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CHAPTER ONE





AS I WALKED through the hallways of the fae compound with Scrum, resting my weary head on his shoulder, I tried to imagine what might be waiting for me in my room. I could shortcut the whole process and figure it out quickly by asking my friend, but I wasn't mentally ready for a description of that potential hell yet. So much had happened in the past few weeks…hell, over the past year…that I needed some time to enjoy not knowing stuff, even if it was only going to last for another five minutes. Living in ignorance was a luxury I could rarely afford, but at that moment, it seemed like it couldn't hurt to wonder for a little bit longer.


Months ago—or weeks ago, depending on whether I was counting time-slipping issues—I left the compound to join Biad the dragon at the portal to the Underworld, so I could fulfill my duty as her companion. I had actually been kind of looking forward to it, curious about what the whole thing would entail, even though it wasn't necessarily convenient to temporarily move to another country for two weeks twice a year. But I never made it there; instead, my friends and I were waylaid by a nasty Fate named Judith who sent us into another realm in another time.


It was there that I met Ishmail Windwalker and another Fate named Victoria who'd had a hand in sending me to places I shouldn't have been sent. Ish's situation would be one of the many mysteries to solve after I reached my room. Where was he? Had he survived disappearing into his elements a thousand years ago after having been the beneficiary of my advance warning to be careful when commanding Wind? Or had he been swept up in my giant cleaning-of-the-Overworld move and ended up here with my friends? Or had he simply gone on to live his life where he was meant to be and ended up in exactly the same place as he'd been before we'd started this grand adventure? I would soon find out.


I wondered about my friends, too…their wellbeing, and whether they had made it back to our time unscathed—or mostly unscathed; Tony was definitely sporting some new scars, not the least of which was the burn he'd suffered when he'd officially made the ranks of dragon rider.


I felt like I hadn't seen Spike in ages, but the memory of his arms around me hadn't faded one bit. My body warmed just thinking about it. I really needed to see one of his smiles and hear his words of wisdom and kindness. He always knew what to say to calm me down and help me get my head on straight. His mind was going to be officially blown when I told him the news I had. Or the news I might have. I rubbed my lower abdomen, not sure whether Tim's comments to me about having conceived a child still held true or not. I didn't feel any different, that was for sure. Just tired and worn out, which wasn't surprising considering all I'd been through.


Talking to Ben in the white void had eased my mind about the dragon riders having survived our battle in the Overworld, but that didn't mean everything was hunky dory. Any one of my friends could have suffered injuries that would never heal and scars that would plague them for a thousand years. Fae did tend to live a long time, and our healers had been stumped on more than one occasion when searching for a remedy for a weird injury or disease. And what could be weirder than damage suffered in a battle with demons in the Overworld?


Seeing Scrum acting like his regular self outside the compound door had brought me some relief. He didn't seem to hate me, although I'm not even sure what could make Scrum hate a person. His own grandmother dropped him on his head and abused him in a hundred different ways, and he still claimed to love and miss her.


My feet dragged along the floor, partially because I was so tired and partially because I wasn't in any hurry to face my future. I was worried about everything and everyone. Knowing they'd lived through adversity was not the same as knowing they were okay. And on top of all that, I still had major questions about how my own life had been turned inside out.


Brad, my former high school enemy, had weirdly turned out to be my hero. I still wasn't exactly sure how that had happened. He'd spent so much time being a dick to me—literally, he'd spent years being that way, working it like it was his job—and then there he was…boom…saving my ass. All because Ben the fire and wind elemental had told him to. I knew from firsthand experience that Ben could be a very convincing guy when he put his mind to it, and he had obviously put that skill to use, convincing Brad that magic existed and that I was important and had to be busted out of mental hospital jail. But how had Ben known that I needed help in the first place? Knowing him, he'd been scrying, but had there been more to it than that? And had my rescuer—Brad—been given the opportunity to become a changeling yet? Had he been put to the test in the Green Forest and survived the obstacles?


And what about Long and Mike? The last time I'd seen them, they'd been on the jet eating ham sandwiches with Dardennes and Céline. But time had been jumbled, which meant they could have ended up back at the hospital with no knowledge of me or the fae, once I'd been transported away. The thought of that made me profoundly sad. I knew for sure that Long didn't belong there, and I was pretty sure Mike didn't either. I couldn't let them stay in that awful place. If they'd been sent back, I'd just have to go rescue them, it was as simple as that. Leaving them behind was not an option.


I was also worried that Céline and Dardennes learning who I am—an elemental and Mother of the fae—while I was time-slipped in Miami, had caused ripples that would somehow send us down different paths and in alternate directions. Apparently, some things hadn't changed, though; Scrum knew who I was, and I was still welcome in the compound. And at least some of my friends were there. But did those friends include Tony? Spike? Becky, Finn, Tim, and everyone else? Or had some of them been left out, victims of time-slipping changes and alternate futures? I became nauseated, imagining what my activities in the wrong times could have done to the lives of others.


The door to my bedroom was approaching. I could feel it, even though it wasn't yet in sight. I put my hand on Scrum's arm. "Wait."


He paused and looked down at me. "What's the matter?"


I moved my clothing around, adjusting the dirty scrubs I was still wearing and brushing my feet off on my pant legs as best I could. The clothing wasn't any cleaner than my body, unfortunately. "Just…getting ready."


Scrum turned to face me and waited for me to look up at him before he spoke.


"What?" I asked, feeling ashamed at my cowardice.


"You don't have to worry. No one is mad at you."


"Oh, yeah? Well, that's good." Not that his words made me feel any better. No one was ever mad at me, no matter how badly I screwed up. They were always so patient and forgiving, even when fae got hurt as a result of my actions. I didn't feel like I deserved that kind of generosity, so it just made me even more mad at myself.


"You say it's good, but why do you sound so upset?"


I sighed. "Scrum, wouldn't you, if you were in my shoes?"


He frowned. "No. I don't think so."


"What if you screwed up and hurt people…physically…and ruined people's plans, and made everyone's lives more difficult, and said rude things that annoyed people, and…?"


He put his hand on my arm, stopping me. "Is that what you think you are to us?"


I shrugged. "Those are the facts. They aren't debatable."


He pulled me into a hug, startling me with the tenderness of it. "You're so silly, Jayne. That's not what any of us are thinking when your name comes up."


I laughed. "Oh, yeah? I find that hard to believe."


He patted me on the back. "We were just talking about you before I came out to meet you, and you know what Finn said?"


"No." My heart felt like it was in someone's fist, and that someone was squeezing the hell out of it.


"He was saying how brave you were. How you and Biad working together as a team won the battle for us in the Overworld and sent us all to safety. Without you, every single one of us probably would have died out there." He pushed me from his arms, resting his hands on my shoulders. "You saved our lives, Jayne. It's a big deal, and we all know it and appreciate it. You should too."


Tears trickled down my face. "But did you forget that I'm the reason you were there in the first place? That if it weren't for me, you wouldn't have been involved in that battle at all?"


He smiled, shaking his head at me like I was a dopey little kid and he was my parent. "Oh, Jayne. You just don't get it."


I punched him lightly on the chest. "Shut up."


He shook me a little. "No. I'm serious. We're all serious, about our lives here and about our duties to our people."


I wiped the stupid tears off my face. "I know."


"Well, if you know that, then you know that none of us wants to be sitting here in the compound on the sidelines doing nothing when there are demons running around where they shouldn't be."


The clamp around my heart loosened just a little. "Yeah, I guess that makes sense."


"Being with you when you went to see Biad was an honor. I mean…I'm a changeling, not even twenty years old yet, but I was asked to go with you and watch over you. Do you know what a gift that was for me?"


I tried not to smile at his goofy face and impassioned delivery. "I guess I know."


"No, I don't think you do." He let me go and folded his hands in front of his chest, like he was pleading with me. "All my life, before I got here, people laughed at me. They made fun of me. No one wanted to be my friend. But here, I'm respected. People care about me. I actually have real friends, the kind that don't disappear at the drop of a hat."


"Of course you do, Scrum. You're cool." I punched him once more, worried I was going to start crying all over again.


"I am cool now. But I wasn't then. And every day that I live my life with the fae as my family, I want to earn their admiration. I want to earn their trust. I want to do whatever I can to make our lives better and our community safe."


"Me too." I lifted my chin, the pride in my fae identity restored and maybe even a little ramped up. Scrum was seriously good at pep talks. He would have made a great football coach.


"Then don't blame yourself for everything bad that happens. We're all in this together. We're all playing our parts. And we all screw up from time to time. You aren't the only one learning the ropes around here."


I smiled up at him, seriously impressed with who he'd turned out to be. "When did you get so smart and eloquent and shit?"


He grinned. "I've been paying attention. And I've been through a lot. Life teaches us stuff." He turned his head to look down the corridor. "Are you ready to go on yet?"


I nodded. "Yeah. Let's do this." If Scrum could be as brave as he obviously was, I sure as hell could suck it up and act like I was too. Fake it until you make it, baby. I put one foot in front of the other and made my way down the corridor on my own steam, no longer resting my head on his broad shoulder.










CHAPTER TWO





THE REMAINING WALK to my room went way faster than I wanted it to. Yeah, sure…I was feeling braver and not so wimpy after Scrum's awesome pep talk, but at the same time, I was aware that the rest of my life was about to begin, and it wasn't going to be a calm and peaceful one; it was going to be totally nuts. Not that this was any different from the existence I'd been living before, but after all I'd been through—having to relive my past, getting lost in my elements, and about a hundred other crazy things—I was kind of hoping destiny would have a little vacation in mind for me.


But it was not to be. I could already hear the sounds of many voices as I turned the last bend in the hallway before the door to my room. It was strange, because in my experience, the rooms in the compound were mostly soundproof. The only time I'd ever heard anything I shouldn't have was when the Council had locked a buggane up in the prison chambers and he'd howled his head off.


"Scrum, why am I hearing voices?" It was highly possible they were actually originating from inside my own head. I wouldn't have been surprised to find out that my latest escapades had resulted in me coming down with a solid case of schizophrenia.


"There's not enough space in your meeting chamber to hold everybody, so they're in your living room too."


"Meeting chamber?" I frowned at his back as he strode ahead of me. "I don't have a meeting chamber. I have a little sitting area and my bedroom and the garden. Are you telling me people are hanging out in my bedroom?" That would mean I had no privacy left, and that would never do. I seriously valued both my cuddle time with Spike and my private bathroom breaks. "They'd better not be in the garden. Abby will kick their asses if they step on a single plant."


"No. No one's in your bedroom. And I'm sure they're being careful in the garden." He stopped when he reached my door and waited for me to catch up, turning to face me. He searched my eyes. "Are you sure you're okay?"


I gazed at the thick wood separating me from whatever the hell my future held before answering him. "Sure. Yeah. I'm cool. Cool as a cucumber. As cool as ice. Call me Ice-Ice Baby." My teeth were chattering, I was so nervous.


He put his hand on my shoulder. "That's the spirit. Are you ready, Ice-Ice Baby?" When he grinned like a total goof, I was kind of glad to see that not everything had changed; Scrum was still scrum…happy-go-lucky and naïve as hell.


I shook my head. "Okay, that's not going to work. Drop the Ice-Ice Baby. Let's just stick with Jayne for now." I rubbed my upper arms as I looked to my left at the door. "What exactly am I getting ready for?"


"The audiences."


I went back to staring at Scrum. He was making no sense.


"I guess you don't really know about the audiences yet, do you?" He looked decidedly uncomfortable to be delivering this choice bit of news to me.


I shook my head, waiting for the explanation. The chill that had settled over me dissipated and was slowly replaced by the burn of annoyance. I sensed that the Council had made some sort of major decision that was going to determine how I was going to have to live my life, and I definitely wasn't a fan of dictatorships.


"Oh, okay…,"—Scrum rubbed his hands together nervously—"well…uhhh…after you disappeared into your elements, there was a lot of stuff that happened and a lot of questions that nobody knew the answers to. Because, you know, we weren't there for a lot of it—you were on your own, and we were with Ish, and all the other fae were just living their normal lives or waiting to hear from one of us. We knew you would have the answers to our questions, though, and that if we could get you back, it would all be okay because you would tell us what happened. Sooo…yeah. Basically, everyone wanted to be sure to talk to you and to tell you their part of the story as soon as possible, so you or the gray elves could put all the pieces of the puzzle together and figure out where to go from here."


"Okaaaay…I'm understanding you so far." It wasn't his words that were making me suspicious; it was his body language. He was definitely uncomfortable being the bearer of this news, and so far it didn't sound so bad.


His smile wasn't really a smile; it was more a grimace…or a sign of extreme intestinal distress. "And since Ben isn't coming back, we decided to turn his room into your audience chamber, since it's already connected to your personal space and all. Everyone just figured it would be easier for you."


"What do you mean 'Ben's not coming back'?" My heart was hurting just hearing those words.


"He isn't." Scrum shrugged like that was all there was to it.


"Says who?" My ears were burning. Whether it was from anger or disappointment in myself was anyone's guess.


"He did. And so did all the witches."


I closed my eyes and breathed in and out a few times to try and cool my jets. There was no point in getting mad at Scrum for something that was totally not his fault. "Are these the same witches that came from all over the world to help find me?"


He didn't answer out loud so I opened my eyes. He was nodding.


"Sounds like it was pretty epic." I couldn't even imagine what that must have entailed logistically…getting in touch with all those fae, having a conversation where they didn't spend a year and a day arguing, and then coming up with a solution that actually worked? Just the idea of it exhausted me and made me want to fall into a six-month-long nap.


His expression changed. He almost got a smile working. "It was epic. It totally was. You should have been there to see…" His almost-smile slipped away and he was back to looking uncomfortable. "Sorry. I probably shouldn't have said that. That wasn't very sensitive."


I rested my hand on his shoulder. "Don't worry about it, man." I patted him a few times before letting my arm drop. "I'm beyond having any form of self pride, believe me. Nothing can offend me anymore."


"But you should be really proud. You fixed everything." He paused. "Well, almost everything. You did a really good job." His eyes drifted over to the door.


"Almost. In other words, Ben had to die in order for all of it to work out, but other than that we're cool."


"He's not dead." Scrum stared at me, suddenly very serious. "You know that none of us are ever really gone, right?"


"It sure feels like Ben is gone to me." I fought tears over that. When was alive, he'd been at the top of my list of fae to avoid at all costs, but now I wished he were there being a pain in my ass, hauling his big old head all over the compound and gloating over his superior knowledge.


"He's gone from the Here and Now, but he's not gone from everywhere." Scrum sounded so sure of himself.


"Really? Where is he, then? Is he in the Overworld doing his job with Heryon?"


Scrum shifted his weight from one foot to the other. "I'm not sure. I guess…everyone was hoping you would know the answer to that question."


I rolled my eyes and sighed. "And so it begins."


"What do you mean?"


I threw my arms up, frustrated as hell. "Everyone is expecting me to have all the answers, but I don't have any! I honestly don't know what the hell is going on with anyone or anything!"


Scrum put his hand on my shoulder and turned me around, pressing the middle of my back to gently propel me toward the door. "I'm pretty sure it's not as bad as you think it is. Or maybe it is. But there's no way to know for sure unless you face it, so let's go."


I looked over my shoulder at him as he stood waiting resolutely behind me. "When did you get so bossy?"


He shrugged. "I'm not bossy. I just know it has to be done, and I know we have to do it. And I know you want to do it too, even though you're pretending that you don't."


I took two steps toward the door, getting closer and closer to the voices that seemed to be getting louder and not just because of my proximity. "Is Spike in there? What about Tony? I need to talk to them first."


"Everyone who can be in there is in there," Scrum said.


His evasive answer filled me with dread. But it didn't stop me from pushing the door open, because I needed to find the answers to my questions on my own, and there was no point in delaying the inevitable any longer. It was time for me to put the pieces of this puzzle together and figure out what I had to do to stop the world from being taken over by pure evil.


And even though only a split second passed between the moment I put my hand on that door and when it opened up for me to see what waited inside, I came up with a plan, and I was sure as hell going to stick to it, too. Every time other fae got involved in my problems, they got hurt—or they disappeared from the face of the earth entirely. From now on, I was going to be more in control of my life and what happened in it. I was going to think things through before acting on them. And I was going to be extra careful about who I involved in my plans, so that when the shit hit the fan, the damages were contained.


The life of an elemental, as it turns out, can be pretty damn dangerous. And I loved my fae family too much to put them in life-or-death situations any longer. I would have these so-called audiences with the fae who wanted to speak to me, because it was the respectful thing to do. I would even listen to the Council and the gray elves to hear what they thought was best. But when it all came down to it, there were only a few people who I trusted—people who I knew weren't playing games behind the scenes and working their own private angles for their own purposes—and they were going to be the ones guiding me in making my decisions. And these were the fae I was going to talk to first…my original crew: Tony, Spike, Tim, Finn, Sam, Jared, Scrum, and maybe even Becky too. Because even though Becky used to be a chicken shit who disappeared every time things got scary, she had hung in there as tough as anyone else on her dragon and fought those demons in the Overworld, not once disappearing or hiding from the threat. And on top of that, she was really good about calling me out on my bullshit. She and Sam would be the ones I could count on to tell me when I was out of line. I thought of Long, too. If she was there, I wanted her nearby as well. There was nothing like having an almost pocket-sized dragon at your back to give you confidence.


Scrum's smile slipped a bit. "Now, don't freak out, okay?" He put his hand up on the door, stopping me from pushing it all the way open.


I glared at him. "You do know that's the very best way to get me freaking out to level ten, right?"


His grin was lopsided. "Sorry. But I really felt like I should warn you…" He let me push the door all the way in, and the sound of several voices raised in what definitely sounded like anger blasted me in the face.










CHAPTER THREE





VOICES WERE RAISED in anger, but the moment I stepped through the doorway, they all ceased. It went from a cacophony of words to silence in two seconds. And then suddenly there was a pixie in my face.


"Well, it's about time," Tim said. "I was on the verge of losing control of this crowd."


"How is that even possible? You're Tim." I couldn't help but smile. Seeing my pixie roommate made everything in my life feel a whole lot better. The crowd started murmuring again, talking amongst themselves while glancing in my direction.


"You're right. What was I saying?" He laughed. "They were totally under my control. But now that you're here, things might get a little dicey, so be cool."


"Be cool?" I raised an eyebrow at him.


"Now, now…don't get feisty on me." Tim flew over to sit on my shoulder. He hung onto my ear since there wasn't any hair left for him to grip. "There's a lot of stuff going down right now, and you need to get ready to not rumble, you know what I mean? No yelling, no kicking, no spitting, no chair throwing, and definitely no biting. Biting would send the wrong message."


"I'm too tired to do any of that, so don't worry." I scanned the crowd of faces staring at me. I skimmed over most of them but identified a few as those belonging to fae I wanted to talk to very soon. Unfortunately, I couldn't find the two I needed to connect with the most. "Where are Spike and Tony?"


"Forget Spike and Tony for now. I suggest you talk to Dardennes and Céline, stat. We've been sitting with the Council for the past several days, and we have a lot to tell you. You have a lot of catching up to do and not a lot of time to do it."


I tried to look beyond the crowd to the garden behind them. "But where are Tony and Spike? I really want to talk to them first. It won't take long, I promise."


"Are you listening to anything I'm saying? We don't have a lot of time. There's a schedule. The gray elves put one together, and the Council has approved it."


"Schedule?" I stopped my search to focus on what Tim was saying. "That sounds a lot like somebody trying to boss me around."


"Let's not call it bossing a person around. Let's call it…guiding with strength and purpose."


"Call it whatever you want," I mumbled. "I'm not sure I'm signing up for it." I stepped farther into the room. Everyone seemed to be waiting for me to say something. I felt silly, not comfortable with addressing the entire group at once. I hadn't even thought of preparing a speech, but I gave it a shot anyway because things were getting awkward quickly. "Uhh…hello, everybody. Glad to be back."


The room was instantly filled with welcoming responses. Everyone seemed genuinely happy to see me, although I did sense some stressed-out expressions on a few of my visitors—mostly the ones worn by Council members.


I continued because everyone seemed to be waiting for me to say something more. "I guess you all want to talk to me, and that's great because I want to talk to you too, but first I'd like to have a shower and then I need to sit down with a few specific fae before I speak to everyone else."


Dardennes stepped forward with his hands held out. I wasn't sure if he wanted to hug me, high-five me, or just shake hands, so I just stood in place. He stopped in front of me and took my right hand in his, placing his palm over my changeling ring. "Jayne. Mother. We are so pleased that you made it back safely."


I smiled stiffly at his formal greeting. What was I supposed to say? I'm glad I made it back too? That white void was super boring? Three cheers for Ben the amazing no-longer-big-headed elemental who sacrificed his life for mine?


"We understand your desire for a shower and an audience with your friends, but I'm not sure you understand the gravity of the situation."


I pulled my hand from his grasp. "Oh, I understand it just fine. I stopped off at Maggie's place before I came here, and she made it crystal clear. But I'm going to do what I want to do from now on, not what everybody else wants me to do, so…yeah. There's that."


Both of his eyebrows lifted until they almost disappeared into his hair. He didn't say anything, though. It could have been because he was stunned speechless; he did kind of have that look about him.


I felt a little guilty over my directness. "I do appreciate everything you've done for me and my friends, Dardennes…Anton. I don't want you to think that I'm ungrateful. But I've learned a few things in my travels, and the first one is that I need to follow my instincts. And right now, my instincts are telling me to get cleaned up and to hear from the people who I started this whole adventure with. I don't mean to offend you or the Council or anybody else, or suggest that you're not as important; I appreciate what you have to say, and I know I can count on you to have the fae's best interests at heart. But I need to talk to my changeling friends. This is just how it has to be for me right now." There was no other way to say it to him and not be rude. My friends grounded me in reality. They made me feel real again. Like Jayne again. All these other fae made me feel like I was supposed to be their one and only savior, and that was too much pressure after all I'd recently been through.


Dardennes actually bowed. I couldn't believe it. My eyeballs must have looked like they were falling out of my head as he bent at the waist and lowered his head practically to his knees.


"As you wish," he said.


As I wish? Is he kidding me? He didn't seem to be. He sounded as serious as I'd ever heard him. He backed up, only straightening once he was a few feet away. He was actually smiling at the end of it.


My first response was to beg him to stop, but then I thought about it for another couple of seconds. I had chosen to speak in a more mature way than I was used to, and he had responded in a way that showed extreme respect back. In front of everyone. He was probably just proving a point…that I had a right to self-determination or whatever. And that was super cool with me. So instead of telling him to cut the crap, I stood a little taller in response, feeling powerful and decisive. Maybe if Dardennes wasn't going to fight me on this, everyone else would go along with it too. I couldn't believe my life was actually feeling like it was going to be easy for once.


A voice came from the back of the room, its tone as cantankerous as ever. "Since when are we letting a changeling call the shots around here?"


I couldn't see him, but I knew very well who it was. So much for living my life on my own terms. I narrowed my eyes in the direction of his voice. "Why don't you come on over here and say that to my face, old man?"


The crowd parted to admit the old fart who'd nearly sent me to my doom—Red. He stopped a sword's length away, squaring off with his hands at his sides. He looked like a wild west gunslinger, only at his hips he had a couple of little sticks he'd found in the woods and not pistols. I wasn't stupid enough to think those twigs were useless or just there for show, though. Red was a witch with enough power and knowledge of badass, dark magic spells to send me back in time to relive my past, and that was no small nightmare. I shuddered inside just thinking about it.


The crowd started to murmur, but I shut them down by holding out my hand. My palm started to feel warm. You could've heard a pixie fart even without a listening spell, it went so quiet. I fixed Red with a penetrating gaze, using my best high school fighter staredown ever. "I have a bone to pick with you, old man. You sent me back into my worst nightmare. You're lucky I even made it out alive. Malena and Torrie were waiting for me, you know." I tilted my head. "Or maybe you did know. Maybe that was part of your plan."


He narrowed his eyes at me. "That wasn't my doing. You sent yourself back there." He paused before adding insult to injury. "Changeling."


He was totally blaming me for his screwup. Typical. "How do you figure that? You're the one who cooked up that nasty-ass skunk brew. I had no part in that crap."


"Yes, I concocted the spell, but I gave you specific instructions, didn't I? I told you to think about the place where you wanted to go." He shrugged. "It's not my problem you have a sad and limited imagination."


I opened my mouth to argue, but the memory of those tense moments in his chamber came flooding back. My hand dropped to my side and immediately cooled down. He was right. As I drank the potion he'd given me, I was supposed to be thinking about my friends, Ish and his realm, the dragons, and the troll baby. But visions of my mother and Rick had kept popping up in my head, taking over completely.


"I tried," I said lamely, my shoulders slumping.


He shrugged. "Apparently, you didn't try hard enough."


"Somebody from the outside was messing with your process," said someone from the crowd.


I stood on tiptoe, craning my neck to try and spot my cousin. She was out there somewhere. Either that, or she was speaking through some wormhole connected to another realm. "Sam? Where are you?"


She shouldered her way past some werewolves and stopped next to me, facing Red. "I'm right here." She glanced at him with a frown. "He did what he was supposed to…to a point."


Clearly, her comments did not sit well with him. He looked like he was suddenly suffering some serious intestinal cramps. There might've even been a speck of shame in his eyes, too.


"What do you mean?" I asked, focusing on my cousin, Sam the fated Fate and the toughest witch I knew.


She kept her eyes on the old man. "His spell should've had two parts. He did the first part right. The second part he forgot. Or maybe he didn't know there was a second part." She stared him down, almost like she was daring him to disagree, but he didn't respond.


I turned my attention to the old man, furious, now that I knew I'd been messing around in dark magic with an amateur at the wheel. "What about that second part, huh, Red? Were you aware of it?" I had to know if it had been a mistake on his part or if he'd deliberately jacked me up.


"I was aware of it, of course. However, I did not see nor feel the need for it." He lifted his chin and sniffed…a sure sign he was on the defensive and totally full of shit.


Sam snorted. "Yeah, right. After all the crap Jayne's been through and all the time she's been messed with, you didn't see the need to put a protective spell over your incantation's subject?" She rolled her eyes. "Please."


"You put me out there with only half a spell? You let me go out there totally vulnerable? Totally…naked…or whatever?" I was sputtering. I didn't know the details of what Sam was talking about, but it sure sounded like she was saying that Red had thrown me out into the wild, wild world of time travel without a protective coating.


His jowls were jiggling as he argued back. "The result was unprecedented. What happened to her was…unthinkable."


That was his totally lame excuse. Unprecedented…Unthinkable.


"And since when has shit not been unprecedented or unthinkable where I'm concerned?" Spittle was flying from my lips. He should have known I would need that extra protective layer, that extra spice added to his brew. I was literally The Unprecedented, Unthinkable Jayne. How could he have been so stupid? Careless? It was hard to believe it was a mistake, really. Once again, Red's motivations were seriously questionable.


I looked out over the crowd, angry not just at Red, but at every single one of those naïve fucknuts who'd stood idly by while everything went haywire around them. If they'd been badass fae—fae of action—I never would have gone to Red in the first place; but noooo…all they ever wanted to do was have the gray elves analyze the shit out of things until those things were no longer an issue. Their favorite strategy was to stick their heads in the sand and hope their guardian angels would swoop down from the Overworld to save them.


"Am I the only one here who feels like this entire community is flying around by the seat of its pants? Afraid to do what needs to be done? Totally unprepared and disorganized?" I looked around, waiting for someone to speak up.


Tim was suddenly in my ear, talking softly. "Not that I want to stop this freight train of awesome truthiness from flying down the tracks, but you maaaay want to chill on the shrill a little. They tend to listen better when things aren't shrieked at their faces."


No one said a word. All I got back were expressions of shock. Even Sam remained silent, although I could sense she didn't disagree.


I took a deep breath to calm myself. Tim was right; it was not going to help my situation to piss everybody off. I knew this, and yet I'd let my temper get away from me. Dammit. I was already forgetting my new plan of action, to be smarter and more mature. Better chill it before you kill it. Time to grow up or shut up. I lifted my hands in surrender, praying silently to the universe for more patience. "Listen, everyone. Like I mentioned a minute ago, I need a shower. I can't even tell you how long it's been since I've been clean. It's to the point that it's affecting my mood, and that's not good for anyone. Let me just…do this. I'll be back out in a few minutes."


I dropped my hands and strode toward my bedroom, forcing people to move out of my way or get knocked over and possibly covered in my stink. I checked faces as I went by: Aidan and Jared were there. Scrum and Sam I could sense behind me. I identified several Council members as I got closer to my bedroom door, too, but I couldn't see Tony or Spike anywhere. It was starting to freak me out. They should've been the first ones waiting for me when I walked in the door.


I paused halfway across the room. "Tim, where are Tony and Spike? Don't play games with me, just tell it like it is." A sick feeling was building in my gut, making it burn and roil.


"Let's just get to the bathroom. You can de-stinkify yourself while I give you the lowdown on everything and everyone."


He didn't sound like his jovial, sassy self at all. It made me feel even sicker. "Fine. I can wait about another thirty seconds, but that's it."


As I was about to pass my changeling friends, Becky stepped forward and held out her arms. She had tears glistening in her eyes. "I was so afraid you weren't coming back." She wrapped her arms around my stiff body.


I was afraid to hug her back, not because of the potential for emotional overload, but because it would have required that I lift my arms again, and there was enough pit stink under those babies to put the whole room in the gas chamber. "You may not want to do that. I smell pretty bad."


"I don't care. I love you and I missed you."


Ever the sucker for a heartfelt I-Love-You, I risked curling people's eyelashes with my stench by hugging her back. I let her go after five seconds, though. A girl can only handle so much, and I was making myself ill with my fermented odor. "Seriously, Beck, I need to get into the shower. And I need to pee like a racehorse, too."


She pulled away, tears running down her cheeks. "I understand. Do you want me in there?"


"No. Just him." I nodded at the pixie who was hovering just in front of me.


She bowed her head and backed away.


Finn draped an arm over her shoulders as he spoke to me. "Good to have you back, Mother."


I shook my head at him. "Finn…Good to see you too, dude. Just call me Jayne, though, okay?"


He put his fist on his chest and dropped into a half bow. I was guessing that meant that the Jayne thing wasn't going to be happening anytime soon, at least not with the green elves. Sigh.


Standing at the door to my bedroom were the twins, Felicia and Theresa. They looked like hell. Neither of them were wearing any makeup, and their hair was lying flat against their scalps—none of the usual shine, body, or waves in sight. Where before they'd always looked like shampoo commercial models, they now looked practically homeless. It made me stop in my tracks. "What the heck happened to you guys?"


Neither of them responded with words; they just pulled me into a three-way hug. They didn't even smell the same. Or maybe my stench was too powerful for their usual sweet perfumes to bust through.


"Somebody'd better say something," I warned. "You're starting to freak me out." I paused but nothing happened. "Seriously. Don't piss me off. I'm on an ass-hair trigger here."


"We're just glad you're home," Theresa said, sniffling. She was staring at the ground.


I pulled back and looked Felicia in the eye. "What's going on? Where's Tony?"


She shook her head and wiped tears from her cheeks. "He's around." I waited for more, but that was all she had to say on the matter.


I wasn't totally dense. There was a ton of evasiveness going on, not just with Felicia, but with everyone else, too. They had bad news for me, that much was clear, and there was no doubt in my mind that I was about to hear some shit that was really going to piss me off, once Tim and I were alone in the bathroom. And I really, really wanted to get to the bottom of that bullshit, too…but more than that, I needed to look, smell, and feel like a fae girl again, and not like some escaped mental patient who'd gone swimming in the Eternal Bog of Stench. I needed to have all my wits about me when Tim hit me with the truth.


I pointed at the twins as I turned and reversed myself into my bedroom. "You two don't go anywhere. I want to talk to you when I get out of the bathroom. I just need, like, fifteen minutes, max." Heck…I didn't have hair anymore, which meant I might be able to cut my bathroom time down by another five minutes. Sweet. "Make it ten."


They both nodded and gave me half-bows as they moved out of the way. I really wanted to slap someone when I saw that. More idiocy, now coming from the fae who were supposed to know me best. Everyone was acting like I was a different person all of a sudden—like royalty or something. Was it because of the time traveling? The dragons? Or all this mature talking shit? What was with all the bowing, anyway? I was not down with that at all, especially since I was fresh off a trip into my past where my personality flaws were once again brought front and center for me to examine in detail and be embarrassed about. I wanted to yell at everyone to stop acting so weird around me, but instead, I decided to do something very un-Jayne-like. I walked into my empty bedroom and kept my mouth shut, closing the door softly behind me.


I would've been happy to see Spike lying in the bed waiting for me, but apparently he was busy elsewhere. My mattress was empty save for the quilt and two pillows. This was typical for Spike, to be running around in the forest doing weird cube-eye stuff while the rest of the fae world panicked. It didn't matter to me that he wasn't there, though. Not really. Our relationship wasn't one where I had to have him with me every second to know how he felt about me, and vice versa. It was probably the only truly mature thing about me. I would catch up with him soon enough. And I was kind of glad he wasn't around when I was looking like this. It was bad enough he'd seen me in Crocs, sporting the escaped mental patient look. He didn't need to smell me too.


I waited for Tim to fly past me into the bathroom before I shut the door behind us. He stood on the edge of the sink while I looked in the mirror at my haggard face. "Oh my good God. I look terrible." I leaned in and pushed my eyes to the sides, my lips up and down, my cheeks backward and forward. "Jesus. I look like I'm thirty already."


"We'll invest in some wrinkle cream later, Lellemental. We need to talk about more important things right now than your rapidly aging skin." Tim started pacing back and forth next to the soap dish. "First things first…let's talk Tony…"










CHAPTER FOUR





I STARED AT my reflection in the bathroom mirror as Tim's words washed over me. I couldn't bear to look at him, knowing just the sight of my friend as he delivered this bad news would make me start bawling. I let my eyes focus on everything and nothing at the same time so my brain could shift into neutral.


"Well, as you know, we were fighting Godless evil in the Overworld, all of our crew who were unfortunate enough to be born without wings riding dragons and being awesome. Although we held our own for a while there, the tide started to turn on us when we were suddenly outnumbered. Not to be an alarmist, but things were not looking good for us. Those demons were pretty stabby." He paused, and I glanced down to see him frowning in contemplation. "…And very good at being stabby, now that I think about it," he continued. "I mean, props for that. If you're going to be all about jabbing people with pointy objects as a career choice, you should be good at it. And they were, for sure."


I sighed. He wasn't telling me anything I didn't already know.


He glared at me. "Listen, lady, I can read your thoughts like they're happening in my own head. Don't rush me. This is a process."


I went back to staring at the mirror, preparing myself for his grand finale that was hopefully going to be delivered sometime this week.


"So…then…just when everything was looking pretty hopeless…I mean, even I, despite being the superhero that I am, was starting to wonder if we had a snowball's chance in hell of surviving that nightmare, when—Whammo!—Jayne Sparks Blackthorn, our Mother and elemental extraordinaire, along with her badass dragon companion Biad, swooped in and saved the day."


He sighed. I couldn't tell if it was happiness or just reliving the experience that had him pausing to think about it for a moment before he continued. "For a while there, I didn't know where I was. After the mighty explosion, we were surrounded by a green light, fire, possibly some brimstone, water, air, and then something else. General consensus is that it was Spirit that entered the mix at the end, coming in there like a giant broom to sweep everything out." He sighed again, this time sadly. "A lot of us were unceremoniously dumped outside the compound—a fine load of thanks we got for killing off all those demons—and the others…well…they didn't show up for a while."


He stopped talking and I waited for him to continue, but he didn't. I finally looked down at him, finding it hard to see; the tears that had filled my eyes were getting in the way. "Just tell me the rest of it."


"I am. Don't rush me." He looked frustrated. "I've sat with the Council for days now, and we spent the majority of that time trying to piece things together, but it's not all there yet. There are big holes in the story."


"Just tell me what you know. Maybe I can fill in some of those blanks."


He nodded. "Okay, so where was I? Oh, yeah…getting dumped outside the compound like unwanted trash. Anyway, Tony and Spike were not in the group that was dumped outside the compound like leftover cafeteria waste." Clearly, he was miffed about being in that category, but from where I was standing, it seemed to be the better of the two options: dropped off outside the compound doors or missing in action…


I gripped the edge of the sink waiting for the rest of the bad news to hit me.


"Of course we launched an investigation immediately. I mean, as soon as we were able to get on our feet, which only took about two days."


"They're dead, aren't they?" A sob burst out of me and my hand flew up to slap itself over my mouth. I was either trying to hold in the sound or keep the vomit down in my stomach where it belonged. Maybe both. I'd never felt so sad and so sick in my life. I bent over, resting my forehead on the sink's edge. My ears were hot and my heart was pounding painfully in my chest.


"No! They're not dead!" He started waving his hands all around, flying down near my face so I could see him. "Don't even say that. Talk about bad juju."


I wasn't brave enough to pull my hand away from my mouth, but I was able to stop crying long enough to turn my head and look at my roommate. "Explain yourself," I whispered, slowly lifting my body to stand nearly straight. I left my fingertips on my lips, just in case.


He held his hands out slightly to the side, like he was about to start tap dancing. "Okay, so we're not exactly sure what's going on, but we're fairly certain they're not dead. I mean, not dead dead like they were killed or anything, at least."


Yeah—he was definitely tap dancing. "That was about as clear as mud, Tim. Try again." I dropped my hand to the edge of the sink and held on tightly.


"I know. Don't rush me, I said. Geez." He ran his fingers through his hair several times until it was sticking out all over the place. "I still have to sort it out in my head. The Council members did a lot of talking, and some of their theories were complicated, so my memories are jumbled together—what actually happened, what might have happened—argh." He started pacing back and forth on the edge of the sink. A couple times his fluttering wings pulled him up into the air and then set him down gently onto his tiptoes as they slowed. I don't think he was even aware it was happening because his feet kept moving the entire time.


Tim looked up at me. "You know we have another wrathe with us now, right?"


"The only other wrathes I know of besides Tony are Leck and Goose," I said pulling my hand away from my mouth.


"No, not Goose. I'm not talking about him. Goose is missing in action. Or he spends a lot of time out in the woods and he's hard to contact. Whatever. Not him."


If Tim tried to tell me that Leck had suddenly turned into a good fae and was helping everybody out, I wasn't going to believe it for a second, and furthermore, that crazyass pixie would be done as my roommate. And if he even suggested or hinted at the idea that Leck was the reason why Tony hadn't been waiting for me at the compound when I finally showed up a half hour ago or whatever, I was definitely going on a murderous rampage, and that wrathe asshole Leck was going to be right in the center of my crosshairs.


Tim frowned at me. "No, it's not Leck. Are you crazy? Don't even say his name in my presence or I'm liable to dust somebody. It's Brad. Brad Powers was his human name, which surprises me because when I heard that, I thought for sure he was going to end up being a witch or an ogre maybe, but whatever…the changeling amulet spoke, and now he's definitely a wrathe. I think he's a friend of yours, right?"


"Brad?" I leaned in closer to Tim, almost afraid to believe what I was hearing. "My enemy…errr…friend from school? The guy who saved me from the mental hospital? That Brad Powers?" I was ninety-nine percent sure there weren't two former humans named Brad Powers running around the compound, but I had to verify. Too many crazy things had happened in my life lately to take anything for granted.


"The very same one, yes. Anyway, as you could probably guess, he's a total amateur, and he doesn't really know what the hell he's doing, but he sure is trying."


I had to smile at that, even though there were still tears running down my face. I let out a choked laugh. "He does give it his all, that's for sure. He sure rescued my sorry ass. I have to tell you, that was one of the biggest shocks I have ever gotten in my life…the day he showed up in my past and told me he was there to break me out of that prison."


"So I gathered. He spent a lot of time confessing his sins when he got through the forest." Tim shook his head as he rolled his eyes. "Seriously. I felt like we should bring him to a church with a team of Catholic priests inside so he could hang out in a confession booth for about a week and let it all out with someone more qualified. It got awkward at the last Waypoint, trust me. I mean, yeah, you're supposed to speak your truth there, but not that much truth. Be glad you weren't there to hear it."


"They made him go through the obstacle course?"


"No. That's another crazy thing about your friend; he volunteered. They were going to waive the requirement, seeing as how he'd already learned all about the fae from Ben and had kind of been given the all-clear by you when you waved your elements all over the place in his presence and all…but when he heard that it was something you had gone through, he wasn't having it. He wanted to prove himself worthy. I'm not exactly sure who he was trying to prove it to, whether it was all of us or just you, but whatever. He made it through and all's well that ends well."


"And he's okay?"


"Yeah, he's okay. Kind of."


"What do you mean 'kind of'?" My hands went up to my mouth again. It seemed like I was living in a constant state of near nausea.


"His job, as soon as he got confirmed as a wrathe, has been to rescue people from the Gray."


"Rescue people?"


"Rescue fae, you know what I mean. The ones who got flung in there when Spirit swept up the joint. He's been going in and out ever since he made his change."


"But how is he doing that? Like you said, he's just a changeling." I turned on the water and ran my fingers under it, letting the Water element soothe my frayed nerves.


"Exactly. And you know what happens to changelings when they go in and out of the Gray too much, right?"


"They get a taint on their souls." I remembered very clearly how sick Tony got. He’d needed double succubus sexy love to get healed. It was what had started his relationship with Felicia. It had also started a lot of arguments between her and her twin sister Theresa, but apparently they'd made up enough to work together with Brad. It probably had something to do with those muscles of his. They could be pretty convincing.


"Exactly. A taint that doesn't want to go away." Tim narrowed his eyes at me. "I can see the hamster running on that exercise wheel that powers your brain…and he looks like he's getting tired. Try to keep up, though, because there's more to this story."


"Shut up." I turned the water off and went back to looking at my reflection in the mirror. Nothing had improved on that score; I still looked way too old for my age. "I don't have a hamster powering my brain. I have a supercomputer in there, and it's running at full capacity." I figured maybe if I said it, it would be true. In actuality, it felt like I was two steps away from falling flat on my face with fatigue.


"Yeah. Okay. Anywho…as you saw outside your bedroom door, those succubi twins have been working overtime to keep Brad going."


I snorted. I couldn't help myself; Tim said it like they were all hating life when what they were actually doing was getting it on like Donkey Kong. It was a Barbie on Ken free-for-all. "I'm sure he's been tortured by the entire process. All that twin succubi love giving him nightmares? Please. I doubt it."


"You think you're joking, but you're not. I mean, not that I've been a beneficiary of the twins' healing powers before, but I've seen the end result, and let me tell you, it's not for the faint of heart."


That sobered me up a little. "So, is he okay or not?"


"I think he's going to be okay. He's really tough. And, boy, is he determined. I don't think I've ever met somebody who wanted to be fae more than he does."


"Not even Scrum?"


"Yeah, okay, it might be a tie between those two. But Scrum's been fae for a while now, so he's kinda cool about it. This guy Brad, man…Jared should take him on recruitment runs. Your guy's ready to run for the fae glee club president."


"Do we have a glee club?"


"Hush, child. You know what I meant."


A memory of Brad telling me about his sad life flashed into my head. "That's cool. That's really cool. I'm happy for him."


"Be happy for yourself. If anybody can save Tony, it's Brad."


I swallowed with difficulty, the reality of the situation crashing back into my present. "What do you mean?"


Tim was pacing again. "Okay, so you know that Tony was injured in the Overworld, right?"


"I did see him at the wrong end of a sword a couple times, but then everything went blank and I lost track of everything."


"Yeah, right. Join the club. Anyway, when everything went down, he was pretty much half dead, which meant he ended up in the Gray along with Spike, who was also…eh…not doing so well in the health department."










CHAPTER FIVE





CHILLS TOOK OVER my body. I gripped the sink again to keep from falling. "What does that mean?"


"It means they're neither here nor there. They're not alive and they're not dead. And we think, in theory, that we can bring them back to the Here and Now without breaking any rules, because they didn't actually die. We just haven't quite figured out how to do it. We were able to bring Scrum and Becky back no problem, but both Spike and Tony have proven more difficult."


"Why?"


"Again, we're not sure, but we think it could either be the severity of their injuries or maybe even their personalities."


"Personalities? As in, they're stubborn?" This gave me hope. I was sure I could talk them out of whatever their stupid man-heads were thinking, if given the chance.


"Could be that, or it could be that there are issues with their races that make them more apt to stay in a place like the Gray. I mean, we're talking about an incubus who likes to suck the energy out of fae and people—and there's a lot of weird energy hanging around in the Gray for sure—and a wrathe; Tony was born to walk around in the Gray, and the longer someone does that, the more likely they are to get stuck in there."


"Okay, so, basically, what you're telling me is that my best friend and the love of my life are stuck in the Gray void where I can neither help them nor find them."


"No, not exactly. Brad can bring you in there to see them. You can't stay in for long, and you may not like what you see when you get in there, but you can go in."


I turned on the water again and waited for it to get as cold as possible before splashing it liberally onto my face. "I'm not sure I want to know what you meant by that last part." I turned my head to look at him, causing water to drip everywhere.


"Well, I'm going to give you the details anyway, sister, because you asked for the truth and I'm here to deliver it. You know people who hang out in the Gray start to get lost, right? They slowly forget where they're supposed to be and where they wanted to be in the first place. They lose track of all the important things in life. And then they tend to just wander around without purpose. Without memories. Without…anything." His voice dropped to a haunting whisper. "Like zombies."


I ignored the zombie part of his story because I was quite sure it had been included for dramatic flair only. "Tony told me about that. He said spirits or souls or whatever that didn't know how to move on could get stuck in there forever. He used to guide them on to the Otherworlds."


"Exactly. And Spike and Tony are definitely at the point now where they don't want to move on anywhere. I personally think it's because they know they don't belong in there and they also know they don't belong being dead, so they're clinging to the idea of being in limbo as a best-case-scenario kind of thing." His sigh echoed the frustration that was building up inside of me. "We were thinking also that they might be hanging on for you. And if that's the case, maybe you could go in there and talk some sense into those zombies. But it's up to you whether you want to do that or not. No pressure or anything. I mean, it could have nothing at all to do with you. They could be hanging on for a nice turkey sandwich. Who knows what it'll take to break them out of the trances they seem to be in? But so far, everything we've tried has failed. And for the record, I did suggest that Brad be given a nice turkey sandwich to bring in to them, but my idea was shot down." He shook his head in disappointment. "I'll tell you what… the Council has a lot to learn about respecting pixie intuition. They discount me every time…"


I started stripping off my clothing, interrupting what was sure to be a litany of complaints against the Council and its ignorance of all things pixie. "Tell me what the Council has done so far."


"Okay, let's see…" He started ticking one finger at a time. "First, we tried the obvious: succubus love. That was a big strikeout."


"That's the first thing I would've tried too. Why did they strike out?"


"Because, apparently, when you're hanging out in the Gray as a wrathe or an incubus, you really don't give a hoot about hooters, if you know what I mean. But a live succubus who doesn't belong in there tends to draw in other spirits who feed off their life energy, so…"


"Okay, so we're talking limp dickage in the Gray. Gotcha."


"Exactly. Then we tried sending Brad in. And you gotta give the guy credit, because he sure did give it the old college try, but we almost lost him too, so we had to pull him out."


"And this is why the two succubus Barbie dolls now look like two strung-out homeless girls?" What I saw earlier was becoming clearer.


"Exactly. See? I knew you'd get it eventually. You're not nearly as slow as some people think you are." He continued without missing a beat. "And then the last option we were thinking of trying was a spell. Red was all set to go too, but then Scrum got an itchy feeling telling him that you were close by, so we put that one on hold."


I paused in the process of throwing my underwear into the corner. "First, can we just clarify that itchy feeling? Where exactly does Scrum get itchy when I show up?" Please don't say it's on his ass.


Tim grimaced. "I did not ask and I do not want to know." He shuddered. "Silly gnome head that he is…it could be anywhere."


"Okay, fine." I threw my underwear across the bathroom where it hit the wall and fell to the floor. I planned to ask Netter, my brownie, to burn my entire outfit. "Moving on to the second issue… You went to Red asking for a spell? Are you friggin kidding me? After everything he's already done, you actually considered allowing his shit magic near my best friend and the love of my life?"


Tim threw his hands up. "We were desperate! But if you have better ideas, I know the Council is waiting to hear them."


I shrugged as I reached into the shower to turn on the hot water. "Yeah, I have an idea. And as soon as I'm out of here, I'm going to go execute it."


"That's what I'm talking about. Let's hear it. What's the plan?"


I looked over my shoulder and caught Tim rubbing his hands together like an evil villain. He definitely looked like he was ready to get into some trouble. I tested the water with my fingertips. I wanted it to be just slightly less than scaldingly hot so I could melt all the grime off me. "I didn't say you're going with me." I checked to see how my roommate was handling the news as I stepped into the stream of hot water.


He put his hands on his hips. "Excuse me, but I think you've forgotten who you're talking to."


"I don't think so. You're Tim the pixie, right?" Double-oh Dumbass. Hee hee. The water felt so good, I wanted to dissolve into it. And as soon as I had that thought, I could feel my body fading. I immediately got rid of the vision and forced myself to stay present. Apparently, it was super easy for me to fall into my elements now. Was it because I'd so recently been hanging out in the white void or because I was supposedly wielding all four elements and this somehow made me more susceptible? I had no idea. Did this mean I was going to have to walk on eggshells all the time to make sure I didn't disappear? That was going to be damn inconvenient, if that was the case. I wasn't exactly the walking-on-eggshells type. And Ben had only one life to give to save me and he'd already spent that currency. I felt sad for the loss of our wind and fire elemental all over again and wondered if I was ever going to run out of tears. They seemed to keep coming without any sign of stopping.


Tim was fit to be tied. "Oh, but I do think you have forgotten who you're talking to. So let me remind you: I am your roommate. And not only that, I'm also your second-best friend, your adoptive father, your adopted brother from another mother, your adopted cousin, and your adopted pixieman. Need I go on?"


I sighed. "Yes, it's true; you are all those things. But I don't remember you being my boss."


"I'm better than a boss. I'm a non-romantical soulmate."


I closed my eyes as the hot water poured over me. It masked the tears running down my face. Tim was probably the most amazing soul I would ever know in my entire life. He was fearless. He was ridiculous. He was only three centimeters high, but he was larger than any life I'd ever known. If there was anybody who could be by my side when I did what had to be done, I wanted it to be him. I just didn't know if I could allow him to risk that. Because he seriously mattered, and not just to me.


"Are you listening to me?" he asked. "I feel like I'm being bubble shunned. You'd better not be bubble shunning me."


"I'm listening. I'm just trying to decide what to do."


"There's no need to decide anything. Whatever you do, I'm doing it with you. Decision made. Game over. Cha-ching, tah-dah, and zip diddie doo dah. I call shotgun, tag you're it, last lick, and no take-backs. Done deal. Over and out. Boom, I win. I'm going and you can't stop me."


I looked at his ridiculous self through the opening in my shower curtain. "What about your family?"


"My family knows where I stand on this. And they fully support not only yours truly, but our Mother, not to mention our continued existence on this planet. Like I've told you many times, Abby doesn't want a wimp for a husband, and my son certainly can't have one as a role model. My boy can't be proud of a pixie dad who sits on the sidelines while everybody else does the right thing. No, sir. That's shameful behavior, and I won't have it. But don't you worry; we've handled it. We have a plan. Abby and Willy are not going to be sitting on the sidelines anymore. We had a family meeting, and they've decided that they're in this with me. And Willy has been training while you've been gone. He's ready to take his rightful place at my side. They're both ready. We're all ready. We serve the Mother and ain't nobody gonna stop us." He started busting a move that involved finger snapping and hip thrusting along with a severe overbite and a lame attempt at pop 'n' lockin'.


I had to laugh. "You're kidding me, right? You trained your baby to be a fighter?"


"No, not to be a fighter, don't be ridiculous. I do have some parenting skills. Well, Abby does, anyway. He's no fighter, but he's really good at hiding and avoiding trouble now. If there's ever a fight nearby, he'll disappear, and no one will ever find him until he wants to be found."


I snorted, accidentally sucking water up into my sinus passages. I couldn't talk until I cleared it out first. When I could finally breathe again and the burning in my nose stopped, I fixed Tim with one of my give-me-a-serious-break stares. "There is no way you got that tiny, little, trouble-making, drunk-ass-flying bumblebee to do what you're claiming he can do. You and I both know very well at the first sign of danger, he will put himself right in the middle of it."


Tim stopped his dancing shenanigans and folded his arms across his chest. "You think so, huh? Well, you can just wait and see. My son came swimming out of a seriously badass gene pool, Miss Blackthorn. He's not somebody you want to trifle with or underestimate." He arched his right eyebrow halfway up his forehead in challenge.


"Well, I know he's seriously badass with jamming pollyballs into nostrils, but I don't know about the rest of it." Even though I didn't have any hair left, I still shampooed my scalp, hoping I could stave off any potential dandruff issues. I scrubbed the skin of my arms, torso, and legs until it was red and started to hurt. I still wasn't convinced I had all the stink off me, though. When I was finally to the point of giving up, I sat down on the floor of the shower, resting my elbows on my knees and my face in my hands. I heard Tim's voice very close by and turned my head to find him standing at the edge of the shower, ducking droplets of water.


"Are you okay?" he asked, his voice much calmer. "Seriously. I know you've been through a lot, and we're about to ask a lot more of you. If you're not up to it, you need to say so. Nobody would think anything bad if you needed a timeout."


"I don't need a timeout. I just need to know one thing, Tim. And you're the only one right now who can give me the answer to my question. Am I still pregnant?" I wasn't sure what answer I wanted him to give me. Yes, starting a family at my age and during this point of upheaval in my life was irresponsible and stupid; even I knew that. But I loved Spike and he loved me, and we had created a life out of that love. Nothing bad could come of that, I was convinced. The idea of being a mother—like a real live mother who disciplines and reads bedtime stories, not a fae Mother—made me want to run for the hills. But it also filled me with a strange sense of purpose. I would have to be my very best self when I was a mom. It would mean a lot of changes and hard decisions I normally didn't indulge in when it was only me I had to take care of.


He looked up at the shower nozzle. "If you shut that thing off, I'll come in there and let you know."


I reached up to twist the nozzle fully around so it would turn off, going back to sitting in my wet chamber after the water slowed to a steady drip. It felt like a butterfly landed on my shoulder shortly thereafter, but then it started tromping around and I knew it was no butterfly; it was Doctor Tim, ob-gyn.


"Huh. Interesting. Not exactly what I expected. Hmmm…verrrry iiiiinteresting."


I lifted my head from my hands and turned it as far sideways as I could. He was so close he was blurry. "You are seriously pressing all the wrong buttons right now, you know that, right?"


"Dr. Tim has come to his medical conclusions. Are you sure you want to hear them?" He lifted off my shoulder, floating at eye-level just outside the shower area.


"I wouldn't have asked if I didn't." I was battling to keep my eyelids open. I was so tired I could have fallen asleep right there in the shower at that point.


"Okay…do you want the good news or the bad news first?"


"There's bad news?"


"Well, I guess it depends on how you look at it. It could be good news and more good news. Personally, I'm not sure I'd go there, but hey, maybe you're just one of those people who sees the glass as half full."


"You have five seconds. Five, four,…"


"Why are you rushing me? You know these things are better when they're built up."


"Maybe they are sometimes, yes, but not today. I am dead on my feet even after this shower, and I still have a ton of stuff to do."


He pointed up at the shower controls. "If I were you, I'd turn that nozzle fully to the left. Time for a cold shower. Make it super brisk. This is going to need your full attention."


He flew away and stood on the edge of the bathroom sink as I got to my feet and put my hand on the nozzle. "Why?"


His smile was crooked. "Because, yes, you are still pregnant. Only now I just realized something else."


"What?"


"You're pregnant times two. There are two little Jaynes in there. You're pregnant with twins."


I turned the nozzle fully to the left and screamed when the cold water blasted me right in the face.










CHAPTER SIX





SO MUCH FOR having an audience with the people I really wanted to talk to. Instead of hanging out with my friends and getting the low-down on what had happened to them while I was lost in the past and then trapped in the white void, I was sitting with the entire Council in Ben's old living room. No one had forced me to do it, but Tim's shocking news had made me realize that there was no time to waste. As much as I hated to admit it, I needed the collective wisdom of the gray elves and the Council members to help me formulate a plan. My reunion with my friends would just have to wait a little while longer.


Several new chairs had been brought in so that we could all be there together. We were arranged in a circle. I was positioned—not by choice—in the largest armchair with my back to the dragon tapestry. It was practically like sitting on a throne, which irritated me no end. I didn't want to be treated like royalty. In fact, I would have been happy to fade into the background, but no one else seemed to want me there. Dardennes had insisted that I be comfortable, and apparently, this was the cushiest seat in the house. At least I still had Tim with me, so I wasn't totally alone.


"Seated at the right hand of the queen. I think I like it," he said, walking up and down the arm of the velvet-covered chair. "Right Hand of the Queen. That's a title I could get used to. Maybe we should shorten it, though. I could just be: The Hand. Yeah, that's nice. Rolls off the tongue and sounds scary too."


"Forget it, pixieman," I said under my breath. "Ain't gonna happen."


"Think about it, Jayne. People would feed us grapes."


Grapes were one of his very favorite fruits. "Grapes suck."


He gasped. "How dare you."


The dragons were still inside the fabric of the tapestry, and I could very clearly see and hear them moving around, even without the help of a buggane martini. I ignored them and Tim's further conversation, which detailed the value of a fruit so versatile that it could be both a healthy snack and an alcoholic beverage, in favor of listening to the group of crusty old fae telling me how I should live my life.


"Now that she is back, she must commit to working with the Council and the gray elves to fill in the spaces of time that were missed," Red said.


Niles spoke up before I could share my two cents. "Agreed. Once we have the full story, we will be able to come up with our battle plan to defeat these monsters once and for all."


"I have no problem with that," I said. I was totally on board with monster defeating and finally finding out what had happened while I was gone. I was thrilled to know that the Council's plans and mine had finally aligned. Better late than never.


Céline nodded her head at me and smiled. Dardennes spoke before Red could contribute again. "I think we can all agree on the fact that there is a story to be told here and pieces to put together. However, I believe it is imperative that we work, in parallel, at building our defenses and creating a net to capture these beings once they make an appearance."


"A net?" I was picturing a Spider-Man type situation where there were witches standing at the four corners of the Green Forest, shooting webs out of their wands to capture a bunch of ghosts as they came up out of the ground. I was pretty sure my vision was completely wrong, but that didn't stop my brain from making the illusion very detailed.


"Do we have any idea where they are going to appear first?" Aiden asked.


"No, we don't." Jared answered.


"If Ben were here, he would know," said a dark fae green elf who I didn't know by name.


I shot him a dirty look as a lump rose in my throat. If his intention was to make me feel like crap, he had succeeded.


"Somebody's begging for a dusting," Tim said in my ear.


"Ben is not here now, nor will he be in the future. However, we have our Mother," Dardennes said as he looked at me. The entire room went silent. Obviously they were waiting for me to contribute something worthwhile. Maybe even a pep talk. Unfortunately, that was Scrum's area of expertise, not mine.


"This is your moment, Big J. You got this," my roommate counseled. "Don't screw it up."


"Shush," I whispered. I cleared my throat before I began. "I'm sorry that Ben isn't here. That's on me." I held up my hand for silence when both Céline and Dardennes looked like they were going to interrupt me. I was pretty sure they were coming to my defense, but there was no point. They were wasting their time. Everyone in that room, including me, knew what had happened and what Ben had sacrificed so that I could survive.


"Ben's a hero, plain and simple. He put the needs of all of the fae ahead of his own, and now he's gone. And if I can ever get him back for you, I will, you can trust me on that." I looked at each fae separately so they would know I was making a promise I planned to follow through on. If I could get him back, I would. First, though, I was going to do what he had told me to do—defeat the Forsaken. After that mission was accomplished, I'd focus on getting our Wind and Fire elemental back in the Here and Now where he belonged. Screw this wielding four elements shit. I was not interested.


"My understanding is some big bad mofos are about to show up in our realm, and they're coming for me. Ben passed his elements on to me so that I could be armed to fight them off. Now…I have realized very recently that it is super easy for me to disappear into my elements, so I will try really hard not to let that happen again since I know we no longer have somebody available to come rescue me."


Aiden gave me a brief, sad smile before I continued.


"I know that Ben did a lot of scrying and that it's generally frowned upon around here, but maybe it wouldn't be such a bad idea to see what's going on so that we can have some advance notice. And if anybody knows what these Forsaken are capable of, maybe you could help me figure out how to train to better deal with them when they show up."


I waited for someone to respond but everyone was looking at each other as if they didn't want to break the bad news to me.


"What? Just tell me. It's better that I know everything than run around with my hands tied behind my back." I was waiting for someone to tell me that these Forsaken were undefeatable and we were screwed, that no matter how hard I trained and no matter what skills I acquired, it wouldn't be enough.


Everyone looked to Dardennes. He sat up straighter and folded his hands, resting them on the table in front of him. He spoke directly to me.


"The Council is not of one mind with regard to what your role should be in this confrontation."


I frowned at him, not sure I understood, but I didn't interrupt. He had the look of a teacher about to deliver a very long and boring lecture. And since I was going to be a mom, I had to do the opposite of what I really wanted to do, which was roll my eyes, sigh, and try to change the subject. Instead, I leaned in and listened attentively.


"Some believe that you should be hidden away and protected. The reason for this is not because we feel you are incapable, but because as our Mother and an elemental who wields all four elements, you are extremely valuable to the entire fae community. Should the need arise for leadership when the end has unfolded, the fae who remain would need your presence as not only someone to guide them but someone to inspire them in dark times."


My panic level rose to about eight on the holy-shit scale hearing that, because it sounded like he was talking about an all-out apocalypse or something.


"Your ability to wield all four elements would also be a very potent weapon if under the control of someone with bad intentions."


I couldn't argue with that logic. I was able to comasize people with only two elements, so I could only imagine what would happen with four of them at my fingertips. Could I accidentally commit mass murder? I wouldn't put it past me. Not that I would do it on purpose, but I did have an issue with a lack of control in pretty much all phases of my life.


"Others believe that the only way the Forsaken could ever be defeated is by an elemental wielding all of the elements, and in so thinking, believe this elemental should be at the head of our armies leading the charge."


I noticed he didn't say me specifically—Jayne the elemental. I looked around the table and realized pretty much everyone there was wishing it was Ben sitting on their council throne and not me. I couldn't say as I blamed them though, so I didn't hold it against them. I also wished it was Ben there in my place. Not only would he have had the confidence to do what needed to be done, he also had the experience and the ability to wield the elements a lot better than I did. Ben, why did you have to leave? I need you.


A voice coming from behind me startled the crap out of me. "I'm here. If you have questions, all you must do is ask."










CHAPTER SEVEN





I SPUN AROUND in my seat and stared at the empty space and the tapestry behind me. "What the hell?"


Dardennes had started speaking again, but I wasn't paying attention to him anymore. He stopped and the room went silent, but I didn't care what the Council was doing. I got up out of my chair and walked over to stand in front of the tapestry. Creatures were swooping around and shimmering within the fabric and individual threads. Sparkly things winked out at me, the reflections off dragon scales and what looked like random pieces of magic just floating in the atmosphere. I could clearly identify Heryon by her coloring, and beside her floated a smaller golden dragon. It was facing me. I couldn't remember ever seeing this one before. I walked closer. "Am I imagining it, or did you just talk to me?"


I could hear Red's voice behind me. "I told you she's not capable. She has clearly lost her mind. For fae's sake, she's talking to a tapestry!"


Somebody shushed him. I think it was Aiden.


"I am here in a limited capacity," said the dragon. "If you have questions, ask them. I will do my best to help you."


Call me crazy, but I could have sworn I was talking to a newly born Ben-dragon. It didn't sound exactly like the fae who used to hang out in this living room, but it was similar—it was his voice mostly, but his tone made him seem a lot older and a lot less connected, if that makes any sense. He reminded me of the dragons I'd spoken to before—all-knowing, wise, and not at all personally invested in what was going on with the fae.


"Where are you right now?" I asked. If I knew where he was, I could get to him, I was sure of it. I had all four elements at my disposal. All I had to do was figure out how to use them.


"It doesn't matter," he responded.


"It matters to me. And I think it matters to everyone else, too. We're all very sad that you're gone." I took a moment to look over my shoulder at the group. Every single one of them including Tim were staring at me with questions in their eyes and their mouths hanging open. Only one of them seemed to be comprehending it—Aidan. After the initial shock wore off, he gave me a slight nod of his head encouraging me on. I turned back to face the golden beast.


"I am everywhere and nowhere. I am here, there, and anywhere, while also being nowhere."


I frowned. "You know, you're sounding a lot like a dragon right now." Dragon-speak was seriously annoying, and he was totally nailing it.


"Ask your questions and I will seek to answer them."


I put my hands on my hips. "What the heck am I supposed to do? That's my question. I don't have any idea and neither does anybody else."


"Use the gifts you have been given to do the right thing."


I rolled my eyes to the ceiling. "Oh, that is so very helpful. Thank you so much for clearing that up. I don't know why I didn't think of that plan myself."


"You must trust your instincts. They are the conduit to your divine guidance."


"Are you serious?" He must have forgotten all those other times I followed my instincts and put myself and about a hundred other fae into hot water.


"What did he say?" Aiden asked.


"What did who say? Who is she talking to? Is she hearing voices?" This was from Niles. "It could be the Forsaken. Perhaps the tapestry is a portal into the Neverworld."


I glared over my shoulder and shushed him. "I'm trying to have a conversation here, do you mind?"


I turned back to Ben and his dragon buddies. "Could you please be more specific? I know you're not functioning on this human or fae plane anymore, but we kind of deal in more solid terms down here. I hope you haven't already forgotten that much about us."


"You are too absorbed by the details. That is not what should concern you right now. What is your purpose? What is your role? What matters most to any human or fae? Answer those questions and you shall have all the guidance you need."


"What matters most to people? I don't know… money? Power?" That seemed to be what most people I knew were always after.


"No. And you know better than that."


I didn't want to say the next option out loud because it sounded goofy, but it also felt the most right. "Love?"


"Well done. You are following your instincts already. Love is your overall mission. That is your goal."


I sighed, my shoulders hanging low. "So, what you're saying is, I am going to defeat evil by spreading love around the world. Excellent. Move over, Mother Teresa, here comes Mother Jayne. World peace is just around the corner."


"Your sense of humor will help. Don't lose it. Do not underestimate the stakes for which you are playing. This is not a game. The outcome will have far-reaching effects for fae and humans alike."


"Yeah, so I heard. So, what am I supposed to do now, since it involves everyone on the planet? Am I supposed to start recruiting humans into this deal too or what?"


"I cannot see the future, and I do not advise you trying to see it either, but I will tell you that all creatures on the earth are connected. All creatures great and small, loud and silent, seen and unseen, breathing or merely existing—they are all connected. I can see the connections now. You need to see these connections, too. You must take action in the interest of every creature as a whole community and not on behalf of any specific group."


He was talking about being fair and not thinking about what I wanted or what Dardennes wanted or what the President of China wanted. I had to make sure that whatever happened, every creature on earth could continue to survive and thrive on their own terms…be free to choose and to love and to be loved. I could kind of see his logic when he broke it down into something simple like he had. Fact is, the entire world would be a better place if we were all working toward the same goal. United in love, we could defeat any evil that came at us.


So, yeah. I nodded at that nutty golden dragon, letting him know that I was on board with his plan, even though it was the outer limits crazy kind. I could deal with this grand scheme, even though world peace wasn't a goal I felt confident I could accomplish; too many people would be impossible to convince for the entire world to work together toward one single purpose. But I could sure follow this basic principle to help get rid of those Forsaken dudes. All I had to do was unite the fae toward this one path—love your brother and all that—and I'd be on easy street. Good always triumphs over evil, right? It did in the movies, anyway.


Working with the earth element had made it clear to me how we are all connected and how every living thing is part of a single whole. I realized with his description, though, that I had always limited my connection to the trees and the fae, but the links weren't that limited in actuality. Every single thing roaming the planet, flying over it, or rooted into it was part of one big system, and if any part of that system collapsed, it would bring everything down with it eventually. As my mind started figuring this out, I realized that my thoughts about uniting the fae might actually be a little bit too limiting. Could this work without humans being involved? From the way the fae were always freaking out about the Forsaken and their power, I highly doubted it.


I moved in closer to the tapestry and lowered my voice so the rest of the Council wouldn't hear what I was going to say. "Hey, Ben…it looks like your big plan to integrate with the humans might work out after all."


"Whatever plan I may have had while living as a fae in the Here and Now is no longer relevant."


"Yeah, well, it kinda seems like nothing we were working toward before is relevant anymore. Like it was all just a big waste of time." We had spent so many months fighting the Dark Fae, only to integrate with them after. And then we were fighting demons and yet the Forsaken were on their way anyway, and they were supposedly worse. What was the point of all of it? It had felt like we were doing great and important things at the time, but now it looked like all we'd been doing was running around in circles chasing our tails. The real challenge lay beyond our borders. It lay beyond our realm. It was inside our hearts and inside the hearts of every living creature on this planet.


"Every step you take places you farther down the path you are meant to travel," the golden dragon said. "You can't get to the end without finishing the beginning and the middle. No time is wasted. No lesson is ever useless. You live and you learn. Take all of the things you've learned and put them into practice. You are the Mother and the Father of the Fae now. Pull the fae into your heart and give them all of your love. Give them all of you, as I gave myself to you."


I started to cry when I realized that Ben, with his sacrifice, had become my own personal Jesus, something I had mocked before. He had literally given his life for mine so that I could go out into the world and do great things. He was asking so much of me, and I wanted to do what he wanted me to do, but I just didn't know if I could. Hell, I could barely even pass math class. "I will try."


"Don't try. Do. You are capable. You are worthy. And even though you are not perfect, you are plenty good enough. You have a big heart. You love fiercely. You are loyal to the power of good. You shun the power of evil at every turn. You are going to be tested, but if you remember what is important, you will succeed because you are strong." After he delivered this amazingly powerful and scary-as-shit soliloquy, he faded out to nothingness, swallowed up by the threads of the tapestry. The purple dragon disappeared shortly thereafter.


I nodded and turned around when I got the sense that Ben was no longer with me, having taken his wise and all-knowing mojo with him off into Everywhere-and-Nowhere-Land. I faced the Council, focusing on Tim who had been sitting on the back of my chair but who now stood to face me. His shimmering cloak waved behind his legs as he adopted his superhero stance, his hands on his hips and his chin in the air.


"I just talked to Ben. He's living in this tapestry as a golden dragon." I pointed behind me. "I know it sounds crazy, but I'm not just hearing random voices coming from my head. Ben has…ascended." It felt like the best description of what had happened to him. He had definitely gotten smarter.


Several Council members looked at each other and nodded. They seemed very impressed. I took that to mean I'd gotten that part right, at least.


"I guess he gave the ultimate sacrifice and did it for all the right reasons, so he got a promotion or something. Anyway, he says that I don't need to worry about the details of the plan to defeat the Forsaken, so I'm going to leave that up to you guys. I have other things I need to do to help get ready for this big event or whatever." I said that with what sounded like full confidence, knowing all the while that I had no clue what I was actually going to do. I just felt this immediate need to talk to my friends.


"I have to go talk to some fae who aren't in this room, which I can go do while you guys put together some ideas and plans of action. We can meet again after I've had about twenty-four hours of sleep and at least three meals." I paused, not sure whether I should tell them my next bit of news, but deciding quickly that it was probably relevant since they were the plan-makers. "And by the way, I don't know how this is going to figure into the whole thing, but I'm pregnant with twins. So, yeah. I'll talk to you feeps later."


I signaled for Tim to follow me and walked out the door, ignoring the chorus of surprised and freaked-out voices that rose behind me. The old Jayne would have worried what they were thinking and would have become angry about them calling out for me and telling me to get back there immediately, but the new Jayne didn't have time to worry about the little stuff like making sure fae liked me, treated me the way I wanted to be treated, and approved of what I was doing. I had a big-picture situation to deal with for sure, and the Council members were going to be key to fixing the horrible situation facing us, yes.


But before I could move forward with any plan, I needed to be able to see what that big picture was. My friends would help me put it together, and the most important ones, Tony and Spike, had to be there for that process. I was going to eat, sleep, and then somehow find my way into the Gray so I could get those dudes out of there and back with me where they belonged.










CHAPTER EIGHT





"SO, WHAT'S THE plan?" Tim asked. He was flying next to me as I strode down the hallway toward the dining room.


"I have to get something to eat. Then I need to sleep for just a little bit, and then I'll find Brad and get started on rescuing Tony and Spike."


"You know Brad already tried that, and it didn't work out so well."


"Yes, I know, but I can't let that stop me. I'm not leaving them in there, and we're running out of time." I could feel it in my bones. Maybe it was just my imagination, but ever since I talked to the Ben-dragon, I could feel this weird vibration in the air. I'd halfway convinced myself it was the Forsaken announcing their arrival. Let's just say it wasn't a good vibe.


"Okay, I'm on board," Tim said. "But I'm going to need to talk to Abby about it before we take off."


"You're not coming."


"What do you mean, I'm not coming? Of course I'm coming. I thought we were already clear on this: where you go I go. We're a team, like Bonnie and Clyde…Superman and Wonder Woman…Batman and Robin."


"First of all, Bonnie and Clyde were serial killers. And I don't think Superman and Wonder Woman ever hooked up as a team. And by the way, which one are you? Batman or Robin?"


"I can't believe you have to ask that. I look terrible in red, you know that. Red is for fire sprites and cube-eyes. Ugh."


"Of course you're Batman." I rolled my eyes. Having Tim with me could either be a blessing or a curse, so I wasn't convinced it was a good idea for him to participate in this particular rescue. "We'll see when the time comes. I don't want you going in there and getting recruited over to Team Void like you almost did last time."


"I don't have any idea what you're talking about." He sniffed and looked away when I tried to give him the eye.


"Oh, really? You don't remember talking to a troll and agreeing to help him jump me and take me out?"


"That did not happen."


"Okay, so you don't remember getting shoved down into my bra either, I suppose?"


"Now that I remember. That I will never forget. I'm still scarred. Scarred for life." He had the nerve to shudder.


"My boobs aren't that bad."


"Girl, your boobs are sweaty, and that's not all, either."


We were almost to our destination, the dining room less than a minute away. "Whatever. Let's talk to Brad and find out what he knows. But before we do that, I need to make sure I have a clear head. I'm exhausted and I'm starving."


"That's the pregnancy talking. Those little suckers are going to drain your energy like you wouldn't believe."


My hand went to my belly involuntarily. I rubbed it a little, wondering what was going on in there. "Maybe I should go see a doctor."


"It probably wouldn't be a bad idea. Prenatal care is very important."


I snorted. "What do you know about prenatal care?"


"Are you kidding me? I have a son, or have you forgotten?"


"Yeah, but you weren't around for the pregnancy or the birth."


"Hey! Don't sass me. That's not the point. The point is that I know what I'm talking about, and you should go see a doctor because I said so." He sounded so much like a father it was ridiculous, but I didn't hate that he was playing that role. He did a much better job at it than my real one ever did.


"I will, I promise. Food and sleep first, though." We arrived at the dining room, and I pushed open the door. I had expected us to be alone in there because it wasn't time for a meal to be served yet, but there was a table full of changelings, and although there were several I'd never met before, there were a few I recognized. I went right over to them, and Becky was the first to jump up.


"Jayne! Oh my god! I'm so happy to see you."


I put my arms around her waist as she threw hers over my shoulders and squeezed me tight. She had to stand on tiptoe to reach me. I hadn't noticed when I'd embraced her earlier how thin she'd become.


"Have you lost weight?" I frowned at her as she pulled away. She definitely looked thinner. She was practically skin and bones.


"Yeah, a little. It was a big adjustment coming back. You know how it is." She waved me off, but I looked at Finn and he was slowly shaking his head. He looked worried. I knew from Becky's silly excuse that she wasn't going to say anything there in front of any of those other fae, so I let it go temporarily. Later, when we were alone, I'd get more information.


"Finn, how are you doing?"


He stood and bowed at the waist with his fist on his chest. "Fine and dandy, Mother. How 'bout you? How're you holdin' up?"


"I'd be a whole lot better if you'd stop that bowing stuff and get to the hugging part."


He grinned big and pulled me into an embrace. He smelled like the forest and sweat—in other words, perfectly Finn. It was ever so comforting.


"You do give the best hugs," he said over my shoulder.


"Hey! I thought I gave the best hugs," Becky said, pouting.


"You do, babe. You give the best romantic hugs. She gives the best Mother hugs."


Becky smiled. "That's better."


Finn and I pulled apart, and I waved at Scrum as he stood up from his chair. "Hey, man. How's it going? Don't get up. Sit, sit." I motioned for him to take his seat. I hated that they were all being so formal with me.


He slowly lowered himself into his chair. "I'm good. Glad to see you in here. You must be starving."


"I am." I rubbed my growling stomach.


I saw Becky and Finn exchange meaningful glances at my gesture. Becky got a total goobery grin on her face. I looked at Tim who had alighted on the table and was deliberately looking everywhere but at me. "Don't tell me…let me guess; Mr. Big Mouth has been sharing my news."


Becky half grinned, half grimaced at me. "I'm sorry. He was worried about you. How are you feeling?" She rubbed my shoulder but stared at my belly. "Everything okay? Are you nauseous? Have you barfed at all?"


"What is she talking about?" Scrum asked, looking around at everyone's faces.


Becky was about to open her mouth to answer when the door flew open and Sam came barging in. She looked around the room until her gaze landed on me and then she headed right over.


"Oh, Lord have mercy. Looks like we got an unhappy witch on our hands," Finn said. His hand strayed to the bow that was leaning against his chair.


I raised my hand at her. "Hey, Sam. What's up?"


She stopped in front of me, bits of her hair not held back in a messy ponytail floating around her face. It didn't stop her from being the prettiest girl in the room. "I've been looking everywhere for you."


"Well, you found me. And I'm about to grab something to eat. Want to join me?" I started walking toward the buffet and she followed me. We grabbed two plates and made our way down the line. I piled anything that looked good on top of mine, avoiding the wiggly meats, of course.


Sam put food on her plate indiscriminately. There were definitely moving meats involved. "There's a bunch of witches who want to talk to you," she said.


"I can imagine. But right now I've got to eat, sleep, and then I need to go get Tony and Spike before I talk to anyone else."


She paused, holding a spoonful of three-bean salad over her plate. "You sure that's a good idea?"


"I can't believe you just asked me that question." I paused at the end of the buffet line and looked at her. "You actually think I would abandon my friends in the Gray? Just leave them there to get more lost with every minute that goes by?"


"No. I'm just thinking that you may have other more important things to do first."


I rested my weight on my left leg and cocked a hip. "Like what?" Here was someone else who thought she should be the one telling me what to do. The line of fae who wanted the position of Jayne's Boss stretched about a mile long, or so it seemed.


She shrugged like what she was about to say was no big deal. "I thought maybe you'd want to deal with your little dragon friend first."


My eyebrows drew together in confusion. "My little dragon friend?" I was thinking of Ben floating in the tapestry. He'd seemed perfectly fine to me. Better than fine, in fact. He was finally chilled out and zen, no longer consumed by the idea of ruling the world. I wished I could be as cool as he was now.


"Yeah. The wyvern. She's a little bit wild and difficult to control."


She was talking about Long, which made way more sense. "Control?" I sure hoped that didn't mean what I thought it meant.


"Yeah. Control. Kinda something you have to do when you have a pissed off dragon on the loose."


I could just see my poor little Asian friend locked up in cuffs and chains, screaming her head off in the basement prisons where they'd kept the buggane. No wonder she was pissed. "Awesome. You guys have fucked something up haven't you?"


"You guys? I hope you're not talking about me. I'm just the witch trying to keep things contained."


I hoped that meant there were no chains involved if they'd called Sam in to handle things. "And by 'contained' I guess that means you've thrown a spell on her or something?"


Sam definitely looked offended. "Hey…I do what I do, and you do what you do. And I haven't seen your shit work out perfectly every time, so I don't know who you think you are to come down on me."


She had me on that one. "Okay, fine. You used a spell and it may or may not have worked out perfectly. I'm cool with that, so long as there were no chains or cuffs involved. Just take me to her."


Sam glanced down at my plate. "What about your breakfast?"


I had to laugh at that. "Is it breakfast? Or is it lunch? Or maybe it's dinner?" I looked up at the ceiling, trying to remember what time and day it was. I had absolutely no clue. As far as I knew, Christmas could be right around the corner…and I hadn't done any shopping yet.


"Nothing's going to happen in the next hour. Eat and rest up for a little bit, and then we'll go over."


I chewed my bottom lip as I thought of my options. There was a wyvern on the loose or at least trying to get loose so she could mess someone up, and that definitely wasn't optimal. Long had been good to me, and she had suffered enough already; I couldn't just leave her hanging out in another prison. And seeing her would also satisfy my curiosity as to what had happened to her after we'd been separated, assuming she could and would communicate with me. I looked up at Sam, realizing that I'd forgotten another one of my fellow inmates. "What about Mike?"


"Mike?" She frowned at me.


"The big dude who was with her."


"Oh. That guy. He's fine. He's hanging out with the ogres."


I nodded. That made total sense. "You haven't had to throw a spell on his ass?"


"No. He's kinda chill—one of those fae who just does what he's told."


"Good. At least there's someone I don't have to worry about."


"Wellll…I wouldn't say that." Sam actually smiled.


It was like finding a brilliant diamond buried in a plain rock to see her teeth exposed in happiness like that. Treasure! I couldn't help but grin back. "Do I want to know?"


"Probably not," she said. "But I'm going to tell you anyway."


I rolled my eyes. "Of course you are." I picked up my plate and brought it back to the table, sitting down where Becky had made a spot for me. Sam took the chair to my left and Tim floated down to start attacking a strawberry I had taken from the buffet for him.


"Jayne doesn't know about what that ogre Mike did," Sam said, glancing at Becky.


That's all Becky needed to prompt her into story-telling mode. "Oh my good-ness, Jayne. You would not believe what happened."


"Tell me," I said, shoveling food into my mouth so fast I didn't taste any of it. I just wanted to end the gnawing hunger tearing my stomach apart.


"Oh my god, so, okay…he shows up, right? He gets his amulet, and he's just sitting there like a big lump, and everybody's like, well, maybe he's a changeling or maybe he's not…and then all of a sudden, he stands up and he starts roaring like a crazed beast, and everyone's, like, trying to get away from him, and all the furniture got turned over and broken, and everybody was running around the room, and Dardennes was trying to get the bracelet off his wrist, and he like totally accidentally slugged Céline."


My eyes almost fell out of my head. "What? Dardennes hit Céline?


"No, not Dardennes, silly. Mike did. The ogre hit her."


"He knocked her out?"


"Well, yeah, but he didn't mean to. I was there, and I totally saw every second of it. He was just throwing his arms all around, and she got in the way. She basically walked right into his fist."


"Shit. That must've hurt."


"Yeah. It was the weirdest thing, though. She just, like, went into this coma."


I stopped chewing. "A coma?"


"Yeah. It was the strangest thing ever, I swear. It wasn't like a normal concussion or whatever. She wasn't just knocked out. She was officially comasized."


Poor Céline. Comasized twice by changelings. That had to be a record. It reminded me of the story Mike had told me when I'd first met him. "Did he tell you that he already put someone else in a coma before? Before he became a changeling?"


Becky nodded her head vigorously. "Yeah. That's how we knew there was something really weird going on."


"Weirder than a guy turning into an ogre and freaking out? Boy, our sense of reality has really shifted, hasn't it?" I chuckled.


"Seriously. Anyway, it's like he has this Hulk-smash thing going on. If he gets mad enough and smashes you—boom—you're out for, like, days. It's not normal ogre stuff. He's like an ogre with a magic fist."


"Wow. That's inconvenient, for Céline anyway."


"Yeah. She woke up later, and she's fine now. But she said she had the weirdest dreams while she was out." Becky's eyes went super wide.


"Really?" I stopped eating again. "Like, what kind of dreams?"


Becky lowered her voice to a near whisper. "She wouldn't say anything to us, but a certain someone overheard some things being said in a private room…I won't mention any names." She looked over at Tim and winked at him while he strutted around in a circle before she continued. "Anyway, it's like she had visions. She literally saw the Forsaken."


Food got caught in my throat and I started choking. Finn clapped me on the back several times and helped dislodge the piece of pasta that had gotten stuck in there. "Seriously?"


"Yep. Serious as a heart attack," said Finn, also whispering. "Some craaaazy stuff has been happenin' around here." He let out a hiss of air. "And I'll tell you what…I sure am glad I'm not sittin' in that council room with y'all. I'd rather just live my life in ignorance. Just tell me where to go and what to do. Point me in the right direction and I'll shoot, but don't tell me who, why, or how."


"Must be nice to live in ignorance like that," I said. I couldn't believe nobody on the Council had thought it might be a good idea to tell me about what had happened to Céline and the visions she'd had. That should've been the first thing out of her mouth at that meeting I'd just left. I needed to talk to her and find out what she knew.


"I can see by the look in your eye that you're about to fly off the handle at someone and insist they tell you what's going on," Becky said. "But don't bother asking her, because she's not going to tell you anything."


I put my fork down. "Why not?"


She shrugged. "I have no idea. But she isn't telling anyone except Dardennes. They didn't even tell the Council. They made a pact, and that's that—end of story, like it never happened."


Tim paused with his strawberry murdering to nod. "That's true. They decided to keep it to themselves. It's an official Silver Elf Secret."


Whatever that is. "And why didn't you tell me?" I asked the stupid little pixie who was definitely enjoying the fact that he knew something none of the rest of us did.


"You didn't ask."


I gritted my teeth together to keep from blasting him with the choice words floating around in my head. Instead, once I was under control, I slowly and calmly smiled.


"Now that is a scary look," he said, backing away from me slowly across the table. "Can you guys see that? Her eyes are swirling in four colors." He looked to Becky and Finn, but they'd started to back away too, their chairs making screeching sounds as they slid across the floor.


"You have nothing to fear from me," I said in a low voice, quietly calling Wind to me. It was so easy. I barely had to think about it, and suddenly it was there, waiting to do my bidding. The soft hairs around Sam's face lifted, and she looked around suspiciously, apparently not sure what was causing the disturbance.


"Jayyyyne," Tim warned. "Don't do it." He held up his hands in surrender. "I swear, I was going to tell you."


I grinned, enjoying his reaction way too much. "Maybe you should have told me sooner so I could have talked to her when I had the chance."


Tim lifted up from the table, his wings a blur. "Uhhh, heh-heh, I have to go now. Nature calls and all." He cupped his pixie parts and slowly moved in reverse.


Wind, hear my call. Stop that pixie and pin him to the wall.


Tim disappeared in an instant, swept up by the element and thrown to the other side of the room. He slammed into the stone pretty hard, his wings cushioning the blow only a little. He struggled to get away, but his efforts were fruitless. He was no match for the power of the wind pinning him down.


"Jayne, what in the sam hill are you doin'?" Finn yelled. He stood suddenly, looking down on me and then over at Tim.


Becky slowly stood too. "What the…did you do that, Jayne?" She looked mad all of a sudden.


Someone's hand was suddenly on my head. I turned to see who would dare and found my cousin there. She was chanting something as she reached into a leather bag at her waist.


"You have about two seconds to unhand me before I send you into a realm you will not escape from so easily," I said, feeling really strange inside. It was like someone else was speaking for me. Did I just say 'unhand me'? The energy coming from the elements was like a drug, making me dizzy with power.


Her hand came out of the leather bag and she held it out as a fist in front of me. "Dark spirits, begone!" She leaned down and blew the contents of her quickly opened palm into my face, throwing grit and the stench of what was probably skunk nads into my eyes and mouth.


I immediately started choking and threw myself away from her, going over backward in my chair and landing hard on the floor. I lay there for a while, my head spinning, looking up at the ceiling as I worked to removed the crud from my teeth.


Several seconds later, faces started to appear above me. Becky, Finn, and Scrum were all looking at me with concern and maybe some fear too. And then a pixie with a bent wing was there.


"You have some explaining to do, young lady," he said. His voice was missing some of its normal authority. He sounded…scared.


Sam appeared, offering her hand to help me up.


I didn't take it at first. Instead, I stared up at my friends. "What did I just do?"


Becky and Finn shared a secret look that I took to mean they were worried but just as clueless as I was.


Sam sighed. "Take my hand. We can fix this."


I wasn't confident that she was right—I had just intentionally hurt my roommate and I hadn't felt one iota of regret nor had I hesitated—but she had known what to do when it happened and when to do it, so I had to trust her. What other choice did I have? I took her hand and got to my feet.


Sam pointed to my plate. "Finish. Then follow me."


I looked at the food, and my stomach churned. "I can't."


"Do it." She folded her arms across her chest. "You're going to need the energy."


I sat down, unable to look anyone in the eye. The entire dining room had gone silent, and the activity did not pick up. Instead, everyone slowly left the room, probably scared shitless that they were going to be my next victims. I sighed as I choked down the tasteless food. It felt like I was never going to be able to move forward with my plan to save my friends and the world because something always kept popping up to get in the way.










CHAPTER NINE





AFTER I FINISHED eating, I left the room to follow Sam. Tim flew next to me silently, which should have been a blessing, but it wasn't. I knew he was still upset with me and possibly worried too because he wasn't yammering his head off. I was definitely getting the cold shoulder, but I deserved it. What kind of friend slams a friend into a wall? Not one I'd want to have.


"Where're we going?" I asked, hoping to ease the tension.


"To meet with some friends," Sam answered.


Apparently, I would soon be attending a meeting with a group of witches. I had done this on a couple of occasions before, when we had been learning how to best fight off the Dark Fae, and in other general training sessions too; but never under these kinds of circumstances—where their job would be to figure out if I was possessed by a demon or whatever. I was nervous, way more so than I ever had been when going to a Council meeting. The witches in our compound and outside of it harnessed a lot of power, and when there were several of them together, it was intimidating. They knew how to use magic more than any other fae, and when they worked together, there was almost no limit to what they could do. Hell, they'd found a way to rescue me from the elements while everyone else had thought it a hopeless situation.


We made our way through the compound and then out one of the doors I had never used before. It had a symbol on it that look like a pentagram type star inside a circle that was inside a diamond. The air was chilly, but I would've been shivering regardless of the temperature because of my nerves. I was tempted to call the Fire element in to warm me up, but I was worried after that little incident in the dining room with Tim getting plastered to the wall that there was some sort of demon inside me who would use the elements to hurt my friends. So, instead, I wrapped my arms around myself and shivered, my teeth chattering loud enough for Sam to hear. She paused and glanced over her shoulder at me once, but didn't say anything before moving on.


Sounds coming from behind us caught my attention. I turned around, surprised to find Becky, Finn, and Scrum running toward us. I paused and waited for them to catch up before I spoke. "What're you guys doing out here?"


"We decided that you shouldn't be doing any of this stuff alone," Finn said. "Where you go, we go."


One part of me was relieved to see them there, but the more altruistic part of me knew I shouldn't let that feeling take over all my common sense. "Fae who hang around with me tend to disappear into other realms and get thrown across rooms. Are you sure that's a good idea?"


Becky nodded. "We don't regret any minute that we ever spent with you, Jayne, so don't think that. Life is supposed to be an adventure, right?"


"I guess you could always disappear if things get hairy." I tried to smile so she'd know I wasn't calling her a chicken.


She didn't smile back. "I don't disappear when things get tough anymore." She lifted her chin. "I stick."


Finn slung his arm across her shoulders. "Yep, that's my lady. Fearless to the bone. She sticks like molasses to a wooden spoon, and she's just as sweet."


I had no idea what he was talking about from personal experience, but I was pretty sure that being sticky like molasses was considered a compliment in his neck of the woods.


She leaned into him and reached up on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. "How could I not be brave when I have this big, strong, bad-butt green elf here to watch my back?"


He grinned down at her, his freckles standing out in stark relief against his now slightly pink-toned skin.


I had to smile at them. "You guys are both gross and inspiring." I was so happy they'd found each other. I might've been a little jealous too. I was seriously missing Spike. It had been way too long since I'd felt his arms around me. Don't give up on me, Spike! I'm coming to get you!


"Come on. We don't have all day," Sam said.


"I second that," said Tim, flying over to land on her shoulder. Sam looked at him kind of surprised, because he rarely chose to hang out near her, but then she shrugged and seemed to be good with it.


I tried not to let my feelings be hurt over his desire to be with her rather than me. It took a lot for Tim to be mad at me, but I didn't blame him one bit for being miffed about being nailed to the wall. His rejection still hurt, though. It was easy for me to feel really alone, but Tim was one of the few fae who could help me not feel that way. And now he wasn't interested in being there with me. I was back to flying solo.


Tim's shunning inspired me to work harder at controlling the elements and not letting whatever had happened in the dining room happen again. I prayed to the universe that Sam's witch friends could help me out. I didn't want to be a threat to my friends and family.


Sam began walking again. We followed, moving into an area of the forest that was very dark.


"This is where them orcs used to be locked inside them trees," Finn said. I could hear him sliding one of his arrows from his quiver and notching it in his bow's string.


"Yes, it is, but there are no orcs here anymore," Sam assured all of us. "The area holds a lot of elemental magic that's useful for what we're doing."


Elemental magic? What? "Please tell me we don't have a bunch of rogue witches on our hands," I said. I could just picture how the Council would react to finding out that a whole coven of rebel witches were out in the dark woods cooking up scary brews with elemental magic. Even I, rebel to the core, felt a little uneasy over the idea.


"I wouldn't be dissing any witches right now, Jayne," Tim said from Sam's shoulder, his back to me. "They're the ones who rescued you from the white void, if you recall."


"Yes. Thanks for the reminder, Tim. I had actually forgotten about that for about ten seconds."


He didn't answer and I didn't elaborate, even though Becky and Finn looked at me with questions in their eyes. Scrum thankfully was his clueless self and didn't seem to care either way. He was too busy looking out and around us, ever watchful for boogie men who might jump out and try to harm me.


As we trudged on, I stared at the ground, trying not to trip over the fallen branches that were becoming more numerous with every step. I built up a decent sweat too, but it felt good. It had been way too long since I'd had a solid workout. It made me think of the times we'd spent training in the woods together. I really missed those days. It had been hard work, but fun too. All the fae and I, regardless of race, had shared a ton of laughs under the leaves and stars. Life had been so simple then. I wished I had appreciated it more.


We finally reached a clearing in the trees a few minutes later, where several loose tree stumps had been arranged in a circle around a pit of fire. Outside the ring of the stumps were branches on the ground lined up and touching in a perfect circle. My mind immediately picked up on the fact that there was a circle of fire, inside a circle of tree stumps, inside a circle of branches. I wouldn't have been surprised to learn that there was a pile of salt laid out in a circle outside the perimeter of those branches, too. Witches sure do love their geometry. Damn.


There were several fae sitting on the stumps who stood to acknowledge us when we arrived.


Sam stopped just outside the branches arranged on the ground and gestured to each witch in turn. "This is Magali, Sharif, Tana, Sylvia…" She continued with the introductions. There were ten of them, with Sam bringing their number to eleven. When she was done, she turned to face me. Her tone sounded very official. "Jayne, you are hereby invited into our circle so that we can help you discover your connection to the Forsaken and determine if there's any way that we can use this connection to defeat them. You are also invited into our circle so that we can aid you in finding and rescuing our friends, Spike and Tony, if it's at all possible. And finally, you are invited into our circle so that you can aid us in locating and managing the wyvern who has recently joined our community."


I stood there and blinked for little while. I didn't know what to say. Is there some official way to accept? Did I have to say some magic words? Bow? Execute a secret handshake? Dance an Irish jig? Do the Macarena?


"Welllll, that's a long list of stuff," said Scrum. He walked up and stood next to me, patting me on the back gently. "Do you think you can do all that?"


I shook my head no as I answered. "Probably not, but I'm willing to try?"


"Do not try. Do." This came from the witch name Sharif, a dark-skinned and dark-haired man-witch wearing a very ratty looking cape over his bony shoulders.


His words reminded me so much of the Ben-dragon, I narrowed my eyes at him. It was as if he had been there to overhear our conversation during the council meeting. Was it possible that these witches had listening spells in Ben's old bedroom? I doubted it, because even if they'd managed to put one in there, it wouldn't have worked; we had all been wearing our cloaks, which ensured that no one could use magic in our presence. Before I could say anything to him, though, Sam spoke.


"Do you accept?" She was looking at me, urging me with her eyes to say yes.


The problem was that I wasn't sure exactly what I was saying yes to, and I'd learned with certain fae—especially witches…yes, I'm talking about you, Maggie, you old bag…where are you right now? Are you watching me out here in the forest? Cackling at all the mistakes I'm making?—that you really need to be specific when talking to them. I looked at her and frowned. "Accept what?"


"Our invitations."


Clearly, this was the best explanation I was going to get out of my cousin. She might have wanted to help me by giving more detail, but she was standing there in front of all those other witches, and taking the time to humor me would have come off as a weakness. Knowing her, she wouldn't want to look like a rookie who was intimidated by a mere elemental like me, so she was keeping her mouth shut tight. Her lips were pressed together so firmly they had become a very thin line. I was just going to have to trust her.


I shrugged. "I guess so. I'd like to do all those things you mentioned, anyway…find out the connection, get Tony and Spike, and find the wyvern too…"


She gestured toward the ring of fire. "Enter our circle."


I would've liked to do it without any of my elements present, but every fiber of my being was telling me that I should not go into any situation like this naked. So I started with the Green, because Earth is the element I am most comfortable with. I pictured it covering my body in the slightest hint of its power, like the sheen of magically scented body lotion. And because I had no time to plan, I couldn't come up with a rhyme. My elements were just going to have to behave without that little trick.


Green, come to me. Bring wind, water, and fire with you, not to act as a weapon against anyone here or elsewhere, but as my protection. I pictured myself in a defensive posture carrying a shield but no weapons. The shield was in the shape of an equilateral diamond or a square tipped on one of its corners. It was made of four elements in the shape of four smaller squares that fit inside the big diamond, represented by their colors: green for Earth, red for Fire, blue for Water, black for Wind. I prayed that the elements would understand what I was asking for.


Their response was immediate. First the Green came, its welcoming and soothing Earth energy covering every inch of me from head to toe. Something in my belly twitched, making me think I either had gas bubbles floating around in there or that the babies inside me were waking up. Then a warmth came over my body, which I knew was Fire announcing its presence. I could feel its power banked, however, and that made me smile. It was doing what I'd asked it to do, which was nothing less than a triumph. I'm doing this! Yes! Next came Water, cooling Fire's temperature just the slightest bit, but at the same time, not fighting it. It was the first time I'd felt the elements working in such harmony. It was truly magical. And lastly, came Wind, lifting the fine hairs around Sam's face again but so slightly I don't even think she noticed. I felt like I was walking on air when I stepped over the sticks and between the stumps to be next to the fire pit, probably because I was. Ben would have been so proud.


Sam looked at our friends. "You guys need to stay outside the circles. No matter what happens, do not come in."


"I'm not sure I'm comfortable with that," Scrum said looking at me with concern in his eyes.


"Don't worry about me. I'm covered." I gave him a look that I hoped was telegraphing the idea that I wasn't going in there totally alone; the elements had my back. And my front and sides too, which was nothing less than awesome. "It's cool. Trust me. I'm good."


Even with my assurances, Scrum definitely didn't like the idea, his nostrils flaring and his jaw tensed, but he stepped back. Finn and Becky joined him, but Finn's weapon did not leave his hand. He still had an arrow ready to go. Becky reached down and took his free hand in hers and squeezed his fingers a couple times before letting go. I was proud that she stayed, even though she could've easily disappeared into thin air. She was a real friend who didn't go poof when things got tough. I nodded at her to thank her, and she grinned back, giving me an enthusiastic double thumbs-up.


My gaze roamed over all the witches but stopped on Sam. She might have been the least experienced one of the bunch, but she was clearly in charge. It probably had something to do with the fact that she was destined to be a Fate one day—poor kid. No one knew better than I did about other fae's big expectations and having to live up to them. "I'm ready. For whatever it is we're going to do here," I announced.


Tim was still on her shoulder, but he quickly jumped off and hovered next to her at my words. He started to move toward the circle, but Sam held an arm out to block him. "Sorry, Tim, but you have to stay back."


"I think I need to be in there with her." He moved as if to go around her arm and cross over the line of branches.


I was worried he was going to get sizzled or something. Witch circles were nothing to mess with. "It's okay, Tim. I'm good in here. Just stay outside the circle and wait for me. I'll be out soon." I hope. His wing was already bent, which caused him to fly funny, all because I had another split personality issue to deal with. I didn't need any more guilt heaped onto my plate; it was plenty full already.


One of the witches spoke up. "She has herself wrapped in her elements. We cannot help her if we cannot get inside her head."


Sam looked at me. "Is this true?"


I nodded, not exactly excited about the getting-in-her-head part of this plan. "You can't expect me to come in here without any defenses at all."


Sam sighed like she was tired enough to take a twenty-four hour nap. I knew exactly how she felt. "I'm going to try to explain to you what's going on, even though I think it might be difficult to understand," she said.


When she said that, I wondered if she was one of the fae who thought I was slow. I looked at Tim for confirmation, but he didn't give me any indication either way. "Fine, go ahead," I said. "I'll do my best to understand."


Sam dropped her head and started pacing back and forth as she recited what she knew about my situation. "As we understand it, at some point in your journey, you made contact with a dark spirit who somehow managed to inhabit a part of you. Temporarily. This is what caused you to act out of character in the dining room earlier." She stopped pacing and looked at me. "I had hoped this wasn't the case, because you were acting fine up until that point…but now there's no doubt in my mind."


My throat went dry at that. I knew exactly who she was talking about. "Torrie," I said.


Sam started pacing again but kept her eyes on me. "Excuse me?"


"It had to be Torrie. I don't know about the dark spirit thing, but he's a demon, and he definitely got up close and personal. When I got time slipped, I was sent back to my house, and he grabbed me and held onto me and made his presence inside my stepfather known. His eyes glowed red, and he told me there were no witches to help me there." I had tried to block the memory from my brain, but it was right there in technicolor for me to not enjoy all over again. My entire body broke out in goose bumps.


"And then what happened?" asked one of the witches—Sylvia. She seemed like she actually cared, her voice very sweet and calming.


I searched my memory for the answer to her question. "Well, I got drugged up by an EMT, and then I was sent to a mental hospital where I was drugged up about three or four more times, and then I escaped. And I eventually got back here. That's kind of the whole story." I shrugged, because I knew no one would be satisfied with my lame attempt at clearing things up.


Sam looked at the witches, and although they said nothing that I could hear, I got the impression they were doing a lot of communicating. They were probably like the green elves, able to somehow chat without actually speaking out loud.


"Has anyone ever said anything to you about a demon prophecy?" one of the other witches asked.


I looked at Sam as I answered. "Yes. You weren't there, Sam, but when I went back to my house the first time, when I was with our friends and Céline,—I paused to look at Finn who nodded—, "we were fighting a demon named Torrie, and he told us that there was a demon prophecy, and the prophecy said that I would have to have sex with a demon and then I would have a demon baby that would somehow be the beginning of the end."


"And did you have sex with this demon?" asked one of the female witches.


"Ew, of course not." Just the idea of doing that made my lady parts feel like they were shriveling up and trying to hide in my bladder. Daemon junk? Huh-uh. No. Just no. Dis-gus-ting.


"Is it possible you were impregnated while you were under the influence of these drugs?" Sharif asked.


It suddenly felt like somebody had forced me to swallow a giant lump of lead…like I'd just ingested an entire cannonball. My stomach and then my entire body instantly felt fifty pounds heavier at hearing his words. My ears started to burn and ring. Everybody was staring at me as I tried and failed to digest the idea that I'd actually been raped by an evil creature as hideous as the beast that had possessed my step-father Rick the Dick. I hadn't even been given the chance to fight back.


Tim flew to the edge of the circle, his arms held out wide. "Don't panic, Jayne. I know that look on your face, and I don't think we need to panic right now. We can panic later if necessary but let's just figure it out first. Chill, baby, just chill."


I blinked a few times. Tim's words and voice were breaking through the emotions that were starting to build. My hand went to my belly. The first time Tim had told me I was pregnant, he had acted like I was about six weeks along or so, and we had both assumed it was with one baby. Then he'd felt the vibe in my body again later and told me there were two. Had I somehow managed to get pregnant a second time without knowing it? Or had the part of me that went back to my old life been impregnated by a demon while the part of me that stayed with Spike also got knocked up by him? Was it possible, then, that when the two pieces of me came together, I became one, but the two babies became roommates?


The odds of that happening were boggling my mind. I was pretty terrible at math, but even I knew the chances had to be slim. But then again, the math I learned in school functioned in a world where magic didn't exist, where everything was ordered and predictable and never changing. Unfortunately, that was not my reality anymore. I lived in a realm where a person's being or soul could be split into pieces and survive in two different realms at the same time and then come back together again and be as one. I lived in a world where people turned into wyverns and ogres and elementals after putting on a piece of jewelry and reciting a magical poem. And I also lived in a world where just a half hour ago, I got angry enough to nail my roommate to a wall, and I knew for sure there was something else inside of me causing that to happen. I would never do that to Tim unless I were being influenced by a dark spirit.


When I was finally able to speak again, my throat felt raw and my voice was hoarse. "I think it's possible it could have happened. I was unconscious for hours at a time. And the person who was running the mental facility was a nasty ass silver elf named Malena who has always hated me and who has been with Torrie for most of her life…or at least he was in love with her for most of her life and she was happy to use his emotions to accomplish her goals."


Sam came over and put her hands on my shoulders, staring at my face. She looked like she was searching my expression and my eyes, trying to find some deeper truth in there.


"It's all I know. I'm sorry it's not more specific."


She nodded her head and spoke softly. "It doesn't need to be any more specific than that. The magic will tell us the truth. Are you ready?"


I nodded. Nobody wanted to know the truth of what was going on inside my body and in my world more than I did. "I'm ready." I let my elements go because I didn't want anything interfering in the witches' spell.


Tim was trying to get to me past the circle of branches, but he was running into resistance; something was blocking him. It reminded me of when he had tried to enter the B&B on the Isle of Skye, where Judith the Fate had used a spell to keep him out…some kind of pixie-be-gone spray.


Finn and Becky wore confused expressions as they walked up and tried to do the same thing. Finn dropped his weapons and slammed both palms up against an invisible wall standing between us. He and Becky were yelling, but I couldn't hear anything but the sounds of the witches chanting.


Scrum just stood and stared at the witches, his hands clenched in fists at his sides. My guess was that he was silently berating himself for letting me enter the circle without him. I was forever making his job ten times more difficult than it should have been. Poor kid. I hoped that some day I'd be able to make it up to him.


Sam's hands slid down my arms and grabbed onto my fingers. "This is not going to hurt, but it isn't going to be pleasant either."


"Oh, shit…" Those were the last words I was able to get out before the power of their combined magic hit me right in the chest.










CHAPTER TEN





MY VIEW OF the forest disappeared, and I was suddenly in a swirl of gray and black smoke. It only lasted for a few moments before it faded out and I was back in the same forest, but everything was slightly different. The color of the trees was slightly dulled, the grass was no longer green but a gray color, and the witches around me were just hazy specters. The only thing I could see clearly was Sam, but she wasn't really Sam anymore. She was staring at me but seeing nothing. Tim's comments about Tony and Spike being zombies raced to the front of my mind. "Sam, is that you?"


Her lips were moving and she was mumbling something, but I couldn't understand what it was. I was reaching up to grab her and shake her when something out of the corner of my eye caught my attention.


There were two figures, small ones, jumping up and down off to my left. I turned to see them more clearly. There were two children—one boy and one girl—who looked to be just a few years old. They were picking things up out of the field and throwing them awkwardly and laughing, clapping their hands with joy. As I watched a bit longer, I realized that the little boy was selecting stones for the little girl and handing them to her and then they would see who could throw the farthest.


It seemed like innocent child's play until the little boy picked some flowers and handed them to the little girl in his fist. She reached out and slapped his hand, causing him to drop the blooms. He started to cry, but soon his expression changed to one of anger. A small flame started at her feet, causing her to stumble out of the way.


Dark clouds immediately formed overhead and a torrential downpour started immediately, putting out the flames. Wind roiled around the two, causing the little girl's hair to turn into knots. They stood facing one another with legs spread and arms stiff at their sides. They were angry, and although they were only small children, they were clearly very powerful beings who were upset with one another.


And then a woman appeared. She had short brown hair and was smallish in size, wearing a white tunic and jeans with weapons strapped to her legs. I didn't recognize her until she got closer. She lifted her arms above her head as she walked toward the children, and all of the elements that had surrounded them disappeared. The children and this woman were suddenly back in the green meadow, and everything looked like nothing had ever happened.


The children turned to face her, and their shoulders slumped in defeat…or maybe shame. They stole glances at one another as she approached. My heart seized up when I realized that the woman I was looking at was me. She was my future self, on a day when I would have hair again and two small children. The woman who was me stood there with her hands on her hips, scolding the children who'd been misbehaving.


The little girl bent down and picked up the broken blooms and pointed at the little boy. He gestured at them with the saddest expression, and I knew he was saying that he'd thought he was being nice by giving them to her. But I also knew what that little girl was feeling when she saw him pick those flowers. It was not a kind gesture in her mind, to take something that belongs to the earth and destroy it just for her pleasure.


They were too young. They didn't understand. It would be their mother's job to teach them right from wrong, to teach them about kindness and respect. And to teach them how to be kind to one another and every living thing on earth.


I was having a really hard time breathing as I watched and absorbed this vision of my future life. I was going to give birth to two elementals. The four elements would once again be split into two. And they would be wielded by children? Did this mean that my children were the Forsaken? Now that would be something. How in the hell was I supposed to defeat the evilest creatures on earth when they were my own kids? I looked at their angelic faces. No. It can't be. There was no way those two little beings of light could be what everyone had been talking about. But I could see how the Forsaken would want these two angels in their clutches. They would be so easy to manipulate. And they were friends now as babies, but they could easily become enemies. And I thought divorced parents and shithead step-fathers were the worst things that could happen to me, family-wise. Geez, talk about family drama.


I wasn't sure that what I was being shown was going to answer anybody's questions, but it did clarify some things for me. The babies in my belly were probably only the size of walnuts right now, but they would grow into powerful fae in their own rights with their own souls that needed to be cared for and protected. That would be my job as their mother, and nobody was going to stand in the way of that.


I didn't know if the demon prophecy was meant to have produced this little boy or this little girl or both of them, and I very well could have been a virgin when the demon got to me—I remember that was an important part of his prophecy. I had been thrown back in time to a point where I hadn't yet met Spike, so all the pieces to that prophecy were technically there. But no matter what, that stupid demon bedtime story was not going to stop me from doing the right thing and loving my children and teaching them right from wrong.


Ben's words echoed in my brain again. All I had to do was the right thing, and I knew what the right thing was in pretty much every situation. It wasn't always the easy choice, but the right choice was the one that always nagged at my conscience. I guess it was that divine guidance that Ben had mentioned that told me on some sort of gut level which way I should go. It meant there was somebody looking out for me. Maybe it was my guardian angel Chase or maybe it was somebody at a higher pay grade, but ultimately, it didn't matter. All that mattered was that I listened to my gut and then followed through with what it told me to do.


I was seeing more clearly now, thanks to Sam and her friends. And now it was time for me to find the answers to their other questions so I could wrap this up and get on with the task of freeing our world from the evil that was trying desperately to take hold. I took a deep breath and blew it out before calling to my elements. Earth, Fire, Wind, and Water, I have seen my son and my daughter, one day they will wield the elements true, but for right now it's just me and you, let's clear the air and douse the magic, I need to talk to these witches before things get tragic. The misty visions cleared and the forest came back into full focus. Sam shook her head, her faraway gaze replaced by the intense glare she usually wore.


"We saw the vision," she said.


I nodded. It was mighty convenient, not to have to repeat that crazy story for them. A murmuring started among the other witches. I held out my hand to stop them from conjecturing. "Clearly we have a situation on our hands."


"What did you see?" Tim asked.


"Tell us what happened," Becky said. She looked down at the branches like she was considering walking over them. I gestured for her to join me and she scampered over them and came to stand by my side. She held onto my hand, lacing her fingers through mine. I squeezed her to let her know I appreciated her support. Finn grabbed his weapons and joined us as well. Scrum came and stood at my back. I checked over my shoulder and saw him looking at each witch individually. He was suspicious. I didn't think he had anything to worry about, but I was happy to have him there. Tim came over without a word and stood on my shoulder. I didn't feel forgiven, but I felt like we might be on the right track, at least.


"So, the deal is that I have twins right now. One is a boy and one is a girl, and they're both going to be elementals."


"Gee whiz. You aren't playin' at this mother thing, are ya?" said Finn, grinning.


"Spike is going to be so excited," Becky said. Then her voice dropped. "If we can get him out of the Gray, that is."


"We're getting him and Tony out, don't you worry about it." I said this with full authority in my voice because I wasn't going to rest until it happened.


"I believe the Forsaken will use your children for their own purposes," Sharif said.


I nodded. "I think they're going to try, but they're not going to succeed. Because they're going to have to go through me to make that happen, and I'm not going anywhere."


"And me," said Sam. She shifted her stance so that she was standing next to me and facing the other witches. My friends and I created a united front. I felt like it could be us against the world if necessary. I just hoped it would never come to that.


One of the witches spoke up. "How will we stop them?"


Sam held out her hand at me. "We have an elemental who wields all four elements, and this is the only fae power strong enough to send a being into another realm." She looked at me. "We will help you with the magic."


I tried to laugh. "I hope so. Because I'm pretty sure I can't do it on my own." I wouldn't even know where to begin.


Sharif looked around at his witch buddies. "So, what's next? Where do we go from here?"


"Into the Gray," I said without hesitation. "I'm getting my friends out of there, and then I'll help you find the wyvern. After that, we'll figure out where these Forsaken are going to show up, and we'll head them off at the pass." The plan was coming to me as I said it. It seemed so simple: Step one, get friends. Step two, find door to Forsaken Land. Step three, lock door. Boom. Game over.


Sam stared at me silently for little while, but then she gave me a brief nod. "I can work with that."


"Me too, if I have a vote," Finn said. "I can have Robin and every single green elf in the forest here in about ten minutes if you think that'll help."


"Robin's okay?" I asked, ashamed that I hadn't asked after him sooner.


Finn frowned. "Why wouldn't he be?"


I could spend the next five minutes telling him how I brought Falco back from the dead and how Robin sacrificed some of his life energy to make that happen, but I didn't bother. Apparently, me wiping the Overworld clean had fixed that little issue. "Never mind. I don't think we need them now, though. Let's take care of the Tony and Spike rescue thing and then move on from there."


He nodded.


"How are you going to get into the Gray?" Becky asked.


"I hear Brad is the man to talk to on that."


Even Sam cringed a little. "You could try," she said, not sounding very confident.


I turned around and walked outside the circle, moving as fast as my short legs would take me. "Just bring me to him, and I'll work on the details from there."


I don't know what the other witches did because I didn't see them after that, but my crew that included Sam headed back to the compound. I imagined the pentagram symbol in my mind, and the door appeared at the edge of the forest. Once inside, I addressed my friends. "Take me to him. To Brad." They all marched off in the same direction, and I had a very strong feeling we were headed toward the clinic.










CHAPTER ELEVEN





BRAD WAS LYING on the bed looking very gray. He was not alone in the clinic, but he was the only one who looked like a serious case. I sat down next to him in a metal chair and took his hand in mine. When he felt the contact, his eyes opened a little bit. He seemed disoriented and confused.


"Hey there, dude. Remember me?"


His hand pulled from mine but reached up toward my head. He was scowling.


I leaned forward, and he placed his palm on my scalp. I could feel his cold, clammy skin against mine.


"What happened? Ugly," he said. Apparently, he'd forgotten about my little hair accident.


I leaned back and laughed, letting his hand drop to the edge of the bed before taking it again. "Thanks. You're looking pretty shitty yourself."


He smiled just the slightest bit before his eyes closed. "Feel like shit," he whispered.


"Well, that sucks. Because I came here to ask you to take me into the Gray, but I'm thinking that might not be such a good idea right now." I looked up at my friends, some of whom were sadly nodding. Becky was shaking her head as a tear escaped.


His breathing was raspy. "Tried. Did my best."


I leaned in and kissed him on the cheek and then I squished his face between my two hands. "I know you did. I'm so proud of you. You used to be such a dick, but you've turned out to be a pretty cool guy."


He tried to smile but I was squishing his face too hard. I let it go and patted him on the forehead instead.


"I'm sorry…," he said. He didn't get anything more out, although I could've guessed what he wanted to say. We wasted a lot of time hating each other and trading barbs. I hated to imagine what we could've accomplished as friends. What a total waste. A lump rose in my throat. He seriously looked awful. I prayed it didn't mean that he was going to die.


"You better not kick the bucket on me, you jackass," I said, trying to toughen both of us up.


"Too mean to die," he said.


I try to laugh again, but I choked on tears instead. I had to turn around and wipe my face off just in case he opened his eyes. I didn't want him to catch me feeling sorry for him. I turned back around and reached over to grab his other hand, holding them both as I stood over him. "I'm going to try to help you if I can."


"Do your worst," he said, smiling again. "I probably won't even feel it."


I took a couple deep breaths in and out. Sam's voice came from behind me.


"Be careful, Jayne. You don't know how to control your elements very well, and we can't have you disappearing again."


"You think I don't know that?" I shot her a look over my shoulder. "I'm going to be careful."


"Maybe we should just let the healers work on this one," Finn said.


I rolled my eyes at them and turned around to face Brad. "What is the point of having all these powers if I can never use them?"


"We're not sayin' you can't use 'em, we're jus' sayin' maybe you should be a little extra careful," said Finn. "There's a lot riding on stuff these days."


He was right, but Brad needed help, and it didn't take a medical degree to know that this guy was walking up to death's doorstep and getting ready to knock on that door really hard. The Grim Reaper would surely come to let him in very soon too, if somebody didn't do something. The healers had done everything they could, and now it was my turn to try.


I closed my eyes so I could concentrate better. I imagined the Ben-dragon talking to me in his soothingly wise voice. And I thought of something else—I thought of Spirit. It was the one element that wasn't really an element that I had no control over. It seemed to enter the picture whenever it was convenient, not necessarily when I wanted it there. But knowing what I did about the elements told me that we were all connected and that Spirit was at the center of it. So I spoke to Spirit like I would to God if I were sitting in a church. I figured they were probably one and the same.


Spirit, I know you're out there. You know everything and you see everything, so you must be aware that this guy Brad was finally given his chance to realize his true potential and now he's being snatched from this realm and being sent away. Maybe he's already seen everything he needs to see, and maybe his time on earth is complete, but I would like to ask you that if it's not, and if he's going to be someone who helps all the creatures on this earth come together, if he's going to be part of this epic journey, I ask that you allow my elements to heal him now. And if it's wrong for me to ask for this, if the cost will be paid by anyone other than me, just pretend you never heard my voice.


I waited, but nothing bad happened, so I figured that was my go-signal. I called to the Green first and then Fire. Hot and cool wrapped around both of us. I pictured the elements like living ribbons, alive and running across his body, around his arms and legs, encircling his torso, his neck, and his face, slowly sliding like silk across his skin. Then Wind and Water came, changing the intensity, the direction, and the temperature contained in those ribbons. Every color of the rainbow was there. There were intense feelings of love and of hate wrapped together so tightly that I couldn't tell the difference between them anymore.


Brad and I had shared so many frustrations in our lives—with our schools, our parents, and our so-called friends. Nothing was as it should have been for us, and we fought against that unfairness with everything we had. We did what we could to make people believe we were trying, but it was never good enough. And yet, even when it seemed like everyone was against us, we rose above it all and we changed. We gave everything we had to this fae community and to the humans that lived beyond it. We wanted to be better, and we were genuine. We were part of something bigger than ourselves, and we just wanted to be given the chance to show what we were capable of. Brad deserved that. He deserved it as much as anybody else did. I wanted it so much for him, I could feel it in my bones.


I heard somebody gasp behind me, but I ignored it. I leaned down until my forehead was touching his. His formerly cold, clammy skin had started to warm. "I know who you are, Brad," I said quietly. "I know who you want to be. You are strong, you are kind, and you are tough. You can pull through. This life is worth living. Do not give up. We need you. Everybody in the entire world needs you, believe it or not."


He whispered back. "Sometimes I think dying would be easier than living."


I nodded, causing our sweaty heads to slide against one another. "I know that. I get that. But there is no reward in death without struggle in life. If you try to take the easy way out, you're just going to get sent right back to start all over again. We need you here now. Please don't start over. Please come back to us and keep going. Keep fighting with us." I sensed a long breath escape his body as it hit my face.


I pulled away for two reasons: first, they obviously did not brush the teeth of the patients who were laying there in the clinic, and second, because I knew I had done everything that I could. When I opened my eyes and released his hands, I noted that his skin didn't look quite as gray, but he seemed to have fallen into a state of unconsciousness.


A doctor who had been witnessing what was going on rushed over with a stethoscope and placed it against his chest. I heard Becky crying behind me and backed away. Brad's skin look better color-wise, but he didn't look like he was breathing anymore. Had I just laid the kiss of death on him? I sure hoped not.


After a few tense seconds, the doctor looked up at us. "He's still alive."


I let out a breath I hadn't realized I'd been holding and turned around to go walk away, but I tripped. My legs weren't as strong as I thought they were. Scrum caught me and held me in his arms until I was able to get my feet under me again.


"You need to go to sleep," he said.


I shook my head hard to wake myself up out of my stupor. "I need to find the wyvern first. Then sleep."


Tim came flying over and landed on my shoulder, grabbing hold of my ear. "Good job, Lellemental. That'll do, pig. That'll do."


I didn't even have the energy to laugh at his Babe reference.


"I think I know where that little dragon is," he said.


I stopped and twisted my head to try to look at him. "You do? Where?"


"What's he saying?" Becky asked.


"He's telling me he knows where the wyvern is."


"That would've been nice to know earlier," Sam said sarcastically.


"Hey, nobody thought to ask me about the wyvern, so I wasn't about to volunteer any information. Nobody respects the pixie."


"I respect the pixie. Please tell me where the wyvern is." I was practically begging. I needed a nap so bad I could taste it. And if you've never tasted a nap, you're seriously missing out.


"She's in the garden, of course."


We started walking toward the door of the clinic. "Which garden?" I asked. There were only about a hundred of them around the fae compound, and that didn't even include the forested areas.


"My garden of course. What other garden would you choose if you were a wyvern? Obviously the only wyvern in the entire fae community would choose the best garden there is, and that would be the one cultivated by my amazing wife Abby, naturally."


"Of course it is." I was glad life was finally going my way. The wyvern was located just steps away from my bed and my next nap. Perfect. "Okay, let's go get her."


"You're acting like that's going to be easy," Sam said, walking next to me as we left the clinic and headed down the hallway.


"She's hanging out in Tim's garden. How hard could it be?"


Tim flew out ahead but answered me over his shoulder. "So naïve, so innocent, so clueless…"


I followed behind, knowing that it was fruitless to try and guess what he meant by that. Apparently, wyverns weren't one of the easiest things in the world to trap, but our garden wasn't that big either, so I didn't see how it could be such a big deal. Besides, I had a pixie, a witch, a green elf, a daemon, and a water sprite with me. How difficult could it be with the team like that at my side?










CHAPTER TWELVE





THE ANSWER TO my question 'how difficult could it be?' was provided about five seconds after we entered the garden attached to my living room. Abby flew up to meet us with her hands held out in front of her. "I hope you don't think you're going to go in there and disturb that wyvern."


I stopped, my friends halting behind me in a row. "That was the plan, yes."


Tim went to float next to his wife with his hands on his hips mimicking her every gesture. He didn't mean to be funny doing it, but it was making me laugh anyway. She looked at him and elbowed him before continuing. "She's sleeping. Finally. And I do not recommend waking her."


"I'm not here to cause any trouble. I just need to find out what's going on with her."


"What's going on with her is she's sleeping, and it took us forever to get her to even close her eyes, so I don't want anybody waking her up right now. She's worse than Willy when she's tired."


I was pretty sure the wyvern would not appreciate being compared to a pixie toddler, but I kept my opinion to myself. "Where is the little guy, anyway?" I looked into their bedroom on top of the table at the edge of the garden. It was empty of everything but furniture.


"He's with the wyvern." I waited for Abby to give me more information but that was all she had for me.


I sighed. "Listen, I know you're her protector now or whatever or maybe you're even her substitute mother, but I need to talk to her."


Abby started to tell me no—I could tell by the expression on her face she was going to deny me again—but Tim interrupted her. "Sweetie, I think we need to let her do this."


She glared at her husband. "Oh, really? And are you going to be the one to deal with the angry dragon when she gets woken up?"


"Sure, if that's what you want me to do, babe." He gave her a big smile.


She rolled her eyes and hissed out a breath. "Fine. Only you, though, Jayne. The rest of you can wait outside the garden."


I looked at my friends. "You guys stay here. I'm the only one getting a pass to go in."


"I'm not comfortable with that," Scrum said.


"I don't think I am either," Finn added.


"Those are Abby's conditions, and she's the boss of the garden." I checked to make sure my weapons were still on my legs—my dragon tooth on my right and my go-go gadget demon boner sword on my left. I pulled a little of the Green into me and lifted my chin, trying to fake the courage I wasn't feeling. "Here goes nothing."


I walked past the table and a row of rosebushes, making my way toward the back. The garden was deceivingly large. It looked small from the entryway, but the more you walked, the larger it seemed to become. I passed several beds of multicolored blooms, the scents of various flowers mingling under my nose. I decided as I enjoyed this brief respite from confusion and strife that when I was done fighting evil and fixing everything that was wrong with the world, I was going to come back to that garden and just lay in the dirt. I might even take a dirt nap, but not the kind that was permanent.


The sounds of light snoring mixed with heavy snoring came to my ears. What? Dragons have two sets of lungs? I walked around a wall of shrubs and found a patch of grass. The wyvern was curled up in a semi circle sound asleep, and inside that semi circle was Mike the ogre lying on his back with his mouth hanging open and drool running down his cheek. He was asleep too, which explained the second set of snores. His were the less dainty ones.


I took a moment to appreciate how cute the two of them were. That was all the time I had before the wyvern's right eyeball opened and she was suddenly on her feet, her wings spread and her clawed feet stretching out toward me. She opened her mouth and hurled something from down inside her throat at me. I had no time to prepare before I was covered in what I prayed was water and not wyvern slime.


The sounds of footsteps running down the garden path came next. "Don't come in!" I yelled, pausing to blow dragon goo off my lips. "Stay back!" My eyes had closed automatically when the goo started coming at me, but I was worried about standing there blind in front of a pissed off wyvern, so I opened one lid. I found the dragon only inches away, its mouth wide open as it sniffed at my face. "Yeah, that's your gloop on me, Long. Thanks for that." I opened my other eye and raised my voice so my friends would hear me. "Everything's cool. Just a little cleanup on aisle four." I reached out and patted Long on the nose. "Good one, former roomie. You totally slimed me." I needed to remember not to sneak up on a sleeping wyvern ever again.


She huffed loudly out of her nostrils and sprayed me with a little extra slime before turning around, nudging the ogre with her clawed foot.


Mike let out a couple extra large snorts before his eyes came open and he sat up slowly.


I took a moment to wipe the goo off my face with the sleeve of my shirt. So much for that shower. I was definitely going to need another one.


Mike's voice rumbled from his chest. "What happened?"


"I got dragon yakked."


He slowly got to his feet. "It's not yak. It's just a defense mechanism. It's mostly water, don't worry." He stood to his full height, towering over me and bigger than the dragon by about a foot.


I looked up at him and then at her. "Either way, I could've lived without it, so try to keep your slime to yourself next time, Long. I need to talk to you guys."


The wyvern's voice came to me in my mind. You have come. We must go now and release The Others.


"What others?"


Those who live in the shadows, who come to aid you in your quest.


"My quest? That makes it sound pretty official. I'm not sure I'm on a quest, exactly."


You must defeat the Forsaken, or all will be lost.


"So I've heard. Do you have any idea where the Forsaken are supposed to show up? Like, where their front door is or whatever?"


All who live in the shadows know.


I raised my eyebrows at that. I hadn't been expecting such a positive response. "Cool. Where is it?"


You will know once you have released The Others.


I sighed. She was going to hold the information hostage. Awesome. "I thought we were friends, Long. I thought we bonded in that hospital."


We are friends.


I was pretty sure that was all I was going to get from her when she started exercising her wings, opening and closing them and making their leathery surfaces slap together.


"I'm coming too," Mike said.


I thought about it for a few seconds and decided it might not be a bad idea. "I hear you've got the serious Hulk-smash thing going on."


He shrugged.


"Do you think if I told you to smash a particular creature you could comasize him? Or do you have to get all mad at them first?"


"I don't know. I never do it on purpose."


"I know you haven't been here very long, but have you had a chance to go into the Gray and try it in there?" I was imagining those lumpy troll hands on my shoulders and thinking it might be nice to have Mike at my back when I went to get Tony and Spike.


"No. I have been with the wyvern."


I looked at Long again. "I hear you've been causing trouble. Everybody was really happy when you finally decided to take a nap."


I was not napping. I was communing.


"Communing?"


With The Others.


"Of course you were. So…where are these Others?" I looked around the garden, half imagining they'd be hiding behind the rhododendrons. "If we're going to release them, I guess I need to know where they are."


Their location is not important. You must recognize their presence and call them forth.


"I'm not sure I'm going to be able to do that, seeing as how I don't even know who or what they are." I waited for her brain to catch up. "When we were in that hospital together, you told me you were a wyvern, and I also learned that a wyvern was a small dragon. Sooo, what I'm saying is, I kind of already knew what I was looking for when I woke you up or whatever. If you can't tell me who these Others are, I don't know how I'm going to call them for you. Or are you going to be the one to call them?"


We will call them together. She opened her wings fully, and I realized at that point that I hadn't yet seen them do that before. They were a lot bigger than they looked when they were against her back or only partially unfolded. I prayed she wasn't going to ask me to get on her back because the dragons I was used to riding were about twenty times her size. If she tried to take off in flight with me on her, she'd probably crash and burn before the end of the runway. She took a step toward me and Mike followed.


I took a step back. "Whoa, wait, are we doing this now? Because I really need to go into the Gray to get Tony and Spike, so if it's going to take a long time, maybe we can put it off until tomorrow."


There is no time to wait.


I warred with myself. I wanted to put my foot down and say that I was getting my boyfriend and my best friend first, and that was all there was to it; I'd been delayed long enough. But the wyvern had been telling me from the beginning that time was drawing short, and she seemed to think that we were going to need her friends to shut down the danger that was threatening our world.


I didn't want to sacrifice two fae—Spike and Tony—who I loved more than anything in the world for the rest of the fae and humans out there. But was I being selfish in wanting them with me before I did anything else and dissing the rest of the world in the process? It kind of felt like I was, and since I had decided before that I needed to follow the Ben-dragon's advice and listen to my gut, I nodded my head in agreement. "Okay. How and when are we going to do this?"


Here. Now. She reached her clawed arms out and grabbed my hands. I had only a moment to appreciate how dexterous those little claws were before I was suddenly jerked out of my reality and pulled into hers.










CHAPTER THIRTEEN





AT FIRST THERE was only darkness. The wyvern and I were together as one presence in what felt like deep space. The garden had gone cold and dark, empty and vast. Soon, more sensations came to me, and I learned what it felt like to inhabit a small dragon's body. There was magic in every single one of her cells—an energy like I'd never felt before—and a burning desire to be elsewhere. I learned that dragons, even the small ones like Long, were not what you would call mainstream fae. They preferred the company of their own kind or none at all, and being in this garden with pixies and an ogre was confining. Having all those other fae sharing her air was like forcing her to breathe through heavy pollution. But all of it was preferable to the feeling of being without The Others.


Now that I was with Long, inside her head and her heart, I knew what she meant by The Others. There were more ancient fae out there in the world, and not just small wyverns like her, but other fae who had a similar affinity to this magical energy and who had long been forgotten by the creatures living in this compound. I got the impression they were similar to ghosts, but more present than a phantom could ever be. I saw them as specters of light and dark. They were attracted by my thoughts and feelings and repelled in the same way. In ancient times, they answered the calls of people and fae who sent out signals to them unawares. They were old spirits who'd chosen to remain hidden for eons, but the time had come for them to be revealed. They weren't the Forsaken, but they inhabited the same plane of existence. They were The Others.


My elements came to me without me even having to ask. I had an inkling of a feeling and suddenly they were there. I was on autopilot of sorts, pulling energy from everything around me and using it to fuel the Becoming. It was what I called the process of bringing those who lived in the shadows out into the light to join the fae and humans once again, joining our ranks for the final showdown against the Forsaken.


These specters—The Others—came forth with wings, but they were not angels. Their feathers had no solid form, and as I saw the beings float past, I wasn't even sure the wings were there. They passed right by me as I stood there in the garden, neither acknowledging nor ignoring me. It was as if they were preoccupied and didn't have time to notice their surroundings. I didn't know where they were going, but the wyvern seemed to, and I felt confident that they would listen to her when we needed them to. Long was, in a way, their Savior.


No one had to tell me this; it was something that was communicated on a very basic level. They were part of the elements I was channeling in a very primitive way. While these creatures normally preferred to live in the shadows, they knew the time for their revelation—their Becoming—was here and that their presence was critical. Without them, the fae and humans would perish. It was not that we didn't have the numbers to defeat this small group of evil beings—the Forsaken. It was that we lacked the energy, which is something these specters nurtured and stored until it was needed. Neither humans nor fae had needed this much energy since the Others had left our realm, but we did now. It was the first time I fully understood how truly, horribly, and awfully powerful they were.


I felt a stirring in my belly. The wyvern that I was still connected to sensed it. She hadn't realized before that I was pregnant. I felt the heat in her body rise and the magic stir in her cells.


Don't hurt them, I said in my mind—the piece of it that still belonged to Jayne Blackthorn.


Too precious, she said. They will be protected. And they will be defeated.


I didn't know what she meant by that, but my mind and body were too occupied with being part dragon to argue or ask questions. I waited in anticipation for the Becoming to be over, because I sensed the ending was near. As Long's clawed hands slowly dragged away from mine and finally released me, I felt my fae girl connection separate from her wyvern energy, returning her magical vibrations to her and my more muted ones back to me.


I desperately wanted to open my eyes and talk to her and Mike about what had just happened, but my eyelids wouldn't cooperate. I felt dizzy all of a sudden and my world tipped sideways, the atmosphere so heavy it felt like it was pressing into me from all sides. My legs collapsed under me, and there was nothing I could do to cushion my fall. My head hit something hard and everything went black, and this time, there were no shadows and no ephemeral creatures waiting in the darkness to be released. I was left to my blissfully unconscious sleep that was thankfully devoid of both nightmares and dreams.










CHAPTER FOURTEEN





I WOKE SOMETIME later in my bed. The only one in the room with me was Tim. He was lounging on his side, stretched out on the pillow next to mine. I blinked my eyes several times to clear them of sleep and took a moment to yawn, breathing out at him forcefully.


He fanned the space in front of his nose as he grimaced. "Whew. Somebody needs a breath mint…,"—he fanned harder—"…or twenty."


"Somebody needs a shower, too." I still had dragon goop in my eyelashes. I reached up and rubbed at them, finding my lashes stuck together.


"Well, you finally got that nap, anyway." He stretched his body, throwing his arms overhead and pointing his toes like a ballerina. "Felt goooood."


"How long have I been asleep?" I lifted my arm, halfway expecting a watch to be there, but all I saw were a few freckles. I checked my palm and the dragon scale was still there, but it was a dull, dark red. Tapping on it did nothing to change it.


"About five hours," Tim said. "Just long enough for the wyvern to escape, the crazy spirits she released from the gates of hell to haunt every corner of the compound, and the Council to work itself into a serious snit."


I closed my eyes and tried really hard to force myself back to sleep. "Wake me up when it's all over."


"And miss all the fun? Come on. Let's get up and go. Lest ye forget, we have a couple of brave men to rescue from the Gray."


I yawned again, forcing my dragon-gooed eyes open. "Who can we get to help us? Because the last time I saw Brad, he looked like total shit."


"And he still looks like shit, although not as much as he did before. But he's not our answer. I've got somebody better in mind. Someone more experienced."


I inhaled deeply and then heaved myself up into a sitting position, taking a moment to flex my muscles and stretch my back. Several of my vertebrae cracked loudly. It felt like I'd been asleep for a year.


"All you need to do is get showered and changed, and we can head out. I assume you're ready to rock and roll?" Tim asked.


"Heck yeah, I'm ready. So, who's this dude that's going to take us into the Gray?" I got out of bed and went into the bathroom. Tim flew in behind me.


"Goose. Remember him?"


"How could I forget that guy?" I asked. I delivered my guardian angel Chase to that Dark Fae wrathe after Tim had accidentally released some serious butt dust on my daemon. That was the beginning of some seriously crazy shit in my life. It still made me sad to think about losing Chase to the Overworld, even though I knew that was where he belonged.


Tim snorted. "Seriously. I mean the guy told you to impale me and you actually listened to him."


"And we happened to save Chase's life doing it, so I'm not going to apologize."


"Looking back now, though, do you really think the impaling was necessary? I mean, seeing as how Chase is a guardian angel and everything?"


"I'm not going to start second-guessing everything I did in the past. It worked, Chase ended up saving me from the Dark Fae torture chambers and Leck's evil clutches too, so I'm calling it a win."


I brushed my teeth while Tim spoke. "Okay, so here's the deal. Goose is going to meet us out in the meadow once he hears that you're awake and ready to go."


I paused my teeth brushing. "Should I contact him? Maybe we should send him a message."


"I already did. Willy's on it."


"Willy's on it? Is that a good idea?" I could just picture that little bumble bee getting lost in the woods, forcing the entire pixie colony to have to launch a search and rescue.


"Seriously, Jayne, you have to trust me on this. He's been through some high-level training."


I rolled my eyes and continued with my brushing, mumbling, "Whatever." What was high-level pixie training? I could only guess, and my imagination could have very easily run away from me, so I let it go.


"Goose is on call, waiting to take us into the Gray. He can't stay in for long, but he knows what we need. He's accepted the sacrifice that he must make."


I spit into the sink. "Jesus, it's not like we're asking him to give up his life or anything."


"True. Kind of. But the Gray has changed a little since you were in there last, so…"


I rinsed my mouth. "How has it changed?" I got the distinct impression I was about to hear some more bad news—worse news than the fact that a goofy baby pixie was now managing my fae communication network.


"I guess the Forsaken have gotten some of the dark spirits a little riled up, so I think they're, like, having parties in there and stuff. And the minute we show up, you're going to be the guest of honor. Pin the tail on the elemental is a party game I hear they're itching to play."


"We'll just have to go in there with guns blazing." I stood and checked my look in the mirror. There were bags under my eyes and a dullness to my irises that might have concerned me in an earlier life, but considering all I'd gone through, I figured I was looking pretty good, bald head and all.


Tim glanced down at my leg that had Blackie holstered to it. "I don't know if you remember, but your stuff doesn't exactly work in there."


"Oh, yeah. I had forgotten that." The Gray was one of those places where Blackie was just a stick instead of an awesome dragon fang that could sizzle demon skin on contact. How massively inconvenient.


"But, hey, I hear the wyvern wants to tag along, and she seems to have a lot of friends for someone so new to the business of being fae, so that's good news. I think."


"And by friends, you mean…?"


"All those crazy spirits you let out of the shadows. An interesting group, I have to say." Tim was tapping his chin and looking off into the distance.


I searched my memory for the creatures I'd seen whizz past me. "I don't remember a lot of it, but they seemed like ghosts or something. Ghosts with wings."


"That might've been you making them look that way, because when I looked at them, I saw pixies with big, big, big wings. I think they can pretty much take whatever form they want."


I leaned on the sink, wondering what it would mean for a fae to appear different depending on who was looking at it. "Really? That is interesting." I tried to recall what I felt when they were near me. "When you saw them, were you happy or sad? Did they appear as your worst nightmare or your best dream?"


"Hmmm…happy or sad? Neither, really. I just looked at them and said, 'Hey, look at that pixie with those weird and really big wings. What's up with that?'" He paused. "What about you?"


"I don't remember being happy or sad. Just curious. I thought the wings were made of feathers, but then I could see they weren't. It was like they had just the idea of wings on their backs." I was having a hard time describing these beings because I had never experienced anything like them before. They were there, but not there. Real but not real. Ghosts but not ghosts and not pixies either. Others.


"Exactly. They're like the Transformers of the fae world, but different. Like…Transformators."


I nodded. "Transformators. Yeah. I like that. I can work with that." It sounded way more fun than calling them The Others. Having the Forsaken running around was spooky enough. We needed stuff to lighten the mood.


"Soooo…wanna hop in the shower so we can skedaddle outta here?" Tim threw his elbows out to the side and did a goofy imitation of a tap dancer along the edge of the sink. I think it was meant to motivate me.


"Yeah. Right. First, de-stinkify, and then skedaddle."










CHAPTER FIFTEEN





I GOT IN the shower for the second time that day and quickly rinsed off. Spike and Tony, just hang in there; I'm coming to get you. I imagined they could hear me, but then I felt a spark of panic. What if they were beyond hearing me? Would I be too late? I just took a six hour nap for chrisssakes. What was I thinking?


I reached up to rinse my head and felt a lump on the back of my skull that was painful to the touch. Oh. That's right. I knocked myself out. It's not like I chose to take a six hour nap. My guilt lessened by a tiny fraction. Once finished, I stepped out of the shower and toweled off, dressing in record time. I was gazing around my bedroom when Tim came over and landed on my chest of drawers.


"What're you looking for?" he asked.


"Backpack."


"What do you need a backpack for?"


"I don't know. We're going on a quest or whatever…" The dragon's words were floating through my head. Then I remembered how cranky she seemed. "Maybe I should pack some dragon snacks or something."


"You don't need a backpack, and you don't need dragon snacks, either. Come on." Tim flew over to the garden area and shouted. "Abby! We're leaving. Are you ready?"


I was surprised to see Tim's wife fly around the corner with traveling gear on that included a sword strapped to her hip.


"Are you serious?" I asked. I wasn't sure who I was addressing, Tim or Abby. I put my own weapons back on my body—a dragon fang and a knife that turns into a sword, yeah baby.


She ignored me. "Yes, I'm ready. Willy is going to meet us out in the meadow."


I shook my head at them. Either they were totally delusional or I had been gone a lot longer than I realized. How was it possible that Willy was out on his own like that…in public, where innocent fae might be wandering around?


Tim and Abby flew over to the door and hovered, waiting for me to open it.


I decided to occupy my mind with things other than their questionable parenting decisions. There was definitely no lack of things for me to think about that were more important. First, I had to get the lowdown from Goose about what was going on in the Gray and how I could locate my friends in there. Then I had to actually go in and rescue their butts without getting maimed in the process. Yeah…there were just a few things on my mind more critical than a wayward pixie kid.


Halfway down the hallway, we were joined by Scrum who came jogging up from behind.


"Hey, man, what're you doing?" I asked.


"I think a better question would be what are you doing?" he said breathlessly.


"I'm going to go get Tony and Spike." I grinned big, hoping he'd buy the idea that it was no big deal. Yep…just going to saunter into the Gray, grab a couple dudes, and saunter out…as easy as falling asleep.


"That's what I thought. And that's what I'm doing too."


"I don't know if that's a good idea, Scrum." He could seriously complicate things by telling me I shouldn't do what I wanted to do because it was too dangerous. He was really good at that; he smelled danger like I smelled pixie toots—way too easily and way too frequently.


"Wherever you go, I go." He faced me, walking sideways rapidly to keep up with my hurried pace. "Jayne, please…I'm tired of being left in the background. I'm tired of running to catch up. I don't care what you say, I'm doing this with you, and I don't want to debate it with you anymore. Being a daemon is more than my job; it's my life, and my place is with you."


Maybe I should have argued with him a little harder, but it felt good to have that strong daemon by my side. His heart was pure, and so were his intentions. I just didn't want him to get hurt. "It's going to be dangerous, though."


"Danger is my middle name." He almost tripped as he went from side jogging to facing forward again. He caught himself with a hand on the wall and bounced back into position, swinging his arms as he walked fast next to me.


I burst out laughing at his lack of coordination and his bravado. It was so unlike him to brag like that. "Scrum Dangerous Daemon. I like it."


He smiled as his cheeks turned pink.


I nudged him with my elbow. "Thanks. I appreciate the backup." I was picturing the small dragon when I said that. Not that I didn't trust the wyvern or anything, but she had her own agenda, and I wasn't sure it would always be on the same track as mine, especially once we got into the weird place known as the Gray—the way darker void than the lighter one I'd gotten stuck in recently—where trolls liked to hang out and snack on girls and little pixies.


As we made our way down the hall and then out into the meadow, my nerves started to get the better of me. It felt like the temperature had dropped ten degrees. I started to hum the song from the Wizard of Oz under my breath. I wished we were off to see the wizard. I was pretty sure that that guy was a lot nicer than the creatures we were about to meet up with.


We reached the edge of the trees where the forest started in earnest and I heard a buzzing, and then suddenly there was a tiny pixie coming at us. I waited for him to splat into my chest or my face, but he flew right past me and joined his parents off to my right. I stopped and stared at him in fascination. He was wearing an outfit that made him look like a teenie weenie Boy Scout. He even had a neck scarf and a couple of little badges on his chest. He saluted his father. "Agent Willy reporting for duty."


Tim stiffened his body with his arms at his sides and then lifted his hand in a strong salute. "Agent Willy, it's good to see you. Report on your progress."


Willy grinned from ear to ear. "I did it, Daddy. I told him. Just like you said."


Tim held up his hand for a high-five. "Good job, Willy. Daddy's proud."


Willy tried like heck to execute that high-five too, but he missed his dad's hand entirely. He didn't seem to notice, though; he was too busy turning to look at his mom next, still grinning like a fool. "I did it, Mama. Just like you told me."


She held her arms out and he came in for a quick hug. "Good job, little one. You make Mama proud."


He withdrew from his mother's embrace and turned around, flying just in front of his parents in superhero position.


I couldn't stop smiling. "Good job, Baby Bee."


He didn't even flinch.


"Hey, what's up, little dude? How about a high one?" I held up a finger for him to fly over and tap.


He acted like I didn't say anything.


"Hey, little pixie person. Willy Bee. What's up? You got some pollyballs stuck in your ears or something?" I laughed at my awesome pixie joke, but I was alone in appreciating my humor. The forest got really quiet.


Tim came over and sat on my shoulder as we started walking again. His voice dropped really low. "Yeah, sooo, you might want to just relax on the whole high-one stuff and wait for him to come to you."


"Why? What's going on?" I was completely in the dark.


"He's still mad at you."


"Mad at me? 'Still'…as in…he's been mad at me for a while?" I stopped walking. "What on earth would he be mad at me for?"


"Well, it seems as though you broke a promise to the little guy, and he's not very happy about it." I could hear censure in Tim's voice.


"A promise? What promise?" I was thinking that the baby pixie had maybe gotten into some spoiled honey or something, because somebody in that meadow was drunk, and it sure wasn't me.


"Apparently, the last time he saw you, you told him you would come back and play with him, and then…well…you didn't."


I searched my brain for that memory and something vague did pop up. "I might've said something like that. I think maybe he wanted to play with me, but I was in the middle of doing something crazy, so I just told him we'd do it later."


"Yeah, well, you didn't really follow through on that promise, did you?"


The injustice caused my voice to go higher. "There was no way I could have! I got stuck in the white void. Geez. It's not like I don't have anything better to do than play hide the pollyballs up somebody's ass with a pixie baby."


"You might want to lower your voice. You're not helping your situation."


I didn't know what Tim was worried about. That baby pixie of his wasn't paying me any attention; he was totally ghosting me. "Damn," I said more softly, "that little guy sure can hold a grudge."


"You have no idea. And it is a lot of work to get back into his good graces, let me tell you. He can get pretty obsessive sometimes. I mean, it's good because it means he can channel, but sometimes it's exhausting. The key is redirecting that obsession into other channels…more fruitful endeavors." He chuckled with an almost evil parental glee.


The way Tim said it flicked a switch on in my head. "Don't tell me, let me guess…he was all pissed off at the elemental, so you channelled that anger into this so-called training."


"We might have taken advantage of the situation a little bit, but I'm not going to apologize for finally getting an angle on this kid. It's been good for him."


I looked over at Abby and she had clearly overheard our conversation. She was giving us a thumbs-up behind her other hand so Willy wouldn't see it.


I rolled my eyes. "Fine. I guess I don't have to worry about having pollyballs stored in my nose anymore, at least."


"Probably not."


Tim's answer should've made me ridiculously happy, but it didn't. It wasn't that I wanted the little guy shoving shit up my nose when I was asleep, but he only did that to people he really cared about. And although he was a pain in the butt most of the time, he was a nice little guy and he was pretty hilarious. I realized I was actually going to miss his friendship and that the value of such a thing was not at all related to the size of the fae sharing it with me.


I raised my voice so Willy could hear me, but acted like I was speaking to Tim. "Well, I hope Baby Bee decides to forgive me one day, because I sure am sorry for hurting his feelings, and you know…we could play spider nakies and do all kinda cool stuff if he ever decided to talk to me again."


Willy's voice came loud and clear from a few feet away. "Guess what, Mama… I don't like to play spider nakies anymore because I'm not a baby. I'm a ayygent now. I'm a ayygent of the fae."


"Is that so?" she asked. "Because, you know, playing spider nakies is pretty fun. You may want to do that a little while longer, while you're still small, because once you're big you can't do it anymore."


"I'm not small. I'm big." He flew out ahead of everybody with his chest puffed out.


I had to admit, his flight pattern was a lot steadier than the last time I'd paid any attention to it. Maybe all that training had done him some good.


Abby flew over and stayed next to my ear. "He'll come around. You just need to give him some time."


"I will. Don't worry; I'll work the old Jayne Sparks charm on him, and he'll be my best friend again by tomorrow."


"Orrr, you could not rely on unicorns and leprechauns, and instead, just wait for him to come around in his own time," Abby said before flying away.


I was too stunned to respond before she was out of range. She'd totally just burned me, roasting me like a Thanksgiving turkey. I obviously had not given that lady pixie enough credit. She made me smile with her sass. For the first time, I was seeing what had made Tim fall in love with her over seventy years ago. She had some serious stealth-sass going for her, and Lord knows how much Tim likes sass.


After passing through the thickest area of trees, I recognized the figure of Goose waiting for us in a small clearing. He was in the same spot where I'd met him the first time, where we had traded a laughing, dancing, heavily pixilated Chase for the promise of a potential cure. I raised my hand in greeting. He gestured the same back to me. The wyvern and Mike were already there, standing off to the side. Once the pixies, Scrum, and I arrived, we stood around with Goose at the head of our group, facing us.


"I guess you know why we're here," I said.


He nodded once, almost as if he were bowing to me. "I understand you wish to contact two souls in the Gray."


"They're not just souls, they're full-on fae. They were in the Overworld battling demons, and they ended up in the Gray when the elements cleaned the place out, but they're not supposed to be there. It was an accident." One I will regret for the rest of my life. I should have been more careful when I called to my elements and mixed them with live dragon fire.


"They must have belonged there if that is where they went," he said.


"The jury is still out on that," I said feeling more than a little frustrated over his answer. "The only way we're going to figure things out for sure is by getting in there to talk to them. So, can you take me in or not?"


He glanced at the fae with me. "I can take you and you alone. More than your soul would be too much for me to manage with the Gray being how it is these days."


I do not need an escort, said the wyvern in my head. I didn't get any indication that the other fae had heard her, but I wasn't going to worry myself over her. She could do whatever she wanted as far as I was concerned. I gave her a brief nod and then looked over my shoulder at Scrum. "I guess you're going to have to wait out here for me."


He huffed out a frustrated sigh. "Darn it, this keeps happening. How am I ever going to protect you if I can't be where you are?"


I patted his shoulder. "Pretty much every time I've been in the Gray, I've been rescued by someone standing just outside of it. So just wait for me out here, and if you see my arm sticking out of some hole in the veil between here and there, grab it and yank for all you're worth."


Scrum pulled me into a hug, surprising me with the force of it. "Be careful. Don't talk to any trolls in there. And get out as soon as you can."


"I will." I separated myself from him and walked over to Goose. There was no more time to waste on sentiment or fear. Tony and Spike were counting on me, whether they knew it or not. "Let's do this," I said, looking up at him.


He held out his hand, and I took it. His fingers were long and thin, cool to the touch. They might have even been a little clammy. "Say goodbye to your friends," he said…and then suddenly he wasn't Goose anymore.


As his bony fingers clamped down hard on mine, I realized too late that I wasn't standing in front of the fae who had helped me heal my friend Chase; I was standing in front of the monster who I hated more than anyone on Earth…the one who had beaten my mother to death once in another life, the one who had tried to melt my brain when I wouldn't tell him how to sneak into the Light Fae compound, the one who had been working with Ben and Malena to defeat the Light Fae and take over the world. I was holding Leck's hand, and he was dragging me kicking and screaming into the Gray.










CHAPTER SIXTEEN





I STRUGGLED TO get free, but it did no good. Leck's grip was like iron, and he was definitely on a mission. My puny little muscles were useless, or so it seemed. I called desperately to my elements, but they didn't answer. I was in the Gray where they couldn't reach me. I wasn't even sure they could sense that I was calling to them.


"Just come along, elemental," he growled. "It will be easier on both of us."


I threw out my foot to kick him, catching him somewhere in the leg. "I'm not interested in making your life easy, ass lick."


He paused the dragging to slap me hard across the face, causing my head to whip around. As I fell partway to the ground, I could sense creatures seething all around us, there near my feet and to the left and right of us. Tendrils of unhappiness trailed across my arms and legs. I was almost tempted to cuddle up next to Leck just to get away from them, but I resisted, standing straight again while trying to uncurl his fingers from my flesh. When that didn't work, I tried to jerk my arm free, but it accomplished nothing. He dragged me along like I was an errant toddler.


"Where the hell are you taking me?"


"I have some friends who want to meet you," he said.


I stuck my heels into the ground as deeply as I could and leaned way back, thinking I could at least slow him down. I had no idea who these so-called friends were, but I knew I didn't want to meet them. Any friend of Leck's was an enemy of mine.


He yanked on me, and my body went flying toward him. I fell into his shoulder, and he punched me in the chest, pushing me off him roughly.


My instincts were telling me to continue to struggle against my captor, to do whatever it took to escape, but with every shove and every slap he gave me, I lost some of my strength. He was way more physically powerful than I ever would be, and he knew it. Realizing that the smarter move would be to save my physical power for a moment when I might actually be able to escape, I stopped struggling and walked along as slowly as I could; but that didn't mean my mouth was going to take a break. "Tony!" I yelled, "Spike?! Help me! Tony! Spike!"


Leck smashed me across the face again, and this time I tasted blood. It was salty with a hint of iron. He'd managed to split both of my lips with one blow.


"Silence! Or you will never make it out of here alive."


"I'm pretty sure that's your plan anyway, so I'm not going down quietly." I raise my voice and screamed as loud as I could, blood trickling down my chin. "Tony! Spike!"


Leck stopped and reached around, grabbing me by the collar and jerking my upper body back until I was practically folded in half. I could smell his nasty stank breath in my face as he leaned over and hissed at me. "Shut up, I told you. You say another word, and I'll slit your throat and it will all be over."


I scrabbled for the weapon at my leg, finally making contact with the dragon fang. And even though I knew it wouldn't have the power it normally had, I pulled it out of its hilt and whacked him upside the head with it anyway. "Go fuck yourself, Leck, you piece of shit!"


The tooth that looked like a stick made a solid thunking sound against his skull, but it didn't slow him down one iota. He jerked on my collar hard and dropped me onto the ground on my back. I screamed with the pain that came from falling three feet to solid, stone-covered earth. My breath wheezed out of me as he grabbed me by the back of my tunic and started dragging me. That stupid Gray had some really hard, rough ground, so it wasn't more than a few feet before the rocks and what I assumed were sticks—but could have easily been bones from leftover troll meals—started cutting through my pants and into my skin. Leck didn't hesitate, no matter how loud I screamed in pain. He dragged me along, not even having the decency to breathe hard with the effort.


The sticks and stones digging into my skin were bad enough, but then things got interesting. At first I thought it was just a branch scratching at my legs, but then I quickly realized there was something grabbing at me, and it had nails. The creature's claws were dragging along my calves, piercing the skin, causing me to scream even more in both agony and fear. I kicked out hard and made contact with something that screeched in surprise and pain, but it came at me again, this time with two hands.


"You're always way more trouble than you're worth." Leck yanked on me, temporarily freeing me from the beast pursuing us that I could not see.


I felt my chance for escape when my shirt started to slide up and bunch around my shoulders. I waited three more seconds, barely tolerating the deep abrasions I was suffering on my back before I made my move.


A moment after I felt myself being dragged over a dip in the ground, I pulled my arms down and dug my heels into that groove in the earth's surface. I pulled with my legs in the opposite direction Leck was going as I threw my arms overhead and did my best to make my shoulders as narrow as possible. My shirt was too big, and it easily slid up and over my head and off my body completely. Apparently, all that traipsing around in those other realms and in the white void had caused me to lose a few pounds.


Suddenly, my tunic was gone and the dragging stopped. I was left in the dirt wearing only my jeans and a sports bra. "Hells yeah, baby!" I wasted no time in jumping to my feet and running in the direction of the creatures that had been scratching at my legs. As far as I was concerned, anything was better than having Leck in my life. "See ya later, ass face!"


I bumped into only God knew what—masses of cold bodies belonging to creatures I didn't even want to think about—but I was moving too fast for them or Leck to get me. I screamed as I went. "Tony! Spike! Where are you?!"


Leck was yelling behind me, but his voice grew distant quickly. I was running for my life, and my legs had gotten the signal that they were supposed to move as fast as they possibly could. They might've been short, but they sure could pump out the miles when properly motivated. I ran until my lungs felt like they were going to burst, they were burning so bad. It didn't hurt that every time I thought about slowing down, those Gray creatures started touching me again.


There was no way for me to know how long I kept going, but at some point panic started to close in when I realized I wasn't going to be able to keep that pace up forever. Leck knew the Gray way better than I did, and he'd find me eventually. Not to mention the fact that numerous trolls and other uglies lived in this space and would only be too happy to separate my flesh from my bones for me.


"Tony! Spike!" I yelled for the hundredth time, praying they would answer. The only thing that came to my ears were the whispers of unhappy creatures, of souls lost in the Gray who thought they had nowhere else to go.


When I could no longer force my legs to move at a run, I slowed to a jog with my hands held out in front of me. Just in case one of the nasties tried to get up close and personal, I was ready to do some serious slapping. I tried to focus on the energy around me, hoping I could find Tony's or Spike's signature in the mix, but it felt like an impossible task. The only things I could sense were unhappiness and disinterest, and sometimes also the dark hunger of those who craved life but could not have it.


When my legs started to feel like they were made of wet noodles, I slowly came to a stop, my breaths heaving in and out of me. I couldn't get enough oxygen into my system and I was close to going down. I used the last bit of energy I had to call out again. "Where are you?" I yelled weakly. "I need your help! Answer my call." I paused for breath, bending over and whispering to myself. "Nine-one-one…nine-one-one…it's an emergency…"


A female voice came to me. I am here. We are here.


I turned around in a panic. The voice didn't sound evil, and I sure could've used a friend right about then. "Where? Where are you? Who are you?" The landscape was gray, gray, gray as far as I could see, which was only about a half-inch in front of my face. I was swallowed up in the middle of a nightmare with no idea of how to get out of it.


We are here. Her voice was a mere whisper in my own mind.


But then the area began to light up. What was gray became white and then cleared up enough that I could finally see. And I was not alone. I was standing in a clearing that looked very much like the one I had just left my friends in, and a group of shadow beings—The Others—encircled the spot where I was standing. There were also some creatures on the outskirts of that circle who would've liked to come inside, but they were being held back by what I assumed was some pretty powerful magic. I call bullshit on their magic working in here and mine not.


"What is this?" I asked the wyvern who moved out from between two of them and came to stand with me.


"You may only bring one," she said aloud, looking deeply into my eyes. She seemed…sad.


I was confused. She wasn't making any sense. "What?"


"You must choose one. One may go, and one must stay." She gestured to the ground, a little to my right. There were two lumps in the grass that I hadn't noticed before.


I walked over to get a closer look as bits of mist clung to my legs and swirled around. The light that The Others had brought was fading, and I was pretty sure it would be gone soon. When I got closer to the forms on the ground, I realized they weren't trolls or any of the other nasties I'd felt sliding up against me earlier. I bent down and touched them both. They were cold. Lifeless. But I could feel through the cloth that they were like me…human or fae.


I grabbed the shoulder of one and pulled it toward me. The body flipped over, and suddenly there was Spike's face staring up at me, his eyes open but sightless. My hand flew to my mouth, and I screamed. "Spike! No!" I leaned down and grabbed the front of his shirt, shaking him as hard as I could. I desperately needed to wake him up from the trance he was in, but I couldn't get a reaction out of him; it was as if he were already dead.


"No, no, no-no-no! This is not happening! No!" I put my first two fingers on the side of his neck like I'd seen doctors and nurses do on medical shows. There might've been a pulse there or it might've just been my own I was feeling; it was impossible to tell the difference, I was so amped up with grief, fear, and anger.


Desperate for something to make sense or to at least get better, I grabbed at the other body and yanked on its shoulder. It flipped over, and Tony's face greeted me. It was scarred from battle and as white as death. He was in the same state as Spike, his eyes open but seeing nothing.


I couldn't breathe. Sobs came bursting out of me as I covered Tony and Spike with my arms and lay down between them, first putting my face on one and then the other. "No. No. This can't be happening. You're not dead. I love you both. You're alive. You're not dead, you're just lost. Come back to me. Please come back to me."


The wyvern spoke again, her voice soft and filled with sorrow. "You must choose. You must choose now."


"I can't!" I shrieked, sitting up and glaring over my shoulder at the dragon who was asking me for the impossible. "I can't choose between them! They're both equally important to me! They're both…" My voice broke, but I forced it to continue on. "…They're both amazing. They're both awesome. I can't…"


"Only one can leave. There is only enough life force here for one. They have agreed to give it to the one you choose."


"What?" I didn't understand. She wasn't making any sense. None of this was.


"They knew before they lay down here that there was only enough life force for one of them to return. They made a pact. We will honor that pact. Only one may return and take this life force with him. The other will remain briefly before moving on to the Overworld."


"You think that makes it okay?" I half cried, half yelled. "That there was a pact?! Or to tell me that one of them is going to the Overworld? Because it doesn't! It's not okay! My best friend and my boyfriend can't die, okay? I need them both here with me, not flying around in the Overworld!"


"You do not need them, and they do not need you. Love is not about need."


Her words infuriated me. Like she was saying I was selfish or something. Like the only reason I wanted them around was because they did stuff for me. But it wasn't that way with either of them. "But I love them both, and that's all that matters. Forget I said need. I love them. I love them so much." My throat felt like an animal had ripped it out. It was raw and aching. I could feel a crack forming deep inside my chest, my heart splitting in two.


"Love does not extinguish when it moves to another realm. It merely waits. It merely is."


I could barely breathe I was crying so hard.


"Make your choice. This one or the other." She pointed first to Spike and then to Tony.


My head shook back and forth as my brain spun round and round. This wasn't real; it couldn't be. "I can't do it," I whispered. "I can't do it." This magical creature was telling me I had to choose between my best friend and my boyfriend. I couldn't even imagine what my life would be like without both of them in it. If I rescued Spike, how could I ever look at him and be in love with him again, knowing that Tony had sacrificed his life for him? And if I chose Tony, how could I ever look at him as my friend again, knowing that he had taken Spike's life force away so he could live? It was an impossible situation. I was ready to believe that this was what Leck had brought me into the Gray to experience. This kind of hateful awfulness was right up his alley.


I stood between Tony and Spike, looking down at their lifeless forms, wanting to scream and punch and kick and bite whoever was responsible for playing this stupid game with me. How could the universe be so cruel? Hadn't I always tried to do the right thing? And wasn't I always putting everyone and everything else ahead of myself? Why was I being asked to do this? I wasn't anywhere near qualified to be giving and taking away life from another living being.


"We all must make sacrifices. Everything that is happening to you now is happening for a good reason. You must continue forward with your life, on your path, and have faith that all will make sense in the end."


I turned to face the wyvern with my hands fisted at my sides. "I don't have faith in anybody but myself. I'm not going to choose. I'm taking them both with me."


I reached down and grabbed an arm from each of them and started forward, intending to drag their asses with me out of the Gray. Fuck these shadows, fuck this wyvern, and fuck Leck and the entire population of the Gray. I'm leaving! Game over! I win!


The problem was, they wouldn't move. It was like they were fixed in concrete or something. "Come on, you jerks!" I yelled, trying not to cry with the frustration I was feeling. "Why'd you have to eat so much food off that friggin buffet? Why'd you have to grow so many muscles while I was gone!" I was grunting with the effort of getting them to budge even an inch. "You're too heavy! Come on, help me out here!"


I wanted to imagine that I felt their fingers closing over mine, that they were seconds from sitting up and joining me on my grand exit from that shithole Gray. But that didn't happen. It was like I was dragging corpses or trying to drag corpses because nothing was happening. I let their arms drop and turned my anger on the shadow spirits who surrounded us. "Are you doing this? Are you the ones keeping them in this zombie state?"


None of them answered. They just hovered, floating into and out of different forms. They were ghosts, they were dragons, they were trees, they were angels, they were everything and nothing. And they were seriously pissing me off.


I raced toward one and tried to grab it, but it disappeared into mist. I tried to snag the one next to it, but the same thing happened. I ran in a circle with my arms wide open, trying to make contact with anything at all, but nothing happened; I was chasing fart smoke. I stopped and held my arms out at my sides and raised my head to the heavens. "Come to me, elements! Hear my call, Earth, Fire, Wind, and Water!"


Nothing happened. I felt not even the slightest twinge. I was powerless and alone except for a stupid wyvern that was telling me to do something I just could. not. do.


"We must go," she said. "Make your choice or I will make it for you."


I turned on her, my eyes blazing with fury. "You'd better not, Long. I'm warning you…you leave them alone."


"One must rise and one must return. The shadows are falling. Make your choice now." The creatures she had gathered to illuminate the area started to converge on me.


I backed up until I was between my two boys. I dropped to my knees and wrapped my arms around them both, pulling them as close to me as I could. They rolled onto their sides so they were facing one another. I knelt down and put my face between them, speaking to both of them at the same time. I could sense the presence of The Others getting closer and closer, but I focused on the love I had for these fae men.


"Tony and Spike, I love you both. Please don't hate me because I couldn't choose between you. I'm going to be a mom, and I had no idea how hard it would be just to know that, let alone to actually be a mom responsible for another life. Spike you're going to be a dad. We have twins coming, and they need you. They need their dad. Tony, you're going to be an uncle, and they need you too. Our children need both of you. Please don't leave me alone. Please don't abandon me. Please don't make me choose. Please come back from the Gray with me. I can't live without you."


My pleas became even more desperate as I sensed the darkness closing in over our heads. I saw no way out of this alive, because without them, it just wasn't going to be worth it. "I'm going to give up if you're not with me. Do you hear me? I'll give up. I'll stay here in the Gray forever. Please come with me. I love you, don't you understand? Please, please…"










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN





I WAS NOT aware of leaving the Gray. I had lost consciousness at some point and woke up in the woods in my sports bra, right where Leck had first taken my hand. My friends were seated nearby, completely silent, staring at me. Becky and Finn had showed up at some point, and they were leaning on trees next to Scrum. I sat up and looked around desperately. Neither Tony nor Spike was there. "Where are they?" I asked in a rough voice.


Finn, Becky, and Scrum looked at each other and shrugged. They had nothing to say, and I couldn't read their expressions. I scanned the area, searching for the pixie family, hoping they'd have some answers for me. "Where are Tim and Abby…and Willy?"


"They went back to the compound," Becky said in a soft voice. "They received a message from the colony that they were needed."


I got to my feet and raced over to the edge of the woods, looking out into the meadow and praying I would see my boys—Tony and Spike—out there waiting for me. Maybe they were just sleeping, exhausted from having their energy drained in the Gray. But all I saw were grasses swaying in the breeze, not even a butterfly in sight.


I became angry. Furious. The wyvern Long and her friend Mike the ogre were gone, too. They'd probably hightailed it out of there because they knew they'd screwed me over. I started thinking that Long had purposely kept Tony and Spike from being brought out of the Gray. Maybe she'd even colluded with Leck to get me there in the first place. She'd been living there in that hospital with Malena for who knew how long, and Malena had made sure to put me in Long's room. Maybe the entire thing had been a setup. I felt royally screwed and royally stupid too.


I looked at my friends, anger boiling inside my gut. "Leave."


“Jayne, I can’t just leave you here,” Scrum said, his face screwed up in concern.


"But, Jayne…," Becky said, reaching for me.


"Leave!" I yelled, my voice deep and not entirely my own. The darkness inside of me was rising again.


They must have seen how serious I was, because they all took one more look at me and scooted out of there. I've never seen Scrum run so fast. Becky disappeared into thin air, yanking Finn right along with her. He was going to be really sick when he arrived at the other end of her teleporting trip, but I didn't care. I didn't care about anything or anyone.


My temper flared hotter than it ever had before. Fire crackled along my fingertips, and I didn't stop it from coming. I pulled the Earth element into me, and then Wind and Water joined without conscious thought. All the elements were present inside me, and I could feel that they would soon split me into a million pieces—burn me up, drown me, bury me in the ground, and carry me away into the atmosphere—so I released them out into the world. I was soon surrounded by a tempest with the power of a hurricane and a tornado, a tsunami and an earthquake. The ground rumbled, water gathered in storm clouds above my head, nearby streams rose, wind bent trees to the point of breaking, and a fire started to spread from my feet, headed for the trees, and across the meadow. My life was over. The world was going to end. And I didn't care one bit.


A tiny voice cut through the din. "Jayne? Where's my mommy?"


I was so angry I didn't really hear or digest the words at first. I was distraught, let down, deceived, and infuriated…but then the voice came again.


"Jayne, I haffa pee. It's getting hot in here."


I looked down at my sports bra. It was like the sound was coming from my boobs. The storm lessened in severity. I found my voice again. "Baby Bee, is that you?"


Something tickled in my cleavage and then a little head poked out. "Agent Willy reporting for duty." He lifted his tiny hand in a salute. His uniform scarf was all wonky, part of it sticking straight out to the side, the other piece pointing down. He couldn't have looked more ridiculous. Or more innocent. Or more fragile. What am I doing? Trying to kill an innocent baby pixie?


I dropped my arms and forced the elements to go back where they belonged, out of my body and out of the environment around me. I couldn't remember why I'd been so angry. The only emotions I could feel anymore were profound sadness and confusion. "Baby Bee, how did you get in there?"


"I'm a spy and a spy does not re…re…re… I don't remember the word. A spy doesn't tell."


I sighed, closing my eyes and praying for patience. Leave it to a pixie to spoil my plans for total annihilation. No wonder they were considered pests in the Overworld. I could totally relate. "You know you really could've gotten hurt in there."


"It's sweaty in here. And it smells funny. But it doesn't hurt. It's kinda squishy. Like a biiiiiig marshmallow. Squish, squish, squish." He was literally punching my left boob.


I pulled the edge of the bra material away from my body. "Out. Get out. Right now."


"Are you mad at me?" He held onto the edge of the bra with the backs of his arms like he was lounging in a Jacuzzi. "Because I'm mad at you. And I don't think you can be mad at me when I'm mad at you first. You have to wait your turn. Mama says you have to wait your turn, cuz everybody can't go at the same time."


"I'm not mad at you." I had to convince the little turd of this because otherwise he was going to sit in my bra forever; I was worried I'd hurt him if I tried to pick him out myself. "I'm just mad at the world."


"At the whole wide world? That's a big place. Why are you mad at the whole world?"


"Because. Two people who I love a whole lot aren't here anymore." I couldn't say the word dead. I didn't want to believe it.


"Who are they?" he asked.


"Two of the most amazing, awesome, courageous, funny, sexy fae that ever walked on this planet." I was crying by the time I finished my description of both my best friend and my lover.


"Are you talkin' about my mommy and daddy? Because they're not dead. They're alive. Mommy is with my daddy and daddy is with my mommy."


"So I heard. I thought you were supposed to be with them. And by the way, I'm not talking about your daddy or your mommy. I don't think your daddy could die even if somebody wanted him to. And your mom is as tough as nails."


"My daddy's too smart to die and my mommy's too mean to die. And I don't have to go with my mommy and daddy if I don't want to because I'm a spy now. I'm a ayygent. I can do what I want."


"I don't think your mommy would agree with that."


"Well, she told me to stay and spy on you, and that's what I did, and that's why I'm here, so there. I'm on the team! I'm on Team Lellemental!!" He executed a pretty awesome fist pump after his declaration. Maybe Tim was right; maybe he had grown up.


"Ooops. I just tooted," he said, giggling. "Ew. Now it stinks in your boobies. Let me out, out, out!" he yelled, climbing to the edge of my bra and taking off into the air.


I ran after him because what else was I supposed to do? He was a nutty baby pixie fueled by delusions of grandeur, flying through the air like he was in his private garden and not in a big, bad world filled with demons and dark spirits. If anything happened to him, it would be my fault according to Tim and Abby, even though no jury would convict me. Secret agent, my ass. He was a spoiled little turd who needed to be disciplined by his parents. We might've been living in a fae world full of secrets and magic, but I was pretty sure it was still rude in these circles to climb into a girl's bra without her permission.


He flew ahead of me, giggling and shouting the entire way. He was jabbering nonsense, and even though I didn't catch most of what he was saying, I could tell he was very proud of himself. He was planning to tell his parents that he'd saved the day. And…well…maybe he had. I had been ready to take out the entire forest for a few seconds back there.


As I jogged along behind Willy, I thought about what had happened in the Gray. I angrily wiped tears from my face when they dared escape my eyes. The wyvern had told me to choose between two beautiful fae, and I had failed. I'd been too weak to sacrifice one for the other, even though they had made an agreement to give only one their combined life force. Waking up to an empty meadow and no Tony or Spike was proof that I wasn't capable of leading armies or being the savior of the world. I had fallen apart when things got tough, and my punishment was that I got neither one of my friends back.


My heart ached painfully as I thought about never seeing them again. Maybe it was for the better, though. I didn't want to be angry at one of them because he'd survived while the other one hadn't. But my soul felt like it had a giant hole in it. My bed—the place where Spike and I always felt closest and whispered late into the nights about our life together and our hopes and dreams—would always be empty, and Tony would no longer be there to share his wise advice with me, to joke about our human lives with, to discuss all the ways being fae had changed us.


The fae community as a whole would be missing two seriously cool dudes, and it was all my fault. I should have made a choice. But even knowing that I should have done that, as I jogged to the compound following a silly baby pixie, I couldn't make the choice in my mind. Even though the time for making that choice had already passed and there was no longer any pressure on me, I couldn't pick Tony or Spike.


I tried to imagine someone else walking in my shoes: Becky, Scrum, or Finn, and I came to the conclusion that they probably wouldn't have been able to make the choice either. They liked Tony and Spike equally; they were both our friends. They'd both been there from the beginning, experiencing this new life right along with us, every step of the way. It was an impossible situation with no solution. Fuck, the universe sure did love torturing me. It was like I was being punished for some cosmically, karmically awful thing I'd done, but I had no idea what that thing was.


We reached the doorway with the infinity symbol on it, and Willy hovered in front of it. "Open this up for me, Lellemental. I want to go see my mommy and daddy and report back."


I paused in front of the door with my arms folded across my chest. "What are you going to say to them?" I figured a little damage control might not be a bad idea. I had lost my temper back there, but in my defense, I hadn't known there was a baby pixie anywhere in the vicinity. I'd warned my friends to leave so no one would be hurt. If I could get Willy to leave that part out of his report, I'd be ahead of the game.


"I'm going to say that your boobies are squishy, and they're sweaty, and they smell funny, and I almost got rained on." He saluted, his body as stiff as a board for about three seconds before he started bumbling around in the air again like a pixie who'd ingested too much honey.


I pictured him announcing these facts in front of the entire Council. They'd think that while all of them were busy making plans to save the world, I was out exposing my bosoms to a child. Yeah…that'll look greeeaaat. "Excuse me, sir, but that's kind of rude."


"What's rude?" He frowned like he was seriously confused.


"Talking about my boobs like that." I wasn't proud of trying to shame a baby into silence, but I was desperate, and desperate times called for desperate measures.


He thought about that for a few seconds before responding. "Do you want me to lie?"


Damn. This baby pixie was way better at manipulation than I was. I felt like an amateur trying to play in the big leagues. I sagged a little as a long breath escaped me. "No. You should never lie."


"Soooo, you want me to tell the truth?"


"You should always tell the truth, I guess." I was sweating again, and it wasn't because of the jogging.


"Okay. Then I will tell them about your boobies and how they are squishy and smelly and sweaty."


I scrubbed at my face with my hands a few times, knowing that I was battling a serious case of fatigue and should probably have more patience with the little turd. "Okay, fine. Tell them whatever you want about my boobs, I don't care. But maybe you shouldn't tell them about the storm."


"Why not? It was really big. I could hear it." He waved his arms around, and rolled his head from side to side, making noises that were supposed to imitate the sounds of an elemental losing her shit.


"I know it was loud. It's just that…sometimes I lose my temper a little bit, and then the storms come. But you made it go away, so we're all good now. Maybe your parents don't need to know about the storm part because they might get mad at me and tell you that you can't do spy stuff with me anymore." I could see them getting totally pissed off at me for nearly bringing the force of all the elements down on top of their son's precious little head. And who could blame them? Not me.


I could stand there and defend myself by saying I hadn't known Willy was there, but deep down inside, I suspected that even if I had known he was there, I might not have been able to control my reaction to losing Tony and Spike. Letting those elements take over had been way too easy. I was scared that whatever dark spirit had been in me before in the dining hall was still in there now. I wasn't confident that Sam's circle of magic had done anything to change the fact that Torrie had put his disgusting paws on me and somehow marked me for life. I hadn't felt like I was being possessed by anything after returning from the Gray; I was just really sad and angry. I was still sad and angry. But that didn't mean the dark spirit wasn't still hiding in my head somewhere, waiting for a chance to take over again.


"My mommy says I have to tell her everything. That's what a ayygent does."


I sighed in near defeat. At least I didn't want to destroy the world anymore, so even though I was about to be ratted out by a baby, I still had that going for me. Three cheers for surviving my own temper tantrum! For two seconds I felt like I had kind of accomplished something by doing that, but then I imagined the lecture I would get from Tim and the look of disappointment on Abby's face upon them hearing that I'd risked their baby's life by losing control of the elements, and decided to give it one more try with Willy.


"Okay, fine, Baby Bee. Tell your momma everything if you want to. But if you want to play spider nakies with me one more time, you should probably wait." Did I feel guilty for telling him to lie by omission to his parents? Maybe. Just a tiny bit. But I kept telling myself that nothing bad had happened to him, and as far as I was concerned, what his parents didn't know about nothing big wouldn't hurt them or Willy. I couldn't let rumors of my erratic behavior stop me from fulfilling my duty and keeping the Forsaken from taking over.


"I probably don't want to play spider nakies anymore, because I'm pretty big now." He didn't look very happy about this fact.


I felt like a fisherman who gets a nibble on his line, but I tried not to sound too excited about Willy's response because the kid was way too sophisticated when it came to grownups trying to mess with him. Be cool, Jayne…be cool. "Well, I heard that your parents still play spider nakies with each other, so I don't think it matters if you're big." Ew. Get that image out of your head right now!


Willy folded his arms and looked up at the sky, first to the left and then to the right as he slowly nodded. Then he looked at me. "I think you're right. I saw them playing spider nakies once. Sooo, maybe I can play it some more with you." He paused and spun around in a circle, avoiding eye contact. "Maybe I can do it if you apol…apol… say you're sorry."


Winning! I laced my hands together at my waist and faced him, trying to look as innocent as possible. "I'm sorry, Baby Bee, that I did not come back and play with you like I promised I would. That wasn't very nice of me."


He flew up in front of me with his hands on his tiny hips, executing a perfect imitation of his father. "You're right. It wasn't very nice of you. I waited and waited and waited forever. And for ever and ever. And you just didn't come back." He choked on his next words. "I thought you were died." He quickly swiped at his face, removing any evidence of possible tears.


A lump caught in my throat. I could barely get the words out. "It sucks having to wait for somebody who doesn't come back, doesn't it?"


He threw his arms up at his sides before letting them drop down to slap his legs. His emotional reaction disappeared as fast as it had arrived. "Yeah, at first. But then it gets better because I have some friends now and I like to play with them, and I'm a ayygent so I'm very busy. So even if you want to play now, I might not have time." He shrugged, looking around vaguely.


I frowned. "You won't have time to play with me? Are you kidding me? What about all those pollyballs? Whose nostrils are you going to use if not mine?"


He grinned. "You do have the best nose caves."


Nose caves? Good Lord. "So, are we friends again or what?" I held out my finger for a high-one.


He zoomed over and slapped it, executing the best high-one I'd ever received. "Yes. We can be friends now. And that means…I'm going to stand on your head!" True to his word, he flew up past my eyeballs and forehead to land on the top of my scalp.


"It's prickly up here." He was stomping around in my hair stubble, his tiny feet tickling my skin.


"Just don't fall off," I said, reaching for the door handle.


"Where are we going?" Willy asked. I could tell from his movements above that he was now sitting down, probably looking like a weird little head Buddha. I prayed he was thoroughly potty trained, because in my experience, he tended to lose his water when he went too long without a potty break…and there hadn't been one of those in a long while.


"I have to go see Dardennes. You want to come with me, or do you want to go back to see your parents?"


"My momma said I need to stay with you, so that's what I'm gonna do."


"Okay. But if things start to get bad, I'm going to tell you to leave, and you need to listen to me."


"What do you mean bad? Are you going to be a bad girl again?"


I opened the door and stepped into the corridor, giving thanks to the universe for the cool air brushing across my face and chest. It felt good after having nearly caught myself on fire. "I'm going to try not to. I'm going to try to be super mature and really smart and listen to everything that everybody says before making any decisions."


"Humph. That sounds boring."


I laughed. "Tell me about it. But that's what you gotta do when you're an adult. You have to become a little bit boring." It was a sobering thought, because truth be told, I actually thought a boring life might be nice for a change. I'd had about as much adventure as I'd ever wanted, and I wasn't even twenty years old yet.


"I'm never going to be an adult because I never want to be boring."


"Well, I hope you do get to be an adult one day Baby Bee, because the alternative sucks." I started thinking about my friends who I had failed to bring back with me from the Gray, and it made me sad all over again. I'm so sorry, Spike and Tony. I already miss you so much.


"I think we can change the rules, Lellemental. I think we can be grown-ups and fun too. Like my daddy."


I made my way down the corridor, imagining the door to Dardennes' office in my mind so it would appear. "Maybe you're right," I said, smiling at the simplified logic of a baby pixie. "Maybe it's possible to have it all." I liked where he was going with his thoughts, although I didn't think it was a very realistic direction. Looking back on my own life told me the truth about how things worked in reality. I'd wanted to have it all: a fae life, awesome friends, a lover and a best friend. I'd been willing to pay the dues for it too…be good, work hard, do what was expected of me… But a life of having it all wasn't meant to be for me. I had lost so much. Hell…if it weren't for the babies growing in my belly, I probably would've started questioning whether any of it was worth it.


My mind was weighed down with all that heaviness as I reached the door to Dardennes' office and raised my hand to knock on it. But before my knuckles could make contact with the wood, it flew open and the face that appeared before me made me collapse to the floor screaming.










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN





"SPIKE!" I SCREAMED, falling into a pile of my own arms and legs on the floor. I instantly lost all strength in every muscle of my body. Willy flew from my head in time not to get squished against the corridor wall, but he buzzed around my face, yelling nonsense at the top of his lungs.


"Jayne!" Spike shouted, dropping to his knees in front of me. He grabbed me into a hug, his arms like steel bands around my body. "Oh my god, I thought I'd lost you forever." He buried his face in my neck and started sobbing loudly.


I could barely speak. "What…? How…?" I pulled away with every bit of power I could muster, staring at the side of his face and then into Dardennes' office. "Where's Tony? Is he here too?"


Spike's voice was tortured. He didn't look at me; he just shook his head as he bawled. "No. He's gone, Jayne. I'm so sorry. He's gone. I'm so sorry. I wanted it to be him. I know how much you love him. I wanted it to be him…"


My brain would not process what it was hearing at first. Spike was there…there, in my arms. I could feel his strength, his body, his skin. I could smell him, that special scent that was Spike, a scent that no one else in the world had. A gap in the back of his shirt revealed his tattoos, patterns I knew so well it was like I'd drawn them myself. This was my Spike, and he was no longer as white as death, staring up at the sky with unseeing eyes. He was in the Here and Now, perfectly healthy and waiting in Dardennes' office. But…Tony? Where is he?


Spike was crying so hard, his body was literally heaving with sorrow. He would not stop apologizing. It took me a while, but I finally realized what was going on—he was apologizing for being the one who had been chosen to come back.


I pushed him away and scrambled back crab-like until my head hit the opposite wall of the hallway. I stared at him, stricken, as reality came crashing down on me. "Tony's dead?"


Willy started yelling and disappeared down the hallway, no doubt headed to his parents to tell them the news. I shifted my focus back to Spike.


His face was a hollowed out mess. I'd thought he'd returned from the Gray healthy, but I'd been wrong about that. He wasn't that far removed from Death's doorstep. But he was here, and Tony wasn't.


Spike shook his head, tears running down his face from his swollen red eyes. "There wasn't enough life force for both of us. The wyvern chose me." His face crumpled as he tried to finish his thought. "I don't know why…" He dropped his head into his hands and cried silently, his shoulders trembling.


I just stared at him. Dardennes appeared behind him in the doorway and then so did Céline, standing just to his left. They were both crying too, silently watching me, probably wondering what my final reaction would be once I moved past stunned and confused.


I shook my head at them as I slowly got to my feet. My legs were shaking so badly, I was afraid I was going to go down again, so I held onto the wall. "No," I said. It was all I could get out.


"Jayne…," Dardennes started.


I shook my head violently. "No! This is not happening!"


Céline's soft voice tried to break through my sorrow. "Jayne, sweetie, wait and listen…"


I started moving sideways down the hallway, my bare back scraping painfully against the rough, wet stone, adding more scrapes and cuts to the ones that were already there from Leck dragging me in the Gray. "This isn't real…," I whispered, praying I was having a post-temper-tantrum hallucination. Dark spirits lived inside me. This was probably them messing with my head.


Suddenly there was a baby pixie in my face. Apparently he'd changed his mind about 'reporting back' to pixie headquarters. "Jayne! Where are you going? Spike is crying. You need to rub his back and tell him it's going to be okay like my momma does when you're gone and daddy is crying."


I blinked numbly at the pixie.


"Do you hear me?" He flew up really close to my eyeball, making it impossible to see him clearly. "I'm talking to you, Lellemental." He actually poked me on the side of the nose when I didn't respond. "Helloooo! Wakey, wakey, pancakey!" He poked me four more times before I reached up and gently swatted him away.


"Hey! Dat's not nice!" he screeched. And then he flew down the hallway, shouting as he disappeared. "You're not my friend again! No more spider nakies for you! Mean ol' Lellemental! You're mean!"


I felt like I was glued to the wall, half escaping this nightmare and half caught up in it. Spike's sobs were quieter now, but they were still racking his body. Dardennes and Céline continued to stare at me, but they remained silent with their tears.


I glared at the man on the floor whose heart was clearly broken over the role he'd played in keeping my best friend from joining me in the Here and Now. But had he really played a role? Because I'd been given the power to save Tony and I hadn't used it. I'd just walked away from it. I realized as I watched Spike suffer that I was way more to blame for Tony being gone than he could ever be.


I forced myself to stop leaning on the wall and took a tentative step toward my boyfriend. He was only ten feet away, but it seemed more like a mile. It felt as if my feet were encased in concrete and chained together, so that every inch forward happened with only supreme effort and expense of time. As I got closer, the door to Dardennes' office closed, and he and the other silver elf disappeared from view. It was just Spike and me in the hallway then, and the only sound to be heard was his expression of deep pain.


"Spike?" I tried to say it so he'd hear me, but my voice was only capable of a whisper. I tried again. "Spike?"


He acted like he hadn't heard.


"Spike," I said, finally close enough to lean down and touch his back.


He jerked away, stumbling to his feet, using the wall to support himself. He kept his eyes on the ground, using his forearm to wipe his face.


I moved closer. "Spike…look at me."


He shook his head. His voice sounded dead. "No. I can't."


I reached out to touch his shoulder, but he flinched away. "Don't."


My heart leaped up and gave me an instant sore throat. "Don't what? Don't touch you?"


He shook his head. "No. Don't touch me. Don't talk to me. I don't deserve it."


My hand dropped to my side. Emotions were at war inside my heart. The Dark Fae part of me—a piece of my soul I was finally willing to admit existed—agreed. Why was he here and Tony not? Why would I even want to touch a man who agreed to leave my best friend behind? But the Light Fae part of me knew the answers to those questions—Spike was here because both of those fae men loved me enough to sacrifice…to walk away from their lives, because they knew how much I loved both of them and how badly I'd want them back. And it wasn't Spike's fault that he'd been chosen by the wyvern to return.


"Please don't be like that," I said quietly. "I'm hurting really bad, and I need you to help me not hurt so much."


He looked up at me with eyes blazing red and black, spittle flying from his mouth. "But I'm the reason!" he shouted, punching himself hard in the chest, right over his heart. "I'm the reason you're hurting." His face sagged and he covered it with both hands, but not before I saw a fresh fountain of tears flowing from his eyes.


I ran the two steps between us and threw my arms around him, trapping his arms between us. "Shut up, you big jerk. It wasn't your fault. It was mine. It was the wyvern's. It was the demons' in the Overworld. It was Spirit's. It was Tony's. It was no one's fault. It just…is what it is." As I said the words, their wisdom finally sank in. I wanted to blame myself, but that wasn't any fairer than blaming Spike. Tony was a grown man who'd made his own choices, and they'd been made with love—his love for me, for Spike, and for all the fae. He'd fought like a true dragon rider…all for us.


Spike's arms slid out from between us and encircled me, holding me lightly. He rested his forehead on mine, filling the air between us with the scent of his sweet breath and covering my lips with the taste of his salty tears. "I'm broken, Jayne. I'm broken inside. I can't get rid of the pain anymore. It's going to be a part of me forever."


I nodded, sliding our sweaty foreheads together. "I feel the same way. I know exactly what you mean. It feels like my insides have been in a car accident and they're never going to heal."


He pulled me in tighter, and I rested my head on his chest. He put his chin on my head. We stayed there for a long time, just breathing and crying together. When he finally whispered something, I couldn't hear him. I moved my head so I could see better. He looked like an alien, his face a roadmap of pain.


"What?" I asked.


"I asked you if the babies were okay at least?"


"You know about the babies?" I suddenly felt shy. We hadn't had a chance to talk about my pregnancy yet, but he somehow knew anyway.


"I heard from Dardennes and Céline. They were trying to make me feel better about coming back."


"Did it work?" I tried to smile and he tried to smile back, but we both failed.


"To be honest, not really. I figured you'd hate me, and I hate myself, so what kind of father could I be other than a totally shitty one?"


I shook my head as I stepped back. I wanted him to see and hear me very clearly. "You're going to be a great father. The best father in the world…in the universe. I know you are." There was no doubt in my mind that what I was saying was true. I could see that he was just as devastated by Tony's passing on to the Overworld as I was…maybe even more so. He was being eaten alive by guilt. And this was not what Tony would have wanted.


Spike shook his head, obviously unconvinced. "You all would have been better off with Uncle Tony around." His voice hitched at the nickname my best friend would have carried, had he made it back.


"Don't say that. Uncle Tony is now Guardian Angel Tony, and I know he'll make sure our children are watched over and protected." I knew my friend Tony better than I knew myself, and I was absolutely positive he would do whatever it took to watch over all of us and guide us and keep us as safe as destiny would allow. I looked up at the ceiling and spoke directly to him. "Tones, I know you're up there in the Overworld, and I don't know if you have your wings yet, but I know you've got our backs. We're family, forever and always, and no fucking veil or realm divider is going to stop that from being true."


I was taken by surprise when Spike stepped over and grabbed me into a huge, tight embrace. He was squeezing the breath out of me, but I didn't mind. I patted him on the back as he cried some more. I had sadness and an aching pain inside me that seemed like it was taking over my entire body, but I had hope too. The Ben-dragon and the wyvern had told me that everything that happens to me happens for a good reason, and every fiber of my being was telling me that they were right.


It definitely didn't feel in that moment like Tony's passing could be good in any way, shape, or form, as I stood in that hallway holding my devastated boyfriend while fighting back tears of my own; but I had been to the Overworld and the Underworld. I had crossed through the veil between realms and seen what happens after a person takes his last fae breath. Tony was out there somewhere, and one day, my time in this realm would end and we would be together again. And in the grand scheme of things, what's a thousand years or so? It's just time, and time always passes, even when we don't want it to.


I slowly stroked Spike's back as he continued to express his sorrow. "We're going to be okay, Spike. I promise."


"I know," he finally said into my shoulder before lifting his head. "I just missed you so fucking much. I thought it was going to kill me to be apart from you like that."


My eyes went wide. "You just said the f-word."


He grinned the tiniest bit. "I know. What can I say? The Gray changed me."


I carefully wiped the tears from his face and tried to fix his messy hair, pushing it left and right and then up. "I hope not too much." I was glad to see his sexy smile hadn't changed when he shared a tiny grin with me. Oh, damn, that smile…


He reached up and stroked my bald head. "Yeah. We'll see." He left it at that, and I didn't question him on it. We would have plenty of time to work on the details of our new life—life without Tony in it. My face started to fall again as I thought about this new chapter we were starting together. I wondered if I would ever not be sad.


Spike turned me around gently and headed me in the direction I'd come from. I let the tears fall, but tried like hell to picture Tony with the biggest, thickest, most awesome set of wings an angel ever wore. He was going to look so amazing as a guardian angel. He'd be ruling that place in a matter of weeks.


"Where are we going?" I asked.


"Out into the forest. I have something I need to do and I need you to come with me."


I walked with Spike, hand in hand, headed out to see the next big mystery in my life. I wasn't worried or scared. This was the father of my children leading the way, the man I wanted to spend the rest of eternity with. He would never harm me and would always be there for me. I would follow him to the ends of the earth. Now that Tony had given his life to save Spike's, my boyfriend had become my everything—my best friend, my lover, the father of my children, my confidant, and my protector. Nothing would ever keep us apart again. I wouldn't let it.


He led me to a door with a gargoyle on it and pushed it open. We made our way through the dark forest to Maggie's house, where he knocked on her door three times.










CHAPTER NINETEEN





MAGGIE DIDN'T ANSWER the door right away, which gave me the opportunity to confess something to Spike. I placed my hand on his arm to get his attention.


"What's up, babe?" he asked, looking concerned.


"There something I need to tell you. It's pretty messed up, too."


He pointed at the door. "Does it have anything to do with her? Because that wouldn't surprise me." He gave me a weak smile.


"No, it has nothing to do with her. At least, I don't think it does." I rested my hand on my belly and looked down at it. "It's about the babies."


He put his hands on my shoulders, encouraging me to look him in the eye. "Whatever it is, I can handle it. Is everything okay?"


I slowly shook my head. "Not exactly. Do you remember when I time-slipped back to my old life in West Palm? While you were with Ish in his realm becoming a badass dragon rider?"


"Yeah."


"Well, at that point, I was a virgin again. And then my demon-possessed stepfather was there…" I couldn't finish the story. It made me sick just to think about it. It did not matter that I wasn't actually conscious for any of it—for whatever had taken place. He violated me, and that violation was as valid with me unconscious as it would have been with me being fully aware.


"Did he do something? To you?" The red and black began to swirl big time in Spike's eyes.


"I honestly don't know, because I have no memory of anything happening, but I was knocked out several times with drugs, starting from when Torrie and I interacted at my house until I escaped the mental hospital. Anything could have happened. I mean, I was stuck in that place for days with Malena in charge, so you can imagine what could have gone down with those sick fucks." I started feeling queasy again.


"The thing is, Tim sensed that I was pregnant when I got back to Ish's realm with you guys, but he only sensed one baby in there. But then later, he sensed two babies. And remember, time passed very differently in Ish's realm than the one I was in. What was just a few days for me was months for you guys. So, basically, I've come up with the theory that while that Other Jayne was with you, she got pregnant with your baby, and when I—the Me Jayne—was under the influence of those drugs and passed out cold in the other realm, Torrie the demon…uh…followed through on that prophecy or whatever." My face and stomach were both burning. A mix of embarrassment and pain was turning me inside out.


"Which prophecy?"


I really hated having to say it, but Spike was never going to understand if I didn't. "The one that said that if Torrie made a demon baby with me, it would be the beginning of the end of everything. Like, the end of the world." It was so disgusting, it made me shiver with revulsion.


"Oh yeah. I remember now. I guess I had kind of compartmentalized that and put it in the 'do not open' section of my brain." He paused, looking up as if searching inside his head for a way to phrase what he was thinking. "Sooo…you think both Jaynes got pregnant in their different realms, just one a little earlier than the other because of the way time moves differently in the two places…and then you came back together as one Jayne. And at the time you came back together, Tim sensed just one of the babies—the slightly older one…my child, basically—and when the second one was bigger, after you spent some time lost in your elements, he was able to sense them both?"


I nodded. "That's the gist of it." It sounded pretty far-fetched, but still possible. And knowing my luck, it was way more probable than the gray elves would give the scenario credit for. When it came to me, the crazier it was, the more likely it was to be true.


His hands slid up and down my arms in a calming gesture. "It doesn't matter to me. I know it matters to you, and whatever happened in that other realm with Torrie is a crime and awful and inexcusable, but if you're worried about me thinking something bad about the babies, don't."


"I was. And I'm worried about it myself. I've seen them in a vision."


Spike's hands froze at my elbows. "A vision? What did you see?" For the first time since he'd come back from the Gray, he sounded a little happy.


"I saw a boy and a girl, and they were both elementals. One had Ben's elements and one had mine. And they were friends, but they also got into a fight. I got the impression that it was going to be up to me…us…to teach them how to be kind to one another and to always put each other first."


Spike nodded his head emphatically and shook me a little bit. "We can do that. We're a team. We can make that happen together. I promise you, I will work every day of my life to make sure our children are loved and cared for and know how to love each other the way they should."


My heart felt lighter hearing his words. Spike was not somebody to make empty promises. I knew I could count on him. "Okay, it's a deal, then. We teach these kids to be awesome little bad asses." I held out my hand. Spike looked at it for a couple of seconds but then he grinned and shook it. "I love being on Team Jayne."


"I think we should call it Team Spike from now on."


"How about you marry me, and we'll pick a last name we both like, and that'll be our team name?" he said.


My heart stopped beating for a second. There was no way I just heard what I thought I just heard. "What did you just say?"


He looked to his left and right, his gaze pausing on the door to Maggie's house for a few seconds before he looked at me again. "I guess this probably isn't the best place to do this, but what the hell." He got down on one knee and fished around in the pocket of his pants, pulling out a silver band covered in lint. He held it up between us. "Jayne Sparks Blackthorn, you're the coolest girl I've ever met in my life. I've loved you in the Here and Now, the Overworld, the Underworld, the Gray, and in every other realm that ever existed or will ever exist. I love your potty mouth. I love the fact that you have a temper. I love your loyalty and your dedication to doing what's right. And I love how you love everyone around you without stopping and without even having to think about it. I want you to be my forever girl. So, what do you say? I know I'm not the hottest guy in the compound, and I sometimes have a hard time keeping my hands to myself where you're concerned, but maybe you could think about it?"


"Where on earth did you get that thing?" I asked, looking at the ring that was fuzzy with stuff from his pocket.


He quickly brushed it off, blew some air on it, and shined it on his shirtsleeve before holding it up again. "I've been carrying this around with me since Finn and Becky were bonded. I asked an alchemist witch to make it for me out of a piece of unicorn hoof that Valentine gave me. He said it would make the strongest metal ever created. I was just waiting for the right time to…you know…pop the question. But everything just seemed to get in the way, and it was never the right time. But I realized after almost dying in the Gray that there would never be a perfect time, so yeah…" He shrugged, as if that crazy story made any kind of sense. Unicorns are real? "Here I am. Asking you to be mine forever. If you'll have me." He was starting to look nervous. "Or you could just think about it for a while. No need to answer me right away. Or ever. We could pretend like I never did this…"


I snatched the ring from his hand and jammed it on my finger. "Think about it? Are you kidding me?" I grabbed him by the collar and pulled him to me, kneeling down on the ground in front of him and indulging in an awesome kissing session. When it was over a little while later, I pulled away and looked at him. "You're stuck with me forever. I'm not going to lose you again." I stared up at the sky and smiled at the branches above our heads. "Did you hear that, Tony? Spike and I are stuck together forever now. And I want you at the wedding." There was a hitch in my heart, but I ignored it so I could kiss my boyfriend some more. It felt so good to be loved unconditionally, for exactly who I am, by such an amazing person, by such an amazing fae. All the bad things that I'd been through and put up with and suffered up until that point almost felt worth it. Except for losing Tony. Nothing would ever be worth that; but still, I was happy. I felt pure joy in my heart for the first time in a long time.


The door opened to my left and a cranky, raspy voice came to my ear. "You woke me up out of my beauty sleep to witness this nonsense? Two fae sucking face on my doorstep?" She took a step outside as I was struggling to get to my feet and kicked me right in the shin. Then she backed up and started to shut the door in our faces.


"Ow! That hurt! What the hell, you old bag? What's up with the physical abuse?"


Spike stuck his foot in the threshold, keeping the door from closing all the way.


"You'd better move that foot or I will remove it for you," growled the nasty old coot.


"You touch a hair on my man's body, and I'll burn your whole house down," I threatened. And I meant it, too.


She must've felt the genuineness of my promise because she opened the door wider and took her hateful gaze off Spike, aiming it at me instead. "You wouldn't dare."


"Wanna bet?" I held out my hand and let the flames of elemental fire dance along my fingers. My dad used to do this trick with a quarter, where he'd flip it from one knuckle to the next, back and forth, making it look like it was alive and dancing across his hand. When I was a kid and hadn't realized yet what a jackass he was, I wanted to be like him; so I practiced that trick until I was able to do it at expert level, planning to show him one day and make him proud. But he left the house before I could show off my mad skills and never came back, and when I saw him again during court-ordered visitation, I didn't want to show him anymore, so I let the trick disappear from my repertoire. But I still had the skills. The fire danced across my knuckles and fingers like I'd been practicing fire juggling all my life. I grinned evilly at my great-great-great-great-great-great-super-calo-fragilistic-grandmother and spoke to her ever so softly. "Please, Maggie. Make my day. Piss me off just one more time, because I am so in the mood to light something on fire right now."


"That's my girl," Spike whispered under his breath. "Kickin' ass and taking names, like always."


I felt like I could have flown without wings, having Spike stand next to me and back me up like that. Why had I ever let him go before? Why had I ignored all of his advances to moon over somebody as unsuitable for me as Chase was? So stupid. Such a waste of time. I was so glad the universe had finally pointed my heart in the right direction.


"Humph." Maggie waved her hand at me dismissively. "Okay, little girl. Put your elements away. Your boyfriend is safe for now." She looked up at him, her voice rising a few notches in volume and irritation. "You knocked on my door. What you want?"


Spike made a deep bow, resting in this bent-over position for a full five seconds before he stood again. "Mistress Maggie, Fate of fae destiny, glorious great-grandmother to our Mother, I beg an audience with you to discuss the future of fae and humankind."


I turned slowly to stare at this guy who I no longer recognized. He sounded like he was at least a couple hundred years old. Had somebody beaned him in the head when he was in the Gray, giving him a concussion or something?


Maggie's face stretched out to either side, revealing her brownish yellow teeth in what I think was supposed to be a smile. It was seriously gross, whatever it was. "Finally, you bring someone to my door who knows the meaning of respect."


I elbowed my boyfriend in the arm….my fiancé, I mean. Then I glared at the old lady. "Don't get too excited. He's obviously suffering the after effects of getting brain damaged in the Gray. Ignore his bullshit. We want to come in and talk to you about some important shit."


She glared at me. "Same old reckless girl. Not a thought for the consequences." She looked at my stomach. "I thought motherhood would've set your head on right."


I put both hands over my belly. "You don't worry about me being a mother or about my children. You just stay the hell away from them."


She cackled. "I think you will regret asking that of me, and not too far in the future, either." She kept on cackling, even after she opened the door and gestured for us to follow her in.










CHAPTER TWENTY





SPIKE AND I followed Maggie into her tiny living room area. I took a seat in one of her chairs and Spike lowered himself to the footstool in front of me. The old witch flopped down in a rocking chair that had seen much better days, moving it forward and back, making the old pieces of wood creak in protest. "So, young fae, to what do I owe this honor?" She gestured at Spike and me. Her tone was very sarcastic.


"Mistress Maggie, we are here to seek your help and advice with regard to the Forsaken." Spike was at it again with his nutty plan to treat Maggie like she was royalty, which was probably a pretty brilliant plan since she seemed to be eating it up like candy, but there was no way I could play that game with her.


His words had Maggie sitting up straight and paying attention. "What did you say?"


"The Forsaken. I have seen them."


Suddenly, it was my turn to be surprised. He'd actually seen them? I stared at Spike, my eyeballs feeling like they were about to fall out of my head. "Since when? Where? What did they look like?"


Spike glanced at me for a second but he addressed Maggie with his answer. "I spent some time in the Gray walking as a near-death spirit. Once I had been in there for a while, my life force was almost gone, and that's when they appeared. They ignored me, probably because they thought I was never going to leave, but I always knew I would move on—either to the Here and Now or the Overworld—and so I was able to retain much of what I saw and heard when they were around."


"Why didn't you tell me this?" I put my hand on his arm pulling it toward me. I hated to think he'd come so close to those demons of death. I wanted to wrap all my elements around him and keep him safe forever. I'd turn him into a gift that no one but me would ever be able to open—my Spike. I let him go and twisted the ring he gave me around on my finger. It made my heart leap to think that we were actually engaged. And having twins! Oh my god! My life is crazy! How can I keep him safe?!


"I told Dardennes and Celine all about it," Spike said. "That's why I was in their office. But I hadn't had a chance to tell you yet. Everybody wants to get Maggie's help with this, so I figured I could kill two birds with one stone." He took my hand and held it tightly. "Please don't be mad at me. We just haven't had a lot of time since I got back to figure everything out." He leaned in close and whispered in my ear. "We haven't had a chance for you to tell me what you're doing running around in a bra, either."


I shook my head and then nodded right after. I didn't want him to think I was angry with him, but I was still feeling a little lost. "No, it's okay. I'm not mad. I just…didn't expect this." I paused, processing the last bit of what he said. "I'll explain the bra thing later."


"Neither did I expect this," said Maggie. She was no longer rocking in her chair but leaning toward Spike with great interest. "And that is rare. Tell me more. What did you see? What did you hear?"


Spike leaned toward her too, his hands together now and loosely folded in front of him as he rested his tattooed forearms on his bent knees. "They have moved out of the shadows and are now waiting in the Gray. They have fae helping them on the outside." Spike looked at me. "You can probably guess who's running the show there."


"Leck." I seriously wanted to punch that guy right in the nuts. And if I ever got the opportunity to do it, I was not going to miss my chance. His nuts were toast as far as I was concerned.


"Leck and Malena, of course," Spike added. "His favorite silver elf."


"They were at the mental hospital where I was," I said to both Spike and Maggie. "Malena was, anyway. I never saw Leck, but I wouldn't have been surprised if he were hanging out there too."


"My guess is he was too busy in the Gray working with the Forsaken," Spike said.


"And what are their plans?" Maggie was literally rubbing her hands together. I could almost see a strategy forming in her mind, spells she was going to concoct, lizards she was going to disembowel so she would have the right ingredients. I wished I had the confidence that this was all it would take to defeat them, but I was pretty sure it wasn't going to be as simple as that.


"I'm sure I don't know everything there is to know about their plans, but I do know that they want to see Jayne. Get to her. I didn't get the impression that they wanted to kill her, but they definitely have business with her. At first it was with Ben and her both, but then they forgot about Ben and focused just on Jayne alone." Spike frowned, looking confused.


"Because Ben is no longer in the picture," I said softly. "He sacrificed himself to save me from my elements, and he gave me his elements to use against the Forsaken, since he knew he was going to be gone when they arrived." I was never going to stop feeling terrible over that. I had been so wrong about him.


Spike reached over and took my hand. "I'm sorry. I know he was a challenge for you, but that was a very kind thing for him to do."


"Kind only slightly covers it. It was a gift. A gift of life. Like what Tony did for you."


Spike and I shared some moments of silence until Maggie broke it all apart with more questions.


"Where will they appear? When?"


Spike broke his gaze from mine and faced the witch. "I don't know a date. They never actually said anything about a date, but they did mention the equinox."


Maggie slowly nodded, her chair rocking again. "Yes, the autumnal equinox in September. Yes, this makes perfect sense."


"How so?" It was my turn to sit on the edge of my seat and wait for answers.


"The elemental magic will be strongest during this time, in the weeks before and on the actual equinox. Right now, they are gathering strength. They are gathering information. Once they have everything together and their power is at its strongest, they will utilize the alignment of the sun and gravity, and the effects on the ley lines to channel their power, and they will strike."


"At me?"


"Not just at you," Spike said looking from me to Maggie. "They have several pieces of the puzzle they're going to use. They're going to attack humans and fae all around the globe. It's going to be total chaos."


I could barely swallow the glob of spit that got stuck in my throat. Spike was literally talking about Armageddon.


"It will not get that far," Maggie said, getting to her feet. She shuffled over to her kitchen and started pulling ingredients off the shelf, slamming them down on the table next to her cauldron in the center of the room.


"What are you doing? You're not going to start cooking are you?" I glanced at her pantry that held boxes and boxes of mimickers, pieces of souls from fae around the world. She didn't have any of mine in there anymore, but I was pretty sure she had some of Spike's. I stood and walked over, stopping at the doorway to that pantry.


"Don't you even think about going in there," Maggie said without looking at me.


"I want Spike's mimickers. I don't want you using them in any of your creepy spells."


She slammed a wooden spoon down on the table and glared at me. "You don't want your lover protected? You don't want the father of your children protected from these Forsaken who are coming for you, and who will use him as leverage to get to you? I think he'd make a pretty tasty bargaining chip, don't you?"


I could feel the color draining from my face. "No. I will not let them use him that way."


"How will you keep it from happening, girl?" She tipped her head back, giving me a horribly clear view of her hairy, wart-covered chin. "If you keep his soul apart from my spell, he will be without protection."


"How do I know that your crap will protect him and not hurt him?" I never knew who Maggie's loyalties were aligned with. She'd screwed me over enough times for me to know she never blindly supported me. She supported her own little secret agenda.


"Have I not, since the moment you were born, worked to put you on the right path?"


I laughed right in her face. "You've got to be kidding me." She was the turd who'd convinced me to bind with Ben, when all along it had been a stupid trick designed to…I didn't know…make sure Ben could control me? Make sure she could control me and my elements for her own use? I never did find out why she wanted me with him so badly. She was damn good at manipulation, that was for sure, but putting me on the right path? Uh, no.


"You're blind, child, but one day you will see." She walked over to the shelf and rummaged around, moving several bottles until she found one of her big fat rats. She started yelling, because apparently, he was as old as she was and twice as hard of hearing. "Melvin, my sweet! It's time for you to do your duty!" She cackled as she held his butt directly over her cooking pot. She squeezed him until he squealed and dropped a couple poop nuggets into the waiting brew. "Good work, Mellie! Your duty is almost done! Now, give Momma a little more!" She squeezed him again, both hands putting deep dents in his fur, and three more turdles dropped out. Once she had what she wanted, she flung him over her shoulder, sending him flying across the kitchen.


I cringed in fear for his life, but he landed on the shelf in exactly the same spot from where she had taken him and scurried away to hide behind a line of dirty jars. Her rat-tossing accuracy made me think she might actually be capable of winning a game of horse on the basketball court.


"Well…she's got a good arm, anyway," Spike said from behind me.


I wasn't going to let her awesome rat throwing skills misdirect me from what I wanted to talk about. "Maggie, what is the spell you're making exactly? What's it called? I'm going to ask Sam about it, and I won't let you use it on me or Spike until I get approval from her."


"You don't need to worry about yourself. Your cousin Samantha has already done your protective spell. Nice work taking your mimickers and putting them under your bed." She actually giggled after dropping that choice news onto my head.


I gritted my teeth and clenched my hands into fists. Dammit. Sam is making spells with my mimickers? She was going to answer for that. She was taking way too many liberties with my stuff. I'd told her to watch my little soul bits, not use them in her stupid witchy recipes.


"Tell me what the spell is," I insisted. "I don't care if Sam's already been dabbling in that crap. I need to know the name of it."


Maggie shrugged. "This is a need-to-know-basis spell and you don't need to know." She started singing a little tune under her breath…off-key of course. "Green things, green things, lovely jubbly green things…"


I was about to rip her a new one when Spike came up next to me and put his arm around my shoulder, pulling me toward him. I took it as a signal to let him take over, and I was happy to do it. I wasn't generally pro the idea of abusing the elderly, but she was seriously tempting me.


"Let's say you're going to put this protective spell over all the fae including me, and Sam's got Jayne covered, so what do we have to worry about? It sounds like the Forsaken are just going to be out there flailing around without any kind of success."


"Do not underestimate the power of darkness," Maggie said, throwing powders and bits of leaves and other crap I didn't want to think about into her pot. As it boiled, a mist began to form on top of it. It was a dark green color that made me imagine the toe fungus Maggie probably had hiding under her ugly brown slippers.


"So, this is just a precautionary thing that might slow them down, is that what you're saying?" Spike asked.


"If we're lucky."


"Great! Half-assed witch magic. You know how much I love that," I said, rolling my eyes.


Spike's arm dropped from my shoulders but he kept talking. "What should we do with the information I found out from listening to the Forsaken?" Spike asked.


"Talk to your precious Council. They must gather their forces across the globe. Look for large gatherings of people in central cities known for their influence over the population."


"Large gatherings?" I asked.


"You mean like church services?" Spike asked.


"Bigger," Maggie said.


"Political rallies?" I suggested.


"Maybe. Maybe not."


Spike looked at me. "We need to get on the computers at the compound and see if we can find what she's talking about."


"They will all be connected," Maggie said, busily stirring her pot, waving some of the mist toward her face so she could inhale it. "They will all have something in common. The people attending will be easily influenced. Look for a coordinated plan." She reached behind her and threw an entire jar of something, lid and all, right into the pot. It caused a minor explosion and then a billowing yellow smoke.


Spike and I backed up a few paces.


"I will communicate with those in my circle," Maggie said, stepping out from around the smoke screen she'd created. "We will work together. We will communicate through her." Maggie flung her spoon out in my direction but only after she'd stirred up her brew once more. Droplets of the cauldron's brew splashed across my face, giving me an up close and personal introduction to its fine bouquet. If I were to describe it, I would call it skunk-ape-fromunda-cheese-flavored. Yeah, it was that bad.


Spike cringed and took a step away from me.


I slowly wiped the disgusting crap off my face with the back of my wrist and flung it toward her pot. Unfortunately, it stuck to my arm like tree sap. "Thank you for that. Just what I needed—ape shit on my face."


"You must get back to your compound and stay there. Don't go running around the forest like a natty-headed water sprite. Gather your people. Prepare yourselves and your fellow fae. Ready yourselves for a war like you've never seen. It will be fought on several fronts. It will drag the humans in. It will more than likely destroy us all."


My heart was beating way too fast. Smelling like ape shit was not my most pressing problem, something I had temporarily forgotten. "Are we talking about Armageddon here? Is that what you're getting at?"


She stopped stirring and looked up at me, resting her spoon on the edge of her cauldron. "Call it what you want. There has been nothing like it before and there will be nothing like it again. We will all be lucky to survive. I tried to stop this from happening, but you were too stubborn. Always sticking your nose in other people's business, never listening to those fae around you who knew better, never listening to reason. You just blundered your way through life, and this is where it's gotten us. Now there's nothing we can do but hope and fight."


I pointed to my chest. "You're blaming this disaster on me?"


"Did you or did you not ignore my warnings and my advice at every turn?"


"Not exactly. I listened sometimes." I struggled to think of a single moment when I actually did listen to her and couldn't really come up with anything, except for going through with that binding ceremony with Ben.


"My sisters and I tried everything in our power to stop you from going forward to visit with that dragon, but did you take the hint? No. You found a way around every spell, around every trick, around every façade. You are the most hardheaded, stubborn, determined human fae girl I've ever seen in my life. And because you continued on, you exposed yourself to great danger and influences with bad intentions."


I took offense to the fact that I was going to be blamed for the end of the world. It felt like that was overdoing it a little bit. Hell, Céline was the one who'd messed with fate, trying to get Torrie to fall in love with her. And it was Maggie who'd helped her all those years ago. I wasn't sure how me fulfilling my duty to the dragon in the Underworld had anything to do with whatever she'd just said, but it didn't matter. What was done was done, and I wasn't about to time-slip again to try and fix anything. And damn…old hairy-chinned, bag-o-bones Maggie had a lot of nerve, talking about me being stubborn and doing my own thing all the time when she was about as rogue as they came. "I guess the apple doesn't fall very far from the tree does it?"


"Leave!" she demanded, back to stirring her brew with an expression of intense concentration. "Leave me now! I have things to do, and no time to play games with you."


I walked to the door, grabbing Spike's hand and dragging him along with me as I went. He had been rendered speechless by Maggie's insults, but I was not suffering the same problem. I got to the far end of the room and flung the door open, turning to look at her and deliver my parting shots. "Fine. You want to blame me for everything that's happened? Cool. I can handle it. But I'll tell you what… When some Forsaken dude comes over here and fries your butt cheeks and turns your skin inside out, don't you dare come crying to me and asking me for help. And I'll tell you something else, too…I don't care what you say; I'm not to blame for this. I'm not the person with a whole roomful of other people's souls, messing in their destinies. I'm not the one who's trying to control everything. That's you and the other two uglies, Judith and Victoria. You guys are the ones who got us into this mess because you couldn't leave other fae alone. You couldn't let fae choose their own destinies and choose their own paths. This fucked up situation is what you get when you try to control other people!"


She screeched her words as I shut the door behind us. "You are just a child! You don't know anything about the world! We are not to blame!"


"I know a lie when I hear one, and I just heard one! Lie!" The tree shuddered with the force of me slamming the door shut. Several leaves floated down and landed in our path as we began to walk away.


"You told her," Spike said, laughing a little.


It felt really good to be away from her. She used to sometimes give me good advice and help me understand how to use my powers, but lately all she did was make me upset and worried. She had gotten her magic messed up in things that she shouldn't have. It was why she was so ugly. She had messed in dark magic and she was paying the price; it was written all over her face. And she'd lied to me when she said I didn't know anything and that she wasn't to blame for the mess we were in. It was true, I didn't know everything, but I knew enough, and my gut was telling me that Maggie and her nasty sisters were not to be trusted. My nerves were jangling and my hands were shaking, but I was pretty damn proud of myself. "Yeah, I did tell her off, didn't I?"


Spike grabbed me in a hug, lifting me off my feet and swinging me around in a big circle. When he finally stopped and put me down, we stared at each other for a few seconds. I ran my hands up his chest and around to the back of his neck as I smiled up at him. "You're pretty hot, you know that?"


"You are too. Especially when you're telling off a Fate who could've blown us both to smithereens."


I shrugged with false modesty. "I can be pretty badass sometimes."


"I noticed." He gestured with his head toward the compound. "You want a ride back home?"


"I thought you'd never ask."


He turned around and crouched down so I could jump onto his back. I wrapped my legs around his middle, locked my arms around his neck, and kissed his ear. "I'm ready whenever you are."


"Hang on, baby, and get ready for the ride of your life." He took off running, and I screamed with delight as he raced through the forest like only a cube-eye can, headed back to the compound at top speed. For just a few moments, I felt free—free of the pressures and the stress of being responsible for the safety of the entire world. Free from that gloriously awful statement of Maggie's: that I was the reason why the Forsaken were coming and the reason why all the humans and fae were in danger. Free from the idea that I was going to bring Armageddon to our planet. As I raced through the forest wearing Spike's ring, I was just a kid…a girl in love with a guy, a simple teenager who hated world history class and didn't do so hot at math. It was fun to pretend I was that innocent person for just a little while, before the poo really hit the fan and forced me to face up to the fact that I wasn't really all that innocent after all…and that was a good thing.










CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE





"WHAT DO YOU say we go do some research before we find out what everyone else is doing?" Spike suggested.


"Good call. But let's get our buds in on this with us," I said.


"You want to call them, or you want me to get them for you?"


I thought about it for a couple of seconds before I responded. "It's probably better if you get them. I'm not sure I could call them and not pull in the others at the same time. My ability to focus on one individual isn't quite there yet." I could totally picture myself accidentally calling all the werewolves to the computer room, which would make it impossible for us to get anything done with all those hairy bodies in the way. When I summoned them, they never showed up all chilled out; they always assumed I needed some ass-kicking done, so they arrived in the process of changing from man to beast.


Spike deposited me outside the computer room door and kissed me quick on the lips. "Don't fall in love with anyone else while I'm gone," he said, preparing to race off down the hall.


I grabbed his arm and forced him to look at me. "Not gonna happen. Ever. You're stuck with me for life." I held up my hand and wiggled my fingers. "I have the ring to prove it."


He hugged me tight and then disappeared before I could say anything else, like I love you, or I feel like the luckiest girl in the world, or I'm sorry in advance for any heartache I might cause you. My track history with Spike wasn't the greatest, but so far he'd managed to forgive all my mistakes. Hopefully, he'd continue to do that. I wasn't naïve enough to think that just because we were engaged, I'd suddenly become the perfect fiancée. Probably the best I'd ever get to would be moderately good fiancée, and I hoped that would be enough, even though he deserved better.


I pushed open the door and entered the room, surprised to find Becky already there. "Hey, what're you doing in here, li'l water sprite?" I asked, feeling cheerful about my ring and my man and my plan to end all evil in the world.


She quickly shut off her computer screen and spun around in the seat to face me. "Uh, hi, Jayne. What're you doing here?"


I sat down to her right and faced her. "Research. Spike just left to go find you and the others so you could help us."


She faced the computer and nervously clicked the mouse, quickly exiting out of what she'd been looking at before the screen could become bright enough to actually read. "Sure, what do you want me to look up?"


"What were you just doing? Checking emails?" I was pretty sure I'd seen a Gmail account on the screen right before she'd shut it off, which was weird because most of us had abandoned all connections with the outside world. All I ever got in my inbox were penis enlargement emails anyway, so it wasn't like I was missing anything. Especially now that Tony was gone. My cheer disappeared in a flash when I realized that I'd never get another email from him again, and he wouldn't be joining us to do research on the Forsakens' possible targets. What would the gray elves do without their best planner? And what would I do without my best friend?


"Checking emails? Me? Heh-heh. No. Yeah. Maybe." Becky's evasive answer pulled me out of my melancholy thoughts. 


"Beck." I waited for her to look at me before I continued. "You don't have to hide anything from me. I won't say anything to anyone." If she wanted to keep tabs on her human life, that was her business. I didn't get why she'd want to, but whatever. It was her deal, not mine.


She went from nervous to cranky in the blink of an eye. "I'm not hiding anything from anyone. It's just…none of your business."


I lifted my brows and wheeled my chair back a bit. "Okay. Fine. Forget I said anything." I turned to the other computer and woke it up by jiggling the mouse.


She huffed out a breath next to me, but didn't say anything. I kept my mouth shut too. Becky would come around one way or another, and I had a feeling my best bet was to just wait for it.


I whistled as I pulled up the search engine and started typing:


Large gathering. Multiple cities. Coordinated attack. I thought about it for a few seconds and then made an adjustment to my search terms: Large gathering. Multiple cities. Coordinated program. I hit the enter key and then waited for the results to populate the screen.


"What are you doing?" Becky asked, her tone subdued.


I was tempted to tell her it was none of her business, but that would have been petty and mean. Becky was entitled to her secrets, and I sure didn't want to do this by myself. "Just trying to figure out where the Forsaken are going to strike. Spike and I just talked to Maggie. We have some good intel to work with now."


"But you're here and not with the Council?"


"I'll tell them what I've found once I find it. I'm not keeping it a secret." That wasn't meant as a burn on Becky, but she took it that way, apparently.


"Jayne, I'm not trying to be rude by not telling you what I'm doing in here."


"I know that." I didn't look at her. I didn't want her to feel the pressure of my eyes glaring at her. I wouldn't have been glaring, but she probably expected it of me, so she'd imagine it was happening even when it wasn't. "I'm fine with you having secrets."


She sighed heavily. "You said Spike was going looking for me?"


"Yeah. You and Scrum and Finn and Jared and Tim and the twins…you know…everyone who I give a hoot about."


"And I'm on that list, aren't I?" she asked. She sounded like she was about to cry.


I stopped what I was doing and looked at her. Her eyes were red-rimmed and her face looked puffy and sad. "What's going on? Was Finn mean to you?" I could feel my temper rising. All I needed was that redneck doofus pissing off this sensitive water sprite, right before the world was about to end. We did not have time for teenage romance drama.


She shook her head as tears fell from her eyes. 


I got out of my seat and leaned down to hug her. She stood and threw her arms around me, blubbering like a big baby. "I don't want to keep secrets from anyone, but I can't tell you about this one because you'll think so badly of me, and I never want you to feel that way because I love you all so much…and if Finn ever found out, he'd never want to look at me again, and if he did that, I'd just die. I'd literally die, Jayne."


I patted her back and rubbed it, trying to calm her down with some good old-fashioned shushing, but it wasn't doing much good. She kept on crying, her tiny, skinny body trembling with emotion. "It's going to be fine," I said. "There's nothing you could do that would make him not want to be with you. He's a lifer, Beck, you know that. Team Water Sprite, all the way."


She shook her head against my shoulder. "No, he would hate me."


I pulled back and wiped her tears off. "Come on. How bad could it be? Seriously. It's not like you killed puppies or anything. And shit, he hunts animals and eats them, so I'm not sure he'd be all that worried about puppies." That wasn't exactly true; Finn had a heart of gold and would probably bawl like a baby if he found out Becky was a puppy-killer, but I was pretty sure we weren't talking about anything that bad.


"Jayne…I killed someone," she said in a whisper.


Or maybe we are.


I took a deep breath in and let it out. "Tell me. And hurry up, before everyone gets here."


She let out a long sigh and flopped down into her chair. Her arms fell to her sides like they were on a dead person. She stared at the floor as she spoke. "I grew up in some foster homes. The last one was the dead worst. There were three other kids in there with me, and one of them was almost eighteen." She looked up at me. "Do you know what that means?"


I shook my head. "He can vote?"


"Yes, he could vote when he turned eighteen. But the bad news is, he would no longer be a part of the system. The State kicks you out."


"And you felt bad for him?" So you killed him? This wasn't making any sense yet, but I tried like hell to find patience I didn't normally have.


"No. Not him. With most kids I would, but not him. He was pure evil." Her voice dropped. "He did things. To other kids. And animals."


My skin crawled. Now we were seriously talking about a puppy-killer. I wanted to run away and not hear the rest of the story, but she was my friend and I had a commitment to that friendship. For better or for worse, I had a feeling that I was about to hear a story that would become a regular showing on my nightmare reel. "That's awful," I said.


"You have no idea. The foster system tells parents to be careful of family pets, because there are some kids who can get really angry and upset and they sometimes take their emotions out on people and animals and property…but with this guy, you just would never suspect it. He looked like a nice person. And he could fake it really well."


"A demon, basically."


She nodded. "A real demon. And one day I caught him with our little foster sister. He was…hurting her."


I was instantly sick to my stomach. "Oh geez," was all I could say.


"I warned him, but he didn't listen. I warned him more than once, but he just laughed in my face and did what he wanted."


"Did you tell the parents?"


"Of course I did. But he always convinced them that I was the problem."


"How could anyone think even for a single second that you were the problem?" I laughed at the idea.


"Jayne, you met the better version of me in Miami, and you've known only the best version of me as a fae. When I lived in the system, I wasn't the same person. I was hard. I was rude."


"You were a survivor. Don't act like there was anything wrong with how you were. I'm proud of you."


"Don't be." Her voice dropped to a tortured whisper. "I took a human life. I killed him. I literally killed him with my bare hands."


"Tell me the story. I think you'll feel better." I looked at her computer. "And what does this have to do with your emails?"


She glanced at the dark screen before coming back to me. "One day, he was in his bedroom with the door locked. And Binkley was crying in there. I could hear him."


"And Binkley is…"


"Binkley was the family dog. A terrier mix."


The nausea I was feeling ratcheted up another several notches. "Okay."


"I knocked on the door and told him to let me in. I knew he was doing something bad in there, but he refused to open the door. So I got the little lock popper thing our foster parents would use to force open the lock, and I forced his door open."


I could feel myself getting dizzy as I imagined what was coming.


"And when I got in there, I found the dog on the floor breathing really hard and D.J. just standing over him smiling. It was the most evil expression I have ever seen in my life, and I've seen live demons now, Jayne. Live ones. And none that ever looked like this guy did in that moment. He was happy." Her face twisted up into one of pure misery.


I swallowed with difficulty, my throat totally dry. "So, what did you do?"


"I wanted to kill him, but I was more worried about Binkley, so I grabbed the little guy and ran out of the room with him."


"Oh my god." I could totally see her doing that too. Becky to the rescuuue!


"Yeah. But of course D.J. was worried I was going to rat him out, which I absolutely was going to do, so he chased after me. He tripped me just as I got to the top of the stairs."


"Holy shit, Becky!" My heart was pounding and my flesh was crawling.


"I know!" She was crying again and so was I.


"What did you do?"


"Well, I fell down those dang stairs first. And poor Binkley went right with me. We went all the way to the bottom. By the time we got there, he wasn't breathing anymore and I had a broken wrist."


"That is…just…ridiculously, terribly awful." I wiped at the tears on both our faces.


"D.J. came running down after us, yelling the whole time that I'd killed the dog."


"Jesus, what a piece of shit he is," I said.


"Was. Was, Jayne."


I stopped breathing for a few seconds. "Was?"


"Our parents were out in the backyard. They didn't hear him at first, so he went running towards the back of the house to tell them. I chased after him, and I guess as we ran through the kitchen, I grabbed a knife that was on the counter."


My hand went to my heart and I could feel it beating like it was trying to escape my chest. "What happened then?" I asked in a near whisper.


"I wish I could say that I forgot, but I didn't forget. I'll never forget it for as long as I live. I ran up behind him as he tried to work the back door—it always got stuck—and I stabbed him right in the back."


"Oh damn."


"Yeah. Damn. I'm damned. I sunk that thing to the hilt and then I took it out and stabbed him again. And again."


My jaw fell open. I couldn't speak.


"I thought about Binkley. Did I mention that I called him The Binkster? Mister Binkle Buns? Binkley Dinkley? Did I mention that?" Her voice was going shrill. "He was the coolest dog ever. Part poodle, part shitzu, part terrier, and all heart. He was the world's worst pest control. He never caught a single mouse or rat or whatever those dogs are supposed to do. He just loved. That's all he ever did was love and love and love." Her voice was raw with anger and sadness. "And his last moments on earth were spent being tortured by that piece of demon slime!"


I reached out and placed my hand on the side of her face, gently wiping angry tears from her cheek with my thumb. "No, sweetie. His last moments on earth were in your arms, as you raced him away from evil to protect him."


Her face crumpled as she stared at me. "He couldn't have known. He was so out of it."


I shook my head. "No. He knew. He felt your arms around him, and he could smell you. Dogs can sense love, even if they can't see it. He went to the Overworld in your arms, and I know he was grateful to you for saving him. I know he loved you. How could he not?"


"Because I'm a murderer," she whispered, and then she started retching.


I flipped around in my chair and grabbed a nearby trashcan, putting it under her face just in time to catch her vomit. I patted her back and held her hair up until she finished.


"Becky, you are not a murderer," I said, my voice firm again and my emotions clear. "You are a savior. Imagine how many lives you saved by sending that demon back to the Underworld where he belongs."


"That's what Amber says."


"Amber?"


"My little sister. My foster sister who I saw him hurting." Becky glanced at the computer.


"See? She knows. She was right there with you."


Becky sat up and wiped her face with a tissue she pulled from the waistband of her tights. She turned to look at the computer. "That's who I was emailing. We have secret accounts that we haven't shared with anyone. She's the only one I keep in contact with."


"What happened. I mean…after?" After you stabbed the shit out of that evil asshole? I couldn't say the words out loud. I would have never pegged my scaredy cat water sprite friend as a murderer.


She sighed and tilted her head, clearly lost in the memories. "Well…I was arrested, of course. And then they let me out on bail, and I skedaddled, as Finn would say."


"You ran from the law? You're like…a fugitive?" I thought her story couldn't get crazier…but then it just did.


"Well, I was, but not really anymore. I mean, I'm not going to show up in my hometown and say, 'Hi, guys, here I am,' or anything. But I don't think I'd go to prison if they caught me."


"Explain. And hurry. I can sense wolf-stink getting closer." I hadn't told Spike to get Aidan, but he was coming for sure. I'd know his scent anywhere.


"I was tried in absentia, meaning they had a murder trial even though they couldn't find me."


"Is that even legal?" It sure didn't sound like it to me.


"D.J.'s real father was a man with a lot of influence in our county."


"His real father? If he had a real father running around, what was he doing in foster care?"


"Nobody wanted him; not even his own parents. He was removed from their home after he burned it down."


"Jesus. Talk about a problem child." I rubbed my belly, wondering if I had any of that sweet awesomeness to look forward to.


"Exactly. So they had a trial, and Amber and our foster parents were witnesses for me. They all said I was protecting the family from him after he killed the dog and abused Amber. It's called 'defense of others', where you can kill someone if they're about to kill someone else. And there was also self-defense, although I stabbed him in the back, so that one wasn't so popular with the jury."


"Wow. Just…wow. That is…unbelievable."


She shrugged, obviously very sad. "Yeah. That's my life. That's my past. That's what I was running from when I found Jared and then Finn and Chase and Sam and Spike and you and Tony." She looked at the door. "I love Finn so, so much, Jayne. If he left me…" She couldn't finish.


I reached over and hugged her. "You do not have to worry about that. He loves you forever, and I guarantee you he would not fault you for what you did. You're a fucking hero, and he'll see that just like I did."


"But I killed another human being, Jayne. Even though I know he was a terrible, evil creature to hurt Binkley and to hurt Amber…"


"And all the other people and animals he hurt before them…because you and I know they weren't the first."


"No, probably not. In fact, I knew they weren't, because he liked to brag. As if that's something to brag about, hurting innocent people and animals."


I had to swallow a few times to keep everything down. I prayed she wasn't about to give me details. "I think it's time you try to let this go." I pulled back to look at her. "I know it's easy for me to say and probably almost impossible to do, but you should try. You have a new life now, and D.J. has his bed that he made that he's lying in down in the Underworld."


She stared into my eyes, her gaze super intense.


"What?" I asked.


"I was wondering…do you think you could contact him down there. Through Biad?"


I was speechless for a full minute before I could finally find my voice. "Uhhh, I don't even know how Biad is doing." I showed her my palm and the dark scale embedded in it. "I have seen no signs of life from her since coming back here."


"Oh." Becky swallowed loudly. "I didn't realize."


"What was the favor?" I asked, not positive I wanted to know. But if it would bring my friend peace, I'd probably be willing to try whatever it was she wanted me to do.


"Could you ask her if he…if he…if he regrets what he did?"


I nodded. "Sure. If I can, I will." I thought about it for a few seconds before I asked my next question. "And what would be the best case scenario, here? Do you want him to regret it or not?"


She shrugged, sighing loudly and going back to the computer. "I honestly do not know. I just…need closure, I guess." She paused and looked at me sideways. "Did I mention his parents apologized to me?"


My eyes went wide. "They did? You mean his real parents?"


"Yeah. They said they knew what he was capable of, and they were sorry they hadn't had him committed. They blamed themselves."


"Well, they should have," I said, feeling no pity for them. "Jerks. Passing off their shithead, twisted kid on the world and walking away. Especially if they had the money to get him treatment."


"Ooooh, yeah, they have money." She laughed bitterly. "Gobs of it."


"Assholes." I looked down at my belly. "Spike and I should probably go to some parenting classes or something."


Becky smiled at me. "Don't be silly. You're going to be awesome parents."


"How? Neither of us have seen or experienced great examples of parenting done right. Mine were neglectful buttholes and his were abusive."


She shrugged and gave me one of her brighter smiles. "Just do the opposite of whatever they did and you'll be golden."


I smiled back, turning to face my computer again. "I guess I can do that."


The door opened and our friends practically spilled into the room, one after the other until we had a full house.










CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO





"WHAT'S GOING ON, Jayne?" Jared asked, taking the seat next to me. Spike took up a spot behind me and Finn did the same with Becky. Becky and I exchanged a look that said confidences would be held before I answered Jared.


"We're trying to figure out where the Forsaken are going to show up to try and destroy the world." I jiggled the mouse again to wake my screen up and Tim flew down to force my index finger to click it. The screen brightened with a list of answers to my earlier query.


"What have you found?" the pixie asked, floating up in front of the screen.


"You'd make a better door than a window, Tim," I said, trying to encourage him to move to the left a little so everyone could see what I'd found.


"Because I'm solid, like oak," he said, lifting up his bicep to kiss it. He took a few seconds to do a muscle-man pose-down before he went back to perusing my search results. "What are we doing? Going to a concert? Not sure that's the best use of our time, but hey, everyone needs a break now and again."


Spike spoke up. "This looks like a tour schedule. For what band?"


"I have no idea," I said, taking in the information in front of me. I read silently along with everyone else. Becky had shut off her monitor and was leaning over, trying to see around Tim.


Aidan pointed to a picture. "Click on that. Enlarge it."


I did as he ordered, and we were all treated to a blown-up image of what looked like a big television screen mounted over a stage. "What in the heck is that?" I asked no one in particular.


"Oh, damn, I read about this," Spike said, sounding excited. "Have you guys heard about it? Virtual concerts? Worldwide exposure for a band, everywhere all at once?"


"No, what is it?" Aidan asked.


The door opened and Long stepped in as a normal looking girl and not a wyvern. Mike was behind her, but there wasn't anymore room for him to fit. She nodded at me and I decided not to play around anymore with the idea that she'd set me up in the mental hospital and worked with Malena to do it. I had never sensed her lying to me and I was pretty good with that skill.


"You can hang there in the doorway, Mike," I said, looking past Scrum, whose face was strangely pink. The only time I'd ever seen him get that exerted was when he was doing his daemon thing, squeezing the hell out of someone until they passed out. He must have sprinted here from somewhere far away. "Just leave the door open."


"Okay," Mike said in his typical dull voice.


"What's happening in here?" Long asked, hanging onto Scrum's shoulders while trying to see over him.


Scrum's face went nearly purple, and he seemed to have frozen into a statue.


I smiled at his reaction. If I didn't know any better, I'd think he was suffering a serious case of girl-cootie-itis. Does Scrum have a crush on the wyvern? I prayed he didn't, because Long was not the type to be gentle if she wasn't also interested. He'd be liable to get sliced with those gnarly claws of hers if he wasn't careful. And that would be ten times worse than the fifth grade letdown he'd told us about. Poor Scrum. I really wished someone would finally see in him what the rest of us saw: pure unadulterated goodness wrapped up in cuddly bear doofus. All he needed was a girl to convince him that shampoo was not the enemy and he'd be all set.


I went back to my computer, knowing that Scrum's love life was second on my list of priorities, right behind not allowing the destruction of the world to become a reality. "Spike, explain to us what we're looking at here," I said.


He leaned in and clicked on a link, pointing to the screen. "This is a new concept in concert promotion that I heard about a while back, but it looks like they're finally putting it in place. See…you got this band, Dem Grave Diggers, right? And they're huge. I mean, they've rocketed in popularity practically overnight. And honestly, I can't figure it out. They're a death metal band, like big time, which is usually a real niche area of music, but they've somehow gone mainstream. They don't even play very well, but it doesn't seem to matter to their fans."


"They look like grave residents not grave diggers," Tim said, zooming in close to see the photo Spike had brought up. "Are they zombies?" He tapped on the screen near one of their eyes. "Look. No soul. I don't see any soul behind that eyeball."


I swatted him gently out of the way. "They're not zombies; they're just rockers."


"I have to agree with Tim," Aidan said gruffly. "They look undead."


"Okay, fogies, we're not here to judge the young 'uns," I said, faking Finn's accent. He totally didn't pick up on it, though. He was just staring at the photo on the screen, dumbfounded.


Spike clicked another link. "See? What they're going to do is simultaneously broadcast a concert in eight different cities—New York, London, Istanbul, Hong Kong, Rome, Sidney, Johannesburg, and Moscow—in huge stadiums, using the biggest screens ever erected. Tickets are half the price of a normal concert, but the sound quality will be stellar. Literally hundreds of thousands of people will be there live to see the concert, and millions will see it in other places, like on TV or whatever. That's the concept, anyway."


Becky leaned in really close and whispered in my ear. "He said erected." And then she giggled.


I elbowed her away, but not before a snort escaped my nose.


Spike continued on, lost in his world of music concerts and rock bands breaking down barriers or pushing envelopes or whatever. "It's going to be epic. People will be showing up at all times of day and night, obviously, because of the different time zones. Some people will see it at three a.m. and others will see it at nine in the morning, and so on." He stopped and looked at Jared. "Can you imagine? Their music being heard all around the world at exactly the same time? Playing not just there in those cities but online too? They'll be everywhere. Inside people's homes, businesses, cars, on phones, the radio…everywhere."


"But who'd want to go somewhere to see a concert on a screen?" asked Long.


"Yeah. Isn't the whole point to see them live?" Scrum asked. He glanced at Long over his shoulder and turned red all over again.


I sighed and shook my head at him. He and I were going to have to have a talk about the birds and the bees and the girls who turn into badass dragons who might not want boyfriends.


"Normally, yeah, but these guys have turned everything upside down," Spike said, super animated. "They are redefining what a concert is. They are breaking barriers, man. It's cool." He rubbed his hands together and then launched himself into some air guitar.


I rolled my eyes. He definitely needed some playing time. He looked like a kid at Christmas, and it had been way too long since I'd heard him play.


"This would be the perfect way to affect millions of people at the same time, and not in a good way," Aidan said, his voice laced with dread. It brought the mood of the room waaaay down in a hurry.


"Yeah, but don't you think this is just a little too…out there," Jared said. He sounded very skeptical. "I think it's just a bit alarmist for us to jump to this conclusion, that the Forsaken are going to be at music concerts."


It was almost like Jared was mocking us for even thinking it could be possible, which was really unlike him. Normally, he was super supportive. I stared at the side of his face, and caught him looking stressed. And pissed off, maybe, too. I quickly decided that he must have other stuff on his mind and probably didn't have time to hang out with a bunch of changelings in the computer room, so it was making him short-tempered. I felt bad that Spike had asked him to come, but that didn't mean I was going to just walk away from what sounded to me like a plausible idea. "I don't know; If I were the most evil being on earth, it would look like a good idea to me. Whatever…it's friggin scary is what it is." I looked at everyone but Jared. "What are they planning on doing? Mass hypnosis?"


"Mass magical hypnosis maybe," said Finn. "Throw out a spell that's attached to the notes of music or somethin'? Make everyone there go ballistic and kill everyone? They could create an instant army that could go after everyone all over the world."


The room went completely silent. For a long while we just sat there. I could hear my heart beating and thought it was possible that everyone else could hear it too, it was so loud. I was supposed to be the one with the answers, with the power to handle this mess, but there was no way…no friggin way…I could even begin to tackle that. We were literally talking about millions of people at the exact same time coming together to start a worldwide civil war.


"We need to get with the Council," Aidan said.


"We need to get with the entire community," Finn said, shouldering his bow and holding out his hand to help Becky stand from her chair.


"Where are we going?" she asked him, sounding scared.


"To the auditorium." He looked at all of us. "What do y'all think? Keep it to ourselves or tell everyone at the same time and get a plan together to kick some ass and take some names?"


"I vote Option B," Tim said, flying up to land on my shoulder. "And I vote that Jayne gets a shirt on because the view of her in just a sports bra could cause some swooning, and we don't have time for that. Sexy momma alert."


I sighed and stood, resisting the urge to cross my arms over my chest. "I agree. Everyone needs to be in on this. Not to be harshing on the Council or anything, but this is bigger than all of us, and I want everyone weighing in on it."


Jared stood and put his hand on my shoulder. "If you're sure."


I nodded. "I am."


"Then I support you one hundred percent." He glanced down. "You might want to…uh…get dressed before, though. Your cloak and maybe a shirt, too."


"Yeah, yeah, I already got an earful from Tim." I held up a finger at my shoulder. "Come on, roomie. Let's go get some clothes on and then face the music in the auditorium."


Tim high-oned me and then yanked on my ear. "Hyah, mule, hyah! There's no time to waste! Let's cover the boobage and then save the world!"


We all moved out of the room in a hurry, with everyone but Tim and me going to the auditorium. The two of us went in the opposite direction.


"You got her?" Spike yelled at Tim.


"You know it!" Tim yelled.


"Yeah, he's got me," I said. I took off jogging toward my room, Tim bouncing on my shoulder and chattering the entire way about what a great plan the Forsaken had come up with for annihilating the world.










CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE





I DOUBLE-CHECKED my breath against the palm of my hand before I opened up the doors to the auditorium. Why did I bother? It wasn't like anyone was going to get that close to me that they'd smell it. At least, I hoped not. Although tempers were sure to flare during this meeting, I definitely wasn't planning on participating in a full on brawl.


"Minty fresh," Tim said. "I already checked. Now let's go. Open the doors. Let's make our majestic entrance." I could feel him adjusting his feet on my shoulder to a wider stance, the edges of his cloak tickling my ears. I hadn't seen the need for the cloaks, since it wasn't an official Council meeting, but he'd reminded me that we were better off having them and not needing them rather than the other way around. Sometimes the pixie gave good advice. I was also happy to once again be fully clothed, wearing my normal jeans and white tunic under the shimmering cloak, no longer sporting the shirtless look. I hadn't thought much about the fact that I'd spent half the day running around in my bra until that moment. It was pretty sobering to know that I was such an oddball that no one had bothered to even mention it until that moment when Jared finally spoke up. There goes that crazy elemental again, wandering around without her clothes on.


I pushed open the doors, and the noise of a few hundred fae talking amongst themselves ceased in an instant. You could have heard a pixie burp in that room, even without the listening spell. And then I did hear one do that and some giggling that followed. It was a reminder that the entire pixie colony was part of our group now. A few of them buzzed around the entrance like flies over poo, trying to get a better look at me. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Tim nodding regally. He was totally in his element, unofficial king of the pixies.


I walked up the side aisle of the big space, fae parting left and right to make room for me. You'd think I was ten times the size I was, based on how wide the path ended up being. Maybe they were afraid that if they touched me, some of my bad luck would rub off on them. I had been through a lot of shit over the last year, so I could hardly blame them for being overly cautious.


Walking past the Council members, I received several nods. I patted Aidan on the shoulder as I claimed the seat next to his. Dardennes and Céline both smiled at me, so I grinned back. I figured I should at least fake having supreme confidence. Maybe I'd even have some of the real stuff before the end of the day.


"Gentlefae, thank you for coming to our meeting on such short notice," Dardennes said, getting to his feet. "We appreciate that you have stayed close, knowing that our plans are ever evolving and require your input. We have finally reached the point where we believe we know what is happening with the Forsaken and the future of our world." He paused and looked at Jared. I barely held back a fist pump over the idea that the daemon was going to take the heat instead of me. "Jared, could you please stand and give us the information you have gathered."


I did not care one single bit that he was getting the credit for the sleuthing I did earlier. I was totally fine hanging in the background and nodding my head like the geezers around me. Tim flew down to the table and stood like Superman with his fists on his hips and his legs far apart. His chin was lifted and his head turned so that the audience would have a view of his best side. I was seriously tempted to flick him in the butt and send him sailing out into the crowd, but I resisted. Barely.


"Thank you, as Anton has already said, for coming and for being patient with us. I'm happy to announce, first, that our Mother has returned and is with us for the duration." He paused, gesturing to me as the crowd broke out in applause. Everyone seemed genuinely happy to see me there, which made me smile warmly. I felt genuinely loved. "We've also managed to get Spike back from a long sojourn in the Gray." More applause followed. "As you have probably heard, however, we lost someone very special to us. So if we could share a moment of silence over the loss of Tony, one of our wraiths and an indispensable member of our gray elf strategy team…" He bowed his head. He added a piece at the end in a softer voice. “Only one of many who was forced to sacrifice for the good of the many.”


I bowed my head too, and not just out of respect. A searing pain had torn through my heart at the sound of my friend's name and the truth of Jared’s words, a vision of him lying in the Gray with that look of death on his face coming back to me in high def. I had to bite the back of my finger really hard to keep from sobbing out loud. I could hear Becky crying and Finn talking to her quietly. My slightly good mood had disappeared. I hated myself for temporarily forgetting that my best friend had sacrificed himself so that Spike could live. It made me sick. I wasn't mad at Spike, but I was mad at the one responsible: me. I should have been able to save Tony.


Lost in thought, I hadn't realized that Jared had started talking again until someone yelled something from the audience.


Dardennes stood and held out a hand. "We know you will all have some questions, but if you could save them for the end of the explanation, that might allow us to hurry this along. As you know, we do not have the luxury of unlimited time."


The fae in front of us calmed a little as Jared continued. I pushed thoughts of Tony aside temporarily so that I could participate in this process, it being the only hope we had of winning the war against these evil beings who I was going to blame for what had happened to my friend. If it weren’t for them getting those demons all riled up and into the Overworld, we never would have fought with them and Tony wouldn’t have ended up in the Gray. They were going to pay and pay dearly.


"We did just a little bit of research, and it has not yet been verified by the gray elves, but what we found seems plausible," Jared explained, sounding still doubtful. "A worldwide concert given by a group of musicians that will be broadcast on various media at the same time."


A gray elf stood in the middle of the room, and I recognized him immediately. Gregale. "If I may, I believe I could shed some light on this for you?"


Jared gestured to him. "By all means." He sat, waiting for Gregale to continue.


"Honorable Council members, fellow fae, I am Gregale for those of you who do not know. The information relayed to Maggie the witch by Spike the incubus was gathered by our members and immediately discussed…"


I tried to catch Spike's eye out in the audience, but he was too busy frowning at Gregale to notice me. He looked just as confused as I was about how that old bag had managed to get Spike's information back to the compound in time for it to lead anywhere. Maybe I'd been wrong about that brew she'd been cooking up. Maybe rat turds were the basic ingredients of a communication spell.


"And although we did not find anything specific, the data that Jared has shared with us aligns perfectly with the scenario that we determined was the most likely to be followed by the Forsaken." He paused and became more animated. "The idea that millions of people could be tuned in to the same musical broadcast is fascinating, and would actually be perfect for what they want to accomplish."


"Which is what, exactly?" I asked, before I could think to stop myself. I hadn't yet heard the official gray elf line on what was happening in detail, other than the Forsaken wanted to get to me and destroy the world.


Gregale turned to face me directly. His words were soft, almost as if he were speaking only to me. "The Forsaken wish to use our Mother's elemental powers to help them bring natural disasters, disease, and pestilence to the human population to such a degree that it all but ensures their extinction. What the elements do not accomplish, these mass musical broadcasts could, by sowing the seeds of discontent, anger, racism, bigotry, isolationism, mistrust and general hatred toward others. And as the humans disappear from the earth, so will eventually all the fae. The fae who do not depend on humans for survival will perish later, but they will indeed perish. Because we do not merely need humans for their meat or their energy; we need their humanity. They feed not only our bodies, but our souls." He bowed his head when he was done and seemed to be waiting for a response from me.


"Oh. Well…" My voice rang out around the vast room, bouncing off the walls. "That's definitely epic." I sighed in frustration with myself, knowing these fae were looking for something bigger and better from me than that. I decided to add to my thought, trying to make it better. "But just so you know, I'm not planning on helping them out with that gig. I'm not cool with natural disasters or…pestilence or whatever. I won't help them."


"You might not need to," said a voice from the back. I recognized it immediately.


"Come forward, Sam," I said. I checked right after with Dardennes, hoping I hadn't overstepped, but he nodded at me, his brows furrowed. He looked as worried as I felt.


Sam pushed through some witches and ogres to show herself near the center aisle. "We've seen her children. The Forsaken are using her children. Or they plan to."


Tim looked up at me, somehow sensing my nerves getting the better of me. "Chill, Lellemental. Hear her out before you lose your shizzle."


I hadn't even realized I was getting hot around the collar until he said that. I was definitely sweating. Was this what it had been like for Ben, to always have to watch his temper so he didn't light anything on fire? I took a deep breath and willed the heat away as I exhaled. A little steam came from my mouth. I clapped my hand over my lips to stop it.


When I looked to my right, Aidan was staring at me. I shrugged and tried to smile through my fingers. He grinned back, slowly shaking his head. I was happy to see he at least had a sense of humor and could laugh at a girl almost accidentally setting herself on fire.


Sam was talking again, and all eyes were on her. "They have been planning this for a very long time. They knew about Jayne's arrival into the fae world before any of us did. Before anyone on the Council did."


Céline's voice rang out. "Torrie?!"


There was some shuffling to our left, and the former demon stood in front of a seat one row back from the front. "Yes, my lady?"


"Were you aware of this when you were a resident of the Underworld?" Her tone was accusatory.


I couldn't remember ever seeing her pissed, so this was fun. Couple's drama. I leaned forward to put my elbows on the table in front of me, lacing my hands together and resting my chin on them. Yes, Torrie, you turd master…do tell. And while you're at it…why don't we discuss what you did to me when I was totally drugged into unconsciousness, hmmm? I had a bone to pick with that former demon, and it was going to be totally on between us when this meeting was over. He was going to answer for his actions, and I was not going to promise to keep my elements to myself, either.


"I was never aware of the Forsaken when I was residing in the Underworld. The only non-Underworld inhabitants I interacted with on a regular basis were your sister Malena and her friend Leck." I wasn't sure if that mention of Malena's relationship to Céline was supposed to sting, but she reacted as if it did, flinching at the words. Poor Céline. She'll never have a life untainted by those who were supposed to love her but didn't.


"Did you know of their existence?" Dardennes asked.


"I did not, outside of the myths we all learned when we were young."


My internal lie detector was not pinging, but since he wasn't talking directly to me, I had no way of knowing whether that meant anything.


"You may be seated," Dardennes said.


Torrie wasted no time in sitting down. He was probably very happy to not be reminding the world that he'd been a demon not that long ago, intent on seriously messing up everyone in that room. I noticed that the seats on either side of him were empty, even though it was standing room only in the auditorium. Good. Turds like him don't deserve to have friends.


The talking stopped and Dardennes looked over at me. It was like he was waiting for me to take the reins.


"This is all you, Big J," Tim said softly. "Our people are looking to you for leadership right now. Don't blow it."


"But I don't think I can," I said out of the corner of my mouth, ventriloquist style.


"I believe in you. And I enjoy the comic relief when you screw up, so it's a win win. Either way, it'll be awesome."


I sighed. "Fine." I raised my voice and my chin, facing my people—my feeps—trying to feel the pride in myself that I was pretty sure Tim felt in me.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR





"SO…EVERYONE…WE need a plan."


The room was completely silent.


"A really, really good one. Like, super good. An awesomely awesome plan."


A squeak broke the silence that followed, that squeak being the sound of a fae leaning toward me in his seat in the middle of the auditorium.


"And that plan is…uh…"


Tim put his hand up to the side of his mouth to block the view of his lips from the audience as he spoke in a loud whisper. "Contact the leaders of these countries and ask them to help us fend off the attacks of the people attending these concerts."


"Uh…the plan is to…contact the world's leaders. And…uh…tell them to help us." I couldn't say any more. My elevated blood pressure was about to cause me to have a stroke. They actually expected me to come up with a plan? Were they insane? I was just me! I was just a teenager!


"Are you suggesting we contact human leaders of these places where these supposed concerts will be given…and expose ourselves to them as fae…and ask for their aid?" Red sounded like he didn't believe I could be that stupid.


"It's really not a terrible plan," said Niles, frowning but nodding his head. "It could work."


"It would require a great deal of magic," said the old lady witch that always sat next to Red.


"More than we are capable of," Red grumbled.


"No more than it took to bring Jayne back from her elements," Sam said loudly from the aisle in the middle of the auditorium.


Everyone started talking at the same time. Several of the Council members stood and moved down to our end of the table. Soon they were all facing Aidan, Tim, and me. We were the only ones still in our seats.


"How do you envision this rolling out, Jayne?" Aidan asked on behalf of the group.


Tim was in my ear, whispering like crazy from behind my head.


I opened my mouth to start sharing his words, but then I stopped. I sighed. And then I said what needed to be said. "Listen, to be honest, it's not my idea; it's Tim's. But I think it's a good one. Tim? Stop hiding behind me and come out here. Tell everyone what you think." It was time for these fae to start respecting the pixie. R-E-S-P-E-C-T, that's what Tim the pixie means to me.


The Council members waited for Tim to comply. I fully expected him to fly toward us in a blaze of glory and start bossing everyone around. But he didn't.


I twisted my head around and caught him slowly moving in reverse. "What are you doing?" I whisper-yelled at him. "Get your sweet, microscopic buns over here and tell us what we should do!"


He shook his head, sounding nervous. "Noooo. I don't think sooooo…"


I knew the look of pixie panic when I saw it. Before he could get out of reach, I threw my hand out and snagged him in midair.


"Hey! Paws off the merchandise, lady!" He struggled mightily against my closed fist. "You're wrinkling my cloak!"


"Sorry, pixieman. Cloak schmoke. Your feeps need you, and now's your moment to shine, so no fair running away."


"I can't!" he nearly screeched. "Jayne! I can't take on that kind of responsibility! I'm a smooth operator, not a dictator! I'm a solo, under-the-radar flyer, a night mover, a rebel…" His voice dropped really low. "…I'm a lone wolf. Don't try to cage me in."


It was time to sober his ass up. I sighed heavily, directly into his face. "Stop with the theatrics, lone wolf wannabe. You know you have a plan, and no one else here does, so let's hear it. The worst thing they could say is that it's stupid, and I hear that about my ideas all the time. If I can hack it, you can hack it."


He acted like he was swooning over my halitosis. "Okay, okay, no need to torture me with the gas chamber. Just let me go. I promise I won't try to fly away."


I released him from my hand and watched him fly in a somewhat jittery path to the space above my knee. He slowly alighted and started pacing up and down my thigh as he spoke. I repeated his words as he dictated them to me so that everyone on the Council could hear him.


"Tim says that we need to bring the leaders of these countries, where the concerts are going to be, here to the compound. We need to impress upon them the gravity of the situation. We need to tell them to gather their armies and prepare to quell any uprisings in their citizenry."


I smiled. I liked dictating for Tim. It made me sound super smart.


"I like the way he thinks," Niles said, his tone respectful. I'd never heard him speak like that.


Tim kept going. He was on a roll. "If they try to refuse, we'll bring the magic, we'll bring the dragons, and we'll bring in the scary elemental to light some things on fire if none of the other methods work." I paused. "Hey. What's that supposed to mean? Am I the last resort part of this plan or what?"


Tim looked up at me. "No. You're the least in control. I think it would help to show them what could happen if they don't follow the program. Give them a taste of some out of control stuff. You know…dazzle them with your inner doofus."


I swatted him off my leg. "I am not a doofus." Would Spike fall for a doofus? No, he would not. Scrum is a doofus. I, however, am a…a…something wiggled in my belly, reminding me what I really was. I am a mom. Holy shit! I'm a mom! What am I doing?!


Tim had moved up to Dardennes' ear and was telling him more details about his plan. I didn't pay attention to all of it. The gist was that we were going to scare the bejesus out of some important people and convince them that the end of the world was near, that they needed to work with us or basically…die. And once it was all done, we'd wipe their memories clear of anything having to do with the fae. That little addition came from Red, which made me narrow my eyes at him in suspicion. He better not have ever used that spell on me.


"Okay. I believe we have a plan we can all live with. All in favor?" Dardennes asked, holding up his hand in the 'aye' position.


It was a unanimous vote, the first I'd ever seen on the Council. Whoa. I was pretty sure we had just voted to start the biggest military offensive and defensive force that had ever been assembled in this planet's history. Double whoa. Which then made me wonder who was going to be the sucker in charge of all this craziness. My vote was for Niles.


"Who's going to be in charge?" I asked, wanting to get that cleared up before we started inviting people like the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom to the compound. I didn't want the fae to come off as a bunch of disorganized clowns.


Everyone on the Council looked at one another. Then all their eyes landed on me.


On. Me.


"No."


I shook my head.


They kept staring.


"Nope." I shook my head again, more emphatically this time.


Not a single one of them even so much as blinked.


"Not happening." My voice took on a kind of singsong tone. "Not in a million yeeeaaars…"


"Jayne…" Dardennes held his hands out toward me.


"No!" I yelled a little too loudly. Everyone out in the audience stopped talking to listen in.


I whispered loudly, leaning in toward my fellow Council members. "I'm not qualified!"


"Agreed," said Red.


"She's more qualified than you give her credit for," Niles grumbled at the old man witch. "She's been trained by the best. Been put through the toughest tests of any fae alive and lived to tell about it."


I smiled briefly at the dwarf. "Thank you, Niles. That was very kind."


"You'll probably be killed within the first five minutes, but you'll put up a hell of a fight." He nodded at me like he'd just complimented the heck out of me.


"Uh. Yeah. Okay. So." I smiled bitterly at Dardennes. "Do you have any questions? Because I think these two—I gestured at Red and Niles—just summed up the situation perfectly."


"Jayne, you, and only you, can speak to these leaders and get them to understand our connection to one another. Céline or I could show them the power of the wind, yes, and Red and Celeste could show them the power of magic, and Valentine and Spike could show them the power contained in their sexual energy… And that is all well and good for creating fear, causing awe, for forcing the questioning of their long-held beliefs…but it's not what we need right now. None of us is as uniquely qualified as you are to show how we are all one…how their fate is tied to ours and vice versa."


My voice came out as a definite whine. "But I can't talk like you can, all grown-up and fancy and shit. And I get nervous, and then my gums get dried out and then my upper lip sticks to my upper gums, and I look like a deranged clown smiling at people like I want to eat their faces off. And I might actually pee my pants, and I'm not sure how that is going to inspire confidence in anyone. They'll be like, 'Who wants to be one with that?' Honestly…anyone in this group would be better at this job than I would. Even Celeste." I pointed at the shriveled up old witch. "She's like ten thousand years old. She's way more experienced than I am. Let her do it.“


"Is she talking about me?" the old witch said, asking Red. "What did she say?"


He waved her off, too busy glaring at me to answer her.


"You won't be alone," said a tiny voice to my right.


I looked at my roomie who was staring at me with the most serious expression, I almost couldn't identify him as Tim. "What?"


"You won't be alone. My family and I will be at your side the entire time. We will never leave you." He put his hand on his heart and bowed in midair. He literally bowed, and not one wisecrack or pixie toot followed.


My heart felt like it was going to burst. He was so serious. So brave. So annoying. What was he trying to pull, guilting me into doing something I should never have been considered for? This was serious dirty pool. He'd never stooped so low. This cannot be my job! I'm going to fail and fail mightily!


"We're with you, babe!" Spike yelled. "Woop! Woop!" I could swear I felt his ring on my finger grow warm in response.


"We stand with our Mother!" said a familiar, proud voice.


I spun around and found Robin standing in the aisle, his fist over his heart. He executed a perfect bow a moment after he made eye contact with me.


I had to put my hand over my mouth to stop my lips from trembling.


Slowly, everyone in the auditorium stood and followed his lead. Pretty soon the only thing I could see were the tops of fae's heads. They were pledging themselves to me once again, and as always, I felt totally unworthy of their faith and belief in my abilities. But no way in hell was I going to let them down by running out of there like I wanted to. I closed my eyes and imagined Tony in my mind. Tony…what should I do?


And then, suddenly, he was there. The light was already on in my mind, and he was with me. I'd somehow compelled him in there, even though I was wide awake and standing in front of hundreds of fae. And, daaaamn, Tony had some seriously righteous wings.


"Hi, Jayne," he said, smiling serenely. "Nice to see you."


"Oh my god…Tony?!" I threw myself at him, hugging him hard enough to hurt myself. "Are you fucking kidding me?!"


"Miss me?" he asked.


I let him go just long enough to look him in the eye and then hugged him again. "Like you wouldn't believe." I inhaled, hoping to catch a scent of my best friend, but there was nothing there. Nothing, nothing, nothing. Not even laundry soap from his fancy and impossibly white outfit.


He patted me on the back. "You can't keep me here long. I'm very busy right now, and you have fae waiting for you to let them know you're ready to wear the mantel of leadership."


I let him go and stepped back. "Are you friggin kidding me? The mantel of…" I shook my head. "Jesus…you're like fifty years old now or something."


He chuckled. "It's been an illuminating experience ascending to the Overworld, I'll give you that, but I'm still me." His face softened and so did his tone. "A lot of things are going to happen to you Jayne, very soon, that will be difficult for you. Stay strong. Chase is working overtime to keep you safe, and I'm doing what I can to…do my job." He looked over his shoulder.


"Which is…?"


He sighed. "Above your pay grade." He reached his hands out and placed them on my shoulders. "Don't get caught up in the details. Focus on what's important. Your family needs you."


"Do you mean my kids need me, Uncle Tony?" I looked down at my belly, forcing him to look with me.


He leaned down and kissed me on the forehead. "Yes. Your children. Spike. Your fae family. The humans. Be your best self. Let go of your grievances. Let go of your need to understand everything. Focus on the big picture."


I sighed, rolling my eyes. "I know. Love, love, love. All you need is love. Yada yada yada. Ben the golden dragon already told me."


Tony smiled. "I have seen him. He's doing very well."


"That's great. I'll tell the girl he left behind with a broken heart, Theresa. She'll be happy for him."


"Theresa is going to be just fine. Believe me."


"And what about Felicia?" I asked. "I haven't talked to her yet, but when she finds out you're gone forever, she's going to be devastated. She thought for sure you were going to come back."


He nodded. "Yes. She will be sad. But she will learn to move on and she will find love elsewhere."


"But what about you? Don't you miss her? Don't you miss me? Or your dragon, at least?" I looked down at my feet so he wouldn't see the tears gathering in my eyes.


He reached out and lifted my chin with his finger. "I know this will be hard for you to understand, but to miss a person makes no sense. You are all still with me. I am still with you. We are not merely the shell that you call a body. We are what is inside, and what is inside never dies. It may move from one place to another, but it doesn't ever extinguish."


"Yeah, well, your Tony soul is hanging out somewhere else, and I don't get to see him anymore, and I miss him. Sorry if that's too primitive for you to understand, but that's how it is for us mere fae and humans."


He laughed. He actually had the nerve to laugh. "Oh, Jayne. I do miss your sense of humor. Thank you for reminding me of that pleasure."


I rolled my eyes. "I liked you way better when you were seventeen and not seventy thousand years old," I said bitterly.


He walked back two steps. "Send me away. You have things to accomplish before we can meet again."


"Yeah, yeah, yeah. I know the drill. I have a destiny, and I have to go fulfill it or play it out or whatever. Fine. I'll see you in a few thousand years." I rushed up to him and pushed him hard on the chest. "Love ya, Baloney Head Ass!" He went flying out into the ether and disappeared from my mind. And then I opened my eyes and found the entire fae community staring at me.


Was I angry at the angel Tony had become? No. Not really. It made sense that our more ascended selves would be more confident, more serious, more…pure. I wondered for a brief moment if I would ever want to be part of an existence that didn't include the F-word, though…


"Back with us?" Tim asked from my shoulder. "Ready to take on the world?"


"Yeah. As ready as I'm ever going to be, anyway." I took a moment to straighten my cloak.


"That's the spirit!" Tim trilled. "Come on, Lellemental! Let's go be mediocre together!"


I lifted my finger for a high-one and Tim didn't disappoint. I turned my hand to give a wave to my fellow fae. "All right, everyone. Thanks for your support. Let's go do this."


A loud cheer went up and everyone quickly made their way to the doors.


"Where's everyone going?" I asked, mystified at their obvious and well coordinated enthusiasm. Each fae race was gathering into its own group as they headed out the door into the hallway.


"To the meadow," Aidan explained.


"What for?"


He looked at me strangely. "For the first stage of Tim's plan, of course."


"Oh. Yeah. The Big Pixie Plan. Of course." I waited until the other Council members were well ahead of us before I whispered to my roomie. "So… what's that plan again?"










CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE





I STOOD IN the meadow with Becky on my right and Sam on my left. Naida the siren was next to Becky and Red was next to Sam. We stood in a line, facing Dardennes and Céline. Dardennes was coaching us with Robin at his other side.


"We have eyes on the first target." He looked to Robin for confirmation. Robin was communicating via the green elf network.


Robin nodded his head. "Affirmative, Anton," said the leader of the green elves. "The Prime Minister of the United Kingdom is in the bathroom alone."


"How can they possibly know this?" I asked Tim, who was sitting on my shoulder.


"We have spies everywhere," Tim said. "Where we don't have live fae in place, we have pixie electronics and witch listening spells. Nothing escapes us. Nothing." His voice had taken on a deep timbre. It was almost a little bit scary. Or it would have been, if the fae using it had been bigger than three centimeters tall and not dressed like a metrosexual.


"Are you ready?" Becky asked Naida.


Naida dipped her head once. They took each other's hands…and disappeared.


I nodded sagely at the blank space where they'd been standing. "Looks like things are going well." I figured if I was going to be the leader of all this nonsense, I should probably act like I was paying attention and knew what was going on. I didn't really, but I was going to follow the advice someone had given me once: fake it until you make it. Yeah, buddy.


Fae of every size, race, and tunic color rimmed the edge of the forest where it met the meadow. We'd agreed that having all of them hanging around the meadow might be a bit too intimidating for these world leaders who were used to calling all the shots and commanding armies and such, so they were holding back, staying mostly hidden. It would be just this simple welcoming committee here to greet them once they were delivered.


There was a pop, and then Naida and Becky appeared, holding a man between them. He was wearing a suit and looked really sweaty. They let go of him, and he dropped to the ground in a heap.


Becky took a step away and almost fell too. But then she caught herself and stood straight. "We are ready for the next one," she said to Dardennes, her chin lifted so high it looked like she was trying to get a whiff of his cologne or something.


"Are you sure you're okay?" I asked, noticing her trembling fingers.


Her hands clenched into fists. "Yes. I'm fine." She didn't look at me.


I shrugged. If she wanted to play the badass while all the fae in the entire compound watched, it was fine with me. I understood where she was coming from. We were playing in the big leagues now.


"We will manage our visitor," Dardennes said, gesturing at the man on the ground in the rumpled, three-piece suit. "Go get the next one."


Becky and Naida disappeared once more, and I bent over to help the human get to his feet. His tie was askew and his hair all over the place. He'd probably looked awesome back in London where they'd taken him from, but after traveling through the liquid droplets that make up the humidity in the air with my favorite water sprite and the siren, he was looking preeeettty rough.


"Where am I?" he asked in an accent that reminded me of Garrett, the vampire who'd once drunk my blood and left a black mark on my soul in the process. The human was looking around, mystified, as he finger-combed his heavily gelled or greased hair.


When I responded, he jumped, as if not expecting me to be the one answering. "Welcome to the Green Forest in the land of Ardennes, located in France."


He narrowed his eyes first at me and then at Dardennes. "Did Macron put you up to this?"


Dardennes shook his head slowly. "You have been brought here by the command of the Mother of the fae." He gestured to me and said nothing else.


I was kind of surprised that I was being given all the credit for this awesome plan, but I did my best to keep my expression neutral.


The British guy turned to look at me. His eyes scanned me from head to toe. Then he pointed at me. "Who? Her? This one?" He couldn't have sounded more incredulous if he tried. It kind of chapped my ass, actually.


I stretched myself up to my full five foot four height. "Yes. Me. I am the Mother of the Fae. And you are the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom. You have been brought here by the fae community to participate in a coordinated defensive and offensive maneuver that requires your country's armed forces to effectuate." I had practiced my lines over and over after Tim had fed them to me earlier. This was my official welcoming line. I was pretty sure it was working too, because he looked impressed.


"I do not think so," he said in a haughty tone. "No, madam, I do not think so at all." He flipped his hair back and started walking. Away.


"Where do you think you're going?" I asked, grabbing the edges of my cloak to go after him. "You can't leave."


"I most certainly can, and I most certainly am." He tromped through the meadow grasses like he knew where he was going. Was he planning to walk all the way back to England? Silly Brit.


I stopped and sighed, knowing the entire fae community was watching my every move. They weren't the super judgey type, but still…I couldn't very well run after him like a little kid chasing a parent. That wouldn't look commander-in-chief-like at all.


"Stop!" I said in my most bossy, awesomely scary voice.


"Not stopping!" he yelled back.


I raised my hand. "You won't like what happens if you continue!" This was the only warning this high and mighty turd was going to get from me. I was almost out of patience already, and we still had seven more world leaders to go. This is not good.


"Not afraid," he shouted over his shoulder.


I pulled Fire into me without a second thought. Fire wall, now.


A wall of flames shot up in front of him, forcing him to stop immediately or risk being burned to a crisp. He stumbled back away from it, turning quickly and jogging in our direction, glancing over his shoulder several times in fear on the way. When he realized where he was headed, he veered left.


Fire wall, again. I flicked my hand in the direction he was running, and flames shot up to block him once more.


I walked toward him as he turned to face me.


"What is this? Holograms? Pyrotechnics? You don't frighten me, young lady. I'll have you know that I served ten years in the British Armed Forces, as a member of the British Army. I have faced enemies ten times more dangerous than you could ever hope to be. I rose to the rank of lieutenant in record time and commanded my own platoon of thirty men. I passed two tours in Afghanistan, and I am a proud member of the Labor Party.” He squared his shoulders, lifting his chin, his military bearing on full display. "You. Do. Not. Intimidate. Me…with your silly little tricks and illusions."


I drew both arms up as I stared him down and made my way closer. I busted out my rhyme as I maneuvered to stand in front of him. "Come on fire, let's have some fun…give us a really hot bubble shun." I clapped my hands over my head when I stopped in front of him, and we were immediately encased in a ball of fire. Everything around us disappeared, completely blocked out by the flames crackling and roaring.


"This isn't real," he said, his nostrils flaring with frustration and anger.


I laughed at his bravado. "Oh, it's real, dude. Trust me."


"Dude? Dude? You are an American?"


I shrugged. "I'm fae. Where I came from before that doesn't matter. What matters is that we need your help." I folded my hands at my waist like I'd seen Céline do a million times. It always made her look so serene and in control.


"We? You mean you and the other members of your silly hippy cult?" He snorted. "I hardly think that is going to happen. Return me at once to my residence and face the consequences of your actions in a court of law. This is a criminal offense." He gestured at the fire surrounding him. "Even if it is just an illusion."


I gestured at the flames. "Dude, you're looking at a wall of fire. And don't act like you can't feel that heat, because I can see you sweating. You are locked in a genuine, one hundred percent pure, elemental fire bubble, and you aren't leaving it until you agree to my terms."


The sound of Tim's voice came faintly to my ears. "Jayne! We have more visitors here now! You should probably come out!"


The Prime Minister started to talk, but I cut him off. "Sorry. Can't chat anymore. I have to go." I took a step back, the flames not bothering me a bit.


He tried to do the same, but yelped and jumped back to the center when he felt the flames sizzling his ass.


"Yeah. Better stay put until I come and get you," I said, removing myself completely from the bubble. I turned around to see that Naida and Becky had returned. Finn was leading Becky away from the meadow, and she was leaning heavily on him. Naida was doing her typical float-an-inch-off-the-ground glide maneuver behind them.


A woman lay on the ground staring up at the sky. "Where am I?" she asked in a Boston accent.


"Hey, Madam President!" I said, rushing over to give her a hand. "Nice to meet you. I'm Jayne." I couldn't believe I was actually meeting the President of the United States. She was much smaller in person than she ever looked on the television.


She took my hand and used it to get to her feet, brushing off her skirt and adjusting her hair before she looked me up and down and then took in the crowd standing around her. "I'm not sure I understand."


"Quick version? Okay, here goes…you've been temporarily kidnapped so we can have a mini UN meeting here in our meadow. We are fae, and we have magical powers and shi… stuff…so it would be a lot easier if you would just go along with this and not try to fight me like that Prime Minister guy did." I gestured over at the ball of flames, allowing them to fade just a bit so she could see him stuck inside with his arms wrapped around his waist. Once he realized he could see me again, he lifted a hand as if he wanted to get my attention, but I put the wall back up to full force before turning back to her. "Do you feel me?"


She nodded. "Oh, I feel you all right." She slowly grinned. "I always wondered if the fae were real. Fantasy is my favorite genre to read, you know."


"Cool. Me too. Turns out fae are real, and being fae is waaay better than what you've ever read about in a book." I smiled big at her. "Can I trust you to hang out here peacefully and quietly while we wait for the others to arrive?"


She nodded, folding her arms loosely across her chest. "Oh, yes, definitely. I'm looking forward to this. Wouldn't miss it for the world."


I gave Dardennes and Céline a thumbs-up. "Batter up, silver elves. It's your turn. Ride that wind like nobody's business and go get us some world leaders!" I was actually starting to have some fun.










CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX





EIGHT WORLD LEADERS. We actually had eight of the most powerful people in the entire world, with armies of millions at their beck and call, standing in our meadow. It was kind of surreal, actually. What was blowing my mind, though, was the fact that they were acting like a bunch of assholes…except the German one and the American one. They were pretty decent. It might have helped that they were women, a species used to having to go with the flow and pretend not to be scared when people were throwing surprises at them left and right. A woman didn't get into the top position in government without learning how to be a serious badass along the way.


I had a feeling that the British guy would come around eventually too, but he kept getting so freaked out over what I was saying, I had to put him in another fireball time out. It was so annoying when grown adults acted like babies.


"So, are we ready to try this again?" I asked, gesturing at the fireball. It faded to almost nothing before I spoke again. "Mister Prime Minister, have you calmed down enough to come out here and speak with us in a civil tone of voice?" I let the fire wall drop completely.


"Quite right. Quite right. Absolutely. Ready, willing, and able," he said, sweat pouring down his bright red face as he walked over to the group. At that point, he probably would have said anything to get out of the sauna he'd created. It was totally his fault he was still in there. He'd tried to escape three separate times and had the balls to say that I was as mad as a bag of ferrets—an insult I planned to keep for my own repertoire because it was so awesomely descriptive. But he'd also called me an ankle-biting wazzock, and although I wasn't exactly sure what that meant, his tone told me it was nothing good. The whole ankle-biting thing reminded me of gnomes, and who wants to be called one of those dirt-eaters? Definitely not me.


Once released from his fireball, the Prime Minister joined the group of other humans, all of them lined up basically in front of me. I had joined Dardennes and Céline, both of whom looked a little paler than normal after having ridden the wind a couple times to get two of the leaders to the meadow. Sam and Red had done their part as well, but they didn't look tired at all after casting their transport spells.


I thought it was cool that several races of fae were being given the opportunity to show off their kidnapping skills to the community. No one group was being favored or put in the spotlight, which kept any chances of jealousy to a minimum. Not that the fae were jealous types, but these were not normal times by any means.


Tim was seriously good at functioning inside big plans and playing his part as unofficial leader of the pixies. He disappeared after the leaders started showing up, telling me he was going to work with the pixie colony to prepare them for a show of force, should one become necessary. The truth was, we were both worried about butt dust being accidentally released, so it was better if they weren't around for this. Of course, Tim had insisted it was body dust and not butt dust, but whatever. Same thing. Much too much happiness equals bad in my book.


I clapped my hands together, pleased to see that I had the humans' attention. With a nod from Dardennes, I began.


"Although I know you didn't get here on your own steam, I want to thank you for coming. Trust me, I know it's not easy to be yanked out of your normal life and thrust into the world of the fae. I know this from personal experience." I spared a glance for the silver elves on either side of me, and they both cracked a tiny smile. Oh, the memories.


"We never would have gone to these extremes if it weren't critically important that we talk to you now and get things rolling immediately. And we assumed if one of our emissaries approached you on your turf as fae and asked you to join us, you would have had him arrested and institutionalized." I paused for a response. Most of the humans at least nodded. The American laughed.


The President of Turkey raised his hand. "May I ask what this urgent matter is about? And also, how are we to return to our countries? And how do you expect us to explain our absences?" He looked at the other people around him. "I was in my private residence, one room away from my wife. She will surely have called in our protective services by now."


Dardennes leaned down and whispered in my ear. "Everything has been taken care of."


I had no details beyond that, but knowing what I did about the fae, I was sure there was nothing to worry about. Unless Red had been in charge of the spells. I gestured for Dardennes to lower his ear again, which he did. "Was Red in charge of that part of the program by any chance?"


Dardennes shook his head no. He might also have smiled.


I nodded and addressed the humans. "No need to worry. No one in your family or in your protective services or whatever will notice that you're missing."


"How is that possible?" asked the Prime Minister of Italy.


I grinned. "Magic."


He rolled his eyes. "Of course. It's magic." Then he laughed, and not in a respectful way.


I felt royally dissed. And it didn't help when the men on either side of him started nodding and laughing right along with him.


My first reaction was to bitch slap them with some of the Green, but then I decided that a mature fae would never do such a thing. So I asked myself, What would Tony do? Tony wouldn't yell. He wouldn't slap anyone silly. He wouldn't mock them, either. He'd just state some facts and make them see reason. He'd use logic to win them over.


So I tried like hell to come up with something logical, but nothing came to mind. Maybe I could have compelled old Baloney Head into my daydreams again, but he'd seemed a bit pressed for time before, so I didn't want to bug him. And everyone was kind of waiting around for me to handle things, so I just did what I thought would work fastest and best.


"Spike!" I yelled at the top of my lungs, letting Wind carry my voice up into the ether where some of my friends were waiting. "Bring it, baby, bring it!"


At first there was just an eerie wind, kicked up by yours truly. It wasn't necessary for Wind to be there for the next part of my plan, but it did make it more awesome. The sound that the humans probably thought were ships' sails came next, but I knew better. I wasn't clear which of the magical beasts were coming in answer to my call, but I'd been assured by my friends—the most amazing dragon riders ever—that they would show up if necessary and not disappoint me.


Something started itching my hand. I scratched at it for a couple of seconds, but it wouldn't stop. I looked down to see what was bothering my skin so much and noticed that the scale in my palm was glowing red. A grin slowly lit up my face as I realized what that meant.


"Why are you smiling like that?" asked the Prime Minister of Italy. "Do you realize what a fool we think you are? Are you criminally insane? Does that make you happy to know that you are going to prison?"


I held up my hand for him to admire. "Nope. I'm smiling because you are about to get schooled by a dragon lady named Biad. Better brace yourselves." I held my hand up to the sky, and my girl Biad lit up the clouds with her fire and brimstone. I could see the blast coming from her heart furnace from where I was standing, and she was still half a mile away.


All the world leaders followed my gaze to face the sounds they'd heard behind their backs. Several took steps in reverse away from the majestic sight before them.


Biad was in front, riderless. Behind her was Spike riding his dragon. Next to him was Becky, and behind them was Finn and another rider I didn't recognize. He was older than my friends. A lot older. He had a gray beard that blew over his shoulder and sailed out behind him. As he got closer I could see beads and bits of leather woven in that massive beard. And then I recognized the shape of his eyes.


"Ish! You sonofabitch! I didn't know you were here!" I almost barfed, I was so happy to see him. He had listened to my advice! He hadn't gotten lost in his element! Woo hoo! We are cookin' with gas now, baby!


He held his sword up over his head in a warrior's salute. "Mother! Good to see you! Welcome back from your elements!"


"Our elements, my friend! Our elements!" I shouted back.


"Indeed!" he bellowed.


The British Prime Minister backed way up, only stopping when he was right in front of me. "This cannot be real."


I stood on tiptoe so I could whisper in his ear. "Oh, it can. And it is." I giggled after because I will never ever be a mature fae, no matter how badly everyone might want me to be.


The dragons arrived in a flurry of wing flapping, wind shifting, smoke, and fire. Thankfully they kept their flames up toward the sky, but not so much the smoke. Biad herself huffed a huge cloud of it right into the group of world leaders. They fell in every direction, trying to find oxygen.


I walked over, stopping in front of her, ignoring the adult humans crawling around on the ground at my feet. "Biad. My dragon queen. It is so good to see you. I missed you." I held up my hand to her.


She leaned down slowly, a sound coming from her throat that sounded a lot like a cat purring, only deeper and way the hell scarier. You look well, Elemental. You are with children. She breathed fire at my face, and we hung out in silence for a few seconds as its glorious warmth washed over me.


"Yes, I am. I don't think I'm showing yet, though." I looked down at my belly. It seemed as flat as ever.


It shows on your soul.


"Oh. Yeah. Right. That makes complete sense. So…thanks for coming." I gestured to the men and women to my right. Now that the air had cleared and her fire was banked, they'd helped one another to their feet and were gathered in a tight group. Whereas my fireballs had had little effect, the dragons were making a serious impression. So much for being a kickass elemental.


What would you like from me? Biad asked. I do not feel that leaving the portal unguarded for very long is a good idea.


"I thought the golden Ben dragon might be keeping an eye on things for you."


"He is too young. He needs more time."


"Yeah. I get it. I don't need much from you, actually." I jerked my thumb in the direction of our visitors. "I just thought you could give a couple of those yahoos a little ride—a display of your fancy dancy dragon magic, so we could cut to the chase with our negotiations. They don't seem to want to accept the fact that they don't have a choice here. That they have to participate."


Perhaps we should introduce them to your family. A show of force.


I shrugged. "Couldn't hurt." Since the dragon was the only one besides Tim coming up with ideas, and she had taken an unplanned vacation from the Isle of Skye to come here for us, I figured I might as well heed her suggestion.


I put my voice in the wind and delivered it to my fae friends—a handy trick I'd learned on the fly just minutes ago as the dragons had approached. "Come out, come out, wherever you are! All the fae in the forest, please step into the meadow and join us."


I looked at the world leaders who were dumbstruck over the sight of dragons crouched in front of them. "Um, excuse me. Could I have your attention, please?" I said to the humans.


Most of them looked at me. Not the Italian or the British guys, though. They were too busy shitting their pants, staring unmoving at Biad and her friends. I snapped my fingers several times until they finally looked over. "I want to introduce you to the local fae community. We're only a few hundred in number here, but if you include all the fae across the world, we number in the millions." I gestured out into the meadow, at the space behind and around the dragons. "Behold! The Light and Dark Fae community!"


The meadow was shoulder to shoulder with fae of every color and size. Green elves and water sprites. Witches and werewolves. Incubi and succubi. Sirens and wraiths. Ogres, dwarves, daemons, and gnomes. Pixies by the dozen. Fae I didn't recognize as any race I'd ever seen before. All the fae that made up our family came out of the trees to surround the humans and make their acquaintance.


And then the sirens began to sing. Their haunting voices filled the space surrounding us, weaving in and out of the fae, humans, and dragons. The giant beasts closed their eyes and swayed silently. The humans wept. The fae held hands and smiled, reminded that they were the custodians of a very powerful magic. It was the most beautiful sound I'd ever heard. I felt our connection drawn together by the siren music, like a needle pulls a thread through bits of fabric and fastens the pieces tight, but it wasn't quite complete. So I added the Earth element. It filtered into our very souls, binding us all together on an elemental level, allowing us to feel how we were connected as one glorious being—a being that had been here since the beginning of time and would be here long after our existence in this realm ended.


I would have been happy to die to the sounds of that melody, but I pulled myself out of the trance I'd fallen into and prepared myself for our next steps. There was a big picture to see here, and I was finally putting it together.


In less than two minutes, the humans were putty in my hands. Even the Italian guy. The song stopped, but it took a little while for any of them to be able to function normally again.


I gave them a few moments and then made my way over to the group. As I walked up, each of them lowered their eyes in deference. Now that's what I'm talking about. Finally, they were ready to deal.


"As I said before, thank you for visiting us here in the Green Forest. Are you ready to listen to our proposal?"


The American was the first to lift her head. "I can't speak for the group, but I am more than ready to listen. What can my country and I do to help you?"


The rest of the leaders fell in line behind her. The last one to speak was the British guy. "When we're all done…do you think…might it be possible…" He kept looking over his shoulder at Biad. "…Perhaps…"


I sighed. "You want to ride a dragon, don't you?"


He nodded hard enough that I started to worry his neck was going to go out of joint.


"Maybe. We'll see if you can behave during the negotiations."


His smile was tremulous, but it was real. I looked up at Dardennes. "I think I'm going to hand this off to you. There's someone I need to go talk to." Like Ben said, I was all about the big picture, not these little details.


I left the Council to the business of making deals with the human world leaders, of making plans for coordinating their armies, and of explaining to these eight people that we would use our powers to convince their colleagues and cabinets and congresses that putting troops in place outside of music concert venues was a perfectly normal thing to do with their military forces. It was going to take a hell of a lot of logistical magic not just because it was a lot of things to put together but also because we had little time, but we had a hell of a lot of powerful witches standing ready to serve our community, so I wasn't worried. My job was big picture and that was detail stuff.


I walked over to my dragon and talked to her in my mind. So, Biad…you'll give those humans a quick ride over the forest for me? Just to kind of seal the deal? We need their help to stop the Forsaken.


Yes. I understand the importance of your negotiations. I will do this for you.


Thank you. I reached my hand up to stroke her nose. She purred again.


When will I see you at the portal? she asked.


As soon as we kick the Forsaken out of our universe. I promise.


I fear for you, companion.


I tried not to be scared shitless over the fact that my powerful dragon was worried about me. What did she know that I didn't? And did I want to know it? I'm going to be okay. I think. I have lots of friends.


I am aware you have friends and many who love you. Many who would lay down their lives for you. But the Forsaken have powerful weapons to use against you, and no military will be able to stop them.


Her words laced my heart with ice. The fear was almost paralyzing. I've heard they're going to use my kids against me. Don't worry. I can handle it. Yeah…I was totally bullshitting that dragon. I didn't want her to be freaking out about me when she had a whole realm of demons to keep under control. She had bigger fish to fry than worrying about little old me.


"You coming, Elemental?" Tim yelled from the edge of the woods. "I found him for ya."


I hadn't told Tim who I'd planned to go look for, but maybe he'd somehow managed to read my mind. That was what roomie soulmates did for one another, I guess. I raised my hand at the pixie to let him know I'd heard.


I have to go, Biad. Thank you again.


She blasted me with a wall of fire, giving me a moment of blissful calm to enjoy before I left on my next mission. "That is so awesome," I said as it slowly faded away.


The world's leaders had stopped talking with Dardennes and were staring at me, their eyes practically falling out of their heads. I waved at them and smiled. "See you guys later. Have fun!"


I walked off without a backward glance, but I could tell by the way Tim was fist pumping and midair break dancing that my dragon fire bath and my easy, graceful exit had accomplished the shock and awe we'd been going for.


And now it was time for a shock and awe session of a different type. I steeled myself for the difficult and horrible conversation I was about to have with the last fae I ever wanted to talk to outside of Leck and Malena.










CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN





WE FOUND TORRIE sitting in the auditorium in the same spot where he'd been earlier in the day during our big meeting. He was slumped over in his seat like he was asleep. Or dead.


"Is he dead?" I asked as I walked over, tiptoeing for some unknown reason.


"No. He's very much alive, unfortunately." Tim sounded angry.


I appreciated the loyalty that I assumed was fueling his ire, but I needed to make sure this didn't go sideways. "You'd better wait over there," I said, pointing to the raised dais where the Council normally sat.


"Why? You don't want me there with you?" He sounded hurt.


"Of course I want you there, don't be ridiculous. But I can tell you're coming in hot, and I need him to stay alive long enough for me to talk to him and get some answers."


Tim nodded slowly, his eyes narrowing. "I get it. You're worried I'm going to unleash my inner dragon and take him out."


"Exactly." More like your inner butt duster, but whatever.


"Yeah. That could complicate things. I have a family and all…"


"That's what I was thinking. Sooo, wait over there, maybe? But be ready. In case he attacks."


"He'd better not even think about it." Tim punched his opposite palm a few times, screwing up his mouth into a tiny little microscopically-sized butthole shape.


I stifled a giggle, and when Tim looked up at me, I covered it up with a coughing fit. It woke Torrie up out of his trance or nap or whatever.


"Hello," the former demon said, getting to his feet. He looked every inch the silver elf today. He no longer had those horns or those claws or that demon junk that sometimes haunted my nightmares. I had literally seen demon balls when a cut-off pair fell to the floor once, and that shit was nasty. They weren't Torrie's nuts, but it didn't matter. No set of demon balls was ever going to be nice to look at.


Tim flew over to the Council's table, but he hovered near the edge of it, staring daggers into Torrie's face. It was kind of ironic, because he'd actually stabbed Torrie in the face with a dagger once before. Right in the eyeball. It was awesome. Part of me wanted him to do it again.


"Hello," I said as I approached the silver elf. "I have some questions for you." Torrie and I had spoken since he'd come back to the fae compound after living in the Underworld, but not alone and not about something as important as this particular subject.


He nodded once, lowering his head deferentially. "As you wish."


"Torrie, I'm not going to dance around the reason why I'm here or waste anyone's time with playing nice. As you and I both know, you hid out in my human house as a demon, possessing my mother's boyfriend Rick, for at least a year. And during that time, you tried to rape me."


He cleared his throat, but he didn't argue.


My ears were burning hot, and it was highly possible there was actual steam coming out of them, but I pressed on. "When you were a demon, you told me that there was a prophecy that said if you conceived a child with me while I was a virgin—and by the way, that whole needing to be a virgin thing is total bullshit…I mean, what difference does it make? But anyway, as I was saying, this prophecy seemed to be a big deal to you, since you let Leck kill my mother to get me to come there, and you said that if we had a baby together, that baby would bring the end of the world. So what's up with that? Did you do it?"


"Did I do what, Mother?"


"Ugh, do not call me that." He did not have the right to refer to me that way as far as I was concerned.


"I'm sorry. I beg your forgiveness."


"No. You can't have it, even if you beg. Just tell me: did you rape me when I was in that mental facility?"


He frowned. "What mental facility?"


"You know what mental facility I'm talking about!" If he thought he was going to get out of this by playing dumb, he was totally going to lose his nuts. I was not there to play. I'd sliced off a set of 'em before, and I'd be happy to slice another set off too. "I time-slipped. I was sent back to my old life with you living in Rick's body. You grabbed me and sent me to a mental hospital run by Malena. And you guys used drugs to knock me out." I moved closer to him, bringing a ball of fire into my hand. "Did you rape me? In other words, did you have sex with me without my permission?" My temper was rising rapidly, as was the temperature in the room.


"Jayne…easy, girl," said Tim from somewhere behind me. "Don't set the compound on fire. Juuuust notch it down about tweeeenty degrees."


Torrie was sweating like crazy. "I'm sorry, but I have no memory of ever being near you in a mental hospital." He dropped his head. "But that doesn't mean it didn't happen."


"Explain yourself!" I didn't mean to yell, but I couldn't seem to manage being reasonable in front of him. World leaders, yes. Demon rapists, no.


"Time-slipping is a complicated business. It creates an…alternate universe…that can run parallel to the one we're in now. The universe I was in, that I can recall memories from, was different than the one you describe. There was no mental hospital. Your mother and I…Rick…had talked about putting you in a residential treatment program, but you never came home from school the day we planned to take you, and so it was never put into play."


The fires of my anger banked just the slightest. "Sooo…you're saying that when there were two of me, there were two of you?"


"I don't know what you mean about there being two of you," he said. But he'd explained enough.


"Tim!" I yelled.


"Yes, my liege!" he yelled back, appearing over my shoulder. "Want me to dust his sorry butt? Just say the word. I have enough body dust to send him right back into hell."


"Your butt dust is too good for him. Come on." I spun on my heel and left Torrie to wallow in his awfulness behind me.


Tim flew next to me, throwing his arms all around. "Jayne, I've told you about fifty times now, it's not butt dust. It's body dust. How are the pixies ever going to gain the respect they deserve if our own Mother continues to mock our greatest power?"


I stopped at the door before throwing it open. "Are you serious? I can't have any fun around here anymore, is that what you're saying?"


"At my expense? No! Yes! That's what I'm saying! No fun! No more butt dust!"


I opened my mouth and shouted as loud as I could, "Buuuutttt duuuuust!!!!" I pointed at him and kept shouting. "You have buttttt dusssst!!!"


He looked at me with a bored expression, his arms folded across his chest. "Are you done yet? Do you feel better?"


I grinned, feeling strangely euphoric. It was so freeing to confront my demons. Like, literally confront them. "Yes, actually, I am done now. And I feel awesome, thank you very much."


"Fine. Come on. I made you a prenatal doctor's appointment. And there's probably going to be blood taken and possible anal probing as well, so you can wipe that silly smile off your face right now, young lady."


"You did?" It seriously pulled my heart strings to know that he cared so much about me that he'd make a doctor's appointment for me and the babies. My eyes filled with tears. Then I thought a little harder about what he said. "Anal probing? What's that all about?"


"Of course I made you an appointment. I am the godfather after all. I have to take care of my second-in-line-for-the-pixie-throne children."


I laughed and partly choked on that idea. "Godfather? Pixie throne?"


"Come on," he said, gesturing for me to follow him down the hall. "I don't have time for your tomfoolery. Those clinic doctors get cranky when fae are late for their appointments. Let's fly."


He zoomed off in front of me, and I jogged to keep up. It felt good to be running through the hallways of the compound while everyone else was taking care of the difficult business of planning our world's survival out in the meadow. I loved not being responsible for everything.


I yelled at the top of my lungs the entire way to the clinic, making up a song as I went. "Buuuuuttt duuuuusst, my roomie has buuuuutt duuuuusssst, the most powerful, awful, and incredibly sparkly buuuuuttt duuuuusssttt…!"










CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT





I PUSHED OPEN the door to the clinic and found the place pretty much a ghost town. Brad had graduated to resting in his room, so all the beds were empty. The only fae there was the same healer who'd been on duty when Tim had needed his blood drawn so the Dark Fae could use it to heal Chase from the pixilation he'd suffered.


"Oh, ho, ho… and so we meet again," Tim said, flying right up to the guy's face. "Not so tough when you don't have a steel lance in your hand, are ya?"


The healer backed his head up into his neck as far as he could and then closed his eyes, letting out a long-suffering sigh. "May I help you?"


I leaned in and quickly brushed Tim out of the way before the guy could open his eyes again, and plastered a huge smile on my face to help ease his mind. When he lifted his lids, he quickly looked around the room, trying to locate Tim.


I waved to distract him. "Hi there. I'm here for a pregnancy visit or whatever you call it."


He focused on me. "You're the patient?"


I nodded. "Yep. Me and these guys." I pointed with my two first fingers at my belly button.


"Not the pixie?" he asked in a quieter voice.


"Not today."


He rolled his eyes in what looked like relief. "Excellent. Step into that cubicle there and take off your clothes." He turned around to open a cabinet and started taking things out.


"Uh…what?" I pulled my cloak tighter against me.


He spoke without turning around. "I said take off your clothes in that cubicle."


"That cubicle right there? The one that's totally open on the end here, with just flimsy curtains on the sides?"


"Yes. That cubicle." 


"And you want me to take off my clothes? You mean my cloak, right?"


His shoulders drooped and he sighed loudly. "I mean your clothes. Cloak, shirt, pants, bra, underwear, moccasins, socks, and any weapons you might also be wearing. Take it all off."


"Aren't you even going to buy me a drink first? Geez…" I could feel my face burning over the idea of being stark naked in front of this stranger.


He turned around, confusion written all over his face. "Pardon me?"


I waved him away. "Never mind. Do you at least have a paper gown or a sheet or something I can use to cover up with?"


"No, I don't. We don't really do modesty here." He went back to messing around in his cabinet.


Must be a French thing. "Fine." I said fine but I didn't feel fine. I never got naked around anyone but Spike and Tim, and Tim only because he was up my butt all the time and would never go away when it was time for me to shower. I always figured, what would Tim do with a set of boobs big enough to smother his whole family? Nothing. So he was easy to get naked in front of. But this fae doctor guy? Not so much.


"What's the matter, Big J? Feeling a little shy?" Tim giggled as he sat on the papered exam table inside the cubicle.


"No." Yes. I started peeling off my layers. I was working in slow motion, trying to talk myself into being cool about the fact that anyone could walk into the clinic at any moment and catch me in the buff. Good thing they were all busy in the meadow.


I finally got down to my birthday suit and grabbed my cloak, wrapping it around me like a towel before I sat on the exam table. The healer turned around, wheeling over a silver tray with lots of scary looking instruments on it.


"What are those?" I asked. I was pretty sure I hadn't asked for major surgery, but it sure seemed like that was what he had in mind for me. I'd thought Tim had been joking about the anal probing thing, but now I wasn't so sure.


"Speculum, ultrasound wand, and other things I might need to take some samples and run some tests."


"A wand? We're using magic today?" That made me feel better. Maybe I wouldn't even have to spread my legs.


"Not that kind of wand. This is ordinary human equipment I'm using today."


"Oh. That's weird."


He chuckled. "Humans do have their uses, one of them being as inventors of devices that sometimes make our lives easier." He gestured at the table. "Lie back and put your robe down. It's going to get in my way."


I reclined, but my hands wouldn't do what he wanted them to. I just couldn't let the cloak go. The more I worried about it, the hotter I got, too.


The healer pulled his shirt collar away from his neck as sweat started to trickle down his temples. "Warm in here today."


"You have no idea," I said. It was taking some serious concentration not to throw a wall of flames up between us.


He looked annoyed, wiping the sweat off his brow. "Come on, now. I don't have all day. Trust me, I've seen everything you have. This isn't my first day on the job." He reached up and grabbed my cloak, pulling on it.


I held on tight. My hands wouldn't let go. My temperature rose.


"Uhh, Jayne, you should probably just let this happen," said Tim, flying down to float next to my face. "The more worked up you get, the higher the temperature gets, and I'm not sure that ultrasound machine is liking it very much."


The distant sound of beeping filled my ears. I realized I was about to break the machine that was going to tell me if my babies were okay.


I forced my hands to let go of the material I had knotted in my fists, and the cloak flew off me. Apparently, the good doctor had been putting a lot of muscle into his efforts to take it from me, so he went flying backwards with it, ass over teakettle, sending his stool shooting off in the opposite direction.


My body was revealed in all its naked glory, but it was completely on fire, bright red and orange flames dancing over every square inch of it.


"Well," said Tim, chuckling uncomfortably, "that's not something you see every day."


The temperature in the room had gone way down. I couldn't figure out how it could be working that way when I was literally the size of a very large beach bonfire. I'd finally stopped sweating, though. Weird, weird, weird. Fire that didn't burn was strange for sure. But it was pretty cool too.


The healer got to his feet, dropping the cloak on the floor next to him. He approached me slowly, staring at my body as he dragged his stool back into position. "What…is…happening here?" He held out his hands like you would toward a campfire and then he smiled. "Fire without heat. Fascinating."


I wiggled a couple fingers at him. "Hey. Eyes up here, buddy." I pointed to my face.


He looked up. "Yes?"


"Can we get a move on?" I said, gesturing at his tray of torture devices. "I don't have all day for this."


He pointed at me. "But…you're on fire."


"Just ignore it. It's fine. It won't burn you."


Tim sat down on the pillow next to my head as I reclined all the way back. The sounds of instruments rattling around told me that the healer was starting his process.


"You know…I don't think you get enough credit for your ingenuity," Tim said. "You didn't want to get naked, but you had to, so you improvised and came up with a solution. You still look naked but you don't feel naked. It's a perfect Plan B."


"Thank you, Tim. That was very kind of you to say that."


"One should never underestimate the power of the prude," he added.


"What?"


He gestured at the flames. "Well, let's face it. This is all about you being afraid to be seen without your clothes on. Necessity is the mother of invention; that's what my father always used to say. You didn't want to be nude and now, voilà, you are not exactly nude, are you? But you are, because I can see everything."


"I'm not afraid to be naked, I just don't feel comfortable throwing my hoo-hah around in everybody's faces." I looked away from him to the tray that had just gotten wheeled closer to my crotch.


"Put your feet in these stirrups," said the healer.


Oh boy, here we go. I followed his instructions, exposing my nether regions to the entire clinic in the process. I prayed no one was going to walk in. Thank the sun, moon, and stars that the entire fae community is out in the meadow.


Tim was laughing. "Throwing your…what? Who is having your hoo-hah thrown in their face?" He paused to take a look at what the healer was doing, cringing a little. "Well…who other than that guy down there."


I tried not to grimace at the things that were happening to me, but it was impossible. The person who invented the heated speculum one day was going to make a billion dollars, minimum. "Shut up," I said, partially grunting the words. Talk about uncomfortable. Holy crap. Get this over with already.


The sound of voices and commotion came to my ears, and I clamped my legs together.


"Um, hello! Not done down here!" said the doctor.


"Someone's coming!" I whispered desperately.


Dardennes' voice came through loud and clear as the door opened and he stepped inside. "And this is our clinic, where our healers work tirelessly to keep our population healthy and ready for anything the human world might throw at us." He chuckled at his little international relations joke.


I lifted my head in time to see the entire world-leader delegation staring at my fire-crotch. Dardennes' jaw froze in the open position as his face turned perfectly white.


I fell back onto the bed and sighed. "This is my punishment for something really terrible that I did to someone somewhere that they totally did not deserve. I know it is. I just wish someone would tell me what it was and who I did it to so I could go apologize."


Tim started laughing so hard, he farted eight times in quick succession. Eight times. So I not only got to suffer the humiliation of showing off my flaming hoo-hah to the entire world, I also got put in the gas chamber while doing it. Yeah. Karma hates me that much. "You are so going down when I get out of here," I said to Tim.


He tried to answer, but he was laughing too hard to speak.


The room had gone silent, so the only sound I heard after Tim's gas attack was the door shutting quietly. I lifted my head once more to confirm we were alone. Then I addressed the healer. "So, what's the scoop, Doc? We all good down there?"


He pointed to the monitor next to my bed. "See for yourself."


There was a black and white fuzzy image on the little flatscreen TV next to the exam table. Then it became clearer.


"Meet your children, Baby A and Baby B." He used a laser to point them out. They looked like tiny, hairless troll dolls dancing around inside two sacks. "Good heartbeats, good measurements, everything looks excellent."


"Are you sure they aren't trolls? Or gnomes? They look kind of lumpy."


He chuckled. "No, I'm pretty sure these are normal, human-like fae we're looking at."


The door opened again, and I didn't even bother to see who had entered the room. What did it matter? I was naked. No big. All I could do was stare at the creatures that I had created with Spike and maybe Torrie.


Someone took my hand.


I looked over and saw the edge of a tattoo on that hand touching mine and then smelled the scent of Spike. He leaned over to give me a kiss. "Is that them?" he asked.


"Yep." I was crying, and I hadn't even realized it.


"They're gorgeous. That one looks like you," he said, pointing to Baby B.


I laughed and cried at the same time. "And the other one looks like you," I whispered. Then I looked at Spike. "I'm so sorry." My heart was hurting so much. This should have been an amazing moment for him, but I'd screwed up.


He frowned. "For what?"


"I'm sorry that one of them might not be yours." I could barely get the words out. I knew it wasn't my fault that I'd been molested, but maybe if I'd done things differently, I might not have been time-slipped and given that demon the chance to do the bad thing he did.


The wrinkles of worry on Spike's face relaxed as he smiled. "Don't be silly. They're both mine and they're both yours…no one else's."


"But…" I thought he didn't understand. I was going to tell him what Torrie had explained, about how it was very likely that the Torrie in the alternate universe I'd been running around in had accomplished his evil agenda and gotten to me before I could get back to Spike.


Spike put his hand over my mouth and shook his head. "It doesn't matter. None of that matters to me. What does matter is that you're my girl and those two babies are mine and ours together. I'd never want to wish one of them away. I love them both already. No one else is in this picture of ours. It's just us here. Just the four of us." He leaned down and kissed my forehead.


I cried silently in both joy and fear. He was such a good person, such a good fae. I really, really hoped I would be good enough to deserve him one day. And I wished Tony were there to celebrate with us, too. He would have been so excited to be an uncle, and he would have made the very best uncle in the entire universe. I spoke to him in that space in my mind where I sometimes compelled fae, angels, and demons. Take care of my babies, Tony. Watch over them and lead them in the right direction. We need you. I didn't hear anything back, but I was sure he'd heard me. Tony would never totally abandon me.


My pillow started jiggling and then it sounded like someone was torturing an animal right next to my ear. I looked to my right and found Tim crying but trying to hold it in. His face was bright red and he had both hands clapped over his face, his shoulders trembling.


"What's up, pixieman?" I asked.


He immediately flew up into the center of the room and executed the most spectacular set of midair acrobatics I'd ever seen him do. When he finally got back to us a few minutes later, he was red from exertion and his tears had dried.


"Damn, man, you got the moves," Spike said, smiling in admiration. He held up his finger for a high-one.


Tim slapped it has hard as he could, breathing heavily and leaning over in mid-flight. "Yeah. Been practicing."


Tim floated down to my pillow and leaned on my face with one hand while he caught his breath. "Whoo. Had some extra energy I had to work off, there."


"Getting a little verklempt at seeing your godchildren on the big screen?" I asked, trying not to smile too hard.


"Oh, Jesus," he said, fanning his face, tears coming again. "Don't. I just can't…" He took off again, and this time figured out how to get out of the clinic, even though the door was shut. Annoying pixies with their little hidden exits.


"What's up with him?" Spike asked, mystified.


"He's freaking out over becoming a godfather, I think." I looked at my handsome man. "Is that okay? If we ask him and Abby to kind of…watch over them? We've got Tony watching over them from the Overworld, but I figured it might be good to have backup in the Here and Now."


Spike leaned down and whispered in my ear. "I was kind of thinking we could ask the whole crew…everyone we did this fae changeling thing with. Couldn't hurt right? To have all those amazing fae looking out for our kids?"


I reached up and clamped my arm around his neck. "You're fucking brilliant. I love you so much."


His eyes flared red and he kissed me. The healer disappeared from view and excused himself from the room. The sound of the clinic door closing behind him was the last thing I was conscious of before falling into bliss with Spike leading the way.










CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE





THE NEXT FEW weeks were filled with coordination between us and the humans, who'd been sent back to their respective countries to set things in motion. We also doubled down on our own personal training regimens. The military forces of the major world powers would be standing at the ready, in position to quell any uprisings the Forsaken might instigate, while we prepared ourselves to fight them locally if necessary. Sam was trying to work with me on mixing her witch magic with my elemental connections, and we were making progress, but it was slow. I feared that we wouldn't be ready in time.


We were all preparing for the arrival of the Forsaken, on edge, and trying to come up with several different types of alternative defenses that we might need to put into play, depending on what those horrible creatures decided to do. We were functioning on educated guesses at best, and although I had all the faith in the world in our gray elves, who were tirelessly working through various scenarios to ensure our success, I wasn't one hundred percent confident that we'd covered all our bases. My nerves were jangling, and it sure as hell didn't help that every time I turned around, another big, black bird was staring at me.


"Look!" I exclaimed, pointing to it so Sam would see it too. We were standing outside one of the compound doors I rarely used. "There's another one. Or the same one, I can't tell them apart."


She stopped waving her wand at me and looked. "Yeah, fine. It's a crow. I told you, there's no magic being used against you here. I have us completely blocked off from the rest of the world."


"Yes, I know that. And I know your shit is working, because I can feel it working, but that doesn't mean this isn't freaky." I faced the bird more fully. "Hey! Bird! What's up with you, man? Why do you keep staring at me like that?"


It launched itself from the branch and cawed a few times before disappearing from view over the trees.


I turned to face Sam. "I think it just told me to get bent."


She half smiled. "Maybe. Are you ready to try this again?" She held up her wand.


"No." I waved her over. "Let's go talk to Grandma Maggie."


"What?" Sam's arm dropped to her side. "What on earth for?"


"Because. I'm tired of casting, my feet hurt, I'm nauseated again, and I need some not fresh air. Her house is the perfect place to get some of that."


Sam joined me, walking toward the darker edges of the forest. "And because you want to talk to her about the crows."


I couldn't hide anything from my cousin. "Yeah. Maybe. She'll know if it means anything I should be worried about." My gut was telling me it was, so Maggie would either confirm it or tell me I was having another weird pregnancy symptom that I should try to ignore.


We got twenty feet from our starting position when suddenly a streak of black raced out of the forest toward me. I didn't have time to do anything before I was grabbed, lifted off my feet, and swung around in a circle.


"Waaaaahhhhh!!!" I screamed in surprise.


The world finally stopped spinning when Spike put me down, a huge smile splitting his face. "Hello, gorgeous. What're you up to this fine day?"


I rolled my eyes, pushing him off me, stumbling a little bit with the dizziness. "You've obviously been hanging out with Valentine today."


"Did I hear someone speak my name?" said a silky voice from behind me. I could feel incubus breath on my neck, he was so close.


I turned around slowly so as not to tempt him into jumping me. He could get a little frisky from time to time. "Speak of the devil," I said, patting him on the chest, adding a little zap of the Green in my touch so he'd remember who he was dealing with.


His smile grew wider and his eyes danced with promises I hoped he didn't plan to keep. "My gorgeous, ferocious darling," he said, leaning in for a kiss on the cheek. "How are things?"


He and Sam shared a soft, clinging high five before he turned his attention back to me.


"We were headed off to Maggie's," I said.


He lost his smile. "Whyever would you want to do that?" He cocked a hip and folded one arm over his chest, resting the opposite elbow on it as he tapped his chin. "Someone is nervous." He was totally reading my mood like a boss, looking sly and fly as hell while he did it, too. Damn those incubi, looking so good dressed all in black.


"Yeah, I am a little nervous to be honest. I keep seeing these annoying crows everywhere, and it's freaking me out. We were going to go ask her if it was supposed to mean something."


He lost all forms of humor from his expression. "You're seeing crows?"


As if on cue, several of them squawked behind him. His head whipped around, and he glared into the trees. "The devil's business," he muttered.


"What was that?" Sam asked.


My throat went dry. "Yeah, uh, care to repeat that?"


He looked at me again and put on a fake smile. "Oh, it was nothing. But how about we go inside and get you something to eat?" He reached down and patted my still flat stomach. "You look famished."


I rolled my eyes, waiting for him to finish dicking around. When he stood straight again, I spoke. "Out with it, Valentine."


He glanced at Spike who was standing there with his eyebrows raised in confusion.


"Out with what, baby-cakes?" Valentine smiled at me again, only this time it looked just a liiiittle bit predatory. This was his way of trying to intimidate me.


"Don't you 'baby-cakes' me. Out with it!" I put my hands on my hips. "Tell me whatever it is you're thinking right now."


"I could make him," Sam said, eyeing him up and down.


He pointed at her with a very nicely manicured and disturbingly long fingernail. "Don't be so eager to come out of the sand box, baby child. You aren't ready for the big leagues yet."


She actually smiled at that thinly veiled threat, and it made me shiver. Sometimes Sam's badassery was freaking scary.


"Care to make a wager on that?" she asked.


I held up my hands and stepped between them. "Ooookay, enough of that nonsense. How about if I agree to go eat something, because I actually am pretty hungry, and you agree to come sit with me and talk to me about crows?" I smiled very sweetly up at Valentine and then glared at my cousin. "And you agree to keep your magic to yourself."


Sam rolled her eyes and put her wand in her belt. "Fine. Be that way."


"I could be convinced to have a meal," Valentine said, fluffing up his sleeve and sniffing.


"Excellent. How about you take me in. I'm tired." I looped my arm through his and began our walk to the nearest door to the compound.


"You know…," Valentine said near my ear in a low voice, "…if I didn't know any better, I'd think you've been practicing your international diplomacy and not just your elemental control." 


I chuckled. "Yeah, well, don't get too excited. Even a blind squirrel finds a nut once in a while."


He tipped his head back and laughed so loud, it scared a few crows out of the nearby branches. His good humor disappeared immediately, and he picked up the pace. "I am literally starving for the food on that buffet."


"Mmm-hmmm," I said, not for one minute fooled by his act.










CHAPTER THIRTY





OUR DINNER BUFFET was the same as it always was, but the dinner conversation was another story. Valentine tried to play off our moments out in the forest as nothing but young fae silliness, but I knew better. He was as bothered by those crows as I was, and I wasn't going to let him off the hook that easily.


"So, Valentine," I said, putting down my fork next to my almost empty plate. "Tell us about the crows." I rested my chin on my hand and stared at him.


"What's she talkin' about?" Finn asked, pointing first at me with his dessert spoon and then at the wise incubus sitting at our table. "What crows?"


"Oh, sweetie," Becky said, using her napkin to wipe away a piece of cheesecake schmeg that was hanging on the corner of his mouth. "Let me help you."


"Awww, thank you, baby," he said, grinning at her with goo-goo eyes, leaning over for a kiss when she was done.


"Oh, my god, would you two spare me the gooey romance, please?" I rolled my eyes at them.


"Shush, Jayne. Don't be jealous," Becky said, smooching her man right there at the table.


"I think I'm going to skip dessert," Sam said, dropping her spoon with a clang onto her plate.


Scrum was unusually quiet, probably because Long was across the table sitting next to Mike. Scrum was trying desperately to play it cool, but there was just no way he could pull it off. He could not keep his eyes off her, and every time she interacted with Mike, he looked like he was turning green with envy. I kicked him under the table to get his attention.


"Huh?" He looked at me and then at everyone else. "Did I miss something?"


"Valentine was just going to tell us about crows," I said, looking at the older guy meaningfully.


"You are like a dog with a bone, young Jayne," he said, sighing heavily. "Can't we just let this one go?"


"Seriously? When have you ever seen her do that?" Becky asked.


Before I could open my mouth to agree, Tim came flying into the room, breathless. "Hi! I made it! Phew! What's up? Where's my fruit? You didn't get me any fruit? Did you not even think of me while I was out there working to keep you safe from evil?" He stomped around on the table, lifting up napkins, hoping to find sustenance below one of them.


There was a strawberry hidden under the uneaten portion of a biscuit on my plate. I used my fork to flick it at him. "Here. Bite on this." I launched it at the exact moment he turned around to face me.


It was a direct hit—strawberry, right to the gut. And it went a lot faster than I'd meant for it to, unfortunately. It hit him so hard, his body folded in half around it and went flying backwards. He landed on his ass and skidded an inch or two before he finally came to a stop. The strawberry rolled up onto his chest, forcing him to fall back onto the table with his arms and legs spread out in starfish formation. The strawberry came to rest on his face.


"Oh my word," said Finn.


"Oh, Tim, are you okay?" Becky asked, her hand hovering over him. She wanted to help him out but was probably too afraid. Tim could get pretty upset when his pixiness ended up being his downfall, and this definitely qualified as one of those occasions.


His voice came out muffled. "Get. This fruit. Off. My face."


I reached over and nudged it to the side. "Ooops. That went a little bit faster than I meant for it to. Sorry."


He just lay there blinking and staring up at the ceiling. I tried super hard not to laugh, but it was impossible. The berry had stained his nose bright red, and three seeds from the fruit's skin were stuck to his cheeks and forehead. Several snorts escaped my nasal passages.


I wasn't the only one struggling to contain myself. Spike had to turn away from the table and started coughing loudly. He sounded like a barking dog. Long was giggling like a mad hatter, and Mike was chuckling like someone who had smoked way too much weed. We sounded like we all belonged in the mental ward.


Tim sat up very slowly, reminding me of Frankenstein rising from the dead. He was definitely avoiding looking at me. His hand reached up and slowly peeled the seeds off his skin. He motioned for Becky to come closer.


She leaned down so she could hear him, her face an inch away.


Tim yelled really loudly. So loudly, in fact, that Becky was probably able to hear him as clearly as if he'd been standing inside her ear canal. "Would someone mind handing me a moist napkin?!!"


Becky's eyes went super wide and she leaned in really close to me, whispering in my ear in a high pitched voice. "He…said…moist."


"Baaaahaaaahaaaa!!" A guffaw burst out of me like it had rocket fuel behind it. I was completely out of control. Becky's expression was killing me. She was barely holding it together. I had to press on my stomach so I wouldn't lose my dinner.


Spike was on the floor at that point, writhing around with a silent laugh-scream on his face. Becky and Finn were holding on to one another, both of them shaking with laughter. Scrum was even smiling, hiding his reaction behind his fist.


"Well, it looks like it's just you and me, Valentine," Tim said, sighing in disgust. "Two adults among children. We are never going to survive the coming onslaught."


Valentine pointed at Tim but spoke to me. "Is the strawberry talking to me?"


That set me off all over again, and I couldn't answer. It was taking all my strength not to vomit as I laughed uncontrollably.


Tim flew up from the table, yelling incoherent cuss words and listing my transgressions as a roommate that included snoring, farting, cover-stealing, and inconsiderate pillow usage. He was gone before I had a chance to catch my breath, calm him down, and figure out what he meant by 'inconsiderate pillow usage'. Do I hog the pillows?


"Where's he goin' off to?" asked Finn.


"To soothe his damaged pride," I was finally able to say. I put my hand on Valentine's arm, a little dizzy from all the laughing, but feeling a lot lighter too. Pixies are such good medicine. "But seriously, tell us about the crows."


That was all I needed to lose my good humor completely…thinking about those big, black birds following me all over the place for the past couple days. Tim was awesome for lifting the mood, even when he didn't intend to, but it was time to stop the fun and get to the hard part of living, otherwise known as: 'being an adult about shit'.


Valentine sighed. "I suppose it could be a mistake to let you wander the forest without knowing."


"Without knowing what?" Spike said, going serious all of a sudden. "Come on, man, don't be like that. You're scaring her."


I watched the two incubi exchange looks and something passed between them that I couldn't identify. Bonding? An agreement of some sort? There was no way for me to know.


"Okay. Listen up, little babies." Valentine motioned for us to gather in closer. Everyone huddled up, even Long and Mike, who came around behind us and crouched down. "Crows are messengers. They don't answer the call of any particular being and they aren't servants of anyone. But they see things we do not, and they observe—over vast distances—the goings-on of various races. They communicate with one another and they have very deep emotions. They are not merely smart, they are extremely clever, and they know that their survival depends on ours. In my experience—and I've been around for a very long time, don't let this flawless skin and nubile body fool you—crows never bring good news. They send warnings of dark times ahead."


"What are they warning me about, though?" I asked. "Are the Forsaken coming early? Because the concerts aren't today, right? Don’t we have, like, another week or something? Or is it something else? Or is it just the Forsaken themselves? Are they giving me lots of advance warning or telling me about something unexpected that's on the way?"


"I don't know what they're warning you about. We cannot communicate with them. I don't want you to get upset that we can't interpret things any more clearly than that, and this is why I didn't want to say anything."


"I know you want to keep me calm, and I appreciate that, but if something out there is bothering to warn me, I don't want to ignore it. I want to be prepared for what's coming, and I think the crows want that too."


"And what will you do differently?" he asked, challenging me. "You're training, you're being cautious—always going out with one or more friends at your side…you're sleeping with an incubus every night. What else can you do?"


I looked at my friends, searching their faces. "Keep my friends closer?"


"I'm cool with moving in next door," Sam said. "If that'll make you feel better."


I nodded, relief flooding through me. "It would. Unless it's going to be a major pain in the ass for you."


She shrugged. "Not at all. I don't have anything but my clothes, so it's easy for me to move."


"We can too," Becky said. She looked at Finn. "Right? Can you move our bed?"


"Sure, no problem. I'll just get some of my buddies to help."


"I can help," said Mike's rumbling voice from behind me.


"Why don't we all just shack up together?" Long suggested. "Like a big slumber party. You have a large room, right? We had to do that once at the hospital when a hurricane came through. That was interesting.”


I held up my hand. "I don't want to hear about what interesting means in a mental ward. But yes. Let's do it. I would feel so much better if you guys were closer." I looked at Spike. "If it's okay with you."


"Of course." He laced his fingers with mine from his position on the floor. "I'd put the entire fae community right outside our door if I could."


"But we'll be inside your door," Scrum said. "Like inside it. Right in your living room and stuff." He looked uncomfortable on our behalf.


"That's fine," I said, reaching over and patting Scrum's hand. "I want you all there."


Becky clapped her hands together. "This is going to be fun!" She jumped up from her seat and pulled on Finn's shirt. "Come on, let's go get our stuff."


As they were leaving, Finn stopped to put his hand on my shoulder. "We've got your back, Mother. Don't you worry about them dang crows anymore. Nothin's gonna get to you, cuz they'll have to go through us, and we ain't goin' nowhere."


I patted his hand. "Thanks, dude. You rock."


He bowed with his fist on his chest before leaving.


I shook my head at his formality. The guy was going to be sleeping in my room, so he was going to have to quit that bowing bullshit real soon.


"You want us there too?" Long asked.


I stood, forcing her to move back. I walked up to her and put my hand on her shoulder. Staring her in the eyes, I tried like heck to tap into that part of me that could sense when someone wasn't being truthful. "I need to ask you one question first."


She nodded. "Okay. Shoot."


"When we were in the hospital together, did you know there were demons there? And did you help them get to me?"


She was staring me down like she was about to shoot lasers out of her eyeballs. "That's two questions. You said you only had one."


I squeezed her shoulder. "Answer me. And tell the truth, or I'll know you're lying."


I felt her body changing, but I hung on. She went from being a small Asian girl to being a moderately tall wyvern, her blue black scales glinting in the lights of the dining hall. Her skin felt like it was made of lightweight metal. All the fae in the room who didn't know her jumped to their feet and ran to the doors. They didn't leave, but they prepared themselves for a quick exit. Fae were never ones to run from a good drama.


She spoke to me in her mind. You awakened me from the shadows. You started The Becoming of The Others.


"Yes, I did," I said, staring into her lizardy eyes. "Now answer my question."


I do not understand. I have answered your question.


"No, you haven't." I gritted my teeth to keep from shouting at her. I couldn't tell if she was being evasive or just being a wyvern. "Now go back to being a fae girl and answer my questions, plural, or you will not be welcome in my room or in my presence." I was being harsh, but I had to be sure. I couldn't take the chance that my friends and I would be sleeping with the enemy. I looked up at Mike to see how he was taking all of this, but he was just standing there like a statue, waiting for Long to do whatever she was going to do.


Her body began to shrink, and soon my hand was resting on her normal, non-scaley shoulder again. Her pupils changed from vertical slits to circular again. A tear formed in the corner of her left eye and traced slowly down her cheek.


"Well?" I asked, trying not to feel like a total b-word over that tear.


"I have never, nor will I ever, double cross you, trap you, hurt you, or otherwise interfere in your ability to live your life on your terms." Her voice was completely devoid of any emotion.


Truth.


I let her go, my hand dropping to my side. My entire body filled with relief. I really, really didn't want to have to put her on my bad fae list. "Then you are welcome in my room, and I would really appreciate it if you and Mike would come and be a part of the group that keeps me safe."


I wasn't going to say this to any of them—I probably wouldn't even say it to Spike—but I wasn't really asking my friends to stay in my room because I was scared for myself. I'd already lost too many people who I loved and held dear; I couldn't bear to lose another family member. I wanted them close so I could take care of them and make sure that no one ever got the chance to hurt them.


I never said any of this out loud, but just after the thought floated through my mind, Long's eyes changed from fae girl eyes to dragon eyes and then back again. And she nodded ever so slightly at me, before looking up at Mike and speaking. "Let's get our stuff," she said.


"Okay." He shuffled off behind her, his arms hanging at his sides, making him look like a giant gorilla.


That look she gave me made me think that the little wyvern knew exactly what I was up to by asking everyone to join me, but I also felt pretty confident that she'd keep that information to herself. It was becoming really difficult to stay mad at the forces that had time-slipped me back into my alternate past, because without them having done that, I never would have met her, and she would have stayed in that hospital forever. I think. This was assuming that the hospital even existed before I got time-slipped back to it. That time-slipping, alternate universe shit was seriously confusing.


I put my hand on Valentine's arm as he was turning to go. He stopped to look at me. "Thanks, Valentine. I know you didn't want to be the bearer of bad news, but I'm glad you told me."


He leaned down and kissed my cheek, inhaling deeply and giving me goosebumps in the process. "You are our Mother. I could do no less." He placed his hand on my cheek and looked deeply into my eyes. Colors were swirling slowly in his irises. They were mesmerizing. "We must keep you safe, no matter the cost."


I put my hand on his. "We will. Everything's going to be okay. You'll see." And I meant it. I wasn't going to let the Forsaken or anyone or anything else hurt my family. I was going to do everything in my power to keep us all safe.


"Are you ready to go back?" Scrum asked, breaking Valentine’s incubus hold on me with his steady, nearby presence.


I put my arm around my daemon's back, and Spike trailed behind us as we walked out of the dining hall. "Yep. Sure am. And on our way back to the room, we can talk about the wyvern."


"What about her?" Scrum asked, sounding worried.


"About how you have a crush on her and what we're going to do about it."










CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE





"YOU JUST NEED to let her know how you feel somehow," I said to Scrum as we stood outside my door.


"But I don't even know how I feel, so how can I tell her anything that will make sense?" he asked. He glanced worriedly at my room.


"She's not in there yet. They just left the dining hall ahead of us."


"Who's not in there yet?" Long asked, approaching from the other direction.


I looked up at Scrum and whispered. "Ask her if she needs any help moving her bed over here." I patted him on the chest and winked. "Good luck."


I left him standing outside in the hallway, ushering Spike in ahead of me.


"Playing matchmaker, huh?" he said after I closed the door.


"Maybe."


"You sure that's a good idea?" He looked doubtful.


"I just want Scrum to be happy. Is that such a bad thing?"


Spike pulled me gently into his arms. "Not at all. I think it's cute."


I smiled up at him. "You think I'm cute?"


"Oh, hell yeah," he said, dipping his head for a kiss.


"Lellemental and incubus, sitting in a tree. K-I-S-S-I-N-G! First comes love! Then comes marriage! Then comes boobies and a baby parrot!" yelled a tiny voice from the garden area behind our living room.


I pulled away from Spike and sighed, closing my eyes.


"What? Does my breath stink?" He blew into the palm of his hand and sniffed.


"No. It's a baby pixie who's up way past his bedtime."


"Are you talking about me?" Willy asked. I could tell from the sound of his voice that he was way too close.


I opened one eye and found him hovering an inch away. "What are you doing awake and out of bed?"


"My mommy and daddy are having a talk."


"What does that mean?"


"It means I haffa leave them alone cuz Daddy is cranky."


"Oh." I felt bad that I'd contributed to unrest in the pixie household. "Want me to go talk to them?"


"You better not," Willy said, becoming very serious. "They don't like to be inner-rupted. I got spanked once when I inner-rupted and it hurt."


I held out my hand, and he landed on it. He looked up at Spike. "Hi, incubus!"


"He says hi," I explained.


Spike held up a finger at Willy for a high-one. "Hey, little dude. How's it hangin'?"


"How's what's hanging?" He looked all around himself. Then he looked at his crotch. He narrowed his eyes at Spike and frowned. "Are you talkin' about my dingaling?" He put his hands on his tiny hips. "You're not sa-possa talk about my dingaling. That's my private stuff, incubus."


"What's he saying?" Spike said, totally mystified at the pixie's angry expression.


"Well, he's accusing you of talking about his dingaling and being offended that you'd be so forward with him."


"Oh. Dude. No. That is not what I meant." Spike backed up, his hands held out in front of him.


"Ready to go home to the garden?" I asked Willy, drawing my hand back for a serious pixie launching.


"Ready? Okay. I don't want to talk about my privates anymore. I just wanted to say to you that you're mean, but we can be friends if you say sorry again."


I held him up in my fist close to my face and tried not to sigh too loudly at him. "Okay, little dude. This is the last time I'm going to apologize to you this week. I'm sorry for being mean." I couldn't even remember what I'd said or done, but if it would make him happy to hear me say those words, I didn't care what I was admitting to.


"Okay. Now, throw me, and do it good." He got his flying face on and readied himself for a launch across the room.


I made a big deal out of my windup, swinging my arm around and around. "Aaaaaand a-one…aaaand a-two…aaaaand a-three!" I yelled, whipping my arm out and opening my hand at the last second.


He went flying across the room, screaming the entire way. He bumbled and spun through the air right through the opening to the garden area and past his family's compound on the table, zipping by at a pretty good clip. I heard some yelling, some crashing, and some plants being shredded before silence reigned once again.


"Damn. That was a pretty big throw," Spike said, kind of laughing, kind of sounding worried.


"Oh, shit." I ran into the garden, praying he wasn't hurt and that his parents hadn't heard him. I paused on my way past their room and looked down, nearly barfing at the vision that greeted my eyes. "Oh, damn. I am so sorry…"


"Get out!" a naked Tim yelled at me. He'd been halfway through some sort of weird dance that he was putting on for his wife, who was reclined on their bed in a suggestive pose.


"Ahhhh!!" I ran, panicked, screaming into the garden, desperately looking for the baby pixie so I wouldn't accidentally step on him, as I tried to scrub the vision of Tim's pixie parts from my brain.


"What's going on?!!" yelled Spike, running in behind me. He glanced down at the table and yelled again. "Oh, Jesus, God, what the hell…!"


I was laughing and crying at the same time. And I couldn't find Willy anywhere.


Tim flew up from the table with a tiny pair of blue nylon running shorts on and nothing else. "What in the hell is going on out here?"


The door to our living room opened and fae started pouring in. Finn and two other green elves were pushing a mattress through the opening and Becky was giving them directions. "A little to the right. Now left! Good. We're almost there. Jayne? Where do you want us? In the living room or in your bedroom with you?"


Tim's face was getting redder by the second. "You had better start explaining yourself, young lady."


I just couldn't… I could not keep it together when he was yelling at me with those bright blue short-shorts on. I started laughing so hard, I collapsed to the ground. I found Willy there, climbing around in the grass below a big rose bush.


"Dat was way too fast, Lellemental," he said, covered from head to toe in leaf and rose petal shrapnel, stumbling out of the grass toward me. "My daddy says you gotta check yourself before you wreck yourself, but I wrecked myself and I didn't check myself. He's gonna spank me now. My pants are ripped in the back, and my hiney is cold. I wanna go home."


I literally peed my pants when I heard those choice words come out of his tiny mouth. And he noticed it too, the little shit; he started laughing and pointing at me. "The Lellemental peed her pants again! Ha, ha, ha! Hey, everybody! She peed her paaaants! She peed her paaaants!"


Spike looked down at me, he glanced over at the pixies, he watched our friends moving in for a few seconds, and then he smiled at me. "Never a dull moment with you, is there?"


I lay back in the grass and smiled up at the stars while Willy tromped all over my chest, jumping from one boob to the other and back again like they were his own personal trampolines. "Nope. And I never want that to change, either."










CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO





TIM AND SCRUM accompanied me to Maggie's house. Neither of them were happy about it, but I'd insisted. I didn't want to bring everyone because they had training to attend, but I definitely didn't want to go alone either.


"I still don't understand why this is necessary," Tim said. He'd already worded this complaint about three different ways, but apparently my answers hadn't been good enough. "Are you making me do this because you're mad that Abby yelled at everyone to be quiet last night? I'm sorry she's such a party pooper, but it was two in the morning."


"No, I'm fine with Abby setting the rules for our new sleeping arrangements. And please tell her again that it's only temporary. I just want everyone to be close for now, until this is all over."


"Hey, I get it. Safety in numbers and all that stuff. But do we really need to do the crow thing again? Didn't Valentine explain this to you already?"


"Yes, he explained a lot. But maybe Maggie knows more. Maybe she can find a way to actually talk to them and find out what they know." Three more crows had met me outside the compound this morning, and even Scrum was starting to notice.


"It is kind of creepy how they're always there looking at us," Scrum said. "I never noticed them before."


"Because they weren't there before," I said. "Or I would have seen them."


"Oh, no, they're always there," Tim said, sounding like the voice of authority. "Those of us lucky enough to be born with wings are always aware of others like us nearby. But I will admit that the crows have made themselves more visible to the general public recently. They want you to see them, when normally they do not."


"See?" I bugged my eyes out at Scrum.


"What? I didn't say they weren't there."


"Yeah, but you're acting like I should just accept it and move on."


He sighed, picking his way over a big log that had fallen into the path that led to Maggie's house. "I know better than to think you're just going to accept something without thoroughly analyzing it."


"Good." I patted his arm. "I like that you've figured me out and you're not fighting me on it anymore." I made my way around a small but deep hole in the ground before continuing. "What happened with Long last night?"


"I don't know," Scrum said, sounding very demoralized. "She's very confusing."


I snorted. "Tell me about it. What happened?"


"Well…I asked her if she wanted my help with her bed, and she said she didn't have a bed. But she said I could help her with other things, so I went to her room and she had just a bed roll…like a sleeping bag. Her bed looked like Mike had been sleeping in it while she slept on the floor."


"That's weird."


"What? That he was sleeping in her bed?"


"No, that they're sharing a room." I felt bad that I'd encouraged Scrum to make his move when she apparently had a live-in arrangement going on.


"Oh, they're not a couple," he said confidently.


"How do you know that?" I asked, worried he was being naïve about the whole thing.


"Because she kissed me right in front of him and he didn't say anything about it."


I immediately stopped. "Whaaaat? She kissed you?" I grabbed his arm to keep him from going past me.


He wouldn't meet my eyes. "Yeah."


"Oh my god, that's great!"


He shrugged. He didn't look very happy about it. "Yeah, I guess."


I shook his arm. "Scrum, what's going on? Talk to me."


He looked up, his face a mask of confusion. "I think she might like me, but sometimes she gets this look on her face like she's seeing into my soul, and I'm not sure she likes what she sees in there."


I pulled him into a hug and squeezed him super hard. "She will see what I see, which is pure goodness and awesomeness too. I understand what you mean about that patented wyvern stare; it can be a little intense sometimes. But she's a good fae. She's different. She's not going to be like all those other girls who didn't notice you." I pulled back so I could see his face. "You deserve someone special like her."


"She is special. I knew that from the first time I saw her." He got the goofiest look on his face. I was pretty sure it was love making that happen.


"It probably didn't hurt that she turned into a gorgeous dragon right in front of you."


He shrugged. "I don't care about that. I like both versions of her."


I wiggled my eyebrows. "Kinda kinky, don't ya thinky?"


He frowned. "What? I don't understand."


I smacked him on the arm to distract him from my totally inappropriate comment that was creating images in my head that did not need to be in there. "Never mind. I'm still lightheaded from all that laughing we did last night. Come on; Maggie's probably getting ready to head out and look for green things. I want to catch her while she's still at home."


We arrived at her doorstep a few minutes later. Tim buzzed nervously at my ear. "It's not too late to turn back. Go have a croissant or something. Blueberry muffin? Waffle? Slim Jim?"


"Ew. Who eats meat sticks for breakfast?"


"Ogres."


"Figures." I banged on the door three times.


"Who's there?" yelled a voice from inside.


"Too late," I said to Tim. Then I raised my voice. "Your favorite grandchild is here!"


The door opened and a tuft of fuzz greeted us. There was no face in sight.


"Maggie?"


"No!" the voice growled.


I'd recognize that growl anywhere. "Judith?"


"Wrong again! Go away. We're busy." She tried to slam the door, but I stopped her with a little Green power. I fixed the wood in place and made it impossible for her to move it. The door was rooted into the ground.


"Lie and double lie," I said. "You're Judith, and you're not too busy for me. Back up or I'll mow your bag of bones right over." I stepped forward. "I'm not playing; move it or lose it, sister."


Luckily, she took my threat for the truth and moved out of my way, saving me from having to trample a seriously senior citizen.


The smell that came to my nose as I stepped over the threshold was something else.


"Pee-yoo, it stinks like old people in here," Tim said, flying behind my head.


"Jayne, I don't like the feeling I'm getting," Scrum said.


"Don't tell me your ass is itching again," I said, taking in the scene just inside the door of Maggie's house. The kitchen was a disaster. Every one of her spell ingredient bottles was either empty or spilled out on a shelf, the table, or other surface. Some of them were rolling around on the floor. One of her rats was on its back on the shelf, its legs stiff and pointed at the ceiling—I was pretty sure he'd taken his last breath a couple days ago at least. The other one was cowering under the table, partway hidden under an overturned sauce pot because he was too fat to totally fit inside it. The door to the pantry was open and mimicker boxes were lying all over the floor. Not a single mimicker was in sight, though. They appeared to all be empty.


I glanced over at the living room, moving farther into the space. Two witchy-looking types were sitting on the chairs by the only small window in the place. They were clearly exhausted.


"Hello, Fates. How are you feeling today? Because honestly, you look like crap."


Tim grabbed onto my ear and whispered loudly into it. "Are you insane? Do not poke the bear, Jayne! I know a cranky witch when I see one, and there are three of them in here!"


"The pixie says I shouldn't mess with you, but I think it's only fair that someone speak the truth to you, seeing as how you're spending so much time on those protective spells for us." I looked toward the pantry again. They had better not be giving me more trouble with their witch-bitch magic, or heads were going to roll.


"It's about time you recognized our efforts on your behalf," Victoria said, rocking slowly in her chair.


I directed my comments to Maggie who was sitting in a wicker chair I'd never noticed in her house before. "I've been seeing a lot of crows lately, and I wanted to know if you can talk to them for me."


Victoria stopped rocking.


Maggie sat forward.


Judith shuffled over and grabbed my arm. "Crows, did you say?"


Maggie stood, rushing toward me way faster than I would have thought possible. She grabbed my other arm and the two hags started pulling and pushing me toward the door.


"You must go!" Maggie hissed.


"Why? What's going on?"


She stopped at the door, on the verge of literally tossing me out of her house. "Go home. Do not come out here again. The crows speaking to you are not a good sign. You must get to safety, and it is not safe here!" Her muddy brown eyes were glowing with a fever of some sort.


"Maggie, I'm not joking when I say you're kind of scaring me." Of all the times I'd been in her house, this was the only time I ever felt like my life was actually in danger. And it wasn't from her. It was from whatever was out there.


She pulled the door open, breaking through my Green power like it was nothing, and glanced down at the doorstep. She gasped and stumbled backward, her hand over her heart.


"What?" I asked, reaching for her as she kept going in reverse.


Judith let go of me and bent over, picking something up from the ground. Victoria ran to Maggie's side, so I looked back at Judith as she held an object up in front of her, turning it around and around, inspecting it from all angles.


I looked from Maggie to Judith and then over to their sister Victoria. "What in the hell is going on?!" I felt like I was going to have a heart attack with the stress that was rising up inside me.


"The crows have spoken," Judith said, her voice calm and collected. "Your time draws short. Leave here and do not return." She handed me the thing she had found on the doorstep and pushed me outside the house.


Scrum came running out after me and Tim flew in circles around my head. The door slammed shut and a bolt slid into place, locking us out.


I looked down at what Judith had given me. I was holding a large, shiny, blue-black crow feather.


"We need to get back to the compound now," said Scrum.


"You don't have to tell me twice," Tim said, flying out in front of us.


"Me neither," I said, pulling out my dragon fang and running back to the compound like my life depended on it.










CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE





WE DIDN'T MAKE it. We almost did, but almost doesn't count in situations like this, because this was not horseshoes or hand grenades.


Scrum grabbed me by the arm as we reached the small clearing before the gargoyle door to the compound and stopped me in my tracks. "Look," he said, pointing to the sky.


Dark clouds were rolling in, surrounding a huge flock of crows that were cawing like they were announcing the arrival of the Devil himself. Tim was way ahead of us, but he did a quick u-turn and came back, landing on my shoulder. "Are you guys feeling the vibrations that I'm feeling?" he asked, his voice trembling.


"I feel something," I said, under my breath, trying to get a bead on what was in the air.


"Put up a Green bubble," Scrum said, moving to stand in front of me, and then swiveling around to check behind me.


Bubble shun, a big Green one, surround us and be strong enough to block out the sun!


I was able to use my power, but when I tapped into the nearest ley line, I realized I wasn't the only one playing around with the elements.


"Guys…I think there's an elemental out there fucking around."


"Ya think?" Tim said, gesturing at the lighting zigzagging through the swirling clouds that were taking on the shape of a tornado funnel.


Wind whipped through the area, sending sticks and leaves against our bubble. They fell harmlessly to the ground, but they were building up, forming a kind of wall around us. At this rate, we'd be buried in a couple minutes.


The sound of banging came at the gargoyle door that I could barely see because of the stuff blowing through the air. "Jayne!" came a distant voice. "We can't get out! We're locked in!" It was Spike.


I was glad he wasn't able to join us, although I couldn't see what the problem was for him. I wasn't blocking the door and there was nothing lying in front of it, although any one of the big trees around us could come down in that wind and make it impossible for anyone to use that door ever again.


"Someone is out there controlling Wind and Earth," I said, my head swiveling in all directions, trying to find evidence of this fae, whoever it was.


"Don't forget Fire," Tim said, pointing to smoke rising from behind some trees that were in front of us.


"We have Fire here too, Scrum," I said, showing him what Tim had seen.


"And water!" Scrum yelled, pointing to a literal wall of water that was advancing toward us.


"Holy shit on a stick," I said, mostly to myself. Somebody a hell of a lot more talented than I was at managing the elements was in the forest, and he or she was about to bring the pain. The only fae I could think of who could do that was Ben, but he was dead, and he only ever managed Fire and Wind. Whoever this was, had all four elements under his control.


"What should we do?" Tim asked, sounding more businesslike than before. "Run for the hills? Surrender? Let the body dust fly and see where it lands? I'm open to all suggestions. Even from you, gnome head."


I tapped Scrum on the shoulder. "Tim wants to know if you have any suggestions on how to handle this."


Scrum's attention didn't break from staring out into the forest that was getting darker by the second. "I don't have any ideas. My only focus is on keeping you safe. I will grab anyone who tries to get close, but you should try to use your elements to defend yourself too."


"Oh, believe me, I will. Whoever is doing this is going to be one sorry mofo when I'm done with him." I was picturing this mystery fae as a guy. Someone like Ben, but even more shitty than he used to be.


But when the walls of water and fire got closer, we could see that there were beings inside of them—two to be precise. One of them was definitely a guy, but the other one looked like a girl…or it was a Scottish fae who liked to wear kilts. Or maybe a really big gnome with long hair. I kept squinting, trying to see better.


"Come out and face your doom!" yelled the man…or I should say, the boy, because he couldn't have been any older than I was, judging by the sound of his voice.


"You have no other choice," yelled the girl. Yeah, she was definitely a girl, not a Scotsman or a gnome, and she sounded American, although maybe a little more formal than your average teen. "Come quietly and save your people. The only one we want is you."


"Is anyone else totally creeped out by the fact that she sounds exactly like you, Jayne?" Tim asked.


"She sounds like me? Are you nuts, Tim? Please." I didn't pick up on that at all. Her voice was kind of nasally. Super annoying, too.


Scrum turned to look at me. "No, he's right. I couldn't figure it out at first, but he's exactly right. She sounds like you. Like, exactly the same voice."


Is my voice nasally? I narrowed my eyes at the girl, trying to make my vision clearer. She was hiding in that waterfall, so it was like trying to see someone through a shower door. "Is it me in there, do you think? Like, a me from another, parallel universe?" Now that would have been something…another me coming here to kick my own ass. I would have laughed at the idea if I weren’t so worried that she'd win. She sure was good at managing Water. I was actually jealous of that hanging-out-in-a-waterfall thing she had going on. I would have drowned myself in five seconds if I'd tried that little trick.


A wave of her well-controlled element came flying out of the waterfall at us. With no warning at all, it hit the edge of my Green bubble and sprayed off in every direction. The bubble bounced, definitely not unaffected by the force, but it didn't give in.


"Holy mother fudger…" I put more thought energy into my connection to The Green, and I abandoned all ideas of busting rhymes as part of the process. "Keep it going, baby. Do not let that bubble weaken. Bring me more power." I pulled more energy to me using the ley line, and the green color of our protective coating deepened, but the water got bigger in volume too. It was hammering away at us, making me feel like we were hanging out under Niagara Falls. The sound was reaching deafening levels.


"How long can you hold them off?" Tim asked loudly.


"I have no idea how long I can hold them off," I said, repeating Tim's words so Scrum would know what he said. "But I'm worried that this chick is keeping me occupied so her little friend can go cause trouble in the compound. We have to do something."


"Can you take control of the water?" Scrum asked. He looked at me worriedly. "It's your element, right?"


"Well, I don't own it or anything—obviously, since she's got some sort of connection to it too—but I can communicate with it."


"Do it, Big J," Tim said. "Show that Jayne wannabe who she's messing with."


I touched the edge of my Green bubble with the palm of my hand, while at the same time communicating with the one element I always seemed to have trouble controlling. Water…hear me. Move away from the Earth element. Separate yourself.


The thundering noise we were hearing lessened a fraction as the water pulled back from the surface of our protection. It didn't really go anywhere, it just stopped hammering away at us so directly. We were still going to be washed away if I let the bubble disintegrate.


Just as I was thinking these thoughts to myself, I felt a glitch in the power. The bubble bounced awkwardly, like an invisible giant had suddenly decided to use it as a seat cushion.


"What's going on?" Scrum asked, looking above us. Some droplets of water were starting to seep through.


"Oh, no you did not," I said, frowning in concentration as I connected with The Green.


"What's happening?" Tim asked. "Talk to me, Goose."


"Someone thinks they're going to mess with my bubble, but that is not happening today. No, ma'am." Green, hear me…let no one touch our connection. Let no one come between us. We are one. We are strong. No one can sever my relationship with you.


The Green doesn't ever talk, but it shows me things, and on this day, it showed me something I was not at all prepared to see. My brain really couldn't comprehend it completely. But what it was able to understand was this: There were connections between me and the elements, yes, but it was so much more complicated than that.


I'd naïvely thought that alternate realities or parallel universes had just become a part of my world, when in fact, they had always been there. And not just one of them but an infinite number of them. In this world, I was Jayne. I was pregnant with twins, a boy and a girl. I was in love with Spike, and I was an elemental who commanded all the Elements.


But where these two beings were from—the one inside a waterfall and the other inside a fire wall—they were elementals too. They were strong and powerful, and they had been taught by the best of the best how to wield and control their elements. And the best of the best…was me. I had taught them everything they knew. These were my children standing in front of me who had time-slipped back to this day, to this moment, so that they could destroy me.


"Daaaaammmmn, talk about teenage angst." The connections that my elements had allowed me to understand hadn't told me the whole story, like why my kids would even want to kill me, but I was sure as hell going to get to the bottom of it…or die trying.


"What is it?" Tim asked. "Tell us."


"This is going to sound completely nuts," I said, hoping the shock wouldn't result in Tim sending his butt dust all over us. "You need to brace yourself."


"Is it that bad?" Scrum asked. Then he bopped himself upside the head with his own hand. "Duh. Of course it's that bad. We're about to die, aren't we?"


"Maybe not. But maybe yes." I pressed my hands together in prayer position in front of my chest, confident that I could keep us safe for at least another few minutes. These little shit kids of mine were powerful for sure, but The Green was my closest element, and I apparently hadn't taught them everything I knew about it, because the best they'd been able to do so far was just make it a little leaky.


"Okay, so here's the deal…those are my kids out there."


"Uhhhh, what?" Scrum tilted his head like a confused canine.


"But…they're in your belly," Tim said. "They're the size of ping pong balls maybe." He jabbed a finger toward our attackers. "Those critters out there are fully grown, misbehaving, Generation Z adolescents."


"Yes, my children are in my belly, that's true; but they're also out there." I sighed, placing my hand on the inside of the bubble. I really wanted to go out there and talk to them. "They've time-slipped back here to end me."


"To end you? Are you kidding me?" Tim was all up in arms. "Oh, hell no, they are not ending you. And these are your children?"


"Are you a really bad parent in the future?" Scrum asked.


"Scrum!" Like I needed him to point out the obvious.


He cringed. "I'm sorry. I just couldn't figure out why someone's kids would want to kill them, unless they were really mean or something."


"You know, this is what comes from not spanking kids." Tim was flying back and forth in front of me, his legs moving like he was pacing on the ground. "You let 'em get away with murder, and this is what happens—they actually want to commit murder." He stopped, his hands on his hips. "Jayne, you need to spank those kids when they're bad. Spank 'em! Spare the rod, spoil the child, that's what I always say!"


I laughed. "Okay, I'll spank them. Maybe. But how does that help me now?"


He looked around and then finally gave up trying to find an answer somewhere in our bubble. "I don't know. Regret sucks, that's all I can say right now. I'm officially verklempt and out of ideas."


"I haven't even been given the chance to regret anything," I said. "Just help me figure out how to convince them to put their powers away for a few minutes. Then maybe you could dust them or something. Cheer their angsty little asses up or whatever."


He held up a finger, looking temporarily hopeful. "I love that idea. But…wait. What if they try to fry me in midair? Or drown me? Or make a tree limb swat me into next week?"


"Well, you're just going to have to fly better, faster, and tougher than you've ever flown before. Do you think you can handle that?"


He nodded. "Heck yes, I can handle that. Please. I'm a pixie, or have you forgotten?" He punctuated the end of his sentence with a fart.


"No way could I ever forget that." I snorted out a laugh.


He glared at me, but said nothing.


"So, is that our plan? Tim's going to fly out and pixelate them?" Scrum did not look convinced that this was our best option.


"Do you have any better ideas?" I asked.


He shook his head sadly. "Sorry, but no."


"Okay, then. I'm going to use my best international diplomacy skills to get them to put their weapons down for a minute; then, Scrum, I need you to create a distraction. And while Scrum has their attention, Tim, I need you to get out, get into position, and then let that dust fly. Spray the entire region with it. We'll deal with the fallout after."


"Jayne, wait!" Tim said, as I was about to open my mouth and address my misbehaving children.


"What?"


"Do you think you could call to my brethren?"


"Call who?"


He rolled his eyes. "Call the pixies. Send out an SOS signal. Let them know we need their help." He paused, acting like he was suddenly embarrassed. His voice dropped. "It's just that…I'm not sure I have enough dust for the entire area. Abby and I were getting busy the other night, and, well, I might have used up a lot of it…"


"Ew! Gross! Do not tell me about your sexy dust!"


"Well?! What do you want from me? I'm a man of passion, Jayne. I run hot sometimes, and things get out of hand in the bedroom. I'm not going to apologize for being irresistible."


I sighed in annoyance. "Fine, Mr. Sexy Pants, I'll try to contact your pixie friends, but I think you already saw that these two brats of mine have the compound locked down right now. Nobody can get out." Or maybe it was the witches' protective spells keeping them out of harm's way, but either way, they weren't going to be any help.


He smiled. "Yeah, well, maybe you hadn't noticed, but the pixies don't particularly like hanging out in the compound, rubbing elbows with a bunch of riffraff…" He looked like he had more to say on the subject, but the leaking of the bubble suddenly became more pronounced, so he stopped talking and gestured at the waterfall. "Go, go, go!"


I turned around and yelled at the brats. "Okay, my children…,”—Boy, that sounds weird to say out loud—“I’m ready to surrender. But you have to put your elements away so my friend can leave." I was counting on the fact that they hadn't seen Tim with me and that he'd be able to slip away unnoticed.


When they didn't answer right away, I did something I'd never done before; I ignored the ley line beneath my feet that would have made my connection to the elements much easier to link up to, and I went raw. I used the elemental magic that was in the air around me instead, the extra special stuff that was always waiting to be used by someone who knew what she was doing. I wasn't that person, obviously, but I'd been dabbling with Sam overseeing things, and I knew enough to be able to use it for sending out what basically amounted to a fae smoke signal.


Pixies in the Green Forest, come to me. Find me. Feel my vibration in the mix. I need you. Tim needs you. Come to me or all will be lost.


I hadn't realized that I'd closed my eyes until Scrum spoke. "Did you do it? Did you call them?"


I nodded. "It's done." I looked at Tim. "I hope it worked or we're screwed."


"Okay. Let me out of this thing. I'm feeling caged in again, and I need to be free!" He was sweating.


"Easy does it there, Lone Wolf. I need you to stay calm so you don't get caught on your way out." I looked at Scrum. "Do you have a distraction in mind?"


He shrugged. "I think so."


"Excellent. I'll wrap you in some protection, but it won't be much because they'll sense it and they'll probably be able to pull it right off you. You have to be quick."


"Got it. Be quick." He nodded once and then looked out to our challengers.


"Your friend must be put down," said the male voice—my son.


Scrum looked at me at the same time as I looked at him. He seemed scared, but I was pissed.


"What? No!" I yelled. "And I'm going to slap your face for even saying such a thing!" My kids needed more than a spanking, talking about putting my friend down like that. How dare they!


"We can feel his intentions in the elements. He intends us harm."


Scrum's expression carried some guilt. "I wasn't going to hurt them permanently," he whispered. "Just tackle one of them."


"That's perfect," I mouthed the words to him and then raised my voice. "Just pull your elements back and I'll come to you. Don't worry about him. You're elementals right? Badasses of all the fae. What's a little daemon to someone like you?"


"Flattery will get you nowhere, Mother," said the girl. And boy, she sounded mean. "Come out now. Pay the price."


I lifted my eyebrows at Scrum. "Pay the price? I must have done something really bad." I almost laughed, imagining what that could have been. Did I refuse to let them go to a concert? Make them clean their rooms before they could go out? Ground them and keep them from going to their best friends' slumber parties?


The girl screamed. "Stop laughing at us! Come out now or we will destroy this entire forest!"


I felt the roots of all the trees around us tremble at that. And I felt them pushing back against the idea that an elemental would actually want to harm them.


"Yeah, yeah, yeah. Don't get your panties in a twist. I'm coming." I winked at Scrum and whispered over my shoulder at the pixie who was ready to fly at the speed of sound. "Go get em, roomie. Show 'em who's boss."










CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR





IT ALL HAPPENED really fast. The Green bubble came down, in part because I asked it to go away, but also in part because one of my brat kids blew it to pieces with a ball of flame as big around as a watermelon.


Scrum rolled to the ground and then got up and sprinted toward my son. Both children spent about five seconds dealing with him, which was just enough time for Tim to disappear into the ether.


Scrum got hit by a water cannon that threw him onto his back, but before he could drown in it, I managed to slip a sliver of Green between his body and that water, protecting him from the worst of it. He crawled away, headed toward the compound door. The kids ignored him after they realized I was standing there with nothing to protect me.


The waterfall dropped and so did the fire wall. A girl who looked eerily like me—only with hair—and a boy who looked freakily like Ben, were staring at me. Nobody said anything for the longest time. And then the girl spoke.


"You're ugly bald." She sneered at me. It was not an attractive look for her.


I reached up and rubbed my prickly head. "Really? I thought it looked pretty badass. Like G.I. Jane. Have you seen that movie?"


"Are you kidding? You made us watch it about twenty times."


She was acting like that was some kind of torture. "It's a cool movie, so I guess that makes me a cool mom." I grinned.


The boy laughed, but he didn't sound happy. "Yeah, right." He shot a bolt of fire from his hand into the ground halfway between us.


I nodded. "Impressive."


He lifted his chin. "Don't try to flatter me."


I shrugged. "I'm not. Just calling it like I see it." I tilted my head, trying to figure out what their deal was. They looked so angry. They sounded so mad. And so sad, too. It made my heart ache to think that I had caused them to suffer such negative emotions. I knew only too well what it was like to have shitty parents.


"Stop looking at us like we're lab rats," the girl said.


"I wasn't. I was just trying to figure out why you're so sad."


"We're not sad, we're mad," she said. "Big difference."


The boy glanced at the girl, as if he wasn't sure about that answer. But when he caught me looking at him, he scowled. "Yeah. Because you're an asshole."


"Hey!" I pointed at him. "Do not use that language with me."


The girl snorted. "Yeah, right, because you never swear."


She had me on that one. "Okay, yeah, I do swear. But not at my parents. Not unless it's an emergency situation."


The girl gestured around us. "And this isn't an emergency situation? You're about to die, dummy."


I might have believed she meant that, but her voice tripped over those last couple of words. It was the one glimmer of hope I'd caught since they'd showed up.


"Oh, yeeeaah," I said. "Riiiight. You're here to kill me. So, how did that come about? Did I ground you a few too many times? Refuse to let you go to prom? Take away your hovercraft?" I really hoped we'd have hovercraft by the time my kids were this age.


The boy frowned at me. "What are you talking about?"


I shrugged. "I'm just trying to figure out what I did that was so bad that you'd want to time-slip to the past and kill me while you were still in my belly." I pointed at my midsection. "I mean, if you want to kill yourselves before you're even born, you must be very unhappy kids."


They exchanged glances before coming back to me. "You're lying," the girl said. "You're not pregnant with us."


"Now, why would I do that?"


"Because you don't want us to kill you."


"Well, yeah, there is that. But I'm guessing you'd know if I were lying, right?" Come on, DNA! Pass that truth-telling gene down for me!


I waited, holding my breath. The boy looked at the girl again. "Is she lying, Abby?"


Abby. I named my daughter Abby? Damn, I'm going to be the favorite roommate of all time.


"Shut up, Tim! Don't tell her my name!"


"But you just did the same thing!"


I started laughing. What a couple of dumbasses.


They both turned on me and yelled the same words at the exact same time: "Shut up!"


That made me angry. Them wanting to kill me confused me. Them trying to be all sly and tough humored me. But them telling me to shut up just plain old pissed me off.


"No!" I yelled back. "And do not talk to me like that!" Thunderclouds came rolling in overhead and lightning zapped out and cracked onto the ground between them, making them both jump in fright and causing their hair to stand on end. They threw their hands over their ears.


My arms went up and pulled the elements in without me even having to think about it. "You are my children and I am your mother. I don't know what I did in the future to deserve this kind of hate from you, but I'll tell you what…I'm not going to let this go down the way you were planning." I was barely holding onto my temper, and this super-seriously-weird parent vibe was zooming through my veins like some kind of drug. I think I was channeling my dead mother.


"You can't stop us," Little Abby said, trying like hell to pull water to her. She failed because I had taken control of all of it, and I wasn't sharing.


"We're in charge here," Little Tim said, his face screwing up in concentration as he tried to muster a fireball pie to smash into my face. But that wasn't happening either, because I still wasn't sharing. Not with these two little disrespectful turds.


"Not right now, you're not," I said. "Not until I speak my piece."


They looked to one another for answers, but neither of them knew what to do; it was written all over their faces. They were out of their elements and they knew it.


I let Earth, Wind, Water, and Fire go back to where they belonged. I lowered my arms and walked toward them, not stopping until I was just a few feet away. I stared at them for the longest time. They were so beautiful. So angry. So sad.


"What did I do?" I asked. "I really want to know. No messing around anymore. Just tell me."


"You know what you did," Little Abby said. Her tone was softer, but no less hurt.


I shook my head sadly. "I really don't." I put my hand on my belly and looked down at my little baby-mc-nuggets. "I only recently found out I was pregnant. And I'm pretty sure there are two fathers involved—one incubus and one demon who didn't exactly get permission to be with me. But it doesn't matter to me. I love you both, even though you're only the size of walnuts or pingpong balls right now. And Spike, your incubus dad, he doesn't care about the demon stuff either. He loves you like you're both his. He just told me that, like, hours ago. And we've pledged to love you and teach you right from wrong and be the best parents we can possibly be, no matter what."


"I guess you forgot the part where you go off and leave us," Little Tim said.


I looked up in a hurry at that. "Say, what?"


"Yeah. You just took off and left us with those assholes," Little Abby said.


I was starting to feel the edges of panic creep in. "What assholes?" I left my children? What kind of mother does that?


"Uncle Leck and Aunt Malena," Little Tim said.


I suddenly felt sick. Dizzy. I quickly lost my equilibrium. I took a step to the left and then to the right as the world shifted one way and then the other. I heard a weird sound that made me think of a dying, tortured animal in the Underworld, the haunted keening cry of a banshee. A few seconds later I realized the sound was coming from my own throat.


My children…


"Nooo…!"


Kidnapped by the man who killed my mother…


"Noooooo…!"


Raised by demon-loving bastard motherfuckers…


"Noooooooooo…!"


They think I abandoned them!


"Noooooo…! Noooooo…! NOOOOO!!!"


"What's she doing? Why is she doing that?" I heard the boy ask. It sounded like he was really far away. He also sounded worried.


"She's just faking it," the girl responded. She didn't seem all that confident in her answer.


And then another voice came dimly into my head as my vision grayed out. It was someone singing, and he sounded reeeeally pumped. "Dum! Dum! Dum! Another one eats my dust! Da-da-dum, dum, dum…another one eats my dust! And another one down, and another one down, another one eats my dust! Hey! We're gonna get you too, another one eats my dust! Woo hoo!"


"Come, my pixie brethren! Shake it, but don't break it, because we can make-make-a-make it! Light up the forest with your happy dust! Make it rain that pixie pain! We are running a special today, ladies and gentlefae! Free pixelations for everybody in the Green Forest!"


My roommate's voice was the last thing I heard before I hit the dirt and completely blacked out.










CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE





I WOKE UP totally confused. The last thing I remembered was being in the forest hearing the worst news of my life—namely, that I'd abandoned my children to Leck and Malena—and Tim singing, followed by…nothing.


I opened my eyes and saw the ceiling of my bedroom. Reaching up, I scrubbed at my face with both hands. "Holy shit that was one hell of a nightmare." I reached over blindly to my right, trying to find Spike in the bed next to me. "Babe, wake up. I have to tell you about this nightmare I just had. I think it might have been a vision or something." The bed was empty.


I turned my head. The covers weren't disturbed over on his side of the bed. "Spike?" I lifted my head, looking around the room. There were mattresses everywhere, but no bodies.


"Hello, Lellemental!" Willy was suddenly in my face. "You're wakin' up! Wakey, wakey, pancakey!"


I closed my eyes and let my head drop back down to the pillow. "Yeah, I'm awake. Where is everybody?"


"They're in the big room."


I opened my eyes again and blinked a few times. "The garden?"


"No, the big room."


"The dining hall?"


"No, the big room. Can't you hear me? Do you have pollyballs in your ears?"


I lifted my head to look at him. "I don't know, do I?"


He shrugged. "Maybe. Or maybe you have some in your nose. I don't know." He looked very sneaky when he said that.


Note to self: blow nose extra hard today.


With considerable effort, I sat myself up and swung my legs over the side of the bed. It took a few seconds for my head to stop spinning. "Did I imagine a bunch of crazy stuff going down, or was it all a dream?"


"What crazy stuff?" Willy asked, flying over to hover in front of my face. He was still wearing his uniform, and the tie was still wonky.


"Do I, by any chance, have two kids wandering around the forest, raising hell and making general nuisances of themselves?"


"No." He shook his head.


"Oh, thank goodness." Damn, that was one hell of a dream.


"They're in the big room."


My heart dropped like a stone into my stomach. "What did you say?"


He rolled his eyes and did a flip before answering me. "Geez, Lellemental, I'm telling you, and you are not listening!"


I held out my hand. "Come here. I need you to say it to me one more time. Where is everybody, and what do you know about my kids?"


He landed on my hand, putting his hands on his hips. "You're a sleepy head. Wake up!"


I wasn't getting anywhere with this little bugger, so I decided to try a different tack. "Where's your daddy?"


"In the big room."


"Okay, where's your mommy?"


He sighed loudly. "In the big room."


"And where's Mr. Dardennes?"


He threw up his hands and yelled. "In the big room! Duh, Lellemental, dat's where everybody is!"


"You're not!" I said, probably a little too loudly.


"Because I'm a ayygent! I'm sa-possa watch you and report back!"


"Oh, good lord." I tossed him up in the air and scrambled off the bed. Shit was going down and I was sleeping through it. Again.


"Weeeee!" Baby Bee yelled, doing flips and circles in the air around me. "Throw me again, Lellemental. One more time."


"No, I don't have time for that nonsense. I have to get dressed." I rushed to put clean clothes on, since the ones I'd been wearing were in a heap on the floor and covered in sticks and leaves. After a quick brush of the teeth and a potty break, I was ready to rock.


"Are you leaving?" Willy asked, eyeing me suspiciously.


"Yes. Are you coming with me or hanging back here?"


He shrugged. "I don't know. Mayyyybe I'll stay here."


Alarm bells went off in my head after detecting an evasive tone, but I ignored them. Not my monkey, not my circus. "Okay. Suit yourself. I'm outta here." I opened the door and went out into the hallway. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the little stinker following me, but he was staying really close to the ceiling. I decided to have some fun with it, because even though the stakes were high and I had serious shit to deal with, messing with pixies was still one of my favorite hobbies.


Before I closed the door, I stuck my head inside the room and yelled. "Hey, Baby Bee! You sure you don't want to come with me?" I glanced up at the spot where he was hiding and could see he was getting agitated. If he answered me, he'd blow his cover, but he really, really wanted to keep trying to be sly by saying he wasn't coming. I pretended like I was talking to myself. "Oh well, I guess he's poopin' on the potty or something and he can't hear me. I guess he'll miss out on the super fun stuff I had planned for him." I shut the door, trying not to laugh.


The sound of a bumbling baby pixie trying to be all stealth as he flew behind and above me was a healing balm for my soul. I was headed to the auditorium where no doubt my errant children were waiting for me, along with the rest of the fae community, but having Baby Bee spy on me made everything seem…not so awful.


I prayed Little Tim and Little Abby were under control and that my visit to the auditorium would involve nothing more complicated than me relating what had happened, and possibly me helping the Council find a solution to this problem of terrible parenting decisions and children time-slipping with murder on their minds. But I knew that the chances of it being that simple were slim. It was probably going to be something more like me listening to how my kids were going to be put in jail or worse. I wasn't sure I could allow that to happen, even though those little fuckers had been trying to kill me out there in the forest.


Motherhood was waaaay more complicated than I ever dreamed it could be.










CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX





THE ROOM WAS packed to the max. Even the pixie colony members were there. It was standing room only in the back and side aisles, but the middle aisle held just a few fae: Spike, Sam, Scrum, Little Tim, and Little Abby. The sound of the doors shutting behind me interrupted Dardennes' speech.


"Jayne," he said, his voice booming all over the walls. He didn't sound happy.


"Hello," I said, lifting a hand in greeting. I made my way in silence through the back of the room, fae moving left and right to avoid touching me, and turned left when I got to the center aisle.


As I got closer to my immediate family, the kids dropped their gazes to the floor. They both smothered giggles, but not very successfully. There was some snorting involved. They were also twitching in a way that made them look like tweakers. Seeing their totally inappropriate behavior, it dawned on me that they might be suffering the aftereffects of a Tim-the-pixie butt dusting.


Poor things. The antidote that our healers had finally come up with was super fast-acting and effective, but it wasn't exactly an immediate cure. Victims of pixelation were known to burst into fits of laughter and dancing for up to three weeks afterward. 


Spike took my hand when I reached him. I had so much to say, but not in front of all these other fae. He winked at me, and just like that, he made me feel safe, warming me from head to toe with his love.


I addressed the Council. Tim was standing on the table in front of my empty seat. "Sorry I'm late. I guess I passed out again. What'd I miss?"


Dardennes answered in a very formal, stiff tone. "You missed the official condemnation of the actions of these two elementals."


I leaned in close to Spike, speaking softly in his ear. "Does everyone know these are our kids?"


He nodded. "Yes. But they aren't too happy about what they tried to do to you, so their relationship to us is not getting them a pass."


I walked over to Little Tim and Little Abby, speaking softly. "Did you tell them what you told me?" I had to assume that the awful parts of my nightmare were actually the awful parts of my reality. I hadn't dreamed any of that crap up about Malena and Leck; I had done it—allowed those two evil creatures to take my children from me. Worst. Parent. Ever.


"No," the girl said angrily. Then she giggled. Then she groaned in what sounded like frustration.


I could imagine how much it would suck to want to be pissed at the world but be stuck laughing uncontrollably instead. I patted her on the shoulder. "Don't worry. We'll figure this out."


She flinched away. "Don't touch me."


I sighed, pain slicing through my heart, but at the same time understanding where she was coming from. I looked up at the Council. "I'd like to say a few words before you decide what you're going to do with these two."


"I'd be interested in hearing those words," Red said, surprising even Dardennes with his enthusiasm.


I stood in front of both kids, my back to them. Several of the dwarves and green elves noticed what I was doing—putting myself in the most vulnerable position to the two who'd tried to kill me. I did it on purpose, and I hoped they realized this and didn't think I was just being stupid.


"These two elementals are my children. They time-slipped back here to end my life." I paused to let that sink in. It sucked, but it was a necessary part of the story, and I needed to give the fae in the room time to process the fact that I knew it. Hell, I still needed to fully process it, and thirty seconds was not even close to the amount of time it was going to take. But I had to move on or I was going to lose my audience. Voices were already rising.


"From what I understand, at some point in their parenting, I really screwed up. Spike and I both did." I looked back at him and gave him an apologetic look before I turned back to the Council. "Apparently, I handed my kids over to Malena and Leck, who took over their upbringing and…yeah." I gestured to my kids. "This is what happened. They realized what an asshole I am—because let's face it…only an asshole would let Malena and Leck anywhere near their kids—and they came back here to finish me off."


"That's not the whole story," Little Tim said. He coughed and laughed after. Then he glared at me. Apparently, he was more than happy to list more of my parental transgressions for the audience.


I turned to face my children, walking over closer and lowering my voice. My heart was breaking because I knew how much they hated me and yet I also knew how much I needed them to hear what I was saying. But it just wasn't going to work; kids who hated their parents didn't listen to them—that's Teenage Rebel 101 stuff. Even so, I had to try, or they were going to be erased from this realm. I had never seen Dardennes so angry. Even though these two had tried to snuff me out, they were still my kids. And at some point along the way, I'd screwed up and let them fall into the hands of my worst enemies, and that was on me.


"Kids…I don't know how to tell you this in a way that you'll want to listen to it or be able to understand it, but I'm going to try. I know you hate me with the fury of a thousand suns, but I hope you can believe me when I say that I'm telling you this stuff for your own good. I want you to survive this inquisition or whatever it is, so listen up and listen well."


I paused and gestured at the faces around us, including those up at the Council's table. "These fae here think I'm pretty awesome. I honestly don't know why, because I screw up a ton, I swear way too much, and I almost never follow their rules. But they seem very willing to overlook those flaws, along with several others I display on a regular basis. They call me their Mother. And they're counting on me to save them from these nasty mean dudes called the Forsaken, who are coming to our world to end humanity and kill off all the fae. It's a pretty big job and they actually think I can pull it off. The problem for you is that you've shown up right in the middle of all of this nonsense saying you're going to kill me, which is seriously inconvenient for them, since I'm supposed to be their savior. And to top it off, now we find out you've been living with Malena and Leck, two fae who've already tried to kill me on numerous occasions, who hang out in the Underworld with demons, who've already murdered several of our family members, and generally make themselves a major pain in the ass for everyone in this compound."


The two kids exchanged looks. They seemed…scared. Right before they started giggling again. It was a very strange experience to see someone laughing through their fear like that. Spooky, even.


"So, what I'm trying to say is that, you should be careful about waving the Leck and Malena flag and the I-hate-mom-and-dad flag around here, because you're not going to have a whole lot of friends doing that. And I don't know if you've noticed, but there are a lot of scary-powerful fae in this room. You need friends here."


"Aunt Malena always said that you didn't want us. That you hated us because we were too much of a responsibility," said Little Abby.


My face fell. Spike came up behind me and placed his hand on my back. The desperate need for my kids to understand my love for them nearly knocked me off my feet. I placed my hand on my chest to calm myself down. If I flipped out, they were never going to hear me. "Tim…Abby…I need you to know that I would never in a million billion years say that about my children. Or feel it about them." I looked up at Spike in a panic. "Where is this bullshit coming from?"


His mouth was set in a grim line. He shook his head. "I don't know. Leck and Malena, I'm guessing. They've been trying to destroy your life since the moment they met you."


"Why?" asked Little Tim. "Why do they hate you so much if you're this awesome person everyone calls Mother?"


It was a legit question, and I wished I knew how to answer it. But I was pretty sure 'I have no idea' wasn't going to cut it.


"Because Jayne represents the best of what it means to be fae," said someone in a loud voice that rang out all over the room.


I gasped when I recognized who it belonged to. I spun around and found myself staring at a beautiful, white-winged angel who had entered our midst. He hadn't used the doors like a normal being would have; he slowly floated down from the ceiling. He'd appeared out of nowhere, out of the ether—a visitor direct from the Overworld.


The kids backed up, hiding behind me. Spike moved to the side and gasped. "Whoa, dude, Tony…nice wings, man."


Tony gave Spike a small nod. "Thank you, Spike. You are very kind."


Spike slowly turned his head to look at me, his eyebrows up in his hairline.


I patted him on the arm. "I know. He sounds like he's a hundred years old now."


"More like four hundred," Spike muttered.


I moved closer to Tony and smiled at him, happy tears filling my eyes. "I knew you'd watch over my babies. I knew I could count on you." He wasn't to blame for Malena and Leck having my kids. I had a feeling he was the only reason they were still alive.


He glanced over my shoulder at the two little buttheads behind me. "They have been manipulated and used. Hurt beyond measure."


My heart felt like it cracked in half, right there in the middle of that auditorium. "What did I do? Why do I suck so much at being a real mother?"


He reached out and took my hands. "It wasn't anything you did or failed to do. Your children were stolen from you by fae who have a thirst for power so strong, they were willing to sell their souls to gain it."


"Malena and Leck sold their souls? To who? The Forsaken?"


"Yes. And it's 'to whom' by the way," Tony corrected. And then he smiled.


I laughed really loudly. "Oh my god, it really is you in there under that crusty old-man voice and fancy schmancy white linen suit." I looked him up and down. "Seriously, Tones. You look like you're about to apply for a job on Fantasy Island."


He laughed too, but the sound that came out of his mouth was way more magical than my guffaw was. "I think I look pretty fly, actually."


I threw my arms around him and squeezed him to me tightly. And I plucked out a feather from his back too, because I knew he was going to be leaving soon and I wanted to keep a piece of him with me always. I backed away and held it up between us. "You're always going to be near me. The nearest and the dearest. You know that."


"I do." He looked at the kids more directly. "Come here."


They obeyed without a sound. When they were on either side of me, Spike stepped up behind us, resting one hand on Little Tim's shoulder and one on Little Abby's shoulder, his chest pressing against my back.


"A grave injustice has been done to your family, Jayne and Spike. Your children were stolen from you at the age of ten and raised by Malena, a silver elf, and Leck, a wraith."


I had to bite my lip really hard to keep from bawling like a baby. Kidnapped? By those assholes? For all those years? I couldn't think of a worse torture for a parent.


"They were taken to an alternate universe, impossible for you to find. Malena and Leck were working on a long term plan to bring your downfall, Jayne—because you are the only force standing in the way of the Forsaken returning, and you were impossible to kill outright. You have too many guardian angels and fae watching out for you." He paused to scan the auditorium.


I could literally feel the pride swelling in the chests of the fae in that room. They had kept me safe, and they knew it. All of them. And not just the fae in this room, but the ones out in the forest too…even those haggy, saggy, raggy old bags of bones, Maggie, Judith, and Victoria. Every fae had played his or her part, making me super hard to kill. Awesome.


"Malena and Leck determined that the most effective method to accomplish their goal was to raise your children to despise you, because they knew that these two children were the only fae in the entire world that you would not use your powers against."


He paused to give us time to appreciate that. I had to admit, there was some seriously diabolical genius going on there. They had gambled and won on that score; there was no way I would ever fight back and hurt my kids.


"They hid the children from you until now, the moment when the Forsaken were finally poised to do what they'd been planning to do for centuries. And those children have spent the last five years of their lives thinking you didn't love them and had cast them off to be raised by these two very unkind and soulless individuals."


I looked at the kids, my heart breaking for all of us. "He's right, you know. I wouldn't whoop your asses. Anyone else's, yes. But not yours." I paused and decided to amend my statement. "I might spank you, though. Godfather Tim said I really should consider spanking, so I'm keeping that option open."


"We're too old to spank," Little Tim said.


Spike bapped him upside the back of his head. "Don't sass your mother."


The kid scowled at his dad, but he didn't sass again.


I stroked Spike's chin a couple times before I turned my attention to Tony again. "What do we do now? Where do we go from here?"


Tony lifted his gaze and addressed the Council. "Council members, hear me."


"We await your wishes," Dardennes said in a sweeping tone.


"These children are not to blame for their mission. They have been manipulated with dark magic. And they are your only source of information about the threat that approaches. They and The Others will be your key to defeating the darkness that comes. They were not raised in a vacuum; they heard Malena and Leck over the years discussing their plans. Talk to them. Find out what they know. The Forsaken are near. Work quickly and gather your forces before it is too late." Tony turned as if to leave.


I reached out and grabbed his elbow. "Wait! Where are you going?"


He looked over his shoulder. "There is much for me to do. I must go." He pulled away from me, but stopped a few feet down the aisle. He looked back one more time. "By the way, Chase says hello." His wings opened and flapped once, practically throwing him up to the ceiling. As he reached it, I thought for sure he was going to bang his head on it, but instead he just faded away in a haze and then there was nothing.


"Whoa. That was a badass exit," said Little Tim.


Spike leaned in and spoke softly. "Watch your language."


The kid opened his mouth to say something sassy, but his sister stopped him by nudging him on the arm. "Shush. I think we should just…listen for a little while."


He faced his sister, they exchanged a long look, and then he nodded. They both turned at exactly the same time to face me.


"Mom," Little Abby said.


"Yeah?" I could hardly breathe. I was thinking that this could go either way—totally awesome, or totally awful. I was prepared for anything.


"I'm sorry we tried to kill you." Her face started to twitch. "I think…maybe…we might have been wrong about you." She looked up at Spike. "And Dad too. I think we might have been wrong about a lot of things."


She opened her mouth to say more, but I didn't need to hear it. I grabbed her and her brother, hugging them to me as tightly as I could. "I know. I know." I was crying. They were laughing and crying, their recent pixelation making it difficult for them to express their true emotions.


"We still must discuss what is to be done with them," Dardennes reminded us.


I patted the kids on their backs for a little while longer before I separated myself from them and stood up to my full height. "Here's what's going to happen." I walked up to the stage and executed an awesome jumping maneuver—using a tiny bit of Wind to give me a boost—to get up onto the stage. I took my spot at the table and paused to bump fists with Tim before I spoke again.


"I know this is not a dictatorship, so I'm not going to tell you that you have to forgive my kids and let them do whatever the hell they want. But what I will tell you is this: Tony, the most awesomely smart, awesomely kind, awesomely wise fae I know just told us, in not so many words, that these kids are going to help us win this battle, and I believe him. And they're my children. They got a raw deal when they were too little to know any better, and that's not their fault. That's on every single one of us,"—I took a moment to point at all the fae in front of me and next to me—"because it was our job as a community of fae to keep them safe." I paused so they could gulp down the little guilt cocktail I was serving up.


"Now…I'm going to work with the gray elves and these kids of mine to figure out how to find the Achilles heel of the Forsaken, and if you want to join me, that's great. But if you don't, I understand. But here's the thing…consider this my fair warning to you; if you interfere in what I'm doing with my family, you are not going to be fighting just two kids and their mom. You've got my man there to contend with too, and he ain't no slouch in the fighting department."


Spike raised his fist at me in solidarity.


"Me too," Tim said, rising up from the table to hover next to my shoulder. "Those are my godchildren down there, and I will not have anyone picking on them."


"Tim stands with us as well." I gestured down at the kids. "Go say hi, Father Tim."


He turned slowly, his face going blank. "Do I…get an actual title?"


"Sure. Why not? Father Tim…The Godfather…whatever you want."


He actually squealed. "I love The Godfather." He paused and went serious. "You don't think it's too much? Is it me? Because I think it's so me."


"Too much? For you? Never."


He took off, flying toward the center aisle. "Never fear, children! The Godfather is here!"


There was some commotion at the back of the room, and Sam appeared with a group of witches. "We stand with our Mother and her children." Sam lifted her staff, shooting a big old lightning bolt out of it that splintered into a million tiny points of light and lit up the room.


"As do the green elves," said Finn, standing with Robin at his side. A group of elves near them stood and then another group across the room joined them.


"Here we go again," said Red in his typical grouchy voice, rolling his eyes to the ceiling.


I looked over at him and smiled, feeling like the champion of all champions. "Don't be jealous."


He snorted, but his face wasn't totally cranky looking. It was possible there was a tiny hint of a smile there, buried deep in one of his old man wrinkles.


The entire audience was on their feet, banging the chairs, stomping on the floor, whistling and shouting and basically causing a huge ruckus. It felt like we were at a rock concert. The kids were talking hurriedly to Spike and he began ushering them up to the front of the room. When they got to the spot in front of the Council's table, I came around and bent down to hear what they had to say.


"We don't have a lot of time," Little Abby said. "The Forsaken are coming."


"Yes, we know. On the equinox." I seriously wanted to squeeze her little cheeks. She was beyond adorable when she wasn't trying to kill me.


She shook her head. "No. Sooner than that."


I could feel the blood drain from my face. "How much sooner?"


The kids exchanged a glance and then Little Tim looked up at me. "Tomorrow."










CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN





THE MOOD AT dinner time was subdued to say the least. Fae filtered in and out of the dining room, many of them—including me, Spike, the kids, and all my friends—grabbing food and taking it back to their rooms. The gray elves would be working late into the night with their last-minute strategies, but we were going to eat and get some rest before the final showdown. The emergency meeting with the Council had finally finished ten minutes earlier, and our plan was in place. I was trying to stay positive that everything was going to work out, but doubts kept creeping in. It was why I had asked all of our friends to meet up in my room. I wanted the chance to say goodbye…just in case.


"This is just incredible," Tim said, sitting next to me on the couch as we ate our dinner next to Spike. The kids were on the floor, listening to their awesome dad play guitar and sing. They were fascinated by his talent. "To think you have two kids, the same age as you are, sitting here in our room… I mean, think about it—my godchildren are here and in your belly."


"Do you really think the witches can fix things?" I asked quietly. They'd assured us that the kids could be restored to the proper time and place, but I'd experienced enough witchy screwups to be skeptical.


"This time, I think they've got it. Heck, they worked all the kinks out with you, right? And the kids know now that you're not the enemy. They'll find you. They'll get away from Malena and Leck and find you and Spike again. Everything is going to be okay for them. Tony will make sure of it."


"I wish they could stay with us," I said, wiping away the stupid tear that tried to show itself to the world.


"You know that's not possible," Tim said, sounding way too much like a parent.


"I know." I nudged my daughter with my toe.


She looked up at me and grinned, intentionally showing me her chewed up food while giving me a double thumbs-up.


I sighed with both happiness and sadness. My heart was so confused, it didn't know what to feel. It turned out that my kids—when they weren't trying to kill me or tell me what a dumbass I am—were pretty awesome. Funny, smart, protective of one another…everything I had hoped they would be, minus the murderous streak.


The door to my living room opened and Aidan walked in with a couple of his wolf buddies. He smiled and lifted a hand in greeting. I waved a french fry at him. They found a seat among our friends and started digging into their dinners.


Becky and Finn were sitting with Scrum, Long, and Mike. Scrum was gazing at Long with love in his eyes and she was smiling back. I actually had high hopes for them. After he showed up at the compound nearly drowned from Little Abby's waterfall and Long saved him using her water dragon mojo, they'd become very close. It was an instant connection. I could almost see this bond between them, a slight shimmering in the air that always surrounded them now. I laughed when I realized Mike was like their adopted ogre kid. It seemed to work for them, and I had a feeling the three of them had the perfect personalities that would make it work not just for now, but for as long as they wanted. Earlier, I'd watched Mike trying to show Scrum how to execute a Hulk-smash punch and Scrum trying to show Mike how to squeeze someone into submission. It was entertaining if nothing else. Finally, Scrum had found someone who could appreciate how awesome he was.


I was pushing the last french fry around on my plate when I heard a strange noise. It started as a hissing and changed to a weird whisper. It was coming from the door that led into Ben's room.


I put my plate down on the coffee table and stood. "I'll be right back," I said to anyone who was listening. No one acknowledged me as I stepped around bodies sitting all over the floor.


I pushed open the door and walked through. Movement to the left caught my eye. The tapestry was alive with dragons and shapeless shadows. Their movements seemed hurried. Agitated. My palm started to glow red.


"What's going on?" I asked, walking up to it and stopping a few feet away.


Heryon flew past, but said nothing to me. Biad came next, breathing fire at something in front of her, but she passed by too. It was like they were involved in a battle, too busy to talk to me, although I sensed they had something important to say.


Then the golden dragon appeared, first off in the corner and then moving toward the center. He was Ben…I could feel his energy, and he turned to face me, his wings keeping him aloft in position. You have come, he said.


"Yep. I heard you guys slithering around in here and figured you had something to say. We have a big day ahead of us tomorrow. I guess you already know that."


"The battle has already begun," he said, sounding uber serious. "You must call to The Others. You will need them."


"The Others? You mean the transformators?"


"The Others who you woke from the shadows. These winged warriors are the only ones with the energy you need to defeat the Forsaken."


"Okay, cool. How do I do that? How do I call them?" My brain was picturing me with a cell phone in my hand, but I had a very strong suspicion that they wouldn't have a phone number for me to dial.


"Call them," was all he said.


A dark shadow was racing for him. It appeared on the right side of the tapestry. "Watch out!" I yelled, pointing at it. I didn't know how I knew that this thing had bad intentions, but I did. I could feel it somehow.


The golden dragon dropped down at the last second and missed being whatevered by this thing. Was it stabbing dragons? Slicing and dicing them? Melting them with boogieman acid? Dropping dark magic on their heads and destroying their souls? I didn't know, but I could sense the evil, and it was daaaark.


I placed my hand on the tapestry. "Ben! Fly! Go away! Don't let that thing get you!" Somewhere deep down inside of me I knew that to be touched by these creatures meant to be gone forever. There would be no Overworld or Underworld for those who were killed in this battle. There would be no survivors, no one left to carry on the fae races if we fell to the Forsaken.


A screech that I will forever hear in my nightmares came out of the tapestry when Ben managed to fly off and The Dark of Blackthorn came in behind him and flamed the shadow beast. I grabbed my dragon fang weapon from my leg and stabbed it into the tapestry where the darkest part of the Forsaken presence was moving, hoping I could help the dragons in their battle. But all I did was stop the movement in the fabric entirely. There was the solid thunking sound of my weapon hitting the wall behind it and then nothing. The dragons were once again suspended in the threads, and the shadows had disappeared.


"What are you doing in here?" Jared asked, closing the door behind him. He walked up to me and stopped a foot away, looking at the tapestry with a frown on his face.


"Oh, Jared!" I said, throwing myself at him. I hadn't seen him in forever, and I really needed his strong presence there in that moment. I was worried I'd fucked Ben's situation up big time. I hugged the old daemon around the neck, pulling him in tight. "Everything is so fucked up. Where have you been?"


He held me tight too, putting his face on my neck. "Out and about."


His voice sounded weird. And his voice never sounded weird. I tried to pull back, but his arms were strong, and he wasn't getting the signal that the hug was over.


"Out and about where?" I asked, patting him a couple times, letting him know that I was good now. Crisis over. Girly emotions in check.


"In the city. In the forest. In the Gray. Wherever I'm needed, that's where I go. You know how it works, Jayne, right? We do whatever we need to do to make things happen the way they should."


For the first time ever, Jared didn't smell so good. Normally, he at least had the scent of the outdoors or occasionally the faintest hint of tobacco, but tonight, he smelled like something else. Something…not good. Something…Leckish.


I struggled to break free. "No. No!"


Jared held tighter. "What's the matter, Mother? Don't you want to welcome me back from my latest visit out into the human world? I found some interesting recruits this time around. They're really looking forward to meeting you."


Sweat broke out all over my body. My nerves were jangling. We had a plan to defeat the Forsaken, but it was not going to work if I got assassinated the night before the big moment!


"Jared, this isn't you. I don't know what happened, but obviously Leck got to you. Please let me go. Please!"


Jared threw me away from him, his face twisted up in anger. "Leck did nothing to me. This is me." He slapped himself on the chest. "I'm the guy who picked you up at the train station and offered you a home. I'm the guy who helped you through the Green Forest obstacle course so you could become the fae you'd always been. And I'm the one who lost the love of my life in the forest, that day that you decided to stab her in the stomach with that ridiculous weapon you had no right to wield." He gestured at the dragon fang on my leg.


"What?" I looked down at it. Then I looked at him. My mind raced through memories, trying to bring up the ones he was referring to. "Jared?" I had assumed this was Leck pretending to be my daemon friend, but Leck didn't know about those things. He was Dark Fae at the time, and not at all involved in the Light Fae rituals.


Jared lost the nasty look on his face and went back to being his regular self. He even smiled. "Yep. It's me." He held out his hands and shrugged.


"But…is this a joke of some kind? Some super-twisted massively fucked up joke? Hey, I know what'll be funny…let's pretend to want to kill Jayne on the night before she has to go out and try to save the world." I was so mad, I was ready to slap him. This was not funny at all.


He tipped his head back and laughed. When he could finally control himself again, he looked at me. The smile slipped away and his expression went completely bland. "Save the world? Please, Jayne. Not even on your best day."


I started to cry. I couldn't help it. Jared had always been kind to me. He'd always been in my corner. He'd always stood up for what was right and good with the fae. His behavior had always been on the side of right in my mind. "What happened to you?"


The door between Ben's and mine opened and Sam was standing in the threshold.


"Sam, could you give us a minute?" Jared asked.


"No!" I screamed. I held out my hand at her. "Don't go. Something's going on with him."


She slowly closed the door behind her. "I know." She walked over and stood next to him.


He slung his arm over her shoulders. "What's up, babe?"


My jaw dropped open. I could not close it.


Sam just stared at me. "Not much. You tell her yet?"


"I was just getting ready to." His smile was positively evil.


"Want me to do it?" she asked. She was still staring.


"Be my guest." He dropped his arm and gestured in my direction.


Sam took a step closer.


I moved back. I did not like the look in her eyes. Intense didn't even begin to cover it.


"Jayne, do you remember when we were in the cage together, in the Overworld dwarf mountain?"


I nodded. "Yes. Very clearly." It was when she and I had realized that we'd been manipulated and messed with, turned into enemies when we should have been friends. Sam had so desperately wanted to belong, but she'd been rejected. Jared had left her behind, and she'd always remained hurt over it. She'd crushed on him for so long, and for a little while it had looked like they might end up being a couple, but it had all fallen apart. Sam had never wanted to talk about it. I guess that was what we were about to do…catch up on her love life.


"You gave me some advice, and I followed it," she said. "But it didn't work out. Because some things just aren't meant to be."


I had told her to talk to Jared, tell her how she felt.


Jared went up to her and kissed her cheek. "You're gorgeous."


She ignored him completely. All her focus was on me. "Tell me you understand what's happening here."


I really, really wanted to do that. I would have loved to understand what was going on. But Sam was making zero sense. Jared, the one guy in the entire compound who I thought was totally incapable of turning against me, had turned against me. Or he'd been possessed by a serious asshole. And she was telling me her relationship with Jared hadn't worked out, but there he was kissing her and telling her how hot she was.


"This makes no sense," I said. "I don't get any of…this." I gestured at the two of them.


Sam rolled her eyes. "Sometimes I really wonder if there's any hope for you at all."


The fact that she was positive about the idea of having hope for me seemed like a good sign. But it sure didn't jibe with the fact that Jared and she were about to assassinate me.


"I hate you, Jayne," she said. "I hate you more than anyone who ever walked the earth."


Lie. The alarm bell was ringing in my head loud and clear. I tried not to let it show, but my entire body started to vibrate with the knowledge that this crazy witch was lying her fine ass off.


"I love Jared."


Lie! Lie! Ring a ding ding, this girl was lying through her teeth!


"And because Jared wants you dead, because he wants revenge for you killing the fae he loved before me, I am going to kill you."


Lie! Lie! Lie!


"Well…okay then," I said, wondering where we were going from here. Jared was standing right there, and he seemed very happy about Sam's plans for me.


She lifted her arm and started moving it in a slow circle. Words that sounded like Latin slipped from between her lips. Her voice was low, a whisper that immediately got under my skin.


Jared could feel it too. He leaned toward me, his eyes going black with hatred for me. I could literally feel how badly he wanted my life force to be extinguished. He started to smile.


Lie, lie, lie, lie…everything she's saying is a lie…


I pulled my elements into me, preparing them to be used with Sam's spell. I prayed that I understood what was about to happen and that my ability to tell the difference between a lie and the truth hadn't failed me.


Sam's hand shot out toward me at the same time that I released a flow of the four elements entwined together. "So mote it be!" she yelled in a deep voice.


A spark of light came from her hand and met my elements in the space between us. Together, they came toward my face, and I saw the awesome power they created, woven into an intricate design of elemental magic. The moment before it hit me full in the face, it made a u-turn and headed right for Jared.


He only had a split second to contemplate what was happening before it made impact. His expression went from triumph to defeat, a nanosecond before he disappeared.


The explosion threw me off my feet. I landed against Ben's couch, banging my head on one of the heavy wooden feet. "Mother fucker," I moaned, reaching back to feel for blood.


Sam came running over, her robes swirling around her legs. "Are you okay?"


I used her help to get to my feet and then fell into her arms. "Holy shit, Sam. What the fuck was that all about?" I looked at the door over her shoulder, but no one came in. I couldn't believe after that loud explosion that we were still alone in the room.


"It's a long story. You want the short version or the long one?"


I sighed and pulled away, sitting down on the couch and gesturing for her to do the same. "Short version. I need to sleep at least a couple hours before someone tries to kill me again."


She half smiled and took a seat. Facing me she began her story. "Remember that hag you killed in the forest during your changeling test?"


I nodded. "Yes. She tried to get frisky with Tony and convince him to kill me, so I had to stab her."


"Right. Well, she was Jared's soulmate."


"Oh. I think I remember hearing something about her and him."


"Yeah. Well, everyone thought he was over her, or fully appreciated the fact that she knew what she was signing up for when she agreed to be part of the testing grounds, but apparently, he wasn't cool with it."


I snorted. "I guess not. But how is that my fault?"


She shrugged. "I don't have the whole story. You'll have to talk to Dardennes probably. But what I do know is that you were identified a long time ago as the Mother of the fae, and Jared saw it as his sacred duty to get you here. But he didn't count on you killing the love of his life or your presence bringing the Forsaken out of the shadows."


"Oh, so I'm getting blamed for that too?"


"Only by him. You know…when someone is hurting, they'll throw the blame for just about anything at the feet of the person who they decide is going to be their fall guy. Usually it's the one guy who can handle it. Or girl."


I thought about that for a little while before I responded. "I know you really liked Jared."


"I did. Until I realized that he had a problem."


"You knew this about him all along?"


"I knew he was angry. I knew he was sad. I knew he was really good at hiding those things from everyone around him."


"But not you."


She shook her head. "No. Not me. Because like you, I can feel the difference between a lie and the truth."


"I never felt him lying to me."


"Because he never did. Jared wasn't always this angry, vengeful fae you saw here tonight. The Forsaken got to him."


That made my heart fill with dread. "You mean…they recruited him?"


"I guess you could say that. The Forsaken can sense someone with darkness inside them. They take advantage of that weakness."


"What weakness?"


"The darkness." She sighed and rolled her eyes. "Everyone thinks that darkness is a strength, that being angry and ready to bring the pain to those around you is somehow a sign of strength. It's not. Darkness is weak. Darkness is giving up. It's love and light that are tough. Love, light, and truth are the only things that can truly defeat anything."


"I know this is going to sound like an insult, but I think you and Ben would have made a good couple. If he hadn't been so messed up in the power struggle, I mean. He's wise now, like you."


"He understands now what's important. He didn't when he was fae."


"So, how did you figure all this out? What makes you so smart when the rest of us are so clueless?" I couldn't help but smile. The me from a year ago would have slapped my face for saying something like that to Sam, of all people.


"I'm not much of a talker, but I'm a good listener. And I watch people. I watch fae. I remember things. And whenever I was practicing casting with you and your elements, I caught glimpses of another place. Another…way. Of being, I mean."


I nodded. I had gotten glimpses too, but Sam had taken it to a whole other level. "So what are we going to do?" I asked, feeling kind of defeated over the whole thing. "You and I know that love is the ultimate power, but if those Forsaken are as nasty as I think they are, is it going to be enough?"


Sam shook her head no. "Not if it's just us who know it. We need the entire world to know."


I laughed, halfway to crying. "Oh, so what you're saying is that it's impossible. We're doomed."


"Not really."


"Are you kidding? You think we can get the entire world to love one another in a single night?"


Her smile was super sneaky. "I think the means is already in place. And all you have to do is show up and do your Jayne Blackthorn thing."


I thought my heart was going to choke me, the way it jumped up into my throat. "What?" I was barely able to grunt out the word. She sounded like she had a plan, and knowing Sam and this situation, it was going to be craaazy.


She stood and held out her hand. "Come with me."


I put my fingers against hers. My hand was clammy and cold. Hers was warm and dry. "Do you trust me?" she asked.


I nodded and got to my feet. "I do, Sam. You and I haven't always gotten along, but you've taught me a lot. You sacrificed so much to be here. And I know you cared a lot about Jared and you just…ended him to save me. Of course I trust you."


"Jared is where he needs to be right now, so don't worry about him. And there's somewhere I really think you need to be right now too."


I threw myself against her and hugged her hard. "Okay. Take me there."


She grabbed me around the back and placed her cheek against mine. "Hang on tight."


We disappeared from Ben's room in a flash of light.










CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT





WE WERE IN Maggie's house, but it didn't look the same at all. The kitchen stuff was completely gone, and the entire living area was filled with high tech equipment and tables. Angels—dudes and dudettes with wings—were sitting on stools in front of banks of monitors and phones.


"Whaaaat in the hellll is happening in heeeere?" I said, slowly turning around and around. I was obviously stuck in some alternate reality where Maggie had decided to purchase a bunch of computers and hire a posse of angels to run them. What is she doing? Running her own QVC channel? I could see crowds of people on the various monitors, stages with crazy light shows flashing all around them, and the sounds of people screaming in what I was pretty sure was happiness and excitement. Rows and rows of uniformed military personnel were gathered outside of every single one of the venues. The sounds of people talking in several foreign languages filled the air around us.


“It’s…the concerts,” I said, totally lost. “But, I thought they weren’t happening until…”


“The Forsaken managed to time-slip the dates and made the concerts happen sooner than originally planned. But we were waiting for them to pull something like that, and we were prepared.” Sam was obviously proud of her team’s ability to maneuver like that, and I totally understood.


I was so very, very glad that I’d left the managing of the details of our plan to someone else, because the idea that the Forsaken could do this had never even crossed my mind.


Sam put her hand on my back and pointed to an empty spot between two angels. "Sit there."


The angel on the right turned around and gestured at the chair. "Sit."


"Beau!" I yelled, rushing over to sit next to him. "How the hell are ya, man?"


He didn't answer, and this was how I knew it was really him. He was better at looking hot than he was at talking.


Sam came and stood behind me. "You're going to address the whole world in about a minute." She gestured at a big countdown clock on the wall.


I felt like the ocean had suddenly filled my ears. I couldn't hear very well. "Say what?" I shouted.


Sam raised her voice. "I said, you're going live on the air in…forty-five seconds."


"I can't…I don't…" I looked around desperately for something that might make sense.


The angel on my other side, who had been busy talking with his neighbor, turned to face me.


I thought my heart was going to explode when I saw his face. "Chase! What the hell!" I threw myself at him and hugged him around the neck hard enough to strangle him.


He patted me on the back. "Good to see you too. But you're about to be live at all these venues, so let's save the reunion for after."


I sat back on my stool, my entire body tingling from head to toe. "I think I'm going to pass out."


"No, you're not," Sam said, massaging my shoulders firmly from behind. She shook me pretty hard a couple times, too. “Look in the camera." She turned me in my seat so I could see my face on the monitor in front of me.


"But…but…"


"We don't have time for your buts," Sam said. Then she giggled.


She. Giggled.


I looked up at her. "You've lost your mind. You realize that, right?"


She patted my cheek. "I'm actually having fun, if you can believe that."


I shook my head. "No. No, I can't. Sorry. The Sam I know doesn't have fun."


She looked over my head at the screen on the desk. "The Sam you knew wasn't in charge of determining the fate of the entire world before now. I kind of like when life gets complicated. I think I'm good at managing crazy."


My brain started going on the fritz. I got a headache. Then a sense of euphoria took over. I was floating. Then I was falling. Pieces of memories started to pop up. At first they seemed unrelated, but then they started to get connected. They started to make sense.


It was like a giant puzzle had been floating around in my head in a thousand different pieces—memories of things I'd seen, heard, or done, separated by miles and miles of space and time, but they were all moving together really fast now. The edges lined up and connected, creating a framework for me to build on—the fae had been separate for too long, and they needed someone to bring them together because Darkness can only take over when Light fails to come together.


The middle parts found each other and connected—all fae and humans must seek their own destinies, defeat their own demons, make their own choices with their own free will or there will be no value in what they do.


Then the middle parts were floating into the center of the frame made by the edges, and connected themselves together—we all need one another to survive, and there was only one way we could come together and defeat darkness. There was only One way.


I looked up at my cousin who was grinning hard enough that I could see every single one of her teeth—shown to me in that moment as a girl who’d been in my family for many lifetimes, and not just this one. I looked to my right and I saw Beau—revealed as my brother from another life, which explained why he was always looking out for me as my protector. And to my left was Chase—my guardian angel who had always been there for me and would always be there for me, regardless of what dimension I was living in…no matter what decisions I made, and no matter how badly I screwed up.


"Okay," I said. "I get it." Kind of. I faced the screen and cleared my throat. I wiped the sweat off my head and smoothed my eyebrows down. On fleek, baby. "I'm ready."


Beau pointed to the screen. "In five…four…three…two…ONE…"










CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE





I LEANED FORWARD to get closer to the microphone on the desk. I tapped it a few times to make sure it was working. People around the world cringed at the sound it made. They were in stadiums in eight of the biggest cities in the world. They were in train stations and airports and schools and homes everywhere. My words were being simultaneously translated into hundreds of different languages. The angels were letting me see everything so I would understand what was in play, so I wouldn't screw up too badly. I patted Chase on the hand to thank him for that little gift. Then I went back to the microphone.


"Hi. My name is Jayne. I'm here to tell you that the entire world is in danger of falling into darkness. Lots of you showed up to listen to music today…or night. It's nighttime where some of you are. It was supposed to be awesome and fun and amazing, like nothing else you've ever seen before. Well, I guess that's true. It will be that. But not in the way you were expecting."


I took a moment to clear my throat before continuing. "You see, there are these really bad dudes…the Forsaken…who are using this opportunity when you're all gathered together, to take us all down. They're going to try and convince you that being suspicious of other people because they don't look like you or talk like you or think like you is a good idea. They're going to convince you that hating people who are different is the way to be. I mean, heck…we're already halfway there, aren't we? We kill each other over religious differences every day. We fight over stuff that doesn't really mean anything in the long run. I mean, oil? That's just stupid! We're going to be zooming around in hovercraft ten years from now, and you're not going to need any of that crap. But whatever. I'm getting off track. I'm here to tell you some important stuff: You humans are not alone. There are fae—supernatural creatures—living among you, and they're watching out for you. Keeping you safe. But we can't do it all by ourselves. We can't keep you safe from yourselves. You need to open your eyes and see what's around you.” My tone changed to one of pleading. I could see everything so clearly now. We had made it way too easy for the Forsaken. “Stop hating everyone. Stop being mean to other people. Stop turning a blind eye to people and animals in need. We're all in this together. We are all part of one big whole. It’s not me against you, us against them, or them against us. It’s just…us. We are all One.”


I paused, closing my eyes for a moment so I could see all those puzzle pieces in my head lining up. "Do me a favor and look around you. See who’s there with you. My fae brethren are going to reveal themselves to you so you can understand that what I'm telling you is not a joke and it's not a hoax."


I sent out a signal through the Green and on the Wind, through Water and even in Fire, telling every fae out there that we needed to go for the big reveal. It wasn't a permanent feature for our world; our witches would remove the memory of what the humans would see today from their minds, not long after they saw what I wanted them to. But this big reveal was the only way I could imagine them ever believing my message that love was the only way to survive hate.


A faint memory of the fae would survive in the humans’ minds, like they had in Tony's mind after he'd left our compound and the fae had erased him. These humans would know deep down inside somewhere that they mattered and that love was their only real mission in life, that they weren't alone, that they were part of something greater, something vast and magical.


Dragons appeared in answer to my call, hovering in the air above every concert venue. Images of these great beasts were transmitted around the world. People looked up and gasped. Some screamed, but not in fear—they were amazed, blown away. Fae took the hands of humans nearby, removing their glamouring disguises so they could finally be seen for who they really were. Creatures of every shape and size imaginable appeared and showed the humans the truth—that they are nowhere near to being alone on this planet.


I looked over at Chase, and he nodded at me, mouthing the words, "Time to wrap it up." He swirled his finger in a circle, like I imagined a TV producer would.


I grinned. "Gotcha." I turned back to the screen. "People…listen to the music. But don't hear the hate. Ignore that message. The only thing that matters is love. We are all One." I leaned in close to the mic for my final words. "Peace, out. Like, literally. Peace, love, and happiness, you guys.”


I pushed my stool back from the table and stood. I stretched my arms high above my head and then clapped Beau on the back. "Thanks, bro. Good sound quality." I was shaking all over. I could not believe I'd just addressed the entire freaking world.


He gave me a thumbs-up and went back to his work.


I turned to face Sam. She was grinning from ear to ear.


"If you don't stop smiling at me like that, I'm going to call for a doctor."


She held her hand up. "I'm proud of you."


I high-fived her, but held onto her fingers. "I'm proud of us. And thank you, cousin. I know you put a protective spell over me using my mimickers, and I’m pretty sure it’s the only reason I’m alive right now.“


She opened her mouth to answer, but the door to Maggie's house opened up and interrupted her. The old hag herself was standing there, leaning heavily on a cane. "Well…you've done it now. The Forsaken are waiting for you in the meadow."


I exchanged impressed looks with Sam as we dropped our high-five. "That was fast."


"Come on," she said, all traces of good humor gone from her face. "This is the last piece of the puzzle."


I grabbed her arm. "You saw it too?"


She nodded. "Who do you think put it together?"


I shook my head in amazement, running out of Maggie's place right behind her.


"I'll meet you there!" our grandmother to the tenth power called out.


I reached for Wind and had it sweep Sam and me up, asking it to deliver us to the feet of the Forsaken. It was time to end this thing, once and for all.










CHAPTER FORTY





WE LANDED UNDER the tree where my mom was buried. Coincidence? I think not. At first I was offended that the Forsaken had chosen to have our final showdown there—it struck me as disrespectful. But then I was glad. After having my own children show up and tell me what an asshole I was, it gave me a new perspective on motherhood and the complicated business of raising kids. There was way more to it than I'd ever imagined. I wanted my last moments on earth to be spent at my mother’s final resting place.


Sam and I stood side by side, staring out into the mist that covered the ground up to our waists. There was nothing there but gloom.


"I hope they're not snakes," I said. "They'll sneak up on us and strangle us before we even see them coming."


"I'm pretty sure they're not snakes," Sam whispered. Her eyes were scanning left and right. It was plain to see that she didn't know any better than I did what these evil beings were going to look like.


I pulled Earth to me, surrounding us in the purest form of power I knew. The trees whispered to me, telling me to be careful. They could not protect me from everything.


I asked Water to join us, and a slight drizzle began, dampening our hair and clothing. It was refreshing and felt like it was washing the space around us clean. The taller flowers with faces above the mist opened, welcoming the water to their petals, leaves, and roots.


Fire warmed our skin, turning the moisture in our clothes to steam that rose up to curl Sam's hair. The heat was just enough to keep the chill from settling in.


And finally Wind arrived, sweeping the mist out of the meadow and leaving the grasses bare. It blew the scent of the forest to our noses, allowing me to breathe in the life force that swirled around us.


"It's so beautiful here," Sam said.


"Yeah."


"I guess if we have to die, this is a good place to do it."


I took her by the hand. "We're not going to die."


She looked down at me. "How do you know?"


"Because I love everyone too much to let that happen." I finally got it…what Ben and Tony and Chase and everyone else who had already seen it had been trying to tell me. We'd been fighting for the upper hand for so long, we had forgotten that it wasn't about the hand or the fist. It was about the heart. It was about our souls.


Humans had forgotten too, and so they were destined to go over and over and over those puzzle pieces, looking at them again and again until they were finally able to see the pattern and put it back together the way it was supposed to be. What was fractured would one day be whole, for some sooner than others.


Dark figures moved into the meadow near the edge of the forest.


Sam started to point, but I pushed her hand down. "Shhh, it's okay," I said softly. I smiled. The elements were bringing me messages, and I was sending messages out. It might have looked serene and calm in the meadow that day, but it wasn't. Not even close. I was putting every single cell of my body into action. I called to everyone. This was going to take everything we had.


"What the…" Sam spun around and put her hand up. Her wand was out and ready to cast magic out into the air.


I took it away from her, dropping it to the ground.


She looked like she was going to protest, but I shook my head, stopping her thoughts from going in that direction.


She nodded and took my hand again. "Okay. I trust you."


Behind us were The Others—also shadows, like the Forsaken, but those of light. I could feel centuries of energy trapped inside them, these winged warriors. They did not fight with darkness as their weapons like the Forsaken did. They fought with love. They loved with love.


I raised my hands toward the coming shadows. They brought with them fear and hate, desperation and anxiety, judgment, self-doubt and depression, loneliness and marginalization, bigotry and racism, objectification and isolationism. They brought everything our world had created to block out the one thing we ever needed in order to fully ascend, to fully become who we were really meant to be—Love.


My voice carried with it the power of the elements and the depth of my love for the fae of this forest and those who lived beyond it. I left behind my self-doubt and fear, my ego and my pride, my worries and my need to control everything around me. I faced darkness with my soul laid bare. And I smiled.


"Welcome, Forsaken. Welcome to the Green Forest. I am Jayne, and I welcome you here with open arms, an open heart, and love as my offering." I closed my eyes and imagined every bit of goodness in me sent out into the space in front of me to encapsulate the darkness that was coming.


The winged warriors to my left and right came to me. They surrounded me and entered my body. For only a moment, they were part of me, but then they too went rushing toward the creatures who had no faces, who had no bodies. The Forsaken were dark energy Itself, not much to look at, but as powerful as a black hole that consumes everything in its path and turns it into nothing.


I couldn't see anymore as the dark spirits, the Forsaken, got closer. Their power was mightier than mine. The winged warriors' energy and my elemental love were not enough.


But then I heard a song. A siren song. And I heard Tim shouting my name. I heard Abby too and then Willy. "I need my Lellemental!" he yelled. "I'm a ayygent now and I want to go be with her!"


I sensed the green elves nearby as they laid down their weapons in the grass, joining hands to share their love with one another and me.


Water sprites and wood nymphs, ogres and buggane. Fae of every race, not just here in the Green Forest but elsewhere, joined hands with the humans nearby and sent their love out to us. The pieces of the puzzle were coming together, but there were still dark spaces between them.


Angels from the Overworld came down, legions of them. They stuck their swords in the ground and spread their wings, shining the light of heavenly love across the lands.


And then someone appeared at my sides, taking my hands in theirs.


"Hi, Mom," said Little Abby.


"Yeah. Hi," said Little Tim.


I looked to my left and my right, able to see again. "Hey, babies. I love you. You know that, right?"


They both nodded.


We faced the darkness together and held up our hands, locked tight, our fingers woven together. We said the words that appeared in our minds together, reading them as if we'd been handed a script written by someone who'd seen this situation play out long before we'd even dreamed it could happen.


Our words came out separately, but when they reached the meadow in front of us, they merged into one voice that could be heard by every being in every corner of the world.


Love is perfect. Darkness is flawed.


Love is whole. Darkness is fractured.


Love is everywhere. Darkness is only where we invite it in.


Love is strong. Darkness is weak.


Love conquers all. Darkness conquers nothing.


Love IS. Darkness is not.










CHAPTER FORTY-ONE





WIND, FIRE, EARTH and Water battled and raged around us. My children and I held fast as the elements roared through the meadow, their forces fueled by the energy coming from fae and humans around the world who embraced the idea that love is the ultimate power, the only thing that can overcome the absence of itself.


Winged warriors, The Others who had joined us from the shadows, met the Forsaken and wrapped them in the energy they had absorbed from all the living creatures sharing space on Earth, on the land, in its atmosphere, and in its oceans.


The Forsaken fought hard. There was plenty of darkness to feed their needs, to fuel their rage, to quench their thirst for power and desolation and pain.


But in the end, they couldn't fight hard enough. Because we had love on our side, and love conquers all. That's the way it has always been, and that's the way it will always be, so long as there are fae and humans willing to work side by side to spread the message, to walk away from the lures of power and the corruption that it brings, and to open their hearts and minds to the idea that we are all part of the same amazing, crazy, beautiful existence. We are all One.







The End.






EPILOGUE





"You got everything?" I asked, standing next to Spike in front of the RV.


He started ticking off his fingers. "Sleeping bags, road snacks, barf bags, barf thimbles…"


I held up my hand. "Wait, what? Barf thimbles? What is a barf thimble?"


"In case Baby Bee upchucks. You know how he is." Spike shrugged. "It's a 'If you're gonna spew, spew in this,' kind of thing."


I nodded. "Yeah. I know how he is. If there's trouble out there, he'll find it." I rubbed my belly. It was just starting to get a little round, and I'd switched from jeans to stretchy pants more suited to a water sprite's getup.


Becky came walking up as if on cue. "Here. This is for you. And don't feel like you have to share it with anyone, either." She handed me a small sack made of fabric that was tied closed at the top with a purple bow.


I gave her a hug. "Thank you. What is it?"


"Candy. I made it myself. It's for you and our godbabies." She patted my belly.


"Seriously?" Becky never ceased to amaze me. "Changeling? Transporter of world leaders? Dragon rider? Candy maker? What's next?"


She shrugged, smiling. "I don't know. I was thinking I might start hypnotizing poisonous snakes or wrestling gators or something."


"I think you've been spending too much time with your redneck lover. Please tell me you're kidding."


"I'm kidding." She kissed me on the cheek and hugged me so hard I started to lose consciousness before she let up. "Be careful. But have fun. But be careful, too."


"I will, don't worry. We have an itinerary that's being monitored by the gray elves, and we'll be checking in daily. First, Western Europe, then Eastern Europe, Africa, Asia, Australia, New Zealand, and finally the US. It's a world tour, baby."


She looked up at the giant RV that was loaded with junk. "I have to admit…I'm a little bit jealous of you guys, you know. Taking a big ol' vacation, traveling the world…"


I sighed. "With Tim and Abby and their annoying baby Willy McPainInMyAss."


"You jus' said ass," Baby Bee said, doing a fly-by. "I'm telling." He disappeared around the side of the RV. "Maaaamaaa!!! The Lellemental is saying bad words agaaaaain!"


"Tattletale!" I yelled after him.


"Yeah. Good luck with that." Becky patted me on the cheek and started to walk away. But then she stopped and came back. "Remember when I asked you to find out if D.J. regretted what he did to Binkley and Amber and the others…like, when you go to be with Biad in the Underworld?"


"Yes."


"Don't bother. It doesn't matter."


"Really?"


"Yeah." She smiled. "I learned recently that the choices other people make don’t need to affect my life. Only if I let them, and I'm not letting them anymore. His battles aren't my battles. I have chosen not to let darkness into my life anymore. Our time in the Here and Now is too short for that nonsense."


I gave her a quick hug. "Proud of you. Love you."


"Love you too." She left me and walked back to her man.


Finn waved as he took her hand. "Don't forget them postcards! I'll be askin' my brownie every day if there's one in the box!"


"I won't!" I yelled back. Tim had assured me that he knew how to get mail to the compound, and Finn and I were counting on it.


Brad walked over slowly and carefully, still using a cane to get around. His skin color was a lot better. He'd lost a lot of weight, but he was going to be okay. He had a succubus twin on either side of him, and he was smiling. "Hey…you," he said.


"You were just going to call me a name, weren't you?" I smiled.


"Me? Naahh." He sighed. "I do miss butting heads with you, though. I have to admit."


I shrugged. "I won't be gone forever. And I think these two will be happy to keep you busy until I return."


They both smiled at me. "See you around, elemental," Theresa said. "It's been real."


I leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. "Take good care of him for me," I said in her ear.


She nodded quietly.


I faced Felicia. "I know you're sad about Tony. But he's doing great, and he's watching out for you. Everything's going to be okay."


She nodded. "I know. It's just tough sometimes. He was such a great guy."


"One in a million." I pointed at Brad. "But he's not so bad, as long as you can stand to look at his ugly face every day." I pretended to shudder with revulsion.


The girls smiled and Brad reached up to rub my prickly head. "Look who's talking, cue ball." He grabbed the back of my neck and pulled me in to a strong hug. His whispered words warmed my heart. "Don't change. Stay exactly how you are. Don't take any shit from anyone. You're a good person." He pulled back a little and looked me in the eye, resting his forehead on mine. "Thanks for saving my life."


I punched him in the chest. "You saved your own life, dude. Just don't start acting like a dick again, or I'm going to have Mike Hulk-smash you about twenty times in the face…ugly you up a little bit."


"It's a deal," he said, letting me go and giving me a fist bump.


The twins helped Brad turn around, and he limped back in the direction of the compound, Theresa and Felicia each with an arm around his waist.


Sam came over next. She handed me a stick.


"Uh. Thanks? Forrrr tthhhhe…stick?"


"You're welcome. Be careful with it. Don't go waving it around at stuff unless you mean to."


I looked at it more closely. "Hey, wait a minute… Is this your good wand?"


She shrugged. "Not anymore."


"Oh, Sam." I hugged her softly, wishing I could express to her how much she meant to me. I had treated her so badly in the beginning of our relationship. And in the middle of it, too. I was just glad I hadn't screwed up the end of it.


She patted me on the back. "I get it. Don't worry."


Tears fell from my eyes. "I promised myself I wasn't going to cry. Look what you made me do."


She sniffed loudly. "It's not me, it's you, you jerk."


We both laughed through our tears. She backed away slowly, holding my gaze for several steps.


"Thanks, Sam. For everything."


She lifted her hand once and then turned around, disappearing into the trees. Old Granny Maggie was there and she raised a gnarled hand in my direction. I waved back and sent her a message on the wind. "See you later, you old bag."


She cackled in response, toddling around in a half circle to head back into the forest. She had about a thousand-year beauty sleep to get started on, and I for one hoped she'd hurry up and take it. This world didn't need any more of her or her sisters messing around with fae's destinies.


Dardennes and Céline approached me, both of them smiling serenely. I grinned back as I wiped the stupid tears off my face.


"Dearest Jayne," Céline said, taking my hands.


"We are so very proud of you," Dardennes said.


More tears joined the party. "Dammit, you guys, stop. I can't get into that RV all soggy like this."


Céline pulled me into a hug. "We love you. We are just so happy for you and your little family…"


I stepped back, breaking our connection. "Have you heard anything about Little Abby and Little Tim?" The Council had ruled that they needed to go back to their realm in their time, and I hadn't argued against it. Time-slipping was dangerous business, and I didn't want my children to be hurt by it. At least I knew I was sending them back armed, not just with knowledge, but with love.


"As far as we know, they're back where they belong and Tony is watching over them," Céline said.


I nodded. It was the best we could hope for. I was confident that my children were finally able to experience the real love I had for them in the days before they left here, so the bullshit story that Malena and Leck had fed them would no longer have a hold over their lives.


"I'm sorry we couldn't…locate…well, you know." Céline stared at the ground.


Her shame would never completely go away. "Hey," I said, trying to distract her from her sadness. "Don't worry about it. Malena and Leck can't hurt me anymore, remember? I don't give a shit where those two are." I understood the power of love now. Nothing could ever take that away from me, not even those two turds.


Céline looked up and nodded. "I know. Thank you, Jayne. You have taught us so much."


"Me? Ha. That's funny. It wasn't me running the show out there."


Dardennes and Céline shared a look, but as usual I wasn't in on their little silver elf games. But I didn't want to be. I liked having a little mystery in my life. There would come a day when I would know everything about everything, but I wasn't in any hurry to get there.


I pointed at the RV over my shoulder. "Anyway…I've gotta hit the road, so…"


"Take this," Dardennes said, pulling something out of his pocket and passing it to me.


I opened my hand, and he deposited a ring into my palm. It looked like a smaller version of the one I always wore—my changeling amulet. "What's this?" I asked.


"Just a ring." He smiled serenely at me.


I laughed. "Yeah, right. Just a ring. And that's why my butt hairs are now standing on end. What should I do with it?" I was definitely getting the feeling that I wasn't supposed to wear it.


"You'll know when the time comes," he said cryptically.


I let out a long sigh and smiled. I hated to admit it, but I was looking forward to this mystery unfolding in a very slow and relaxed way. I didn't feel the need anymore to have all the answers or to desperately try to control everything that was going on around me. Dardennes said I would know when the time was right, and that was good enough for me. "Thanks, Anton. I appreciate everything you've done for me. Sorry I was such a pain in your ass."


"You were never…that, my dear. Challenging, stubborn, and willful…but never that." He smiled and bowed deeply, slowly backing away. Céline kissed me on the cheek and went with him.


"Time to hit the road, babe," Spike called out from the driver's side of the RV.


I waved to my remaining friends—Scrum and Long who were holding hands while they stood in front of Mike who was waving like a little kid at the RV, Finn and Becky, arm in arm, Naida with Aidan, both of them staring at me with sadness in their eyes—they were really going to miss me, apparently, Shayla and Garret hovering as barely there ghosts off on the fringes of the crowd, an entire contingent of green elves with Robin in front, Red and his lady witch friend Celeste who looked confused as to why she was there, Gregale, standing alone with his arms dangling at his sides, Niles who was wiping tears off his face with a hankie, and two little gnomes. One of them turned around and bent over to pick up a shiny rock, and I flinched at the view that assaulted my eyeballs.


"Oh, that was…so wrong," said Tim, hovering at my shoulder.


"Talk about terrible timing." I rubbed my eyes, trying to make the image of the ass end of a gnome go away.


"You ready to blow this popsicle stand?" Tim asked.


"Hells yeah, pixieman."


He stared at the group of fae who'd come to send us off. "I sure am going to miss this place."


"Yeah, me too. But we'll be back." I didn't know when, but it was true. I could never leave the fae compound for too long. These were my people.


"Yep. As soon as we're done spreading the good word all over the world. Gotta keep the evil at bay, and all."


"All you need is love, baby." I held my hand out for Tim to ride on as I turned away and walked to the RV.


"I want to thank you again for letting me bring the fam on this trip," Tim said. "It would have been tough to leave them behind, but now I don't have to."


"I wouldn't have it any other way." I loved the fact that Tim just assumed that he went wherever I went. I could do a lot worse than having a badass pixie king as a wingman.


"Willy's going to need a lot of training out in the field, and this is just the perfect opportunity," Tim said. "Too good to pass up."


I didn't respond because I wasn't sure 'perfect' was the best word to describe the idea of a baby pixie unleashed on the world.


"He almost ruined the entire world-saving gig you had going on there in the meadow, though," Tim said. He tried to laugh it off, but I knew it was still giving him seriously high blood pressure just to think about it. "He sure is a stubborn little fella."


"I wonder where he gets that from," I said, opening the passenger door and climbing up into my seat.


"I know," Tim said, taking a spot on the edge of the cup holder. "But you gotta love that woman of mine. She's one in a million. Worth every penny, every gray hair, every everything."


I smiled at my roomie who was now doing double duty as my road trip buddy. "You said it, pixieman."


Tim looked over at Spike. "Come on, cube-eye. Let's ride. This place is starting to cage me in, and you can't cage in a lone wolf like me. I need to be free."


"Don't I know it." I reached over and rubbed Spike's arm. "Tim's ready."


"Well then," Spike said, reaching down and turning the ignition key. "Let's not waste anymore time." He looked in the rearview mirror. "Let's rock 'n' roll, feeps!"


"Woo hooo!" We all cheered—Tim, Abby, Willy, Spike, and I. A chapter of our life was ending as we pulled away from the compound, but we were all excited to start the next one.


"Next stop…Isle of Skye!" I shouted.


Everyone cheered again, and the scale in my hand started glowing a deep, crimson red.
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Sign up here:  www.ElleCasey.com/news
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