of my cell, wondering what lay ahead for me next.


  


  

  



  
    
  


  



  23. I May Have Finally Gone Too Far


  
    
  


  



  “They’re broken.” Elijah had just finished examining me. Well, his bobcat did.


  I had been sitting in the same position for hours. I tried to move around, but that only caused me more pain and difficulty breathing. A moth had found its way into my cell. It was rather nondescript, butter yellow in color. I hadn’t paid it too much attention until if flew in my face.


  I swatted at the thing repeatedly, which only caused me to wince in pain. The moth got away. A masterful flyer, the moth darted and dove, evading my attacks. Finally, it landed out of arms reach at my feet. That’s when things got weird. The moth slowly grew larger before is became disfigured as it changed shape. Two minutes later, I was staring down a bobcat.


  Neither one of us made a move at first. He or she (I wasn’t going to try and find out) was sizing me up. I, on the other hand, was wondering how long I could fend it off. Now I know bobcats aren’t much of a threat, but if this thing sensed I was injured, I might have a problem on my hands.


  Elijah chose that moment to appear at my cell door. “Oh quit being such a bully Jess,” he scolded the cat.


  “You know this animal?” I asked, not taking my eyes off the overgrown housecat for a second.


  He knelt down next to Jess and rubbed it behind its ears. Jess purred in response to Elijah’s attentions.


  “Yes,” he chuckled. “I know Jess well, she being my familiar.” Elijah then turned to the cat. “What’s it been old girl, fifty years?”


  The cat meowed loudly in response. Whatever she said, Elijah understood. I guess he spoke cat.


  I became less apprehensive. Though I didn’t trust the feral pussycat, I did trust Elijah’s control over the critter.


  “Elijah, I thought familiars were the thing of human mythology,” I said, wincing at the sharp, jabbing pain in my side. I swear it felt like someone was poking me in the lung with a fork. I may have found myself newly naïve to the goings on of the Otherworld, but this was something everyone believed.


  Elijah gave me a big, toothy grin. “And that’s how we’d like it to be kept,” he replied.


  He gave me the basics on familiars. Contrary to popular belief, familiars did indeed exist. Instead of Witches though, they preferred gypsies. They were rare. A familiar always took animal shapes, though they always had one or two they preferred above others. Also, the familiar chose the person and not the other way around.


  Once Elijah had me convinced that Jess wasn’t going to use me as its next year’s sustenance, he threw me for another loop. He wanted his sidekick to examine me.


  “Wouldn’t an x-ray be a little more, um, accurate?” I suggested.


  Elijah looked at me like he had been sucking on a sour lemon. “Bah. That human magic is dangerous stuff. They don’t understand or respect their power. It could hurt you.”


  Now I knew how an x-ray machine worked and how not dangerous it was. He did have a point though. Humans’ magic lay in technology and they sure knew how to abuse their powers.


  “Trust Jess,” he encouraged me. “She can help heal you.”


  Since I wasn’t in a hospital, I had no choice in the matter of my medical specialist. Elijah gave the cat a pat, motioning her to me. I still wasn’t convinced, but I was at a disadvantage, my body had no intention of moving.


  So here we are. Dougie Mouser, M.D. just diagnosed me with a matching set of broken ribs. Elijah helped me into a resting position on my uninjured side and suggested I cuddle up with Jess for the night. He laughed when I asked him if he was crazy.


  Left alone, with only a large cat for company, my mind started to wander. Elijah’s potion had long since worn off, taking my thoughts to dark places. John and Melissa. My emotions ran the gamut of hurt, anger, and disbelief, repeatedly.


  I allowed myself a few tears, but didn’t allow my soul to cloud over with heartache. I would have to let it go for now. My thoughts would constantly distract me if I didn’t. Of course there were lingering questions that, one day, I’d hunt them down for.


  Why had they kept the truth from me? Why did Willa involve them knowing who they were? Probably the one I needed the answer to the most was: Why would the both of them develop close relationships with me built on lies?


  The heat from Jess was like having a warm water-bottle pressed to my side, comforting me. Not long after I had put thoughts of John and Melissa on the back burner, I found it easy to sleep that night.


  My dreams were a bit off though. In one I stalked a squirrel for miles. Once I cornered it, I jumped on top of it and threw it around. I played catch and release with it for awhile. In the end, and this is the most disgusting part, I ate it, raw.


  Dreams aside, I slept well. I was even able to breathe normally when I woke up. All that remained was some light bruising. I would have to rethink being a dog person. Jess, her work done, was already gone and I was alone once again.


  My stomach grumbled. I wasn’t too sure how much time had passed since I ended up down here. I figured somewhere around a week. Not once I had eaten, yet I hadn’t been hungry until now. What was I going to do for food? They gypsies had a plan in place, but I couldn’t impose on their goodwill forever.


  If I was going to eat, I’d have to give away the fact that I was awake. If I didn’t eat, I’d get weak. Weak people can’t escape from prison.


  “Seamus! Barra!” I shouted into the corridor.


  “Hey, you’re awake.” It was the other guard, Barra.


  This made me happy. If Seamus was the boss that meant Barra had to be the more dimwitted of the two. Hopefully I could accomplish a few things without him noticing.


  If Seamus was ugly, poor Barra was downright grotesque. Even Hades wouldn’t have a creature like him. Barra’s eyes were on the side of his head and he only had slits for a nose. Open sores festered and oozed, the smell made my stomach acid boil. When he didn’t want to make me throw up, I felt sorry for him. He couldn’t have an easy existence.


  It was time to get out of this cell for awhile. “Yes I am,” I said. “I take it Abel’s going to want to see me so whenever you’re ready we can go.”


  Barra scratched his head, or the sores on his head. I wasn’t too sure which one and I wasn’t going to take a closer look. “I dunno. I’m just ‘spose ta tell tha cap’n.”


  This was going to be a piece of cake. “Barra, you don’t want your king to find out he had to wait, do you?” I asked, adding sweetly, “I wouldn’t want to see you punished.”


  Barra flinched when I mentioned the word punishment. I guess he spent a lot of time as a whipping boy around here.


  He tossed the idea around in his head for a few seconds. Come on. Please me as dumb as I think you are.


  “Okay,” he agreed giving me a toothless, rotting gum grin. “I don’t wanna make tha king angry.”


  Great, his sense of dread won out.


  Barra fumbled with the keys until he found the right one. He paused a moment before opening the door. “You’re not gonna do anything are ya?” he asked.


  Not quite the dull boy, I thought. “I lifted my wrists, showing Barra my golden, magic-restraining cuffs. “Nope. I couldn’t, even if I wanted to.”


  Appeased, he opened the cell door, allowing me out.


  “Don’t worry,” I assured him. “I won’t do anything to get you into trouble.”


  Barra gave me another horrifying grin. I doubted he got the chance to smile much. I was serious about behaving. I would wait until his job was done before I began my shenanigans.


  Elijah mouthed a silent good luck as I passed by his cell. Being a psychic he already knew what I was up to. The lack of worry on his face made me hopeful that my foray into the castle would go well.


  I mapped the way through the castle in my head, as we walked. Thankfully, Barra took me through the servant areas. I was able to steal a few pieces of fruit and a knife when we walked through an unattended kitchen.


  I didn’t find too much else I could conceal, though I did find plenty of hiding places to stash weapons and other necessities. They would also be useful for me to hide in as well. As we continued our foray into the castle, I realized that I would need a week or two to amass a small cache of weapons and supplies.


  Eventually we made it into Abel’s throne room. All I can say is that this man was definitely compensating for something. The room was ostentatious and extravagant. I swear the room had more gilding than gold in Ft. Knox.


  “Stay here,” Barra ordered. “I hafta go get tha king.”


  “I’ll be on my best behavior,” I promised him. “Scouts honor,” I added trying to make a scout sign with my fingers, but I really had no clue what I was doing. Neither did Barra for that matter. He took off to find Abel, leaving me time to snoop around.


  There was a living tapestry that covered one of the walls. The general theme of the whole picture was ‘How Cool Is Abel.’ All of his conquests (most of them imaginary) were lined up in living color. There was the one about Abel squashing the Witch Uprising in Salem. I found that one a little amusing because he was the jerk that started the entire ruckus.


  Then there was the one of Abel as conqueror of the Gypsy Rebellion. In reality, he talked (bullied) all the Otherworlders into sending the Gypsy’s into the camps. Dark days let me tell you. We’d like to forget that one, but if you forget your past, you’re destined to repeat the mistakes, of which we currently, though not as viciously, were.


  One scene in particular bothered me most. It wasn’t as evil and diabolical as the rest of Abel’s exploits, but repugnant all the same. The tapestry pictured Abel’s destruction of my kind. Of course there was a made up story on the artwork of how the Iblian jinn tried to destroy the world or some bunkum. I was taken aback at how he would fictionalize himself doing the work of the gods.


  In the last part of this particular scene were two Iblian jinn. The one with white hair was being run through with Abel’s sword while he stood one foot on the back of another in conquest. Those two jinn? They were Willa and I. Needless to say, by the time Abel showed up, I was full of snark and sarcasm, all just for him.


  “Ah Magdalene,” Abel greeted me like a welcomed guest. “I have to admit, when the idiot guard told me he left you here alone, I was just the teeniest bit worried. But I see you’ve learned to behave considering you didn’t run off. I knew you’d come around to my way of thinking at some point.”


  He seemed pleased for the moment. Owen and the other wolves had filed into the room with him. They were either giving me dirty looks or leering at me.


  “So,” Abel clapped his well-manicured hands together, “let’s discuss the details of our new arrangement.”


  I rolled my eyes. Whatever he had planned had to be less of an arrangement and more of a forced servitude.


  “Why Magdalene, don’t you want to hear how you’ll be spending the rest of your life?” he admonished me.


  I raised my arms and shook my wrists to show him the cuffs that bound my magic. “Captive audience,” I retorted.


  Abel burst out in a raucous laugh, his chest vibrating from it. “You do have a wit most would call an acquired taste. I myself find it refreshing.”


  Did this jackass think I’d break so easily? He was dumber than I thought. Barra had more sense than that. “So what’s the plan?” I asked out of morbid curiosity.


  “I like the eagerness.” Abel turned to address the wolves. “See boys, I told you she’d come around without too much of a fight.”


  Grumblings of “Yes your Highness” were elicited by the wolves.


  Abel took a seat at his highly polished, mahogany throne. Carvings of elves in various poses decorated the seat of power. His wraiths, visible at the moment, surrounded him like gauzy curtains of purple and grew smoke.


  I still hadn’t moved. Abel thought I was finally subservient. For the moment I was inclined to let him continue believing the fallacy.


  “May I step forward?” I asked politely. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do yet. At the moment I was just playing with Abel’s head.


  “Of course, of course,” he replied, gesturing me to come towards him.


  The wraiths protection afforded Abel to give my new found behavior the benefit of the doubt. “Normally you would have to bow,” he informed me, “but there will be plenty of time to teach you courtly manners.”


  This guy and his manners. Too bad he didn’t have any of his own. Unfortunately for me, Abel dropped that subject and picked up a whole new bag of crazy.


  “You will become my consort,” he informed me as if he was telling me tomorrow’s weather.


  My mouth dropped to the floor. Was this moron really serious?


  Normally this is where I’d tell him something terribly clever and immensely irritating to him. Still in shock, I was unable to say anything. Genius boy took it as a symbol of awe and not the total disbelief and revulsion I was currently feeling.


  He stood from his throne and made his way to me, walking slow circles around me as if he were inspecting a horse before he bought it. “You won’t have any power in my kingdom you understand, he continued, “but you will be a powerful asset and ally to me.”


  It took such an effort not to laugh at him. I could only nod my head in assent as he continued on.


  “You will be required to conduct yourself in the manner required of an Elven Queen. No matter what I decide regarding my kingdom, you will support me. You will have no contact with anyone from your previous life. Any alliances and friendships will be brokered through me.”


  He stopped walking around me and now stood in front of me. Abel’s black Armani suit had not even a speck of dust on it. His hair was gelled back, not a hair out of place. This is a man that thought of everything down to every last detail. Except for when it came to me.


  “Also,” he added, finishing up my job requirements, “as my consort you will be required to make yourself readily available for wifely duties at my request. Do you understand my terms?”


  “Ba ha ha ha ha!” I couldn’t help it, the laughter burst through my mouth. My composure was gone the minute he said ‘wifely duties.’ I mean, come on, who says that?


  “You’re out of your mind if you think I’m going to sleep with you,” I told Abel in-between giggles.


  I still laughed even after he hit me. The man had one hell of a right hook. Like I said, it didn’t deter me. As hilarious as his sexual demands were, I kept laughing, intending to irritate him some more. I think, though, that I may have really crossed the line this time.


  Abel lifted me up by the neck and slammed me against one of the walls. “You filthy jinn bitch!” he shouted. “How dare you continue to mock me?”


  “I’ll quit being a smart ass if you’ll quit being a dumb ass,” I managed to retort while gasping for air.


  He slammed me back against the wall again before dropping me. My head spun a little from being slammed so hard this time.


  “That’s the last time you’ll speak to me in such a manner,” he threatened before turning to the wolves. “She’s yours for now. Teach her to behave.”


  Owen and his buddies seemed a little too happy at the prospect. “Keep her alive,” Abel warned as he stormed out of the room.


  I’ve said it before that I can’t stand werewolves. They’re too hairy, too smelly, and the machismo B.S. gets old real quick. But, to watch them stalk their play is like watching a professionally choreographed ballet. They’re swift and silent. Every move they make is graceful and coordinated with the rest of the pack.


  Normally, I would admire this dance. However, being the prey, it wasn’t such hot stuff. It was five of them against one of me. I had no magic and no weapons. Clearly, I was at a disadvantage. My only saving grace was that Abel wanted me alive. Thought that thought wasn’t too comforting while awaiting a werewolf beat down.


  

  



  
    
  


  Elijah joined me once again after the wolves threw me back in my cage.


  “You should’ve seen the other guy, “I weakly joked.


  Elijah didn’t think it was funny. His mouth was set in a grim line. “You are a mess Mags. I don’t even know if Jess can fix all your injuries,” he said, pointing to all my various injuries.


  “Nothing’s broken,” I replied. “I’ll just behave for a few days and will be as good as new,” I assured him.


  I was a little bloodied and bruised, but it wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle. Next time I would make sure to be prepared and have a weapon.


  Elijah shook his grey haired head at me. “You shouldn’t have said anything if you were unprepared to fight,” he scolded. “But, I don’t think I would have been unable to laugh either,” he said, his stern face breaking into a warm smile. Elijah had a grandfatherly way about him that I was beginning to endear.


  Footsteps pounded their way down the hall. Elijah disappeared in a flash, but not before promising to return. I could smell the mangy mutts before I saw them.


  I looked up at them when they entered my cell. “Beating up a girl once today wasn’t cowardly enough for you? Gotta do it twice?” I taunted them.


  Something was off. The stares and movements they were making were predatory, but not in a murderous type of way. I felt a chill seep into my bones, snaking its way to my heart where the cold grabbed my soul and held it in its icy cold clutches.


  Owen stepped in front of his men to address me. “You don’t understand Mags.”


  “Understand what?” I asked, wary of what I feared was going to happen.


  “Upstairs. That was your punishment. Do you remember why you were punished?” Owen didn’t stop to let me answer. “Well, now that your punishment is out of the way, we can begin that lesson Abel wants you to learn.”


  


  

  



  
    
  


  



  24. Luca


  
    
  


  



  Hey, it’s Luca. Hailz and I are going to have to finish the rest of the story because Mags doesn’t speak anymore.


  The day before Mags mouthed off for the last time to my father, I had left the castle. I was in search of Sergeant Whitmore. Since Mags has told this story thus far, I should probably refer to him as Jack, my brother, John’s, best friend.


  It took me three weeks to track down the sonofabitch because he was evading me. Granted, he had good reason to, but I’ll get to that in a minute. I couldn’t be caught helping my brother and his intended escape. That’s where Jack came in.


  It turns out Jack had been doing some spy work for John.


  Let me just start by saying that I’m not my father. I didn’t always agree with his policies and found his justice cruel at times. But, I had always thought he was just.


  I was wrong. I was so wrong.


  I had been hunting Mags for the past six years or so. I saw the result of the murders and gruesome melee attributed to her. When the wolf turned up dead, I thought it was just her latest victim. My job was to make her accountable for her crimes, nothing more.


  I had been at her house when her parents and the other Iblian were killed. I didn’t order that. My father had, unbeknownst to me. Again, I was there to make her and the other accountable for their crimes. I found out later that my father had sent his wolves there earlier in the day. By the time we got there, everyone was dead. Owen told me that they fought back, that they were defending themselves. At the time, I was inclined to believe them.


  We were in the process of cleaning up the mess, so as not to attract any human attention, when Mags showed up. I gave her a minute to grieve her dead. When I made my move to apprehend her, one of the gas lines exploded. I was knocked out from the blast and didn’t wake up for several days.


  That is the truth, I swear to it.


  I also didn’t set her up to be tortured. I even tried to explain that to her the first time she was imprisoned here. She obviously had other plans that day. As much as I wanted her to pay for her crimes, I also wanted to keep her safe from some of the horror stories the other prisoners had been telling me.


  Jack explained everything to me about my father and Mags. I didn’t believe it until he showed me photos of that wolf being killed by his own pack and committing all the other crimes attributed to Mags. Not just a light bulb, but an explosion lit up in my head when I realized I was just another one of my father’s pawns.


  It was a lot to take in. Everything I had been taught to believe in was a lie. Until now I had never understood my brother’s rebellious nature. As the heir, I had been raised by my father to toe the party line and to believe that we were working towards the greater good. My brother, the spare, was paid no attention by my father, allowing my mother to raise him as she saw fit. That allowed him to see the world as it was instead of having a puppet master pull your strings, like I had been.


  

  



  
    
  


  Jack had a plan. Breaking John and Melissa would be easy enough he told me. Then, they would travel to Elemental Deep for the keys necessary to release John and Melissa’s magic. After that they would seek transport to America. My job was to protect Mags until I could get her the hell out of there.


  I understand that one day I’ll have to stand before the gods and be accountable for my actions. I’ll gladly pay whatever price comes now. Before I go, even knowing it won’t save me, I owe her the life I had a hand in taking away.


  Once I returned to the castle, I headed into the dungeon that held Mags. She wasn’t in her cell, which was unusual this early in the day. My father didn’t bother to harass prisoners until after he ate breakfast. I went to talk to Elijah to see what he knew.


  I know what goes on in these dungeons. The gypsies roam free and only let us believe they’re suffering. I never agreed to their imprisonment and tried to look out for them.


  “Elijah,” I greeted the old man as I reached his cell. He looked haggard, as if he hadn’t slept in weeks. I was a bit concerned that my father’s goons had been down here. “Are you okay?” I asked. “Have the wolves been giving you problems?”


  The old man looked up at me. “No. The wolves don’t like the taste of us gypsies,” he weakly joked. “I’m just mourning the loss of a friend,” he informed me.


  “I’m sorry to hear that,” I offered in condolence. I looked around to see if Seamus or Barra were around. I didn’t need those two eavesdropping. Finding neither, I turned back to Elijah. “I hate to interrupt your grieving, but I’m looking for Mags. Do you know where she is?”


  Elijah’s face turned ashen at my question. A sick feeling was growing in the pit of my stomach as I assumed the worst. Turns out, there are worse things than death.


  “Magdalene lives in the castle, but I fear Mags is no longer with us,” Elijah said ominously.


  I asked the old man what he meant.


  When I blinked, I found him standing next to me.


  “Let’s walk,” he said. “I don’t want any of the children to hear this story.”


  Elijah and I headed towards the one end of the corridor where no prisoners were currently being held. My stomach acid was churning as I flashed upon every horrifying thing I thought had happened to Mags.


  Elijah looked as if he had aged overnight. There was more white in his hair since the last time I saw him, around three weeks ago. He had been a strong and sprightly man in his sixties. Now he hobbled when he walked and was stooped over.


  We stopped in front of one of the empty cells. Elijah leaned upon the bars for support, too weakened by his grief.


  “After the beasts beat her they returned,” Elijah began as he battled to maintain his composure. “They raped her. All five of them. She screamed and cried out, begging for them to stop. She even called out to the gods, praying for them to kill her. Once they left, I went to help her. I don’t know whether the blood was from the beating they gave her or the rape, but she should’ve been dead with that much blood loss.


  They did that for two weeks straight. If they weren’t beating her they were forcing themselves upon her.” Elijah’s eyes were welled up with tears as he relived the horrifying tale. “My people will carry the sound of her crying to our graves, the attack being so brutal.”


  Elijah wiped his face with a rag as he finished his story. “A little over a week ago, Mags grew silent, even through the assaults. She did not cry or speak anymore.


  That’s when she was taken to live up in the castle. Even now I cannot hear her in my mind. She’s not there anymore Luca. What remains is merely a shell. I guess your father followed through with his promise of breaking her after all.”


  Elijah was openly weeping now, unable to hold back anymore. I found myself on my knees with my head on the ground, my own face wet. I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t speak, and I couldn’t think. It was impossible to conceive such atrocities.


  It was the wrong time for one of those fucking wolves to come down here.


  Bertram, I think it was, came up behind me. “Hey man, you okay?” He pointed to Elijah. “Did this gypsy asshole hurt you?”


  Rage burned through me, white hot, as I jumped up and grabbed the filthy animal. I threw him into the bars of one of the empty cells.


  “What the fuck did you do to her?” I yelled.


  “Hey, Prince Luca, relax,” he said putting his hands out in front of him defensively. “The stupid bitch needed to learn to give it up. Besides, it was your father that ordered it.”


  Those were Bertram’s last words. I barely noticed myself holding my sword until Bertram was skewered upon it, shish kabob style.


  I ran. I ran and wasn’t going to stop until I found her.


  I was in one of the main hallways when I spotted one of the wolves. He had just finished with Mags in a nook behind one of the many tapestries in the castle. He didn’t notice me yet when he pushed her to the ground.


  “Good for nothing jinn whore,” he sneered as he spit in her face. “I liked it better when you screamed.


  The wolf had lifted his hand to hit her when I snuck up behind him. I grabbed him in a choke hold as I held a knife to his throat. “Where’s my father,” I demanded.


  The wolf whined. “He, he w-w-went to the P-P-Powers That Buh-Be. Please don’t-.”


  I dropped his carcass to the ground, his throat split ear to ear.


  I wiped the spit off of Mags’s face with my shirt and picked her up. Her eyes were open, but there was no one home. It was eerie, the way she looked at me. It was like she was looking through me, not at me. Wherever her mind was, it was gone from this body.


  I used my magic and called upon the wind to send a message to my two most trusted men as I made my way out of the castle. They caught up with me as I neared an exit.


  “My lord,” Will and Caric addressed me.


  “We’re leaving. NOW!” I ordered.


  “Yes my lord,” they replied in unison.


  These were good men. My men. They would follow me into the fires of Hades and that was the kind of help I needed right now.


  We met no resistance as we fled the castle on horse. We made good time to the Fae village. Thankfully it was early enough in the day, so the Fae would allow us entry.


  I know of Hailz’s marriage to the Fae Queen’s daughter. Hailz had some kind of twisted arrangement with Mags for help and I was calling it in. I could only hope that she would do what she had agreed to.


  My men and I flew like the wind to the doorstep of the small palace and were met by Hailz.


  “Please, she needs our help,” I begged.


  


  

  



  
    
  


  



  25. Hailz


  
    
  


  



  Can’t a girl get a honeymoon? I’m not gone a month and that Elf shows up on my doorstep with Mags all bloodied and beaten. I should have killed the fucker when I had a chance to in the Wildwood.


  Damn you Mags. You never see the evil in people until it’s too late. See where being good and trusting gets you. I swear, if you survive this, I’m going to kill you.


  “Bring her in,” I ordered. I led Luca and his men through the palace to Fiona’s and my chamber. Fiona was horrified by the state Mags was in.


  “Who did this?” she demanded of the Elves.


  Luca’s head hung low as he answered her. “My father and his men, but I’m responsible.”


  I attacked him. Of course he was responsible. If he hadn’t been such a daddy’s boy and been more like his delinquent brother, Mags wouldn’t be in such a state.


  The Elf was a good fighter. We’ve fought before. When he can see me coming, he’s adaptable to my shape shifting. Unfortunately that meant we’d have to play this game all day if I was going to kill him. I wasn’t sure if Mags had that kind of time.


  After a few minutes and well placed jabs I stopped my assault, mid-transformation. All girl except the fangs, which were precariously close to his throat. His sword was pinching me in the stomach, but since this is my story, I win.


  “Get out of here,” I demanded. “I will kill you after I’ve looked her over.”


  Luca backed away towards the door and his face contorted into one of the weirdest looks. It was like sorrow, shame, and remorse, all mixed into one. Ah shit. He went soft on me.


  “I’ll fall on my own sword if need be,” he offered, his voice raspy. I thought he was going to start crying. I’d definitely kill him if he was going to act like a girl about it.


  Let me stop you right there. I do NOT have a soft spot in my heart or anything for Mags. Actually, I’m not even sure if I do have a heart. The simple fact is that my master tasked me to protect her. If I fail, Hade’s won’t be too much fun for me anymore. I don’t need any incompetent assholes trying to fuck it up anymore for me.


  The elves left the room, leaving Fiona and I to see about Mags. We undressed her to assess the damage.


  “Fuck,” I swore.


  Normally, Fiona’s after me about my language, but this time she mirrored my sentiments exactly.


  My Fiona has a heart of gold. She’s constantly picking up stray humans. They get lost and injured, stumbling around near the Mistfall. Fiona would nurse them back to health like Florence Nightingale. Of course she’d have to wipe their memories, but she sent them home better than they were before they stumbled in.


  Right now, the love of my life was shaking all over, her mind trying to fathom why someone would to this to another being. The sad thing is that, whatever she thought, the reality was probably ten times worse.


  Oh, b-t-dubs, I will sever your fucking heads and make a totem pole out of them if any, and I repeat, ANY of you humans repeat a single word of the previous two paragraphs. If you think I’m kidding ask Mags. Well, that is, you can if she comes back or survives this. She’s seen my handiwork.


  “Pull it together Fi, I need you on this,” I told her.


  “Okay,” she whispered. Fiona took a few deep breaths and bolstered her resolve. She went into nurse mode and became all business after that.


  I looked down at Mags. Bad idea. Even my stomach was turning a little at the carnage that lay before me.


  Disclaimer: Yeah, I wouldn’t read the next couple of paragraphs if you’re squeamish or a wuss. Just warning you, it’s not pretty.


  There isn’t an inch of Mags that isn’t black, blue, or purple and that’s not even the worst of it. Lacerations covered her body, some infected and some still bleeding freely.


  “Fi, turn around. I don’t want you seeing this,” I warned her before I examined Mags any further.


  The Fae don’t concern themselves with matters outside of their own little world. They know how corrupt The Powers were. Their thought was that the rest of us needed to learn our lessons on our own. Every so often I understand why they do what they do. This was one of those times. If Fiona saw what I was about to, she would have personally led a Fae crusade against all the Otherworld.


  I had to vomit. Me. Iron stomach and master of the gruesome, even I was sickened by the trauma from the multiple sexual assaults. She was torn through and it looked like it had been done repeatedly.


  Iblis, my master, is one of the nine Kings of Hades. He is cruel and demented, a trait I admire, but the one thing he isn’t is a monster. Monsters did this to Mags.


  I covered Mags’s lower half up. Wherever her head was, she still deserved a little dignity here.


  “Fi, you can turn around now,” I rasped, shocked by the inhumane handiwork before me.


  “How bad is it?” she asked, worry lines etched across her face.


  “You don’t want to know. Let’s leave it at that,” I suggested, shaking my head.


  Fiona and I did our best on the physical injuries, working through most of the day. We mended the bones, infections, and lacerations. The damage was so bad that we were exhausted from the effort. It was unimaginable that a Fae and Ifrit jinn could be depleted on something as simple as healing. Whatever you’re currently picturing, it was worse than that.


  Fiona wanted to get Mags cleaned up and tucked away for the night. I, on the other hand, wanted that fucking piece of shit Elf to see the damage he caused. I tore off a few swaths of the already ruined bed linen and covered her across the chest and hips before I let Luca back in.


  I opened the door and pointed to Mags. “Look at what you’ve done, asshole,” I demanded.


  Luca turned his head when he saw how extensive the damage was. Fiona had the foresight to bring him a pail when I told him about the injuries he hadn’t seen.


  After he was done emptying the contents of his stomach, he kneeled by Mags’s side and told her how sorry he was and begged for her forgiveness. Pacing around the room, I tried very hard to fight the urge to disembowel and hang Luca by his own intestines (I planned to tie part of his intestines in pretty little bows too).


  If I couldn’t murder him I was sure as hell going to torment his soul. “You know,” I finally broke the silence, “I get it. You led a sheltered life and a lot of the truth was hidden from you, but Mags lived the same kind of life. At least her ignorance didn’t cause this kind of butchery.”


  “You’re right Hailz,” he replied, lifting his head from the bed. “This is all my fault. I don’t know what she wants or needs, but I’ll spend the rest of my life doing it. I’ll be her slave.”


  I rolled my eyes. “How melodramatic of you.”


  Apparently he wasn’t going to argue with me. I could tell that he meant what he said, regardless of the flowery overtones. If Mags does come back and doesn’t kill him, at least she’ll have a loyal bodyguard.


  “Will she make it?” he asked though his eyes remained trained on Mags and her thousand yard stare.


  “She’s a mess,” I answered honestly. “Fiona and I did everything possible to help her. We’ll have to wait and see over the next day or two. As for her mind, it’s even beyond the magic of the Fae.”


  His face turned grey at my last comment. I let him stew in the misery for a minute before I finished the explanation.


  “Fiona’s going to try and find the Dreamweavers,” I relented. “They can get inside her head, but there are only two of them left. One died outside a house in the Wildwood from an Aelfadl explosion. So, you better hope they’re fit and in excellent health.”


  I kicked him back out while Fiona and I cleaned up Mags. We put her under fresh sheets and tucked her in for the night. Fiona left to hunt down the Dreamweavers and I was left with Luca for company. I spent the next half hour explaining Dreamweavers to Luca. I tried to get rid of him after that, but he wasn’t going to be moved from Mags’s side. They boy was going to try my patience with his presence alone.


  I too, was going nowhere. I could guarantee Mags’s safety, unlike the others that she had put her trust in. As I sat there, I wondered if I should kill her in her sleep, out of mercy. Mags was gone for a reason. Maybe she didn’t want to come back. After a lengthy discussion with myself, I put the idea on the back burner for the time being.


  Once the Dreamweavers got here we could get inside her head. I’d let her choose her own fate then, if she could. If she couldn’t, well then, I would give her peace.


  


  

  



  
    
  


  



  26. Luca


  
    
  


  



  I didn’t sleep at all that night. Pictures of what Hailz told me had happened to Mags ran through my head on a loop. My only distraction was the evil looks Hailz kept shooting my way. I know she was thinking of the many different ways she could kill me.


  Frankly, I would deserve it. The humans have a saying, ‘Ignorance is bliss.’ They have it wrong. Ignorance is the destroyer of worlds. It tears family and communities apart. It drives men to war. But most of all, my ignorance has destroyed, its victim an innocent.


  I will be subject to the punishment of one of the nine kings of Hades one day. I deserve nothing less and will take it willingly. Right now, I’d sell my soul to Iblis to save Mags.


  “You fucking idiot!!!” Hailz shouted at me, loud enough to wake the dead. For some new reason, she was angry at me.


  “Do you mean it?” she demanded.


  I was confused. I hadn’t said a word to her for hours. “Mean what?” I asked.


  “Are you willing to give your soul freely to try and help Mags?”


  My eyebrows hit the ceiling from the shock. “How did you know I was thinking that?”


  Hailz looked bored with the question, but answered it anyway. “Why the hell do you think I spend so much time topside? You think I like it here? Aside from my not so random murder and mayhem, I’m a Soul Stealer.”


  I was rather surprised. Hailz didn’t exactly strike me as a paperwork person.


  Her attention was attuned to the windows and doors as if she were awaiting someone (probably my father) to burst through the doors). Hailz was ready to strike at a moment’s notice.


  “I can hear it every time someone offers to sell their soul,” she continued. “My job is numbers. I will do whatever horrible thing I can to pillage those souls. I’m good at my job too. I’ve been the record holder for the last seventy-four years.”


  “I thought you were Iblis’s right hand man,” I replied.


  She laughed at me like I was stupid. “I can do two things at once fuck face. So back to the matter at hand, is it worth your soul to save Mags?”


  There was no question. “Yes.”


  For the first time tonight, Hailz looked happy. “Cool. This will count for triple since I’m on a holiday.”


  With a flash of brimstone, Hailz had the paperwork lying in front of me on the bed. “Now, since your signature will get me a bonus, I will do you a favor and give you a heads up,” she informed me. “I can’t promise Mags will survive, but the forfeiture of your soul will definitely tilt things in her favor.”


  It didn’t matter if it didn’t work and I lost my soul for nothing. I promised Mags my life, that included my soul.


  “Great. I’ll receive my punishment in Hades sooner.” I checked my pockets for a pen. “So where do I sign?”


  Hailz put her hand up in front of her. “Hold on a minute, I’m not done,” she chided me. “You promised enslavement to her,” she pointed to Mags. “If Mags survives, I’m going to wait to collect. I’ll see you suffer your due before Iblis even touches you.


  Those are my terms. Now, if you’ll give me your hand, I’ll just make a little nip and you can sign the paperwork in blood.”


  With a smile on her face and a knife being twirled in her hand, Hailz looked only too happy to assist.


  “I pulled out my own knife. “Thanks, but I’ll handle my own blood work,” I told her.


  “Party pooper,” she grumbled as her knife disappeared in a puff of smoke.


  I didn’t hesitate. I pricked my finger with the end of my knife. The moment the drop of blood made contact with the document, the smell of sulphur permeated the air. That was right before my forearm began to burn. I yelped in pain, wincing through the feeling of flames licking my skin. Once the burning feeling subsided, I looked down at my arm to see the cause of it. There was a smiley face with two x’d out eyes branded on my forearm. I raised an eyebrow in question at Hailz.


  “It’s my own special mark.” She then smiled and I realized what the face of evil truly looked like. “It keeps the other Soul Stealers away,” she explained.


  I narrowed my eyes at her. Knowing her, the pain and subsequent branding was probably just to spite me.


  I kept vigil for signs of Mags’s return while Hailz was perched on her chair, lying in wait to welcome any intruders that dared. Neither of us got what we wanted.


  Sometime past daybreak the Fae princess Fiona returned to the room followed by two of what had to be the most hideous looking creatures I’ve ever seen. They seemed as if they were made from the stuff of nightmares. Fiona introduced them as the Dreamweavers. I likened them to a drunken Carnival nightmare. Hailz later explained that their look was due to their extremely long longevity.


  Fiona addressed them first. “I explained to you last night the particulars of the situation. Do you think you can help her?”


  One of them spoke. I’m not sure which one it was as they both looked like identical.


  “We’ve been with Magdalene since the horror began. She is of interest to us. We gave her what help we could. She still exists, but her voice is faint, even to us.”


  “Is there anything we can do?” I begged of the creature.


  “She needs her magic,” the whatever it’s called recommended. “With that she may return, but you must hurry. She is weak and her light is fading.”


  Fiona then showed the men, at least I think they were men, out. I felt helpless, like a child unable to survive by itself. Every moment we wasted was making the situation grimmer.


  “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Hailz shouted, finally leaving her seat. She was upset, something clearly had her rattled.


  “We’re going to have to go to Elemental Deep,” Hailz sighed, defeated. “It’ll take forever for all of us to get there. Sure there’s a portal to the top, but we’d have to carry her all the way down into the mines. I really don’t think Mags has that kind of time.”


  Distracted by Mags’s survival chances, it took me a minute before I realized it. “We don’t have to go,” I told the room.


  “So….what? We should just put her out of her misery without even trying?” Hailz questioned me and threw her hands in the air.


  I jumped up from my spot by Mags’s side, energized by my revelation. “No Hailz. Take your head off murder for a second. What I meant is that we don’t have to go because someone already went and got the keys.”


  I quickly explained Jack, John, and Melissa’s trip down there. “All we have to do is find them,” I suggested.


  Hailz stood up and started shouting. “Fi! Fiona!”


  Fiona rushed in, assuming the worst. She was relieved when she saw the up and down movement of Mags’s chest.


  Hailz asked Fiona to have the palace guarded by the entire village Fae while she was gone. “No one, not even your mother is allowed in her until I return,” she demanded with all the ferocity of a mama bear. “Do you understand?”


  “All you have to do is ask,” Fiona chided her gently. “I’ll protect her with my own life. No hurry.”


  Hailz’s bond with Mags was still in effect. That allowed her to pop in and out across the world. Fiona shooed her on her way and Hailz disappeared in a flurry of purple and gold.


  “Fiona waved her hand in front of her face and turned to me. “I understand this bond agreement, but why does it have to be so messy?”
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  I hoped that I wouldn’t be gone for more than a few hours. The blood Luca used to sign his soul over would help me to find his brother. It also helped that I had a pretty good idea where to find them too.


  Dwarves rarely come out of the mines. Their whole civilization exists underground. Their tunnels are all interconnected, similar to how the Fae portals connect all their villages. Since the two elves and the Witch didn’t escape by Fae portal, the tunnels were their only other option to escape safely.


  Now I can’t tell you where (Otherwise you’ll all go hunting for Dwarves because they’re cute or some crap like that), but I know where the closest tunnel to the Wildwood is. John had a hidden home there that his father didn’t know about. It makes sense that they’d go there to wait on Luca and Mags to join them.


  My timing was good. I only waited ten minutes before they arrived.


  Melissa saw me first. “Hailz? What are you doing here?” she asked. “Where’s Mags.”


  Of course they didn’t know what’s going on, so they think they have time to sit down and chat like a bunch of hens. “I need to make this short,” I told them. “Do you have the keys?”


  John held the three golden keys up. “Yeah, but they won’t function for a few hours,” he explained, much to my irritation. “The Dwarves said something about the magic needing time to settle.”


  Superb, we were left holding a couple of finicky magical keys. What’s next?


  “Listen, I need the three of you to move your asses, post haste, to the queen’s village.” I instructed. “Got it?”


  That got their attention. I saw the realization sweep across the Witch’s face like a gale force wind.


  “Hailz, what happened to Mags? Please tell us,” she begged.


  Jack’s face paled at Melissa’s train of thought.


  I snapped at them for holding us up. “We can sit here and I can tell you and hope Mags makes it. OR, you ass monkeys can do what I tell you and we can have story time later.”


  The impending death of a loved one really tends to motivate people. They took off in one of the Witch’s spells and I returned to mine and Fiona’s castle.


  “Let’s go!” I demanded, popping back in, much to everyone’s shock.


  Fiona and Luca stared at me like a deer in headlights. “Don’t just stand there. Grab the girl and let’s fucking move!” I ordered.


  Elfhole Luca grabbed Mags, flanked by his two buddies and walked out of the room. Fiona detained me for a minute and NO, I will not tell you what transpired. I quickly caught up to them. The villagers surrounded us as we walked through town. As we stood before the portal, one of the Fae stopped me.


  Rory handed me my compass and the god’s sword. “Tell her I’m sorry,” he asked of me.


  “You can tell her yourself, if she survives,” I spat at him before stepping through the portal.


  The queen’s personal guards met us on the other side of the portal, which resided on the castle grounds. We were escorted to the queen’s personal bedchamber. Luca tucked Mags in bed while we awaited the other three to arrive.


  “Hailz, a moment,” my new mother-in-law asked of me.


  We walked to an empty corner of her bedroom, out of hearing range. Fiona had updated Aurora and she was aware of what had happened.


  She spoke, her voice low. “If the girl is still there, you can’t release her magic here. Mags is not quite what she seems. The power her pain will release may destroy the village.”


  What? I looked at Aurora, curiously. “Not what she seems?”


  “Yes, but you can’t speak a word of it, not even to Mags,” she instructed me. “The gods would strike us down if you did.”


  The curiosity was going to kill me, but I could wait another day to find out. Mags might not.


  “Where do you suggest we go?” I asked Aurora.


  She discreetly pointed to a large, expensively decorated wardrobe. “That’s my secret portal. It will take you and the others somewhere safe to release the girl’s magic. Just make sure the others are out of firing range. You should be safe though.”


  Aurora left me and walked to Mags’s side, giving her a little of her own special magic to aid in Mags’s healing. I paced the room, impatiently waiting the return of the others. After what seemed like an eternity, they showed up.


  “We still have an hour before the keys are ready,” the unfamiliar one informed me.


  The queen excused herself, taking her men with her so we could use her portal discreetly.


  John and Luca swapped stories. Melissa and the extra Elf almost lost their lunch at Luca’s tale. The brothers and the Witch shared the guilt between the three of them. I wanted to make them all pay. Well, except for the extra, but I figured I could chalk him up to collateral damage.


  I was furious and opened my mouth to verbally beat them. The stranger Elf beat me to the punch.


  “What the hell is wrong with you three,” he asked.


  I already knew Luca’s explanation, but John and Melissa’s were a little more revealing.


  As it turns out, Abel arranged John and Melissa’s marriage when they were children. There has never been anything between them, aside from friendship, but they kept up the charade around Abel. John’s mother, Gwynedd, had recruited them into Willa’s Mags Protection Plan.


  Melissa would keep an eye out for Mags as far as the day to day was concerned. John was just for back-up as he was too close to the enemy. If all went well, John and Mags would never have met again after she moved into the town created for her. His and Melissa’s arranged marriage would have never been revealed to Mags.


  But things, as they tend to do, never go according to plan. Once everything went topsy-turvy and they were together again, the dumbasses acknowledged their love for each other. Things being hectic, no one thought about coming clean to Mags.


  When Abel turned up in Fiona’s village, he used that information against Mags. He also led her to believe John and Melissa were as manipulative as Luca. Unfortunately, Mags isn’t in her own head to hear these explanations.


  If releasing her magic worked, she would still carry the pain of her friends’ betrayal, along with everything Abel subjected her to. I made sure they were aware of that, for my own entertainment.


  Time was up and the keys were ready to go. I told the group that the queen was worried that Mags might lose it so we had to go elsewhere. We entered the portal and were spit out somewhere unfamiliar. We were on a white sandy beach somewhere tropical but not one I or anyone else recognized. It didn’t take a genius to figure out why Aurora sent us here. They place was deserted.


  John and Melissa quickly released their bonds, their magic immediately returning to them.


  “Now what?” Luca asked, still holding the husk that used to be Mags.


  I pointed towards a sand dune. “Now, you assholes go and take cover while I release her,” I ordered.


  “Why you?” John demanded, ready to fight.


  I poked the asshat in his chest, wishing there was a knife in my hand. I shouted at him, my voice increasing in volume the more I yelled. “She was brutalized. If she comes back with her magic, she may very well still be a mess. You fucking geniuses hurt her and she’s in pain because of it. Her anger will be unfocused. Do you want to be a target when she goes nuclear?”


  John gave me a look that told me what he thought of me. “What makes you think that she won’t hurt you?” he retorted, thinking our adversarial relationship was on par with his betrayal.


  “Because, I’ve never betrayed her,” I seethed, making sure the Witch knew I meant that for her too. “I’m also a jinn. I can withstand a hell of a lot more of what she can dish out than any of you can. Now, if you have no more questions, hand her over and get the fuck out of my way!”


  John backed down and Luca gently laid her in my arms. With Mags and the key in hand, I gave them a few minutes to take cover. If it was up to me, I’d line them up in front of her. I looked down at Mags for any signs of life. When she opened her eyes, I knew she would live. When she weakly made a grab at my hand, it gave me hope.


  I was able to stand her on her own two feet. I wouldn’t call it a good sign though. She was swaying like a doll in the breeze, still lost. I tried to explain to her what might happen, to prepare her, but she was still just staring through me like I wasn’t even there.


  I put the key first against her cold, clammy skin so it could gain the magical resonance, DNA, or whatever it did. Once it glowed, I used it to unlock her cuffs and took a few steps away and crouched down low.


  At first, nothing happened. I thought maybe we were too late, but then Mags twitched and the wind began to pick up.


  “Come on Mags,” I encouraged her. “Come on back and I’ll help you kill ever last one of those sick bastards.”


  Dark thunder heads began to roll in and it began raining. The beach was soaked in minutes as the rain got heavier. Suddenly, and without warning, Mags screamed as the sky exploded. Fire and electricity burst from her hands. I just narrowly missed getting hit. I stayed there with her as long as I could. It was only when the lightening started hitting the ground, creating a circle around her that I finally took cover.


  Aurora was right about Mags. She was an Iblian jinn, but she wasn’t. I didn’t know of anyone who had the kind of power that was emanating from Mags. I still didn’t understand what it all meant though.


  A palm tree tried to impale me as I made my way to the others and I got out of the way just in the nick of time. I could only hope things didn’t get worse. Otherwise, no amount of cover would protect us.


  “If you guys couldn’t tell, Mags is back,” I shouted at the others over the wind when I finally reached them.


  The storm never ended. It raged on throughout the night, never waning in its intensity. The only thing we could hear over the wind and thunder was Mags. We were haunted forever by her mournful wails once the screaming stopped.
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