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I want to start this book off by saying thank you to anyone who has taken the time to read one of my books, whether it was one in this series or my other series. I have been receiving notes from fans and each time I read one I cannot believe that someone is actually saying these amazing words about something I wrote.
I also want to let everyone know that, yes, I am only planning seven books in Nyx’s crazy world, for now, but that doesn’t mean I won’t come back to visit her in the future. I have other ideas for plots not only for Nyx, but also for stories centered on some of the other characters. Who wouldn’t want to read a book from Clyde’s point of view?
For now, I will just stick to getting Nyx through her rise to greatness. She has taken me on a wild journey and even though she is a fictional character, I have to thank her for making the trip so much fun. 



Chapter 1
A giant pink elephant
 
“Jake, if I have to tell you again not to bring me more pink baby things, I am going to take whatever item you are holding and stuff it in your mouth. Then, I will make you walk around the store with it like that. Peanut is not going to be some little frilly girl.” It is bad enough that we are in the closest human city with a baby store; I don't need him flashing more pastels in front of my eyes. I am hoping to provide my little girl with the best of everything, even if that means torturing myself by being in my current environment. 
A lot has happened in the two weeks since my mother, otherwise known as the Devil, revealed that I was pregnant. Two days after the fact, we caught the first sounds of Peanut's little heart beating. Sebastian started crying again and Alex started making crazy baby sounds at my stomach. It is really sad when the woman in the relationship has all of the testosterone. I would offer to share, but it is kind of funny to watch them sometimes.
So far, my pregnancy is nothing like any book describes. That makes it really difficult to make any plans. A week ago, I went to bed like any other night and the next morning I woke up with a beer gut. I have been skinny all of my life and to suddenly have none of my clothes fit was a rude awakening. Not only that, but the very same day Peanut decided I would make a nice punching bag and has since kept me up most nights showing me her mad kickboxing skills.
I am convinced for some reason she isn’t happy with me being her mother. I don’t know if she found out there was a time I swore that I would never have children, or if it was the fact that I am generally afraid of humanoids shorter than me, but she has started communicating with both Sebby and Alex, leaving me in the dark. Somehow she figured out how to block me from the communications. I am going to go out on a limb and say she gets her deviousness from her maternal grandmother.
“What if she pops out of you and she wants to only be dressed in little pink lacy dresses?” Jake asks taking a good look at the little pink elephant he is holding. “I think you should have some pink things to have on standby just in case.”
“Sebby, has she ever indicated to you that she has mental issues?” I ask. He is the mate on baby patrol with me today. Alex is off rallying troops, or something.
“No, she has all of her marbles lined up in a nice, neat row. She even showed them to me once. I think you will find that she will be more like you than any of us are prepared for, so you don’t have to worry about her taking a liking to pink or dresses.”
Peanut likes hearing her daddy’s voice and starts her own chorus line against my belly. I would almost swear there is more than one of them in there, but I only hear one little heart beating. She must be getting her feet and hands in on the action this time.
“You know, she probably won’t be in there for more than another week. She told me yesterday she was ready to come out and meet all of her uncles,” Sebby adds as he puts his hand on my stomach to feel the movement.
“All the more reason for us to make a decision on which crib we are taking home with us. With all of those uncles I doubt she will ever see her own bed, but I would really like her to have one,” I reply looking at a beautiful antique cherry crib. I have been looking at cribs for twenty minutes now and I keep coming back to this one.
It looks less institutional and more homey than the other ones I have been studying. I really think it is the one I want. I love the color of the wood and the lines of the bed in general are really working for me. I run my hand along the back curve of it and feel the movement in my stomach stop.
“What’s wrong with her?” I ask Sebastian worried something has gone awry. She has been moving nonstop for so long that it feels weird not to feel her. The books may have not been too helpful on her development, but they did a great job of filling me in on all of the things that can go wrong. Talk about things keeping you up at night. 
“She approves of your selection. To show her support she has decided to take a nap. The crib is nice, but where do you think it will fit in the penthouse? Our bedroom isn’t big enough for something this size and all of the other furniture that you probably want.”
It is still a weird arrangement for me, but the guys have both moved into my bedroom and somehow we are able to share the space without either of them freaking out about the other one being there. Like the beer gut, I awoke one morning to find both of them sleeping in the bed. I don’t know how they do it, but we have a huge bed and, so far, there haven’t been any weird touches between them in the middle of the night. I should know, since Peanut likes to keep me up all night. This is probably the first time she has actually slept.
“Are you jumping on the we should move into a bigger place bandwagon, too?” I thought the conversation wouldn’t go past the Nyx doesn’t like the idea stage, but the guys have started leaving hints around the house. Newspapers opened to the real estate section with homes circled, an influx of cardboard boxes appearing, and Clyde actually packing all of his toys into one of those cardboard boxes have all occurred. I am about ninety percent sure they have picked out a new place and are working out who gets the short straw and has to tell me about it.
Even if I don't want to move, picking out a place without my input on the matter isn't exactly a brilliant plan. I have some very specific needs when it comes to my personal space and I think staying in the apartment and kicking everyone else out sounds like a great idea. My stomach doesn't agree and starts thumping again. That nap didn't last long.
“She is as vocal about her opinions as her mother,” Sebastian says and guides me towards the bedding part of the store. “Now that the important decision is behind us, what color do you think we should have our little girl sleep on?”
“I thought we were discussing where we were going to put the crib. Is that not an important decision anymore?” I avert my eyes from the traditional blue and pink blanket offerings and focus in on the yellow. I would love to get something in black; however, I don't want to totally traumatize the kid. I can see it now; black everything and a mobile of knives twirling around above her head. Perfect for someone like me, but maybe a little much for a baby.
“I wasn't the one that drew the short straw, so I thought it was best to just kill the conversation. I really like the simplicity of that one,” he says pointing to a yellow bedding set that has a plain, rich yellow sheet matched to a quilt in the same color with little white polka dots.
“I could go for that,” I reply and grab one of the packages. “Were only you and Alex in on the straw draw, or do I have to wait for one of the guards to grow a pair and tell me about the move?”
Crib and bedding are off of the list. We just have clothing, stroller, diapers, car seat, and the list goes on for about forever. I know it didn’t take this much thought and preparation to get pregnant. As it is, I am intent on getting everything we need in this one trip. I tried to do the shopping online, but I wanted to verify the quality of the products that would be cradling my little girl.
“Technically, there wasn’t a draw. He volunteered to be the one to not only tell you about his plans, but also pick out the new living quarters.”
“How upset am I going to be about the new location?” At this point, I know I really don't have much choice in the matter. I can pretend all I want, but as big as I thought the penthouse was when I first walked in, stuffing close to a dozen people in it just isn't going to work anymore. 
“Thankfully, you are an expert at adaptability. It shouldn't be that traumatic, so you don't need to get all worked up over it. I have seen the place and you will be happy with the improvements that Alex made for you. Our bedroom is a lot bigger and the three of us will each get our own closet. Peanut has her own room directly off of ours and other than Clyde's room, which is close by, the rest of the family is off in another wing. The non-essential guard units have a bunkhouse on the premises and will stick to securing the perimeter. That should keep them out of your way.” 
It all sounds too good to be true, not that he has given me a ton to go by, and I could go with Alex and Sebastian finding their own rooms, but I know that my one moment of weakness allowing them both in opened the flood gates and I don't have the energy to close them. It helps that I wake up to one of them rubbing my feet most days.
“Just how far away is my commute into work going to be? I am going to be hauling around Peanut soon and she has informed me that she doesn't like to ride in the car with her mother,” I say while I try to figure out receiving blankets and burping clothes. I think I might be a lost cause. Peanut hasn't spoken a word to me, but from that fact alone I am drawing my conclusion on us carpooling.
“I did mention that Alex was the one that was supposed to be telling you all of this, didn't I?” Sebastian asks as he grabs a few packages of yellow and white receiving blankets. They are followed closely by matching everything else in sight. “You are taking too long. Peanut will be born by the time you make any decisions. We have the money, just grab everything.”
“Fine. Let's go get her some clothes, unless we plan for her to go around wearing little togas. Back to your question, Alex isn't here and you are. So get to talking.” As we near the racks of clothes I become very afraid. An overload of pink is staring at me and there is lace too. Why doesn't Tango Charlie carry baby clothes? Believe me, I checked there first and they had nothing smaller than what I wear.
“You won’t have far to drive. I am sure you have heard of Nantucket Manor. Alex has owned it for a while and he recently acquired all the land around it. Giving us about twenty acres. With it being on the edge of town, Clyde will even have some grass to himself.” He ventures past the wall of pink that is holding me in place. Jake wandered off again and I am terrified to see what he brings back this time. A lot of things are frightening me at the moment.
“Of course I have heard of Nantucket Manor. Alex really owns that eyesore? I don’t think it has had anyone banging around inside, except maybe a few ghosts, since before I was born. You guys really think I am going to want to move into that place? I have heard tons of stories that would keep little Peanut up at night.”
“Here, these clothes should be a good start,” he says as he comes back with an armload, pink is nowhere in sight. “Alex has had workers going nonstop to get the place up to code. You won’t even recognize it. Now, let’s get the stroller and car seat and then get out of here.”
I am all for that idea so I hurry to the next stop. As fast as Peanut is growing inside of me, I am not sure how quickly she will grow once she escapes. She might be a teenager a week after birth and that has to be even scarier than anything else my mind has thought of in the last hour.
“Just when are you guys expecting this move to take place? You claim the baby is going to be born here soon and I don’t know how easy a big move will be with her in tow.” I think I am hesitant to travel at all with Peanut. I would have guards with me to try to help if she started wailing, but I wouldn’t be comfortable driving while she was in distress. Me being chauffeured around is not even an option, so don't ask.
“I don’t think you want to know the answer to that. The way it was supposed to work was we get done here and I drive you over to the new place. Everything should be moved in by then.”
I stop in my tracks and my jaw is probably through the floor with how low it drops. “Oh, words I don’t want Peanut to hear. You have got to be kidding me. That is why only you and Jake came out shopping. I should have known something was up. Ever since you guys found out about the baby, the guards have been hovering even more than usual and all of a sudden today they all disappear.”
“Remember your blood pressure effects Peanut, so try to keep it in check. Alex isn’t going to be a biological father, yet, but he does want to do something special for you and the baby. Making you this new home is him trying to show you what a good father he will be.”
“He is aware I am going to be mad at him about that, right?” I ask and it is really a rhetorical question. I start moving again. Arguing with Sebastian isn't going to get me very far. To tell Alex off like I truly want to will have to wait until Peanut is born and I can get him in a bubble somewhere that her ears won't fall off from all the bad words dripping out of my mouth.
“Once you see the place, you aren't going to have a second to be upset about it. I promise you will feel like the kid in the candy store cliché. I think this is the car seat I read about on the Internet. It had the highest reviews and scored really well in the safety tests. I imagine with us as parents she will be pretty durable, but I won't risk testing that theory.”
He won't get any arguments from me about that last statement. “Grab the car seat. Do you have a stroller you like too?” I did a lot of online pre-shopping and I bet he saw all the same things that I did. 
“I will grab the one I want and meet you up front if you want to go try to track down your errant guard. I am getting a little worried about him. I don't think there are a ton of eligible women just wandering around the store, so something shiny must have caught his eye.”
Jake has been trying really hard to get his act together and, as far as I have seen, he has halted his annoying habit of chasing anything female with a pulse. Peanut is making all of us try to put our best face forward. Pushing my cart around, I don't see him in any of the aisles I pass. 
“Jake, where are you?” I ask in my normal voice, which garners a strange look from a lady nearby. She is holding a breast pump up to her chest trying to gauge its size and I am the weird one. Go figure.
“Sorry, sweetheart, I will be right there,” Jake says in reply. I start heading towards the voice wanting to see how hard he hit his head this time. “No, I wasn’t talking to you. I heard my mistress calling and I have to go help her. It was really nice of you to help me find the perfect gift, but I do have to go.”
“But I thought you said the gift was for your sister, not your girlfriend,” a whiny voice replies.
“Yeah that was before I figured out you were a psycho,” Jake mumbles under his breath. In his regular voice he says, “Nope. She is definitely not my sister. Here she is now. You can see that we look nothing alike.”
Unless his dad at one time mated with a gnome, he is right. I don’t like to hear others call me a gnome, but I can joke that my mother was one now that I know she is Lucifer. I don’t see any major defects with the woman in front of me, other than the fact she is trying to hang onto Jake. She has dark hair, not quite the blackness of mine, but close. Everything else looks pretty average. Not too skinny or chubby, medium skin tone, and muted green eyes. She looks like someone Jake wouldn’t mind getting to know a little better. I did mention she was female.
“How is our little princess doing?” Jake asks rushing over to me. He has something in his hand he is trying to hide, while I am trying my hardest not to break out laughing at the situation. Jake actually running away from a girl is a new one.
“Love, has he gone delusional again?” Sebastian questions joining us with the stroller he found.
“No, now let’s go,” Jake says grabbing the cart out of my hand as he hurries to the checkout. I am going to have to find out just what little miss helpful said to get him moving. It might be useful later. If nothing else, I can taunt him about it.
“I guess that is our cue to leave. He forgot his meds,” I explain to the woman and follow after him. I hope he doesn’t damage Peanut’s new things. As fast as he is moving, he is most likely going to run into something. When we get to the checkout he is buying whatever he was hiding from me and a lady is ringing our cart up. 
“This yours?” she asks not halting her scanning.
“Looks like it,” I reply and head to the keypad to scan my card. I am a little afraid what the bottom line is going to be on this haul, but it is for Peanut, so no amount is too much. The lady gives me the total and I hit the necessary buttons to draw this excursion to a close. 
I cannot wait to get back home and start in on Alex. I don’t know if the thirty-minute drive works in his favor because I will have plenty of time to stew about being moved into a new home without being told. 



Chapter 2
Ghosts of witches past
 
 “You guys could have helped out a little more in there,” Jake says as he settles into the backseat of my new Suburban. It is a newer model than my last one and I have found that it has way too many buttons. I don’t know what half of them do and the guys installed more after we got her home. My only request was that they put in enough storage for all of my gear. My wish was granted and most of the floor opens up to reveal little cubby holes for me to hide things in.
“What was up with that? Did she offer to comb out your fur?” I ask as I start the car and wait for Sebastian to return from taking the cart back. With me being so delicate and all, they wouldn't let me help unload anything. I don't think lifting a couple of sacks is going to cause any permanent damage. Unbeknownst to them, Phee and I have been slipping in some sparring time when we can. Okay, Sebastian and Alex know, but they are keeping their mouths shut about it. Phee doesn’t really follow through and I only fight at about a quarter of my standard levels.
I look back in the rearview mirror to see Jake shaking his head. “Thankfully, she didn’t know I was a werewolf, at least I don't think she did. It would have made her requests even dirtier. I asked for some help picking something out and the second I found what I wanted and tried to go pay for it, she pounced on me. The things she said would have scarred Peanut for life. I cannot bring someone like that home to meet the family.”
“Who are you and what have you done with my Jake?” I have to be dreaming or something. This is not like him at all. I know he has been better, but he still tends to be the one we have to pry away from the girls. Shoot, when we made a little side trip to Hell not that long ago he was about ready to sign his life over to some little demon chick, and she was into girls. Sebastian returns and I am quick to leave the parking lot. Even if the woman believed Jake’s line about us being involved, she still may be a bit stalkerish and try to trail us home. Jake is just the tip of my man candy entourage iceberg. She would be in heaven once she was introduced to the rest of the gang. They may say that I draw all of the attention when we go out, but I know what the women are really looking at.
“Hey, I have been good. I am going to be an uncle of sorts, so I need to learn how to be a good role model. It ain’t easy, but I am trying. The other guys are doing pretty good too. I don’t think there has been a curse word uttered in the last three days. You have to admit that is on about the same level as Moses parting a sea.”
I don't think I would take it that far and I am sure the heated glares and punches they endured from me have nothing to do with how good they have been doing on the swear word front. Even with all of my hard work, I know Peanut is going to have a mouth like a sailor. I should probably buy stock in bars of soap now to prepare.
“You have been doing great, Jake. I am certain you will be one of the first people we call when we need a babysitter. Love, do you think we should start talking about names other than Peanut? It has been cute for a while, but I think we should decide on something a little more normal,” Sebastian says and reaches over to put his hand on my stomach.
That is a topic I have been putting a lot of consideration into lately. I have tried unsuccessfully to come up with something that is fun, but at the same time classy enough to be the name given to Sebastian’s daughter. If she was just my daughter, Mud would probably be a perfectly fine name, but Sebastian adds a lot of elegance to the situation. In my scanning of girl names, I have found that it is easier to turn names down than it is to find something that works.
“You could always name her after your mom. That would be hilarious,” Jake suggests.
“If you aren’t good, I am taking you back to the store and leaving you there. My child is not going to be named Lucifer.” I cannot even believe he would suggest something like that. At least he didn’t go all out and say her name. We haven’t had to deal with her since we originally met and I am afraid talking about her will jinx that. Of course, I did just say it myself, didn't I? Well that was dumb.
“How about something that signifies her genetics a little differently, like Angelica, Evangeline, Lupe, or Luna?” Sebastian proposes. The names roll off of his tongue and I can tell he has been thinking about it as much as I have.
I don't know. They sound better than Jake's suggestion, of course anything would, but I don't really like them any better. We don’t know for sure what she will be. Evangeline isn’t bad, but I can already tell she is going to be more devil than angel, figuratively speaking anyway, and the sweet sounding name will be lost on the hellion.
“I am going to need some other ideas. Let's stay away from anything too stereotypical.”
“Lily. Eleanor. Helga. Mary. Grace. Zoey. Virginia. Rachel,” Jake rattles off.
“Annabelle. Cassandra. Victoria. Elizabeth. Alexandra. Guinevere. Francesca,” Sebastian recites. He seems to like the names with a lot of letters. Too bad none of them feel right. I do like his list better than Jake's. They are more like the kind of names I think about when I envision his daughter.
“Sebby, you had a mom at one time, right?”
“Everyone has a mother, love. In general, maybe not all angels and demons do, but everyone else does. Mine has been gone for a very long time now.”
“I know. I was just wondering if she had a name I would like for our baby. My mom's name is out, but maybe we can use a name from your side of the family.” I am just hoping it isn't something like Bertha or Fanny.
“It isn't that bad. Her name was Sophia Rose.”
Not bad at all. I could do without a flower for a middle name, though. “I am digging Sophia a lot. The middle name is going to have to marinate for a little while. Do you like the name Sophia, Peanut?”
The little nutter places a well-rounded kick right to where Sebastian’s hand is resting. It might have been a hand because it seems like she is high-fiving her dad.
“She wants the middle name, too. She thinks the whole name sounds beautiful and since she is going to be the prettiest girl in the world, next to her mother, it is perfect for her,” Sebby says.
“Those are big words from someone so small. Just why would she think her mother is pretty?” I wouldn’t exactly concur with that statement. Parts of my body look like I volunteered to test out the pointiness of freshly sharpened knives. The giant scythes on my back do a pretty good job of covering things up and diverting your eyes from the T across my shoulders and down my spine that was carved into me years ago, but it along with some knife scars down my arms and legs leave me looking less than perfect.
“She has been informed by at least two people, granted those people may be just a tad bit biased, that you are the most beautiful woman in the world.” 
I hear a little giggle in my mind. “Whoops,” a really small female voice says inside of my head.
“Son of a pixie dust coated monkey. Was that her?” I ask taking my mind off of the road to look down at my stomach. “Say something else.” I feel a kick and no more voice. “I will buy you a Lamborghini and a pony.” The little devil still doesn't reply. I focus back on the road and try to think of a way to make her talk.
“She wants to wait for you to be able to see her before she thinks her real first words to you. Me and Alex have done a really good job of talking you up and she wants it to be special. As it is for us, you are her universe and she cannot wait to meet you,” Sebastian explains.
“She could have fooled me on that one. You would think if she likes me that much she wouldn’t keep me up at all hours to practice the drums. I am heading straight to the new place, right?”
We are getting close to the scary old manor, so I change lanes to make sure I don’t miss the turn. As much as I dislike being uprooted, there is a part of me that is excited to see what Alex has done to the place. 
I have seen the old-fashioned plantation style house a few times over the years. Each time I saw it, the place looked more rundown than the last. It was abandoned long before I was born. I don't know any of the history around it, but I have heard there were ghosts in residence.
“Might as well, that is where everyone else is and I think you are expected,” Sebastian says. “Jake, since you did the research on the place for Alex, why don't you fill Nyx in. It shouldn't take too long.”
“Got it. I will go with the cliffnotes version, just in case. Nantucket Manor was built in 1867 by tobacco farmer George Williams. He lived there with his wife and ten children. As you can imagine by the size of the place, they had many servants. Of course, back then they weren't called servants, but I am trying to keep it nice for Peanut.
“Anyway, Mr. Williams, like quite a few plantation owners back in the day, liked to dally with the girls and women servants that helped out around the house. He ended up with a lot more than the ten kiddies his wife provided him with. She caught wind of it and got a little angry, just a little. 
“If she wasn't a witch, he might have made it out of things with only his jimmy missing, but since she was one of the baddest witches in town, he got royally messed up. She started by burning his fields, which pushed his financial standings into the ground. He tried to borrow his way out of the mess, but the missus took it upon herself to tempt the local bankers with her forbidden fruit and made them see things her way.
“All sorts of other things happened, but in the end he was left destitute and she took her kids and left. Shortly after her departure, an unexplained fire happened in their bedroom while he was sleeping. Only the bed burned and him with it. I spent some time talking with her about it and she isn't as bad as you say. She has had a lot of trouble in the men department over the years because she has tried to stick to humans, but she recently changed that cycle and things are working out a little better for her.”
Jake hasn't left town recently, so I know the witch he speaks of is a local. I know a lot of the witches, but I only tend to bad mouth one of them and it is totally because she is a nut job.
“You are joking, right? Alex is not moving me into a house that Hilda lived in with her cheating husband over a century ago. If Peanut wasn't with in ear range, I would so be cursing right now.”
Witches can live for centuries, and if they are strong enough and have the right ingredients, they can probably make themselves immortal. I know Hilda is capable of accomplishing that task. I just don't want to believe she has resided in the place I am moving into.
“You dislike most witches you come across and you aren't afraid to vocalize it. Why do you think it is Hilda solely based on his description?” Sebastian asks.
“Because this is my life we are talking about and that woman likes to haunt me at every turn. If her dead husband isn't wandering the halls, I bet her memories will be. Witches can do that, you know. They leave behind psychic impressions to screw with the people that move in after them. I am going to have to find someone I trust to come in and do a cleansing. Alex didn't happen to have one done already, did he?” Finding a witch I trust is going to be a daunting task.
“I don't think he has,” Jake says from the back. “Hilda has been helping him out, though. Trying to make sure all of the refurnishing is done correctly. She is out there most days and maybe she cleaned things up for us. Her boyfriend is going to be staying there and I imagine she will show up every once in a while to visit. She will probably flush the memories all out free of charge, if she hasn't already.”
I am still convinced she dosed Marcus with something. I haven't seen them together, but rumor is they have been seeing each other regularly after he went on a date with her in payment for some magical help to retrieve Sebastian. I know he was just as turned off by her as I was, so what happened between then and now is a mystery to me. 
“I am still not sure this will work out. I was starting to accept the situation, but this has me wanting to run the other direction.” As I am saying this, I am already pulling up into the long drive that leads back to the manor house.
It looks like the drive is freshly paved, which is nice because I know it was gravel or dirt recently. When I get up to the house itself, I about crash the car before I am able to get it into park. The place looks unbelievable.
The white pillars announcing its stately presence are freshly painted and have no vines blocking their prestige. Full disclosure, I might have checked the place out more than a couple of times. It always seemed so alone out here and I have felt that way many times in my life. When the mood came on, I would take a long walk out here and wander the grounds. Even though I think the house is really creepy, we did eventually come to an understanding.
“Welcome to your new home,” Alex says rushing down the front steps to greet us. 
“Don't think a gardener and a few coats of paint are going to get you out of the trouble you are in, wolfman.” I get out of the car to go meet him. Sebastian and Jake start to unload the cargo.
“It does help my case just a little, I am sure,” he responds as he wraps me up into a hug, being careful not to squish the baby. “How did Peanut enjoy her first shopping trip?”
“I hope she hated it. If not, you guys are going to have to take her once she is born. I have had my once a year expedition more than once already this year. By the way, Peanut is now known as Sophia Rose. We are naming her after Sebastian's mom,” I pull back from him and gaze up at the house a little more. The thing is really massive. That is at least something that it has going for it. I should have plenty of room to hide from the guys when they start ticking me off.
“I heard what you two decided on and I like it. I agree with Sophia that Rose is a perfect middle name for her. Why don't I take my two girls on a tour of the estate while the rest of the crew gets the nursery setup? I need a chance to plead my case and a little alone time would be nice. We haven't had any for a while. With Peanut, I mean Sophia, in your tummy we won't technically be getting any now, but we can make do.”
Who better than the mad scientist that put this all together to lead me on our tour? “Lead on, Alex. I am slightly interested in seeing what you have done to the place.”
“We both know that is a fib. You cannot wait to see what has changed since the last time you visited.” He grabs my hand and leads me around to the side of the house. 
It looks like the tour is starting outside. I just hope we aren't heading to a garden. Little Sophia may get her way on her middle name, but the real life version of roses make me itch in large quantities, much like most other things.



Chapter 3
Still waiting for my cannon
 
“The grounds do host a very large greenhouse and garden, but that is not where I am taking you. You will have to find them yourself if you want to visit them. Hilda insisted that they be brought back to their former glory because she spent a lot of time off in that area. When you hear the stories of what she has done to the people that have wronged her in the past, you try to stay on her good side.”
The path we walk down looks to be crushed rocks of some sort. Knowing Alex, they are probably marble or granite. I don’t know how expensive those materials would be, but he doesn’t like to skimp. The large yard is professionally manicured and I am sure Clyde is loving that detail. I see some construction being done on what has to be the exterior guards’ residence. It is a three story building that looks like an apartment complex. It doesn’t seem like there is a lot of work left to be done on it. 
“They will be moving in within the week. Until then, we do have a few staying in the manor, just to be safe. What I want to show you is around the corner here. I want you to remember that you are pregnant and getting excited may cause premature labor, so try to keep things under control.”
It must finally be my cannon. I have been requesting one forever and no one believes I really need one.
“Before the big reveal, why don’t you tell me how you came to own this place and just how involved Hilda has been in everything. Did you sacrifice more dates with Marcus to get her on your side? That is about the only way I can see for her to be any assistance.”
We pause in our steps so he can respond. “No, you haven’t seen her for a few weeks and you will be surprised when you do. Marcus has proven to be helpful when dealing with her, but I don’t think she would have given me too much crap without him. I bought the house from her years ago. It was really weird at the time because she found me and offered it to me for a hundred bucks. She didn’t look the same back then and I almost felt bad taking advantage of her. Even in the shape the place was in, it was worth well over a million dollars.”
“Great. The voices in her head planned this all out. I don’t think that is a selling point.”
“Perhaps not, but this will be.” He grabs my hand and drags me around the corner.
The first thing my eye sees is a giant obstacle course with monkey bars, belly crawl, wall climb, tire run, and a few balance beams thrown in for good measure. Now that looks fun. I look over to the left of the course and see a shooting range set up. There are some nice standard targets spread out on a field with a few extra fun ones around. The fun ones include spinners and targets with people I don’t really like on them. They even included Ben on one of them.
“I am not sure I want to shoot him,” I say nodding towards that particular target. I am still not talking to the demon. He has tried to pop in a couple of times to check in on my pregnancy. They were really short visits when he got the cold shoulder from me. 
I know I am being childish about him figuring out who my mother is and keeping it from me, but that doesn’t mean I will stop being upset. I figure another week or two and I may be over it enough to speak to him.
“That one is for me. After you have forgiven him, I will still not like the jerk. He wants to put a baby in you and only me and Sebastian get that honor. Come on, let’s go see what we put together for Sophia and those future children,” he claims and takes a hold of my hand.
I don’t see why the obstacle course isn’t suitable for them. With parents like us, they are going to be learning to fight before they can even walk. I wonder if they make little pint size punching bags. 
“Don’t you think it is weird that you and Sebastian have both claimed my womb?” I think it is really creepy. I love both of the guys, but I will never understand how this is supposed to work. It is something I bring up and think about often. I still haven’t received an answer that satisfies me.
“We all love each other. There isn’t anything weird or creepy about it. I won’t say I am going to try to steal any alone time with Sebastian, but through you we have formed a bond. Not long ago, I would have said that was impossible. As you know though, I don’t have any problem with you guys doing the kinds of activities that created little Sophia. At this point, you are the only one that still gets spooked by the way things are going. 
“We were both scared about what your reaction would be when you woke up to find us both in your bed. He and I had been talking about it for a while and we finally just decided to try it out. You don’t like being cuddled too much, which makes it easier on us. Tuesdays he gets to be close to you and I get Saturdays. The other nights we just each have our own space.” 
I do find it a little funny that they have cuddle time with Nyx penciled in on their schedules. Maybe after a century of us all being together I will be as blasé about it as they are. Until then, we will just make sure I don't sleep with sharp objects nearby.
Alex brings us to a halt and turns me so I can see what he has put together for the future hordes of children he is planning. By the look of things, my count isn't far off. He has brought me to an area on the west side of the house that almost looks like another dwelling. 
It is a mini castle playground set that has swings and slides, like I assume any playground has, but this one comes equipped with a castle and a moat. I haven't seen any crocodiles roaming the streets of Night Owl City, which I hope continues because I am sure any future boy children we might have would try to procure a few for their moat. I probably shouldn't put that past the devil kicking inside of me now. I can see her riding a crocodile down the driveway before showing it its new home.
“You are giving her ideas. She may block you from hearing her, but she is always listening in on what you are thinking,” Alex says as he drags me over to the swings. “Sit. Let me push you for a few minutes.”
I do as commanded a little reluctantly. “I thought I was supposed to be getting a tour of my new home. We haven't walked enough that I need a rest and I really want to get a look inside.”
“In a second. First, I have been thinking a lot about a particular human custom that I wanted to discuss with you.”
I don't like that lead in at all. In fact, I think I should take off in a run as fast as the beer gut will let me. “Not a very interesting subject I assume.” I stay where I am and kick my legs out taking myself higher as he pushes me.
“In our world, mates are just mates. We don't really become husband and wife in any big ceremony. It is just understood that we are stuck together as long as we both live,” he says.
“Okay, I acknowledge that to be a true statement, but I would like to point out that most human marriages don't last like the paranorm ones do.”
“I cannot dispute that. I don't want us to get married, so you can stop worrying that I am trying to ask you. What we have is perfect and I was just hoping I could get you to wear my ring. You spend some time in the human world, even if it disturbs you, and they are accustomed to seeing that symbol on women that are already claimed. I will be marking you, probably soon, although who knows if when your angel stuff kicks in we will feel the need that this month triggers for other wolf mates. Until then, and even after, I would love for you to wear this ring,” he says and grabs me to stop my momentum. He wraps his arms around me and he holds out a small black box.
Shocked is a little bit mild for what I am feeling. I didn't see this request coming ever. “I am not exactly a jewelry type of girl. I thought that was well-known.” I grab the box anyway; curious to see what he thought would win me over. 
“I think you will be surprised,” is all he gives me. 
I open the box and I have to agree with him. There is no super huge diamond residing within. Instead I am greeted by the rim of a bullet attached to a silver looking band. The bullet is stamped with TC on the top and 9MM Luger around the bottom. It looks just like one of the bullets I buy. I take it out to get an even better look.
“It is one of your bullets. I had it saved after Jonas pulled it out of me the first night we met. I didn't expect to use it in this capacity, but when I got the idea to get you a ring, I couldn't think of anything more appropriate to symbolize our relationship.”
I obviously didn't know what shock was when I thought I was experiencing it before. “You not only saved the bullet I shot you with, but had it made into a ring for me. I love it,” I say and slip the ring onto my ring finger on my left hand. It fits perfectly, which was expected, and I like that it is low profile so I don't have to worry about it catching on something. Huge and pointy might have been fun in a fight, but for every day wear, flat is good.
“The band is titanium, so it should last for about forever. If you look inside, I had it engraved.”
I have it on my finger and he wants me to take it off, foolish boy. I do anyway because I am curious. It takes me a second to figure out where to start, but when I do, I smile. Inside it says Two parts male, one part angel. It also includes a little trinity symbol.
I understand that it isn't referring to only me because I think everyone involved has done a check and verified that there aren't boy parts hanging in between my legs. The ring is forever documenting the bond we share with Sebastian. I like that with something that Alex picked to symbolize that I am taken he included everyone in it.
“Brilliant,” I say sliding it back on and positioning my head to share a sweet kiss with him. Sophia starts moving around and that draws us apart. She had been calm since we got here. I guess she doesn't like PDA.
“Let's take the soccer player in the house. I have quite a few rooms I want to show you. Our wing is through the doors right over here. I thought being close to the playground would be a good idea.”
We walk over to the door. I should say that he walks and I kind of waddle along. Most days the extra belly doesn't really affect me, but others leave me feeling like a duck. I think all of the walking through the store today is starting to catch up.
“Hold on just a little bit longer before you run off for your nap. I don't want you getting lost in all of the extra space.” He quickly picks me up and opens the door to carry me in. A totally unnecessary move, but it does save me a couple of steps.
We enter into a sitting room of sorts. It isn't large and has two red couches that face each other. Nothing else of great interest, other than a fireplace that I doubt will ever be used.
“The main living room is in the center of the house. This is just a place where we can talk if we want to be out of the bedroom. I think most of our time in this wing will be spent sleeping. The main kitchen and gym aren't located in this section. We do have a small kitchen for emergencies when you feel famished all of a sudden.”
He sets me down and we walk through the sitting room and the space widens out to a large hallway filled with doors. Sebastian loves artwork and the Penthouse was filled with it. It is strange to see it missing from the walls. 
“His main collection is through the rest of the house. He is having some pieces imported from his overseas homes to fill our space. Your friends David and Venus are already standing in the foyer of the main entrance,” he says as he opens one of the doors to the left in the hallway.
“Just how many rooms does our little wing have?” I ask while I count another five doors just in this hallway.
“Actual bedrooms, there are ten. About half of those have attached bathrooms and there are three separate baths. There is a large library, which we have used as office space for the three of us, in case the need to work from home ever arises. This is our bedroom.” 
He ushers me into a room that is about as big as the penthouse apartment, if you don't take into account all of the hidden doors the apartment has. Our bed is up against the wall with matching night stands on each side. The rest of the room is pretty barren, except for a very large armoire.
There are five visible doors and with the house being as old as it is, I don't imagine it has a ton of hidden rooms. I don't think Sebby has had enough time to tinker with his secret passage obsession. I open the door closest to us and find a modern, luxurious bathroom. There is a large whirlpool tub that stands as a focal point in the center of the room. I walk over to it and check out its jets and a keypad full of buttons sitting next to it.
“Did you let the workers sleep at all? How long had you planned this move?” I know it was just brought up a couple of weeks ago, but I cannot imagine this much work getting done in that time frame.
“Money talks, Babe. I didn't start until it had been mentioned to you so I could gauge your reaction. Crews worked twenty-four-seven to get it ready in time. Thankfully, everything went as planned and we had no setbacks.”
I stop reading all of the things my new tub can do for me and get up to investigate the other doors. The one closest to the bathroom opens up into an armory slash closet. The left side of the wall contains the majority of my weapons neatly sorted with the guns separate from the knives and the novelty items in their own corner. The back wall hosts a beautiful cherry wood dresser that I imagine houses my undergarments. To the right, my clothes have already been moved in and are sorted the way I like them.
It is a really nice space and it is all mine. I wonder if the door has a lock on it in case I want to hide out. I push Alex back out the door and ponder the three other doors. I realize two of them are the guys' closets, but the third one is perplexing.
“Go take a look,” Alex instructs and I skip over in my hobbling way to see what is hiding behind curtain number five. 
The second I turn the knob and get the door open just a fraction, “Surprise!” is yelled out by numerous voices. I throw the door all of the way open and find the guards, Sebby, Phee, Sam, and some woman glued to Marcus' side. Crap. He is an idiot of epic proportions if he thinks keeping a girl on the side is going to go over well with Hilda. 
Notice that I focus in on that fact and not the one that the group is standing in a finished nursery filled with black “It's a Girl” balloons. How they found them in black is a quandary. Pushing that and the Marcus issue aside, I smell steak and that makes me hungry. We better get some food in me before I figure out what my reaction to what looks to be a surprise baby shower is. I push past the group focusing right in on the buffet table. Food is probably the only good thing I will find at this party. Maybe after a couple of steaks I will change my mind. Only time will tell. 



Chapter 4
Baby shower for the win
 
Sophia and I are calmed with meat in our belly. It took three steaks to get us to this point, but everyone will be thankful that they allowed us the time to find a little inner peace. I don't even feel like throwing a fit anymore. Okay, maybe I do, but it is less likely that I actually will.
“So, what brought you all here today?” I ask dabbing my lips with a napkin. Finding napkins provided was almost as shocking as the party itself.
“You can be really dense sometimes, angel girl. I am pretty sure we didn’t come to get our nails done,” the woman next to Marcus says. The voice is familiar, but the appearance is anything but. From the height to the skin color, nothing looks normal on her; however, I don't doubt for one second it is her.
“Is that the mug you were born with, witch lady?” Even without the green skin, she is still going to get a hard time from me. The fact that she could have looked like the image before me all of this time is mind-boggling. Her new appearance is borderline beautiful and I don't say that often about other women. She is tall, probably five nine or so; she has a short pixie haircut that really accentuates her elf or pixie like face. The hair is blonde and she has brilliant purple eyes. Demon Boy tries to pull off the purple eyes, and he does very well, but it is nothing compared to how amazing hers look.
“I don't know why Gabe thought it would be easier to deal with you now that you know your true heritage. I told him you wouldn't change your ways just from being told you were an angel. I guess that new deluxe cauldron is all mine.” She gives her heartiest witch cackle that solidifies her identity in my mind. No one can cackle like Hilda does.
“Gabe? As in my angel Gabe? What is he doing talking to you?” There is all sorts of wrongness going on in my mind at the thought of those two getting together. I wouldn’t think the angels would take kindly to all of the pranks Hilda likes to play on her customers.
“You don't really think I had some crazy ‘Great Spirit’ rattling things off in my head, do you? I couldn't very well tell you that I was recruited by the angels to keep an eye on you and received daily updates from their lead messenger on things that were going to happen in your life.”
Jaw, meet ground. I have had a lot of jaw dropping news lately, but I think that tidbit takes the cake. Okay, maybe the two mates deal and being an angel top it, but still this is crazy. The angels sent Hilda to keep an eye on me. Who on earth thought that was a good idea? I guess I should rephrase that to exclude earth and make it Upstairs. I think I have found another species that needs to work on getting their heads examined.
“Gabe recruited you to keep me out of trouble. How has that been working out for you?” I ask and am forced to smile when Sebastian walks behind me and wraps his arms around me. For some reason his touch makes me happy. I think Sophia digs it too.
“It had been an easy task for years. After I got you away from your mom and over to the Collective things were pretty smooth for me. The heist to grab you while you were still in your little egg took a month of planning, but I got it done. Then I just had to wait a couple of days for you to hatch, and add in a few days grace time to make sure everything was okay, before I dropped you off in the safest hands available at the time. Keeping you with me would have been dangerous for us both. Me suddenly towing around a kid when I hadn't been male friendly in decades would have looked suspicious. You just had to become one of their assassins though. Talk about keeping me up late at night,” she shakes her head slowly, most likely remembering one of those wonderful nights. Her description jumps around a little, but I follow well enough to get the big details.
“Is this bombshell day or something?” Hilda being my surrogate mother in a sense is pretty much insane. I can understand why I am so screwed up, though. A week in her care would do that to a person.
“While I am at it, I should probably tell you the biggest news. Your dad doesn't know it and I am sure he isn't going to be happy when he finds out. His plans are probably going to need to be adjusted a little. Your birthday isn't January 21. It is actually on the fifteenth. I flubbed it up a little when I handed you over to the Collective. I didn't want the correct date to be known in case your mom knew the exact moment you were supposed to be born. A baby appearing out of the blue around the same time was already a red flag.”
“Let me get this straight, you are saying that I am going to turn twenty-three in a week instead of the two weeks I thought I had. What about the angel trials? I thought I had to get those all done before my birthday.” Now I am getting really confused. 
“I cannot in truth say what is going on with the trials for sure, but Gabe has always known the correct date. You would have begun them already if it weren't for the baby. Some of them may have a level of danger to the task and no one wants to endanger Sophia. Things are being reworked on the angel side of things to get everything ready for you. The fact that the little one will come out any day now works in your favor. You are still going to have to cram a lot into a few days, but Gabe has faith in you. Why don't we move on to the present part of your shower? I cannot wait to see what everyone got you. I, of course, know, but I will try to act surprised.”
I don't really care for the quick subject change.  I have a lot of questions that I am sure are going to focus themselves in my mind and come pouring out any second. Yup, any second now. I am still waiting.
“I think that is a good idea. Nyx is going to need a little time to digest everything you just unloaded on her. The mundane task of opening presents and pretending to be excited about them is just what she needs,” Sebastian claims leading me over to a rocking chair. 
My brain seems to be unable to process things, so I take my seat and I am handed a package.
“That one is from me,” Walt says with a big smile on his face. The package is wrapped in what looks like tin foil and is a decent size.
I start unwrapping it and a ton of pacifiers come falling out onto my lap. The main box inside is a pacifier sterilizing kit. I grab one of the fallen Binkies, as the package says, and find it to have a mustache attached to it. Oh no. I start grabbing the other ones and find one with a mouth and teeth that includes a nice set of fangs, one with a little cutsie devil face, and a set with different sayings including: pull to sound alarm, volume control, and I enjoy bacon periodically – the bacon is written out in periodic elements.
“I figured Clyde would probably try to help out and you would need a mess of those things to deal with his slobber and sanitizing them never hurt anything,” Walt explains.
“Yeah, I helped pick some of them out. When you get a chance to read them all, let me know which ones you think were my idea,” Clyde says coming to lie down in front of my feet. I bet those special ones are put in the back of the rotation.
“No explanation needed. It makes sense to have extras, although this quantity might be a little bit much. We will have to find a special drawer to store them in. I am kind of afraid to open the rest of the presents now.” I have a very strong feeling these gifts are good for my sense of humor, but might not translate into Sophia’s world. It is one thing when the baby doesn’t know they have a silly saying on their pacifier, but I am pretty sure Sophia will understand the message.
“Don’t worry. They get better,” Jake claims and shoves a box at me. “Here, open mine next.”
It is a six-inch by eight-inch box wrapped very similar to Walt’s. I look around and notice that everyone except Phee and Marcus are holding tin foil packages. The females in the group must have decided to class their gifts up a little.
I tear off the wrapping and open the lid of what I believe is a clothing box. Inside, I find piles of little onesies with sayings on them. The ones on top actually do make me laugh out loud. I’m cute, my mom’s cute, my dads are lucky, reads one of them. That had to have been a special order one. I don't think you find many that mention a mom and multiple dads in regular stock. 
Another claims that the wearer is never allowed to date. Ever. Alex and Sebastian have already made that statement perfectly clear. I guess letting the whole world know isn't that big of a deal. The guys will probably make sure she gets a version to wear as she grows. The last one that really catches my eyes is one that says if you think I am good lookin’ you should see my uncle. Reading that, I didn’t need Jake to hand me this present to know it was from him. 
“Well, at least she will have clothes to match the pacifiers. I think all of the other babies will laugh at her though.”
“Good thing there aren’t a lot of other babies around to have to worry about that,” Sebastian says in commiseration.
Smitty’s gift is similar to the onesies, but in bib format. Marcus and Hilda provide a gift that at first makes me wonder what the world is coming to, but I quickly figure out it is a gag gift. The box indicates that it contains a feeder type contraption, similar to what you find in a hamster cage for dispensing water, that I can attach to Sophia’s crib to allow her to feed herself.
I open the box up and find it filled with baby bottles. Most of them are mildly inappropriate with their sayings or the fact that they look like liquor bottles. Poor Sophia is going to be a really confused child.
Will gives me baby knee pads and a couple of sleeper outfits that have tons of fringe so while Sophia is crawling around the floor she can be put to good use in cleaning it as she goes. Dante’s gift is oddball teething rings and rattles. My favorites are the bacon flavored teething ring and the dumbbell shaped rattle.
Jonas, knowing just what I really need, presents me with books on parenting. “How Not to Kill Your Baby”, “The Baby Owner’s Manual”, and “Sh*tty Mom” are the ones that stick out in my mind. I am afraid to actually start reading any of them. I thought Sophia would just come out and know how to take care of herself. She already can talk to some of us, so that should mean she doesn’t sit around and cry for things she can just ask for. In my mind that is what it means, she may have different ideas.
I take Phee’s gift last. The fact that it is wrapped in pink wrapping paper has me really afraid. Hilda wrapped her and Marcus’ present, but she went with a dark yellow. Most likely the same exact color we picked sheets in an hour or so ago.
I am careful while I unwrap this gift. I can just see Phee freaking out if I tear her hard work. Under the wrapping is a clothing box similar to Jake’s. After seeing the pink and frills at the baby store today, I don’t know if I can bring myself to open the lid. I just know it is going to be a little dress and I am certain I will start screaming if I see it.
“Quit being a baby and open it, Nyx,” Phee says rolling her eyes. 
I guess I cannot delay any longer. I open the package to find pink tissue paper. It is going to be as bad as I thought. I peel away the paper and find black. There is no pink dress. It is little mini Nyx fatigues. There is even a little pair of black booties that match.
“Oh my God,” I say dragging out the pair of pants that match mine perfectly. Underneath, along with a top, is a set of little plastic bowie knives and a little sheath that wraps around a kid's waist. “Sophia, I think you need to come out so you can try on what your Aunt Phee bought you.” 
Phee squeals and runs over to give me a hug. “I knew you would love it. I just did the wrapping to confuse you. I knew if I would have gotten the dresses I liked in the store they would have been burned, so I got these special ordered and they luckily do really quick work. It only took them a couple of days to get two outfits made for you.”
She releases me and runs back over to her mate. “This is one time where I didn’t have to talk sense into her,” Sam says. “I am glad you like it, but I knew you would. Phee told me so enough times that it would be impossible not to believe her.”
“Have you guys been moved in as well?” I know that was the original plan, but I don't know if it was going to happen immediately.
“You have to see our room. It is amazing. I love it here. I mean the old place was better than living with my mom, but this place is out of this world. You look tired or I would already be trying to drag you around to show you all of my favorite spots.”
I know I feel tired, but the fact that it is showing means my eyes are going to close any second. I hope that Sophia doesn't mind letting me get a few hours in. It is bad enough I am not able to sleep on my stomach, which is my preferred position. I have never liked sleeping on my side and that along with the kicks has made more than an hour of sleep a day impossible.
“Before you fall out, I was wondering if you have heard from your dad lately, Princess,” Jonas says. Sebastian is already working to separate the presents from me and putting things away.
“No, but we only talk about once a week. Is there anything I should be worried about?” 
“I haven't been able to reach him for three days. That hasn't happened before, and I don't want you to worry, but I am starting to get concerned myself. With you being pregnant and the possibility of you popping at any second so great, it isn't like him,” Jonas answers.
“Walt, I am guessing since he is asking me, you haven't had any luck.”
“No, and I agree with Jonas. You are the most important thing in your dad's world. Him not sitting around waiting for our daily updates is unusual.”
I pull my phone out and punch in his number. It rings three times and then goes to voicemail. I haven't had to listen to his message before. He has always picked right up.
“This is me. If you are hearing this, you know what to do,” his voice says and is followed by a beep.
“Hey, Daddy, if you wouldn't mind please call me, Walt, or Jonas back as soon as you can. I have baby news to share and you are worrying the guys.” I hang up and I am not really sure how to proceed. I still have no idea even where the man is hiding. I cannot believe someone else found him.
“Your dad is a tough guy. I am sure he will call you back soon and everything will be okay,” Alex says lifting me out of the chair.
I think he is right. I cannot really do anything about it this second. After a little nap, I will regroup and figure out what needs to be done. Sleep first. Grill Walt and Jonas for Daddy's location later. It isn't much of a plan, but it will do for now.



Chapter 5
Big trouble in paradise
 
I think I fell asleep in Alex's arms as he carried me to bed. I don't remember being put down, but his warm body curled behind me makes me believe it happened, especially since I can feel Sebastian close by on the other side.
“Love, your phone is ringing. It is Aaron's ringtone, so I thought you might want to answer it,” Sebastian says as he hands the phone over.
“You are right, but my eyes don't want to open yet.” I tap the screen and hold it up to my ear. “Daddy, I am still sleepy. Why did you have to call back now?”
“You never did go so far as to call me that. All those years that I raised you and Daddy never passed your lips. Thinking about that saddens me just a tad,” someone, obviously not my father, replies.
“Frank, what are you doing with my dad's phone?” I feel both guys on the bed stiffen at my words. They should have been able to hear Frank's reply and they may not have recognized the voice, but they can figure out the problem with Frank having Daddy’s phone.
“It is really simple, my dear. We, and by we I mean the Collective, want you back and since you are with child, we will take her too.”
Sebastian comes off the bed at that comment and walks over to punch the closest wall. Alex moves to comfort him, while I continue to talk to the lunatic.
“That will happen over my dead body. You aren't getting me or my baby.”
“I expect there will be quite a few dead bodies when we meet up, but we both know none of them will be yours. Let's arrange a meeting for an exchange. How about in five hours at the house your dad has been hiding out in. That should give you enough time to prepare. And rest assured, I brought the army with me that you warned me I would need. See you soon, daughter,” he says and then hangs up.
“Son of a monkey's uncle's brother. We had better start gearing up. I don't know how far away Dad was hiding, but five hours doesn't seem like enough time to get everything together.” I hop out of bed and hurry to my closet.
“Nyx, we can't go. We don't even know if your father is still alive. It is probably just a trap,” Sebastian says coming to join me. I don't let his words halt my progress. My pants are already on and I am strapping on the external thigh sheaths. I want everyone to know I mean business. I make sure to pack the Panoptic knife. I rarely leave home without it these days. Leaving it laying around for anyone to pick up would be a major no-no. I am charged with keeping it safe and I have been doing my best.
“I haven't even had a year with my dad. I don't care if it is a trap; I am going in after him.” He tries to stop me from my actions, but I bat his hands away. “You can either get ready and come with me or you can stay behind and be stuck wondering what is happening.”
“Babe, I have to agree with Sebastian on this one. Let us get a team together and go in to get Aaron. We don't want to put you or Sophia at risk. You don't have to be there for this,” Alex says trying to back Sebastian up.
“The Hell I don't. If you think you are going to leave me behind, you are both sadly mistaken. I will fight you fang and claw over this. I don't know how they found him, but it is my fault that they did. If I was still with the Collective, they wouldn't be using him as leverage against me.” I pull on a shirt and stretch it down over my bulging belly. It grew over night. I just know it did. My shirt doesn't cover it very well, but I don't care. I grab my new holster that doesn't rub against it wrong and throw that on too.
“None of this is your fault. The Collective has wanted your dad dead for a long time. They thought you accomplished that for them, but since you didn't they are using it against you. They are underhanded scum and we will deal with them,” Sebastian states. I pretty much registered, “blah, blah, blah.”
“We better get dressed. I am not going to tie her up in the condition she is in. It might distress Sophia and I don't want to cause any problems there,” Alex says and leaves the closet.  About time, I grab my boots and a pair of socks and follow him out as I push past Sebastian.
“That is my child in there, Nyx. I won't have her put in harm's way.”
“Then you better figure out a way to keep us safe and still allow me to come because it is happening,” I say sitting down on the bed to try to put my socks and boots on. Bigger belly is blocking my way making things difficult. Now that I think about it, getting my pants on must have been done by remote control because that is a task I tend to need assistance with.
“Let me help,” Alex says coming out of his closet fully dressed. He bends down and puts my left sock on. “I love you more than life, Nyx, and to paraphrase one of your lines, if anything happens to you during this mission, I am going to beat you down. If you end up dead, I will resurrect you just to give you the beating.”
“We are going in, bringing Dad back, and killing any Collective force that stands in our way. That is my current plan and until you hear otherwise that is what is going to happen. Are you guys ready to go wake up anyone that is still sleeping and get everyone geared up?”
I don't know my way around, so I am depending on at least one of them being ready to move. Alex finishes tying my shoes and I jump up and head towards the door. I feel them both follow in behind me. Alex's mood is contemplative and Sebastian is apprehensive. He is not happy at all about the current events. I will have to find a way to make it up to him later.
“Let me get in front of you,” Alex says moving to take the lead. Sebastian comes next to me and puts his arm across my back.
We make our way down the halls and I pay no attention to the things we pass. Frank says he brought an army. I told him he would need one when we met up not long ago and he had a good twenty people with him at that time. Just how many can we expect to run into? Double that? More?
Our core group is around a dozen. We have at least thirty or forty other guards that work under Alex and Sebastian on call at all times. I would hope that is enough. I don't know how many of Frank's guys will be super wolves. If even half of them have been genetically altered with the Collective's special drug, we might be in trouble.
Alex has led us into a living room with the furniture I am used to seeing spaced out around it with a couple of couches added. Jonas, Will, and Sam are sitting there looking at us.
“Gear up. Dad's in trouble and we have to go in after him,” I say with no preamble. Will and Sam scramble away and Jonas stands.
“How bad is it?” he asks as he presses a button on his phone. I am pretty sure it sends up the red alert. It may also be ordering a pizza, but I doubt it.
“Frank has him and he wants to make an exchange for Nyx,” Alex relays.
Jonas starts laughing. Okay, totally not appropriate in this situation. I hope the glare he is receiving conveys my dissatisfaction.
“Don't be getting your panties in a bind. Frank doesn't know Aaron as well as he thinks he does if he believes Aaron will allow that to happen. Aaron would die before letting them take you back. It will be nice to finally put Frank in his place. He has a lot to answer for,” Jonas' eyes change into those of his wolf for a split second. I think he is ready for a fight. Good. That is just how I need the guards. “When it comes down to it, Frank is mine. I suggest no one stands in the way of what needs to be done.”
That is a step beyond what I am looking for. Jonas is a good guard and he doesn't let emotions rule him. His emotions are presently rolling off him in waves. That can only mean one thing. “He is the one, isn't he?”
Jonas nods and walks away. “I need a couple of extra things for this trip.”
That is all I need to hear to know it was Frank that killed Jonas' brother. If my dad ends up being dead, I might argue his claim; however, I know Jonas really wants the kill. We have talked about his brother before and what he was like when he was alive. I haven’t pushed to find out who actually carried out the murder, but I guess I know now. I am surprised no one told me.
“Stevie was no lightweight. He didn’t go peacefully and Frank was kind enough to send back a few body parts to Jonas to prove that fact. I am surprised it has taken him this long to get his payback. When I first sent Jonas to you, I was a little worried he would try to take things out on you. Jonas is a better man than that, though. Thankfully, he is an honorable man,” Alex says and moves to sit me down on the couch. The guys flank me and we wait for the others to get ready.
“In your condition, I would prefer if you let Jonas take the kill, even if we find out Aaron is dead,” Sebastian states.
“You did not just try to use my pregnancy against me. You do understand what a not smart move that is, right? It is like waving a red flag in front of my face. 
Before he can reply, we find that, surprisingly, Phee is the first person out, followed closely by Hilda. It appears the girls of the group are ready to roll. I don't imagine that happens too often. 
“I hear we get to kill some people. That sounds like fun,” Phee says jumping over the back of one of the couches to land on a cushion. Hilda takes the normal route to find her seat.
My little pipsqueak is already strung tight. This early in our day that should be illegal.
“Gabe didn't warn me about this. What do you guys have in mind to keep Nyx here?” Hilda asks.
“Not you, too. I am going and there is nothing any of you can do to stop that.” I cross my arms over my chest to prove my point. It is a bit uncomfortable because my boobs seem to have enlarged with the belly overnight and they are tender. Why can't I go back to being flat chested?
“She isn't going to stay behind. Even without her stubbornness, logistically it would be a mess. Sebastian would likely not want to leave her in the condition she is in and I would have troubles going as well. The best we can do is try to find a way to ensure her safety,” Alex explains.
“What is wrong with you guys? Yes, I am pregnant, but that doesn't prevent me from going to help my dad. I have my weapons and my stomach is not going to limit me using them.”
They are acting like I am going to go into labor at any second. I am pretty sure I will be the first to know when that event is going to take place. Other than a lack of kicking, Sophia seems to be hanging out just fine.
“I can see she is going to be a problem. Do you want me to whip something up that will knock her out and not cause the baby any difficulties?” Hilda asks.
Not if she knows what is good for her. I don't care how strong she is, but that crap ain't going to fly.
“At this point, I don't think that would be wise. I won't go into details, but it is better that Nyx stay conscious right now.” I don't like Alex's tone one bit. Sebastian has started grinding his teeth and that is disturbing.
“Listen, as annoying as you have found Aaron to be these last few months, his daughter is going to be ten times worse for you if you don't give us entrance passes. I am sure we will find a way in no matter what and we are working on a short time table, so we need to know whether we do it with your approval or not,” Walt says talking into his phone. I can barely hear the person on the other end, which is odd. I hear noises, but not actual words. “If it doesn't take longer than an hour we can work that in. She won't be happy about it, but I understand it is best we get your approval before we step foot in your world.” The voice makes some more squeaks and Walt hangs up.
“Do I even want to know?” I ask as he takes a seat. The rest of the crew wanders out of their rooms and stands ready for action. Clyde has managed to come from our wing as well. 
“Nice of you guys to wake me,” he says sitting in a huff. “Tell Jake I need his help for a second.”
“Jake, go help Demon Dog,” I order as I await Walt's reply.
He waits for them to leave before starting. “Queen Adeline sends her regards and cannot wait to meet you.”
“It sounded like she is a very joyful woman. You ready to clue me in on what race she rules and just where we are heading out to?”
“Since Walt had to talk to her, I will let him erase her voice from his head and give you the details,” Jonas offers. “Queen Adeline is the ruler of Faerie. She rarely allows anyone entrance to her world. We were lucky that Aaron was able to get a pass when he did. The fact that Frank, and I assume a small army, were allowed entrance really stinks to me. I don't think that many people can just sneak in at once without her knowing.”
Walt still isn't talking and he has started to shake his head from side-to-side. “Is he okay?”
“He will be fine,” Hilda responds. “The witch, that term is used in the worst way possible, since cursing isn't allowed, talks in such a high pitch that she causes issues with your guys' superb hearing. She does it on purpose when she knows it will create an issue. I have heard her talk normally before and it wouldn't hurt a fly. He is in the head shaking phase, so he should come out of it any second.”
“Do you think she will be an issue?” I ask anyone willing to answer.
“Who knows?” Hilda helpfully replies. “She wants something in return. I know that much already.”
“Why do you think that?”
“Sorry about that. I think the ringing has cleared,” Walt says joining in. “She granted access, but as Hilda says, she does expect something in return.”
“What does she want this time?” Alex asks taking over the questioning.
“Dinner with Nyx. I didn't specifically inform her that she would have to entertain the rest of us, but we can have that be our little surprise.”
“Oh, not good,” Hilda claims causing everyone to glare at her. “If I am reading things right, I don't think we want Nyx eating any Fae food.”
“I agree. We can sit down for a meal, but no one should eat,” Sebastian says finally allowing his teeth a little relief. “If she only asked for Nyx, she will be the only one expected to eat. We will just have to convince the Queen that her pregnancy has put her on a very restrictive diet and she can only eat the steaks that we brought along. The cows are specially raised, after all. We could also try to convince her that Nyx only has a liquid diet. That might work better for us.”
“That could work. Addie is a bit unbalanced, but I think we can sway her. If it comes down to it, I will do something on my end. My magic should work through the veil.”
If. If. If. There is a lot of that word being thrown around. My stomach is currently tied up in knots, so eating is the furthest thing from my mind.
“How long does it take to get there?” I am ready to move. I have heard of Faerie, but as someone mentioned, the world has been closed off from the rest of us, for probably centuries. The books say that the Fae species had trouble surviving in this world because their magic only exists in their land. After a queen, not sure if it is the same one, lost her favorite concubine she forbade her kind from taking any more trips outside.
“There is an old Faerie mound we can use about an hour away. With the way you drive, we should make it in forty-five minutes,” Jonas says.
“Since she is refusing to stay behind, I am revoking her driving privileges. She is going to be chauffeured around today.” I reach down to grab a knife to let Alex know just what I think of his plan, but Sebastian grabs my hand.
“Please,” is all he says.
I look over at him and see he isn't in great shape. Jeez Louise. He is really making this into a big deal.
“Fine. Alex can drive. I don't think you are in any condition to do it yourself,” I say turning the words that were uttered earlier against someone who doesn't have a beer gut. Ha. How do you like that?
“Good. Now if Clyde and Jake would just rejoin us, we can get going.”
The second the words leave his lips, Clyde comes around the corner in his best outfit yet. I didn't buy that for him so he either has a cohort amongst the guards, or he swiped my credit card.
“I plead the fifth.” That is what I figured. I should have never let him watch me buy things online. The outfit he is wearing is a green camo shirt with a matching bandana. He has little leather booties on and something strapped on his back that I am choosing to ignore. My guess is a grenade launcher. Everything about the look is just wrong.
“I am ready to leave,” I say and walk towards the opening in the room that no one has come from. I figure it has to be the way out.



Chapter 6
Ready for a cat fight
 
Outside the troops are in full force. I joked about us looking like a funeral procession when we have had to take three cars before, but we are up to a good ten of them now. When we get to my Suburban, Sebastian directs me to the middle row of seats. I don't seem to have any choice in the matter, so I take a seat.
“Why can't I sit up front?” 
“Because I don't want you to.” 
“Why isn't Alex in the car yet?” 
“Why do you ask so many questions?” 
“Because I can.” Poor Sophia is going to be stuck with some really moody parents.
“Stop quarreling you two. I don't need that much preparation for more children in our family,” Alex says as he tosses a duffle bag in the row me and Sebby are sitting.
“Did you actually bring weapons?” I don't believe it for a second; so I try to bend down to take a look. Beer gut stops me. “Dang it.”
“If you were meant to look inside, your stomach wouldn't deter you. Try to keep that in mind,” Alex says and then runs to get behind the wheel. Walt jumps into the passenger's seat and Hilda and Marcus take up the rear. We could fit at least two more people, but it seems like everyone is being distributed how they want. 
Sebastian kicks the duffle bag over a little more out of my reach. Like that will make me not want to open it even more. I may have to try rolling out of the seat, so I am down on the ground next to it. That seems like too much work. I try to dive into Sebastian's head to see if he has any ideas on what Alex is hiding. Steel reinforced concrete walls greet me. Not cool. I give Alex a try and the same thing happens.
I feel every one of my hairs stick up on my neck. I am like a porcupine ready to strike. “You do know I am not very happy about the walls, right? You both know me well enough to know that I am going to need ten hours in the quiet room to calm down.” I don't know if the new place has one of those installed, but I cannot imagine they would forget a detail like that. They should just make my closet one.
“Why don't you try to talk to her,” Sebastian suggests. To me the suggestion reads, “Why don't you talk because I cannot lie to her and we really don't want her knowing what is going on.”
“Babe, we just have some concerns about how this meeting will go. There is no lie in that. Our thoughts have turned a little dark and we don't want Sophia picking up on the things we may be planning. The duffle just has some things I thought we would need. No scary secrets involved. What we need you to do is lower your blood pressure and keep focused on the tasks ahead.”
I hate it when he sounds logical. I am sure there was some fib in there, but when he says things that actually make sense it is hard to pick out where he wasn't totally truthful.
“Fine. For now, I will focus on something else. Hilda, Walt, you guys seem to know the most about the Fae, or at least the Queen. Do you want to fill me in on the details of the species? The books don't say much since they locked themselves in their realm.”
“No offense to Walt, but I do believe I would be the expert here. I did spend a few years over there when the gates were still open,” Hilda says causing me to wonder just how old the witch is. She isn't a spring chicken that is for sure. Alex has got our procession moving and I still dislike having to sit back here.
“Go right ahead. I have only had a few long distance calls with the species,” Walt says.
“Great. Books, the non-ancient text varieties, say all sorts of things about the Fae. Some claim there are different courts ranging from light to dark and things like one for each season. In reality, there is one court. Addie lets her younger sister play 'queen' to another court. From what I hear, Sylvia annoyed Adeline so much that one day she banished her from her lands. Sylvia couldn’t very well head to our world, so Addie was forced to set up a pretend destination for Sylvia to go to. I think its name translates to Overtheresville.
“As far as Addie's court goes, at last count she keeps five concubines and a Fae she calls her king. He doesn't really have any authority and they aren't married, she just got a bee in her bonnet one day that a queen needs a king. She really is rather loopy sometimes. Don't get me wrong; over there, she has crazy power. I might be able to take her in a fight, but it wouldn't be without a bunch of ruffled feathers on my end.
“Moving on to the location, Faerie, in general, is a lot of green. It will probably frighten you at first because there is a weird sense of wonder coating the place, but you will quickly realize it is just a spell Addie has cast to make people want to stick around. I don't think it will bother you and as long as your guards and such have those charms I made, everyone should make it out of there alive.”
Okay then. “Can they be killed if they get in my way?” I guess that is the most important question. I don't want to get stuck in a fight against a whole race and have no hope for victory. There hasn’t been an accurate report on their numbers in a very long time, but I would hope there were a few thousand, at least.
“That is a funny question coming from you,” she replies laughing. “You have a weapon that will kill anything without even getting your full angel powers. Fae happen to be in the anything category.”
“Does iron have any effect on them? That is something I have read in a lot of books that aren't certified lore.”
“It stings them. Enough of it would probably do some damage. In Faerie, though, it would be next to impossible to kill them without your knife getting in on the action. The magic there keeps them from dying.”
“That means you will probably not want to piss everyone off the second we get there,” Sebastian supplies.
“Is that even possible?” Marcus asks from behind me. I thought it was agreed upon that no one would pick on me while I am as big as an inflated hot air balloon.
“Hey, your girlfriend has a big enough mouth for the two of you, so let’s only let one of you be able to tease me. Walt, you and Jonas probably packed accordingly, but did you mention to the others where we were heading so they could also leave their less useful weapons at home?”
Sebastian reaches over and starts moving his hand around on my belly. Soph doesn’t make any move to kick him. It is a little unlike her, but I think she has finally decided sleeping is a good thing. With everything going on out in the non-belly world, I hope she is happy just hanging out while mommy takes care of business.
“We named her a few hours ago and you have already cut off a syllable from her name. I thought it would at least take you a day,” Sebastian says continuing his belly rub.
“Butt out. You won’t let me in your head, so the least you can do is keep out of mine. It is quite rude.”
“To answer your question,” Walt says interrupting the beginning of a spat between Sebastian and me, “I made sure everyone was loaded up with iron, as well as anything we need to blow the Collective agents that have your father out of the water.”
“We are going to try to only fight one battle at a time, though,” Alex interjects. “Fighting the Collective and the Fae might be a little more than we can handle at the moment.”
“Say that all you want, but them Fae let my brother be taken hostage. I am at least going to have a few words with them about the definition of hospitality. Aaron was not happy with how he was treated to begin with. I don’t think he would mind if I throw a few punches on the way to rescue him.”
“I concur. Walt, find me a couple of people that I can slap around too. I don’t want Sophia to see a lot of bloodshed, but an active cat fight shouldn’t traumatize her too much.” My little fights with Phee are fun, but I haven’t been able to get a good workout in the gym since it was broadcast that Baby Sebby was growing inside of me. None of the guards wanted to deal with Alex and Sebastian’s wrath for actually taking me on in full combat mode. Fighting with a person that is allowing you to win gets old quickly.
“I see that happening about never,” Sebastian says. He must be satisfied with whatever he was feeling because his hand leaves my stomach. 
“Sophia says she doesn’t mind. She wants to help,” I insist.
“Sophia wouldn’t talk to you after you promised her an expensive car and a pony. I doubt very highly she has become a chatterbox in the last hour,” Sebastian replies.
“Plus, she is sleeping,” Alex adds.
“She will be talking to us all soon enough. Why don’t we turn the discussion to how we are going to keep the mother and baby safe,” Hilda suggests. 
“I vote for strapping her to her seat when the rest of us travel through the mound,” Alex advocates.
“I thought you said you didn’t want to distress me. If that was your plan, my bed is much more comfortable, but sadly we are far enough down the road now that turning back would be foolish.”
“The closer we get, the more I am thinking you shouldn’t go. There are a lot of things that can go wrong.”
“Even Frank said that the chances of me getting killed are zero. I might get a couple of bruises, but nothing major and I am sure Peanut is in a bulletproof shell.”
“Sorry, Nyx, but I wouldn't put that theory to the test. I would hate for us to find out she was only candy coated,” Hilda offers.
“So, how are you guys going to keep me safe? I am not willing to wear a bubble suit.”
“When it comes down to exchange time, I say I take your place,” Hilda states like it is the most obvious thing in the world.
“I don't know if you have looked in a mirror lately, but we look nothing alike.” I know it is actually a really stupid thing to say to her, but I can't help myself.
“I think she has hit her head just a few too many times in those sparring matches you guys have, or maybe during one of the times she has been shot she landed funny when she fell,” she says extending her hand to me over the back of my seat. “Nice to meet you, super powerful witch here able to change forms at will. I could turn myself into Clyde if I felt like it, but I really don't want to have to mess with the fleas.” She takes her hand back, I hadn't made a move to shake, and she sits back in her seat.
“What would I be doing? I want to be there during the meeting and I don't think they would buy there being two of me.”
“I am guessing you guys won't let me alter her physical appearance. Maybe make her in to a gnome. I hear she likes their pointy hats.”
“Now would not be the best time for that,” Sebastian says. “I don't know what it would do to the baby, but as you can imagine I am not willing to allow any physical alterations.” Yeah, because I have no say whatsoever in the matter. 
“Because of her condition, I don't want to do a body swap. I usually only do that with guys anyway. I love to watch the shock on their face and then I laugh hysterically when they start playing with their new milk jugs. It never fails that they become fascinated by them. Well, they would on any body other than Nyx's pre-pregnancy version. I could put them in a ten-year-old girl and they would probably feel bigger lumps than what she had.”
“Thanks, Hilda. Can you move on to whatever plan you are cooking up? It isn't like I wanted to switch bodies with you either.”
“Fine. But you have to admit being a normal height would have been fun. Since we will be in Faerie, it is probably best to do as they do and just use a glamour. There will be no actual changes to her. Others will just see a different appearance when they look. Glamours can be seen through, so I would want to put some other levels of distraction in place.” I can tell by her voice she is getting excited about making me look like someone else. I swear if I end up green, I don't care how much Marcus thinks he is falling in love with her, I am killing her.
“For this glamour, will I have to ingest anything? My stomach doesn't feel all that great right now and I don't want to upset it further.”
“I will go the spell route and leave the potion part to your other double,” she replies and is successful in losing me. I wish I had a giant sign filled with question marks that I could just raise up for all to see at times like this.
“I am pretty sure we only need one person that looks like me and I thought you volunteered.”
“I did. How shocking is that? However, as I mentioned, the glamour isn't foolproof. There are crystals and other oddball objects that can allow a person to see through the disguise. To adjust for that, I vote we turn the female wolf along with us into another you, like I will be, and then put a glamour on in front of that. The spell on me and her would not be crackable by anything they have, so if they are able to bypass your new exterior, they will find them trying to figure out which of the three of us is the real thing,” she explains.
Three of me running around is my idea of a nightmare. I bet most of the people that live with me would concur. It will offer a good amount of confusion though.
“Your next issue will be making it so neither Sebby nor Alex tries to stick by my side. Even if everything else works out, one of them rushing to my side could ruin everything,” I point out.
“You are going to have to do some more of your transformation spells then because I have to be glued to her,” Sebastian claims. It is like we have broken our bond all over again. He isn't as touchy this time, but he is just as annoying.
“We can work something out. First, we have to get past dinner with Addie. I think we should all be ourselves for that joyous event. As soon as we escape the castle, I will put us all in order.”
“Just how much longer do we have before we get to this mound?” I ask ready to get this over with.
“I am telling you, she has some kind of brain damage. Is Sophia cutting off her oxygen?” Hilda says making me look up from the floor. I have been staring down there because looking out the window was making me a little nauseous. It wasn't like there was a lot to see out the windows anyway.
We are, of course, parked in a wooded area and I wouldn't doubt for a second that we have been in this position for more than a couple of minutes. Great. We have what I would guess is four hours left to meet up with Frank and the gang and we have been sitting around with our thumbs up our noses.
“How exactly do we travel over to this other land?” I ask as we start climbing out. 
“It's pretty easy,” Walt says walking over to a pile of dirt that is covered with flowers. I am voting that they are daisies. “Queen Adeline gave me a passcode for us to use to get in.”
He walks around the mound and then finally stops to pick something up. It's a rock. Okay. He flips it over and fiddles with it until he removes a piece. He punches his pointer finger inside of it and I am beginning to believe that if I look at it I will find a number pad.
He stops fingering it and twists the removed portion back in place. When he puts it back on the ground, the earth starts to shake. As it is moving I feel an odd movement in my stomach. I am not sure what Sophia just did, but she has moved into a new position and it feels funny.
“No worries,” Alex says from beside me. “She is just getting comfortable.”
For some reason I don't believe him, but we can discuss that after Daddy is home with us. I finally get to visit him over the rainbow and you better believe that I am taking him back with me.



Chapter 7
It isn’t always brighter on the other side of the rainbow
 
The mound in front of us parts down the middle to reveal a set of stairs. That is not at all strange. Hilda takes off dragging Marcus straight into the pit. I am sure she has done this before, but I would still be taking a gander prior to just skipping down the steps. Using a stick to poke around a little would have been advisable in my book, too. There could have been snakes or something down there waiting for us.
“You ready?” Sebastian asks while at the same time moving me closer to the hole. I notice that Alex is on my other side and he is carrying the duffle bag. Where is my X-ray vision when I need it? I could come up with a lot of helpful uses for a power like that.
“I think it has been determined that I was born ready. Have you ever been to Faerie? I would think you were born before the lock down happened.” The hole in the ground isn't as dark as I thought it would be. Me having night vision may be part of the reason.
“It won't be my first trip, but I can hope it will be my last. I have never been extremely fond of the Fae. I think hanging out with your mom down in Hell would be more enjoyable than attending one of their parties.”
“Any previous friends of the girl persuasion that I should be worrying about? You told me once that they were all ancient history, but Candace proved to be not quite dead yet.”
I am focusing on the back of Hilda's head as she leads us around some really earthy smelling catacombs. I doubt anyone would admit to worms having a smell, but this is what I envision them smelling like.
“I know without a doubt there will be no old flames down here. Vampires are extremely incompatible with Fae. We find them to smell so atrocious that Clyde's breath would be akin to smelling the ocean air compared to what we get off of them. I am guessing since you aren't a full vampire you won't have to deal with that.”
Anything that smells bad compared to Clyde's breath has to be killer. I really hope that I get to bypass that pleasure. I would also really like to be out of this passage. Don't we just walk through a wall or something and magically get transported to a land full of rainbows and sunshine?
“Let's just say not exactly. Where we come out may very well be nice and green like Hilda mentioned, but Faerie was slowly dying before the gates were closed. The air that caused them problems in our world was leaking in and causing pockets of magicless land that nothing would grow on. I don't know if closing things off brought back the magic to those areas, but I highly doubt it. The things I saw looked pretty permanent.” 
That makes me excited to see this wonderful, new land. Not. Ahead, I finally see a portal looking entrance like I was expecting. It is on the dirt wall and not in the ground, which scores points for me. I hate jumping into something when I cannot see the other side. Walking through it won't be too much fun, but I have to believe it is better than falling.
“When we walk through, I want you to keep in contact with me at all times,” Sebastian says. I won't fight him on that one. He wants to give a little support as we cross into the great unknown, I am all for that. 
“This doesn't look right,” Hilda says in front of us. “I am afraid Sebastian isn't too far off with his thinking of how the land is going to look when we crossover. The entrances into Faerie used to be giant looking glasses. They showed the life thriving on the other side. This is nothing but death. I am surprised it will even work to let us pass through.”
“And my dad has been hanging out here? Couldn't you have found him a roach motel somewhere with a decent view?” The Collective found him anyway, so I don't know what the difference is.
“Light is bright and moons are plenty. Passage desired and granted,” Hilda says holding her left arm out, palm facing the black circle. The blackness clears and we can see the other side and it leaves a lot to be desired. It looks like the field before us has been caught on fire at one point and there is a lone charred tree amidst the landscape.
Looking at it brings an instant sadness over me. “It will be okay. We won't be in here more than a couple of hours, one for dinner and another to get your dad. Then we can get back home and wait for our daughter to be born,” Sebastian tells me trying to help settle the emotions swirling around me.
It doesn't really help, but we need to get this done. Hilda starts us off by walking through the veil. We can see her on the other side and she immediately puts her hands up. Great. I am guessing there is a welcoming committee. Marcus hurries through after her and we create a funnel to follow.
I don't feel anything as I step through, at least not physically. The sadness is still there and it gets stronger as I reach the other side. The blackened earth is literally crying out to me. I fall to my knees to try to soothe it by touching what I can.
Sebastian kneels down beside me and I forget all about the fact there may be a hostile force greeting us. I close my eyes and listen to what the ground is saying. There is a plea for help that is coming in loud and clear, but I don't know what to do. I am not aware of some special healing ability in my tool belt.
“Let us help,” Sebastian says laying his hand on top of mine. Alex presses one of his hands to my cheek and I feel a tingly sensation. “We haven't really investigated our ability to share power, even after we felt how strong it was in the early days.  I think if we focus it into the ground, maybe it will jump start something.”
It is worth a try. I am not used to strong emotions and I can see myself becoming crippled by the ones I am picking up now. My eyes are still closed and I work to touch the place in my head that houses Sebastian. He can wall me off all he wants, but I am able to access him. Alex is a little harder because we aren't fully mated.
He senses my dilemma and moves his hand to place it over my heart. When I feel its warmth a new section of my brain lights up and a burst of something springs from my hands. I hear a few gasps, but I keep focused on the call from the earth. It probably only takes a minute before the dark cloud over my head passes and peace washes over me.
I feel that my work is done, so I open my eyes to look at a vastly different landscape. Trees that were nowhere to be seen have erupted from the earth. The burnt ground is green again and the air just smells cleaner. I can still feel far off cries of help, but in my direct vicinity, things are looking brighter. I don't know what happened, what I did, and why it magically happened now, but I am pretty sure it was some kind of miracle.
“Not really. We all have the ability to bring forth life from the dead, when need be. The trick is knowing when to use it,” Gabe announces close behind me. I spin around to face him.
“You,” Alex and Sebastian say at the same time. No. That is all I can say or think right now. No.
“It is nice to see you both again. I am also happy that you both helped trigger Nyx's trials. She could have breathed life back into the land without the assist, but the fact that she accepted your offer of help scores bonus points. Most people that earn their angel powers let the influence of the gifts go to their heads. Being able to ask for help tends to be low on their priority scale. Because of that, they have a tendency to burn out in the long run. Carrying the world on your shoulders has that effect.”
“Got it. Step one has started and I am doing great. Let's back up to the part where Sebastian and Alex both recognize you. When did you pay them visits, Gabe?”
“This is your angel?” Alex asks in disbelief. “I guess that makes a little sense. I didn't know his name was Gabe, though. During a dark period in my life, obviously a long time ago, he showed up and stopped me from firing into what I believed was a Collective house. It was a Collective house like my intel said, but the only people in residence at the time were a woman and her child. That was a wakeup call for me and led me to seek your father out. I realized it was time for me to grow up.”
“And look how well things have turned out for you,” Gabe says smiling. 
“For me, he showed up just when I was about to move back to Europe for a century or two. I had been here in the States for a while and I was getting bored with the scenery. He introduced me to Night Owl City before it was even called that and told me that the city was going to be key in the future of all paranorms. For some reason I believed him and opened up Sins that year.”
“You manipulated them into staying close to me.”
“Not really. In both cases, you weren't even born. I bet you were a twinkle in your mother's eyes because she loved to plan ahead, but their paths weren't necessarily leading to you. It is just a happy coincidence that you all ended up finding each other.”
“Back tracking just a little again, you mentioned her trials had officially started. The whole bringing the dead back to life seems to be the first step, but I am curious about the others. It doesn't take a rocket scientist to see that she isn't...um,” Sebastian says hesitating.
“He thinks I am a whale and will have problems with any physical challenges you have in store for me,” I finish paraphrasing what I am sure would have been a very eloquent speech about me being huge.
The remark causes Gabe to laugh. “Whale isn't at all what he was thinking, but the rest of your statement is on track. The issue is a very temporary one and I don't foresee any problems. Sophia will be kept safe.”
Knowing Sophia, she introduced herself to Gabe the second he showed up. She won't talk to her mother, but crazy angel that just pops in is fine. I am going to have to teach her early all about stranger danger.
“Well, you have appeared and told us I probably passed my first trial. How about you fly off, so we can get on with our mission,” I recommend. Having the angel around makes me feel a little edgy.
“I think I should almost certainly stick around. An angel hasn’t been allowed to set foot in Faerie before and we would like to get the lay of the land,” he replies.
“Just all of a sudden like you think the present is a good time for this visit?”
“As the saying goes, there is no time like the present. We have previously been banned from passing through the veil, so any visit for tea has been difficult. With you being allowed entrance, at least while you are here, we can come and go as we please. We angels have a buddy system of sorts that throws out all of the rules in case we need to sweep in to offer assistance. We might use it to our advantage every once in a while.”
“Glad I can assist,” I respond thinking there are a lot of angel rules I will need to learn. 
Now that things are more or less in order, I turn to find out just what kind of welcome wagon we received. I hope they brought a band, maybe a few parade floats.
No band. In fact, there are no extra people at all. Weird. I see our full mini battalion all just waiting for word on what they should do next, but no threat. I look to Hilda for answers. Now that is a funny thought.
“Why would you raise your hands in surrender if there wasn't a person standing by you with a gun to your head?”
“What?” she responds clearly confused. If she is going to pretend to be me, it is good that we are already experiencing the same general emotions.
“After you went through, we saw you raise your hands up in the air and it sure looked like someone didn't like you much on this side of the veil. Being the way you are, I thought for sure there was someone over here who didn’t like one of the potions you sold them.”
“Oh, that. I was just trying to reach out and find some help for the destruction. The inherent Fae magic is so weak now that I wasn't getting enough of a current to do anything. You, on the other hand, kicked butt. The remodel job you pulled off is amazing. You might need to stick around for a week or so to get everything back in order here.”
I see that happening never. This is going to be a hit it and get it mission. As we navigate towards our destination, I won’t deny the land my energy, but I am not going to go seeking out the dead spots. I am pretty sure this world is comparable to at least the size of Asia. I don’t have the kind of time right now to take care of an entire continent.
“Don’t worry. I am the only one meeting you, but we snuck a few more angels in the doorway and they will take care of the destruction. Maybe the Fae will finally realize that keeping us out doesn’t work in their favor,” Gabe states.
“How exactly do they keep you out of here? I thought you guys could do anything you wanted,” I say. 
“In certain planes that is true. This isn’t one of them.”
“So, Angel Boy, you think you can just pop over and grab the pregnant one’s dad real quick so we can get out of here?” Hilda asks. That is a brilliant idea. We could just turn right around and I wouldn’t have to meet any of the crazy Fae.
“Hilda, I am charmed as always,” he says bowing slightly to show respect. I am hoping it is just something he does. “You know things don’t work that way. We have to sit back and let things play out.”
“I can always dream that one of these days you will take the easy route. I guess her highness should be introduced to more of her loyal subjects. I still cannot believe they let this place turn to crap. I may not get along with the majority of the natives here, but I did enjoy walking the land. Do you guys Upstairs get any kind of reports from here? It would be nice to know what happened.”
Gabe studies the land spreading out in front of us. I follow his gaze and see a large group of butterflies collecting and heading our way. They are just butterflies, so I don’t worry too much about them drawing weapons on us.
“No, we do not have any open lines of communication with this world. I have heard stories from long ago, but nothing recent. To clarify your thought on the butterflies, Nyx, they aren’t butterflies. They are pixies and I wouldn’t be too sure about them not having weapons. They aren’t known to be the friendliest of people.”
From the looks of things, there are at least fifty of the little buggers making their way to us. No matter what Gabe says, I cannot believe they are a threat. I bet Clyde would love to make chew toys out of a few of them. The pixies start making synchronized shapes, which are fairly amusing. It is like watching a marching band from the aerial blimp. I guess I kind of get the band I was requesting earlier. If I listen closely enough, their wings have a good beat.
One of the aerialists separates and flies closer and eventually lands on my shoulder. I don’t like the idea of one being that close, but it would probably be rude to just launch it across the field. Sebastian gets a bit tense, but keeps his cool.
“Are you the one that was sent to save us?” a small female sounding voice whispers into my ear. If I didn’t have super eardrums, I doubt I would have been able to pick it up.
“I have no idea what you mean,” I reply and watch as the rest of her group hovers about three feet away from us. They seem to be waiting for something, but I have no idea what.
“But you made the world green again, yes?”
“Me and my friends did. I hope that isn’t a problem for you. The land wanted to be healed,” I explain.
“She is the savior,” the pixie announces and spirals off my shoulder into the air. The rest of her little friends start cheering.
“Okay, you guys seem happy and that is nice, but I am not a savior, so you can wipe that idea right from your little melons.”
“Let them have their moment. I don’t think things have been happy for them in a long time. You will find when you go around performing miracles, people often think of you as a savior of sorts. Every once in a while it is actually true. It is all about perception and right this second, you are their knight in shining armor,” Gabe says.
“I thought you said they weren’t friendly. They don’t seem all that malicious to me.”
“Oh, he is right on that front,” Hilda responds. “I have run afoul of pixies in my day. It is just the green grass making them high. Come back in a week and they will be back to their normal gruff selves.”
I will just skip that last idea, thank you very much. Now that a welcoming party of sorts has finally showed up, I hope we can get a move on it and meet up with this queen lady. Time is ticking.



Chapter 8
Mmm…nectar
 
The little winged ones have a different idea of how we are going to be spending the foreseeable future. “Come with us,” one squeaks. “You really should see all of the changes you have caused. We are alive again and the world is beautiful.”
Let’s just take a look at my calendar here. Whoops. Don’t think I have any time for a leisurely walk through nature. How sad.
“Your request is nice, but we do have a strict time table for our visit,” Sebastian says keeping me from being snarky.
“Who said it was a request?” I believe it is the one that landed on my shoulder asking the question. I cannot really tell. Their wings all look about the same. They are iridescent blue and they move rapidly as they keep the pixies in the air. I haven’t seen the people themselves. The wings account for over half of their height so they block everything.
 From the sounds of things, I don’t think I will have to wait a week to get a taste of their real personalities. “We are on our way to meet up with Queen Adeline before getting on to what we really came here to do. That includes me kicking butt and getting my dad back from the jerks that are holding him hostage. I don’t know if you have noticed, but I am extremely pregnant here and tend to get moody for just the Hell of it, so I suggest not standing in my way.” If I really wanted to get into it, I would drop fangs and growl, but it is too much work.
“Oh, the savior is feisty. Can we keep her?” another miniature winged person says flying in close. They didn't bring enough backup to try to keep me around. With their petite size, I don't think a thousand of them would do much good.
“A baby,” the original speaker, and apparent leader of this group, says as she flies in for a closer look at my stomach. “We haven’t seen new life born in a very long time. Just how long will it be before you give birth?”
“I don’t see it happening today, so I think you are out of luck. Does anyone know the way to this castle we are supposed to be going to?” 
“Just a second, one of you short people said something about being alive again. I am curious what you mean by that remark,” Gabe asks stalling my plans to get on with things. I should have remembered he likes to talk. Maybe I should make the suggestion that it is time for him to head back Upstairs again.
“I don’t think Isabelle stuttered. When the land was dead, so were we,” the ringleader explains. “You don’t expect us to survive when there is no nectar to eat. Savior, do you like nectar? It seems we have plenty to offer you now. We can have a nice meal together. You can tell us more about yourself.”
Now they want me to come over for a meal. Nice. I look around and notice that there are a ton of flowers popping out of the ground. Things were green before, but the flowers weren’t there. They aren’t like anything I have seen in our world. The meadow Gabe has shown me is similar, but nowhere near as vibrant. It is an oil painting come to life. If I was into that kind of thing, I would take a closer look.
“Sorry, I am strictly a carnivore, so I don’t think nectar will agree with me.”
“Interesting,” Gabe says. What is interesting, I have no idea.
“If memory serves me, we are on the south end of Faerie. The castle should be to the west of here. I really wish they got with the times and drove cars. I bet with the dead earth we were greeted with, they haven’t had any technological advances,” Hilda says. At least she seems to be with the program.
“Any idea how long you were ‘dead’?” Gabe asks the pixies.
“What part of dead don’t you understand? We had no consciousness so therefore we have no idea.”
I love the fact that they don't like Gabe. I don't know why, but watching them get hostile with him makes me laugh. Hilda said we need to go west and for some reason my compass is broken. 
“Which way is west?” I ask. “You guys can continue your thrilling conversation if you want, but we need to get a move on it. We have wasted another half an hour.” 
I really hope the castle isn't a long walk away. Sophia's new positioning is making me feel bigger and more awkward. I know in my mind I have been acting like a giant whale, but in reality I'm not that huge. At least that is what everyone around me guarantees.
“Right this way, madam,” Hilda says taking the lead. “Things are different, so I cannot be one hundred percent for sure the distance. It used to be about a mile if memory serves me. I am guessing you won't be willing or able to run it, which means we have about another fifteen minutes before we get there.”
The group finally starts moving and I am overjoyed. Alex and Sebastian keep glued to my side. I am surprised neither of them is offering to carry me. I might actually take them up on that offer if they did. They are on high alert, though, so I don't see it in my future.
“Do you know if the other races here in Faerie were affected by the deadness?” Gabe asks. He is just going to keep trying to make friends.
“If they came alive after we played power pinball and showed up to see us two minutes later, I am guessing they didn't have time to make any phone calls to their friends. I am starting to think you are trying to irritate them, Gabe.”
“Sorry, when my mind starts thinking of questions I cannot help but ask them aloud. Since I have not been to this land before, I am not certain there really are other species residing here,” Gabe replies. 
I never expected to make this trip, so it isn't a subject I have read up on either. Keeping up on the weirdos in my own world is enough of a challenge. Lately, I have also had to start studying up on the various demons and angels out there as well. Neither race has been extremely fun to learn about. Because I, supposedly, am an angel, I have been trying to study them more than anything else. It gets boring.
“So, pixies, what kind of information can you give us about the inhabitants of Faerie? I don't know where all I am going to visit while I am here and it may be useful to know more about the people I meet.” I might as well keep my mind busy on this trek.
Clyde walks up next to me and I see that a handful of pixies have landed on his back. Too bad he hasn’t grown into his full size. I could ride him around too.
“Not going to happen. Even when I tower over you, I am not letting you up on my back. I am trying to take a page from your book and not throw these hitchhikers off. They are like giant fleas and they itch,” Clyde relays. He is no fun.
I get my own set of hitchhikers on each shoulder. “Most escaped before the doors where closed,” a pixie I haven’t heard before says.
“They had the right idea,” another agrees.
“The trolls and gnomes I know left. Before the death came, I think there were some hobgoblins and brownies left. Mostly it is just the Queen’s people. Is the baby coming yet?”
 Okay, where in the world did that question come from? We already went over the fact that Sophia wasn’t making an appearance while we were here. Their hibernation must have knocked a few brain cells loose.
“No, the baby is going to be a little while yet,” Sebastian replies. “You are still feeling okay, right?” He grabs my hand to let me know he is talking to me.
“I guess. Something feels a little funny, but it will be fine until we get back to the manor and you can give me a back rub. Pixies, do you guys have names? I don’t need to know everyone’s, but it would be easier to indicate who I am speaking to if I had some names.”
“You really want to know? You are only going to be in their company for an hour max,” Jonas says. I look over and he doesn’t seem to mind being rude because he is working to swat pixies away from him. Everyone in our group appears to be serving as a cab for the winged ones.
“I think you are opening yourself up for a headache,” Smitty claims.
“Yeah well you are just lucky that whatever lights this world doesn’t contain UV, so zip it,” I reply. It wasn’t really a worry when this world was all dark and dead, but now things are getting brighter. Smitty and Marcus would probably be okay if the issue came up, but Dante, Will, and the vampires in the standard guard would have problems.
“I am the leader of our little band and my name is Daffy. It is short for Daffodil, in case you were wondering,” the pixie on my right shoulder says. “My husband Traves is on your other shoulder. The rest of our group is made up of our children.”
Holy cow. That is a mess of kids. I still sometimes have issues imagining having just one. 
“I don’t want to be technical here, but me and Will are considered your children by most people,” Clyde reminds me. 
The statement may be factual, but they didn’t keep me up all night with their kicking. I also didn’t have to use that time not sleeping to think about what fun it is going to be to try to push their big heads out of a hole the size of a nickel in comparison.
“I am guessing you started having children early in life,” I say not really knowing how to respond.
“Well, pixies do like to procreate. It is one of our driving forces. On another note, I do have a request for you while we are taking this journey together. We would like to leave Faerie and following you out may be our only hope. I am afraid that when you leave things will go back to the way they were. I don’t know how many years we have already lost, but I really want to give our children a better life,” Daffy says.
For once a mother’s plea actually makes sense to me. I already know I would do anything to improve Sophia’s way of life, so I can understand Daffy’s desire.
“I don’t know the way this land works. We had to get approval to come in. Won’t you need it to leave? Besides, aren’t you worried about the fact that Fae have problems living outside of Faerie?”
“If the door is open, I don’t think permission really matters, especially if we are hitching rides on you guys. As far as certain death waiting for us, that is only an issue for the Fae that harness the land's magic. That would be the Queen’s people. We are just overgrown dragonflies that like to have children.”
“What is your world like?” Traves asks from the other shoulder. “Even when the doors were open, we didn’t travel outside. We were told it would be dangerous for us because of our size.”
I could see where that would be an issue. Before towns like Night Owl City were in place there would have been a high probability of them being mistaken for bugs. Granted most people don’t go around killing butterflies, but they do capture and mount them.
“From what I have seen of your world, ours is a lot different. It has been developed to the point where you won't find a ton of open fields like this one. Almost everywhere you look there is infrastructure and what we would consider progress taking place. We don't have to do a ton of walking to get from place to place because we have automobiles and airplanes to assist in transportation,” I say. “What about the iron in our world. Do you think that will cause problems for you? I think a lot of the infrastructure that I mentioned is probably built with it.”
“I could assist if that does turn out to be an issue,” Hilda suggests. “I should be able to provide them with some resistance or even a special habitation dome to protect them from the outside evils in our world.”
“Alex, do you think the gardens at the manor would be big enough for them?” I cannot imagine they would be small with Hilda having a hand in them.
“It would be a nice fit and we don’t get much snow, so there would be year-round blooms for them. Do you guys do your own weeding? We won’t have to keep a gardener on staff if you can keep things in shape.”
“You honestly think my gardens would get weeds? That dirt wouldn’t dare allow even a dandelion to sprout,” Hilda insists.
“But dandelions are so much fun, especially when they are in their seed form. When the wind blows them we chase them around for hours,” Daffy claims. I can think of activities that are a lot more fun than chasing around dandelions, but if that is what floats their boats, I will have to look into planting a patch just for them.
 “Sounds like we have a plan then. You will all be going home with us to hang out in the garden.” I cannot help being glad to finally bring home a large group who are all shorter than me to add to my misfits. Phee has grown a quarter of an inch or so and I am afraid she is going to somehow pass me in height. Any amount of heel she decides to wear already accomplishes the task. “Are we getting any closer?” The scenery on our walk has been somewhat interesting. Watching as flowers just grow out of nowhere is something I haven’t experienced before. I don’t think time lapse videos are this fun to watch and yet the outcome seems about the same. 
The terrain itself has been rather hilly, which is about as fun for me at the moment as taking Phee to a mall. The mall might actually be more enjoyable. Not really, but I find the notion amusing for some reason.
“We should be able to see it once we finally make it over this hill. Just be happy we aren't in the northern region. It is made up of mountains that are great if you are planning on a skiing vacation, but would be Hell to actually cross.” With her new appearance, I could see Hilda being a ski bunny.
I push myself the last zillion yards, obviously that is an exaggeration. At the summit, we look down and find a castle sitting in the valley below. It isn't at all the bright and shiny place I was expecting to belong to the Queen of Faerie.
The area around it is nice and colorful, but I have a feeling that is just because the mates and I jump started it. If the building itself is any indication, it was just as burnt looking as the rest of this world was when we arrived. The castle is as large as I thought it would be. It isn't as big as Nantucket Manor, but it looks like it would serve a queen nicely.
The hill doesn't look too bad to climb down and it shouldn't take long, but I am still contemplating just laying down on my side and rolling the rest of the way. I don't think Sophia would appreciate it much, so the thought is short lived.
Hilda leads us down a path she carves out as we go. I am down to only having three hours left and I still have a potential hour of sitting down to a dinner I don't want to eat. Hopefully, the Queen isn't too big of a talker.
We reach the bottom of the hill and a group of regular size people appear out of nowhere. They look mostly normal, but they have good sized wings and single streaks of a reddish-magenta-like color in their hair. It is not a fashion statement I can get behind.
“It is about time you showed up. I have been waiting and that isn't something I do well,” the lone woman in the group says stepping forward. She is in a sleeveless, turquoise looking gown that has an orange belt thing around it. Add to the dress some green boots with heels and you have something I wouldn't be caught dead wearing.
I can see me and the Faerie Queen are going to have so much in common. Oh well, I just hope she eats fast because I have more important things to tend to.
 
 



Chapter 9
Oh goodie, more surprises
 
“Sh… I mean Great Scott!” Hilda says covering her eyes with her left hand. “Sylvia, why are you greeting us like you are the queen around these parts?”
“I wasn't expecting you to be in the party, Hilda,” the queenly looking woman says. I take it they have met and like most people Hilda runs into they aren't bosom buddies.
“I can see where that would cause a little dent in your game of charades. Where is your sister?”
“I am sorry, but we don't talk about her anymore. She has been tied up for years now and that is where she will remain.” For once the friction may not be Hilda's fault.
I take a gander at the guys standing behind Sylvia and I see a lot of sad and reluctant faces. They are fueling the something isn't right here vibe tickling my spine. That paired with Sophia hanging out in her downward dog, or whatever she is doing, position leaves me really uneasy.
“How in the... Dang it Nyx, pork that baby out so I can get my vocabulary back,” Hilda beseeches me. “I have a plethora of things I would like to say right now and over half of them are four-letter words.”
“Join the club. If I cannot cuss, I sure as heck don't want to hear others having all the fun.”
“The big difference there, Sweet Pea, is that you could if you really wanted to. You weren't dumb enough to cast a spell on yourself that made it impossible until after the baby was born. Brilliant me even put in loopholes because I knew days like today would happen and I would be tempted to lift the spell.” That is both clever and horrible at the same time.
“You are pregnant?” Sylvia asks studying my stomach. Why it wasn't the first thing she noticed baffles me. Of course, since I cannot really see my toes around it, I tend to see a whole lot of it.
“What this?” I ask putting my hands on each side of the butterball. “The doctors say it is a tumor that is expected to disappear in the next few days.”
She eyes me and if even for a second she believes me, I may just decide to kill her right now for her stupidity. “Which one of the men is the father?”
“I don't think that really matters. I would like to get on with whatever hoops I need to jump through to show our appreciation for being let into your world. My father is running out of minutes and I have no doubt his captors will start removing body parts if I am late.”
“Just how were those captors able to get here?” Walt asks stepping forward. “I heard your sister ran a tight ship, does the flunky sibling not keep track of things like that?”
I see Sylvia draw back from the venom in his voice. You go, Uncle Walt.
“That is a matter you needn't concern yourself with. As far as my payment for letting you enter Faerie, why don't we go into the castle, so we can have a nice sit down chat. A meal is available to anyone that is hungry, but I didn't expect scores of visitors. I may need to have my cook prepare a little more to accommodate everyone.” Done speaking, she turns and walks towards the castle. The guys with her move to let her through and then follow in her wake.
“What's the verdict?” I ask not wanting to move from my spot.
“You guys distract the men and I will pluck her eyeballs out,” Hilda suggests. “Me and Addie had our moments, but Sylvia is a royal female dog. I don't like this development one bit.”
“Do we have any choices? Walt or Jonas, do either of you know where my dad is?”
I find both of them shaking their heads when I look their way. “Even if I had an address, how would we know where to begin the search?” Jonas logically replies. Hilda does seem pretty knowledgeable about this world, but she also admits that things may be different now.
“Hilda, any chance you can conjure up a locator spell?” Sebastian suggests and I like that idea.
“I would love to, but this plane is still a little low on magic. Nyx's boost is helping, just not fast enough. If I am going to do all the cloaking spells we have planned, I don't want to use up the little juice available. I would ask Gabe what he thought, but he is too busy following the Pied Piper.” She tilts her head in the direction the Fae took off and sure enough he is not far behind. So much for him being on our side. “He can't help it that he is drawn to things he hasn't seen before. It will wear off quickly; at least it has in the past.”
“If nothing else, we will have to save him from himself,” Alex says. “Let's just get this over with.”
As a group, we move to where the Fae and Gabe have stopped and are waiting for us. “Just how long will this take?” I mentioned being in a hurry, but I would really like a clear timetable on when we can get out of here. Hilda's switcharoos will probably take some time and who knows how far we will have to walk.
“Just get inside, will you? The fresh air is disturbing me.” I need to have a camera crew start following me around. There are so many times I want something filmed so I can reference it at a later date. Sylvia's personality would be perfect to bring up when someone claims I am being difficult. 
I don't even bother to talk to the lady anymore and just wave my hands forward to indicate we should proceed. She does and the doors to the castle open up for us. If she expects us to be impressed, she is in for disappointment. My new Suburban has a little button on its remote that will do the same thing for pretty much any of the doors. Alex thought it would be a nice feature if I have my hands full carrying Sophia.
The inside of the castle isn't any better than the outside. I thought these Fae people were supposed to be happy, colorful people. The walls in the foyer space are sooty looking like a fire long ago kissed them. It is a large empty space and as we walk through it I start to feel a chill. 
“I cannot say I like what you have done to this place,” Hilda states. “Did you have a Fire Elemental come in for decorating advice?”
“Don’t think I won’t silence you, Hilda. If I didn’t like the improvements, I would do something about them.”
“I doubt you have enough magic to tie your shoes. Just where are the other Fae that used to hang out here? I used to have to beat them out of the way to get anywhere. My guess is you somehow subdued your sister and realized, after the fact, that the magic in this world lives through her. I would have loved to see your face when everything started dying around you.” Hilda isn’t giving the Queen a lick of slack. I cannot say this is going to make me and the witch best friends, but it is refreshing to see her focus her attitude on someone else.
“You don’t know when to shut up, you little pest. Not all magic comes from the land around us. I don’t need green grass to wield my magic. Now, sit,” she says bringing us to a long table.
Hilda holds her arm up to keep us from following directions. “You’ve gone Sluagh. It all makes sense. I cannot advise Nyx to make a deal with you. You killed all of your people to use their souls as a battery. What kind of idiot are you?”
“What?” I really hope my ears didn’t hear that part correctly.
“You are so dramatic. They willingly gave up their lives to put me in power. Does she speak for you?” Sylvia asks turning to me.
“If what she says is even partially true, we do have issues. It is well documented that I kill people, but all of my kills have had a purpose, like bettering the world. Is your payment for the location of my father some of my people's lives? I can tell you right now that isn't going to happen.” I am starting to get frustrated with current events and it is making me feel mighty stabby.
Sylvia gets tired of us not sitting and takes a seat herself at the head of the table. Most of the men with her follow suit, but one stays standing off to the side.
“I didn't know you were bringing this many; however, it wouldn't have mattered. I am in desperate need of something and when I heard a female would be in your group, I couldn't resist allowing you to come. As Hilda so kindly pointed out in her own way, what you see before you is the remaining living Fae. I shouldn't say that, there is probably a handful or two hiding somewhere. Nevertheless, I kept the men around here in hopes of regrowing the population, but for some reason it doesn't seem to be working. My offer to help is contingent on you procreating with my King.”
Something has obviously rotted away this lady's brain. Pregnant lady ain't going to be doing any baby making.
“Ha,” Hilda says laughing. “You didn't read the fine print when you went Sluagh. Instant sterilization is the number one bullet point. Along with a straight trip to Hell if any one manages to kill you. Have you got your cell already picked out down there? I can't see you living forever.”
I still don't know exactly what the term Sluagh means. I get that it is bad and the details on how one becomes one have been touched upon, but I don't know what kind of power it entails or how killable they are. My knife should make that detail irrelevant; it is nice to know if others can carry out the task, though.
“I have noticed that witch. One of the guys would be with child by now if that fact wasn't brutally apparent. I have kept them very busy trying over the years. I really wanted to impregnate Killian. He served as King under the previous ruler and having a child with him should have been the final nail in her coffin. Since I cannot do it, I am recruiting you. The quicker you finish the task the sooner you can go find your daddy.”
 I have figured out the reason she seems to have a screw loose. An alien mother ship somehow made it into Faerie and beamed her up for a little while. Why they chose her is anyone's guess. Maybe they thought removing half of a brain from someone who is already partially brain dead would be more unnoticeable. It makes perfect sense to me.
Once the looney steps out of my brain, I realize that she said something about the guy getting impregnated. Just how exactly does that one work out? A vision of Sebastian pregnant instead of me enters my head and makes me laugh out loud.
“Did I hear you right?” I ask wanting to make sure the crazy in the air isn't affecting me as well. “You expect me to get one of your guys pregnant.”
I hear a couple of my guys chuckle at the thought. I haven't had any problems with the pregnancy other than feeling like a penguin from time-to-time, but I know about the vomiting, frequent urges to pee, and all over soreness that is common in pregnancy. Women complain about that kind of stuff enough, thinking about a guy going through it is hilarious.
“Yes, you cannot expect a queen to carry her own child. I have much more important duties to see to than worrying about whether I can see my toes anymore,” she answers in a pompous air that makes me want to smack her.
I think Marcus is actually holding Hilda back from partaking in that task. “More important duties? You stupid, screw loose, goat kissing idiot. You killed off all of your people. What do you have to do all day, other than sit around and polish your shoes?”
Hilda not being able to say curse words is really funny. She hasn't revealed the mouth she claims to have in my presence before, but I can see her cursing up a storm.
“I do have a lot of shoes, but no, that is not what I spend my time doing. I have to expend a lot of energy to keep my little world the way it is. As it is, you arriving seems to have an adverse effect on my scenery. It is going to take me months to fix all that green you brought back to life.”
“Whatever. Getting back to your original request. You have noticed that I am exceedingly pregnant and am libel to pop at any second, right?” No matter what, I wouldn't engage in baby making activities at the moment. I don't want Sophia getting poked in the eye.
“Killian will be very gentle. You don't have to worry about any harm befalling your baby.”
I look around at the guys sitting at the table and not a one of them will meet my gaze. They don't appear to be very happy about things, but they aren't going to try to fight against their evil leader. I glance at the last guy, the one that refused to take a seat at the table, and he is staring right at me. His eyes are pleading with me to do something, but I am not exactly sure what he wants. He tilts his head about a half of a degree to the side. I take it he has something he wants to say, but wants a little privacy for the conversation.
“Just which one of your followers here is Killian?” I ask to everyone on my side's shock.
“You sure you know what you are doing?” Sebastian asks with his usual hint of worry. He can send me messages, but won't let me into his thoughts. How rude.
I have no clue, but something needs to be done about this situation. I hate to see this world become the charred wasteland it was when we arrived.
“Killian is the man standing. He still has trouble following orders sometimes. I have tried to beat his willfulness out of him, but he is taking longer than the others.”
“If I decide to partake in this little request, we are going to have a private room to carry out the deed, yes?”
“That can be allowed. I have had him many times, so I don't have any desires to share the experience with you. He can take you to his quarters and you can work things out from there,” she explains.
“My mates would need to be present as well. They are very concerned about our child and they won't sit around watching you torch the grass in this land one blade at a time while I am playing with another man.” 
I don't want to tell her that the chances of me and Killian actually having sex are below zero. I am sure he is a nice enough guy. He doesn't look bad or anything. He is around six foot, with hair as long as mine. His is light brown, except for that swatch of magenta.
“How you do things after you get in the bedroom is up to you. All I care about is the outcome. He must have a child and it needs to be soon.” The wording makes things sound interesting to me. I hope that Killian will fill me in once we get alone.
“Let's do this,” I say ready to find a way out of this joint and on to the meet with Frank.
“You have got to be kidding me,” Hilda says at the same time Gabe speaks up.
“Would it be okay if I watched the show as well? I may be able to help keep Sophia safe even if things turn a little rough.”
If this was the real deal, having an angel present would be on the top of the long list of people not allowed in the room. Because I think there is a chance that he could be useful, I guess I will permit it.
“Let's get going. I hope you don't mind this will have to be an in and out kind of deal. My dad is being held hostage and I need to get to him.”
“I cannot let you do this,” Hilda says moving to stand in front of me with her front to mine. “I will do it in your place. I didn't risk my life years ago to get you away from your mother to allow you to chance causing Sophia harm. It would devastate you if anything happened to her.”
Wow. That was unexpected. She must be having issues reading between the lines. I can be excused for taking multiple people along with me. I don't think she would get that luxury, even if Sylvia pretended to allow it. If Killian has some kind of plan for getting us out of this situation altogether, then I want at least a few people going off with him.
“Hilda, I love you for all you have done for me in the past, but don’t worry. I will be back in thirty minutes and we can get out of here.” I try to convey with my eyes that everything is really, really going to be okay. I think she finally gets it and stands down. “Lead the way, Killian.”



Chapter 10
I am always game for starting a revolt
 
Killian follows orders and leads us from the room. I forgot to leave instructions to make sure everyone sticks together and to kill every Fae in sight if anyone makes a move. I am hoping that it was an unnecessary message.
The rest of the castle is as gloomy as the parts I have already witnessed. There are no frills anywhere, just long hallways with darkened doors interspersed.
“How long has it been like this?” I ask our guide.
“I am not safe to voice my opinions on the matter, yet. I couldn't tell you the years, or decades, for sure even if I wanted to. Faerie used to be a much different place; it used to be a place full of people.”
“He is right,” Daffy says from my shoulder. I forgot she was even there. Pixies don't weigh a thing. “We haven't ventured very far after waking up, but there used to be people everywhere this close to the castle. Queen Adeline would be devastated to see her world turned to darkness.”
“I am glad to see some of you pixies made it. I thought you were all destroyed in Sylvia's early days of being ruler.” Killian turns to a door, opens it, and waves us inside.
Rather than the bedroom I was expecting, it looks like we step into a broom closet, brooms included. I know I mentioned this having to be quick, but I would have at least hoped for a bed.
“Obviously, we are not sleeping together. I have no choice when it comes to Sylvia, but my heart belongs to another, even if that person is comatose.” This must be a safe room. I don't envision Sylvia checking it out very often.
“I take it the love you have for Adeline is why you remain in Sylvia's clutches,” I say figuring she is the comatose one.
“Partly. Sylvia sullied Fae magic so no one could harness any resistance to what she wanted done. Me and the others are too weak to do anything against her. Believe me; we tried in the beginning. At one time, she kept more of us guys around, but the more we acted out, the more she decided we weren't all really necessary. I was the main force fighting against her, but she couldn't kill me.”
“Because of her revenge plot against her sister?” Alex asks.
“I don't think my death would matter a whole lot as far as that is concerned. It would still hurt Addie whether I was forced into slavery or dead. The spell that keeps the true queen in slumber requires me to have a child with another. Don't ask why it is set up that way. It has never made sense to me, but that is what Sylvia claims.”
“My bet would be it is a transferring of love spell. Your love and devotion is keeping your Queen alive. Sylvia is betting that if you have a child, even one that you created against your will, that your love will then be divided between Adeline and the child. She must be banking on that little weakness being enough to finally do her sister in,” Gabe explains his theories. They might sound logical to someone that hasn't been in love before, but to me it is a bunch of hogwash.
“I am in love with two men and the love for one doesn't diminish what I feel for the other at all,” I point out.
“Correct. The heart may only be a definable size, but it has the ability to hold great amounts of any emotion. Sylvia's is full of hate, whereas Killian's here is not. She doesn't understand that and probably never will.” I guess Gabe is some kind of emotions expert.
“Why doesn't Sylvia just kill you? That should sever the tie.”
“I have asked myself that question many times, but Sylvia insists I stay alive and father this child. The magic used for the spell is not something I am familiar with. I think there is more to it than just the love aspect of things.”
“Do you think your love would truly just disappear if you were dead?” Gabe argues.
“How did Adeline get in the state she is now?” I ask curious. I have pieced together she was powerful before her deep sleep.
“Sylvia had an accomplice in the kitchen. They poisoned Addie slowly over a week. She kept getting sick, but we couldn't figure out what was wrong.” I am glad I don't have a staff that cooks for me. I barely trust the guards not to slip me something.
“What about the accomplice, is he or she still around? Maybe they can give us a hint on what we can do to counter its reaction,” I suggest. I am sure it is something he has thought about over the years already.
“When I am allowed to carry my blade, it is very swift in doling out justice. I cannot kill Sylvia because of her wacked out Sluagh power, but the cook is long gone. She didn't have any useful information. She would have told me if that were the case.”
“What is the plan then?” If he needs me to kill Sylvia, I have a few guards I may be willing to turn over my knife to, but she does have information I need. “Do you know where my dad has been staying?”
“Yes, she fixed him a place in the Dark Forest because she thought he would like the woods, being a wolf and all,” he answers.
I wonder what gives this forest the special designation of being called dark when the rest of the world wasn’t exactly sunshine and tulips.
“Not good,” Traves says in my ear. “No one comes out of the Dark Forest the same. It is in the Forbidden Zone.”
“Sylvia ate most of the things that inhabit the forest in her quest for more power. I think there are a couple left that could be considered dangerous. I wouldn't worry about them though. With a group as large as yours, they would be wise to stay away.”
“There is supposed to be a large group keeping my dad hostage. Do you think they could have teamed up with any of the beings you speak of?”
“Couldn't say. I don't really know what is in there. As far as my plan goes, do you think you can lift the curse or spell that is keeping Addie asleep?” Killian questions.
“We left the witch with the power in the other room. I don't know what she would be able to do. She has already indicated that the magic is really week around these parts and she is saving hers up for our battle.”
“But you are the one that called out to the earth and brought her back from the death. I don't see how that would be any different with Adeline. I can already feel the earthly magic starting to recharge. If Addie was awake, she could harness it and make it grow. I don't think it would take her long to be back to full strength, at least I hope not. I really want her to have a chance to avenge herself.”
Why do people have to keep requesting things from me that I don't think are possible? It didn't used to make a difference, but now I kind of regret having to tell them no.
“We can try. I am just learning about these angel powers. Maybe Gabe is a better person to assist. He is a card carrying member of the angel society.”
“I would assist only if necessary. Our powers come from within us and you need to learn how to use them. At the same time you are learning just what you can do; you have to learn when it is right to use them. Do you think this is a time where an angel should step in?”
He has already mentioned that a lot of people not born with the power end up abusing it or just burning themselves out. I can do a lot of things without an extra wave of my hand and I have people like Hilda around when I need a little extra magic boost, so I don't think I will fall into that category.
“I believe Sylvia needs to be stopped. She murdered her own people to advance her position,” I state the biggest point in the pro column for helping.
“Using their souls as fuel may not be considered murder by everyone,” Gabe points out, causing me to give him a questioning look. If you steal someone's soul and leave just a husk behind, I am pretty sure that equates to murder. It does in my book anyway.
“Even with your illogical point in consideration, you cannot condone any of the actions we have heard Sylvia taking. You are an angel, for God's sake. Death and destruction shouldn't be in your DNA.”
“The destruction maybe not, although that can be debated, but death is a part of life. It has to happen or the world would not be able to sustain itself.”
“I don't think death is helping this world sustain itself at all if it put a bunch of its inhabitants to sleep like it did the pixies because of lack of food. I want to try. You cannot talk me out of this one with your weird logic.” I am ready to get this done. I hear the Dark Forest calling me.
“I wasn't trying to talk you out of it. I actually think it is a wise move, but I do have to make sure you understand the ways of the universe,” Gabe says smiling. I feel like he wants to pat me on the head. If he makes any kind of move in that direction, he is getting a boot to the knee, allowing that I can lift my leg that high.
“Great. Where is your sleeping queen? We can find out if my mojo is up to snuff.”
“She is down the hall. I am the only one that still visits her, so we shouldn't run into any trouble. Sylvia is so hopped up on me having a baby that she probably took one of her other slaves to play in her quarters. I think that even though she keeps us alive, somehow sleeping with us gives her some extra strength,” Killian says and opens the door.
“Like a succubus,” I say and let out a deep breath. I hate succubi. Maybe I can figure out a way with these new angel powers to eradicate them all. Talk about burnout.
“I haven't ever met one personally, but from what I have heard, it would be similar.”
“I wish I hadn't been introduced to one as well, but thankfully mine is back down in Hell and I hope she is being roasted on a daily basis.”
“I think the dwellers from down under were barred from visiting here, but you never know. If someone calls out to them, they are much more likely to answer than someone from Upstairs. We get calls all the time, but only a third of them are really life or death situations and I have already voiced my opinion on death being a natural part of life. Most of the time, people are just going through a little bump in the road and need to learn that life isn't always easy, but in the end, all the battles you fight turn out to make up a life worth living.”
Gabe is getting deep and I can think of better times to get into the meaning of life. Killian is leading us farther away from the dining hall where we left everyone. Since we aren't in the presumably safe closet, I don't want to start up on a Sylvia is an evil octopus chant.
I have the same problem Hilda does with having to come up with inventive ways to say bad words without really saying them. If one were to replace octopus in my thought with the dirtiest, most horrific word they can think of, they might be close to the word I was really thinking.
“Here we go,” Killian says while he opens a door.
Inside we find a woman lying on top of a large platform in the middle of the room. It looks like the classic fairy tale sleeping princess setup. I take it Killian has put himself in charge of looking after Adeline because I highly doubt Sylvia would do something like this.
Killian walks over to the woman and brushes his hand through her hair. “We should probably hurry. Sylvia will know we are in here and start heading this way soon.”
“That's great. If that is true we probably only have a matter of minutes to try this,” Sebastian says.
“So what do I do? Do the three of us need to be touching like we were for the grass reawakening?” I ask ready to move this along.
“You can do this yourself. It is really no different than what you did before. You will probably prefer to be touching her since you are still in training. All you really need to do is find the angel place inside of you and bring forth its healing powers,” Gabe instructs.
Oh yeah, that doesn't sound lame at all. Fine. Maybe this will count towards me getting my halo. I make my way over to the body and get a good look at Queen Adeline. I can tell that her and Sylvia are sisters from the slope of her nose and the rest of her facial features. Poor lady, no one deserves to be put in this state, except maybe her sister, and half of the Collective and a succubus that will remain nameless. Okay, so maybe there are some people, but I highly doubt she was one of them. Not if she has a decent guy like Killian still pining for her.
I lay my hand down on Adeline's chest. I don't sense a heart beating under my hand. “You sure she is actually alive?”
“Yes, your friend wasn't wrong about us sharing a connection. While she is in this state, my heart is beating for her.”
I think he has Gabe beat on the award for the lamest line. I have the touching part down, now I just need to find that special place inside of me. Just how am I supposed to find that when I am on a deadline? I start concentrating as hard as I can, searching for my elusive angel mojo.
“Feel,” Gabe says trying to be helpful. One of these days I am going to write a book on how to actually accomplish the task of being helpful and I will make sure everyone I come in contact with gets a copy.
All I am really feeling is a clammy lady with no heartbeat. I really think the lack of one is messing with me. “Come here, Killian. You said your heart beats for her, prove it.”
He moves closer so I can put my other hand on his chest. Sure enough, I feel the tempo I was missing. Not only that, but there is a second softer beat that accompanies it as they tap out their tale of love. It is about time I got in on the lame line action.
The puzzle before me starts unraveling and I can see this doesn't have to be any more complicated than me transferring energy from one to the other. I find it very similar to a mad scientist bringing a monster to life. I don't want to fry her brain or anything, so I take things as slow as I can with the threat of an evil Fae barging in at any second.
It only takes about thirty seconds for me to start feeling a beating under my right hand. I take that as a good sign and give one last little boost to hopefully propel the sleeping queen into consciousness. 
 “Killian,” I hear very faintly. 
“I am here, my love. As always,” he replies and practically pushes me out of the way to get to her. I take it this angel business doesn't see a lot of gratitude.
“What has happened?” Queen Adeline says coming even more alert. I think the caffeine is starting to kick in. “Why are we in the guest's apartments?”
“I will explain everything fully later. First, you need to harness your power. Your sister will be here any second and her dark power may injure you. I don't think she will be able to put you back to sleep, but she is able to do other horrors,” Killian replies.
“My world. What has happened to it?” The queen isn't going to take things lying around anymore. She bolts up and closes her eyes. 
“Killian, you were supposed to be working to kill her for good, but instead I find you waking her up. I should have known better than to let you walk around on your own. I believe that is going to need to be punished,” Sylvia’s voice says and I turn to see her standing in the doorway. 
Time to see if Adeline can draw enough power to face off against her sister. After witnessing her looking dead just a couple of minutes ago, I am not looking forward to the outcome. Just to be on the safe side, I sidle over to Sebastian and slip the Panoptic knife into his hand.
“Use it if you need to,” I instruct and prepare for the fireworks.



Chapter 11
Someone has a lot of explaining to do
 
“Sylvia, what are you doing here? Will someone please explain just what is going on? And who are all these other people?” I cannot blame the woman for having a lot of questions, but now really isn’t the time.
“Questions later, Queenie, your sister needs dealing with.” It is situations like this one where not being pregnant would be really handy. I don't think it is going to come to much of a fight because it is all of my people versus one person, but you never know how demented that one person is and whether or not they have any tricks up their sleeves. Sylvia seems like the kind of girl that is loaded down with tricks.
“I can tell you right now, little girl, that I won't be doing anything until I get some answers. What is wrong with my followers? I cannot feel them anymore. I must go to them.” She makes a move to leave, but Killian holds on tight. I think she is experiencing one of those moments where your brain is trying extremely hard to process a million things at once and it is only getting mush back in response.
“Addie calm down,” Hilda calls from the hall. My army is in place, but the pretend queen blocking the doorway is holding it outside of the room. I don't know where the male Fae Sylvia was with earlier are currently stationed and I don’t really know on what side of things they will land.
“Hilda, you are here too. This makes no sense.” Killian leans down and kisses her forehead. I don’t think that will help clear up the confusion.
“Sylvia gave Nan a potion that ended up poisoning you eons ago. Shortly after that, she went Sluagh. She destroyed everything you love.” Killian gives the cliffnotes version of events, short and to the point, my kind of summation.
“But not you. You are still alive and well. Sylvia said something about you trying to kill me for good. What did that mean?” More questions, little action. I am surprised Sylvia hasn't tried to make a move yet.
“You can discuss all the details later. Are you going to take care of your sister, or do you want us to?” 
Adeline looks towards her sister. “What have you done?” she asks quietly. There is not enough anger in her voice. Sylvia tried to kill her, destroyed her land, and fed off the souls of her people. I want to hear some yelling going on.
“Did you really think I would just sit around in my land of banishment forever?  You took everything from me, even Killian. You only picked him for your king because I liked him. You could have had anyone,” Sylvia says letting her anger be known.
It sounds to me that Faerie has just changed its name to Cliché City. I hate the “I saw him first” and “he is the only man I have ever loved” sob stories. The way I see it, she either didn't make her move or she wasn't woman enough to keep him. Whichever it is, I wish she had moved on. There are tons of other fish in the sea, at least there were before she killed them all.
“That is why you did what they claim? You turned Sluagh because you had a crush on Killian? I cannot believe we are even related. How long have I been asleep?” Adeline asks anyone that will answer.
“With the darkened world, days weren't passing like normal. It feels like a really long time though,” Killian responds.
Sylvia makes no move to indicate whether she has been counting the days. “It is 2013, if that makes the math easier,” I say filling the pause that has entered the conversation.
“You are joking. There is no way that is possible. I still don't see how you could have done this to me.”
“With magic getting stronger the angrier you get, I wouldn't mind zapping her a few times,” Hilda offers. It makes me shiver just a bit because I know the kinds of things Hilda can do. Sylvia is in for trouble if the request is granted.
“That is a very kind offer, but I have to restore a few things first, then I may let you toy with her a little.” Queen Adeline holds out her right hand and closes her eyes. Dude, your opponent is standing right across from you and I doubt she is just going to stand still while you are preparing for battle. 
The move makes me itchy and I pull out one of my knives for comfort. Good old Clytemnestra knows how to calm me down.
“I am sure she knows what she is doing,” Sebastian says trying to soothe me.
“Says the vampire who hates Fae to begin with. I want you to know that after we get Dad and high tail it out of here; you are to make sure I never go off into a different world again. I don't care if the angels claim I need to go Upstairs for a halo fitting. I am staying put and so is Sophia.”
“Oh good,” Alex says piping in. “That means you aren't going to be working as a private investigator anymore. That will let us guys rest easier.”
“Bite your tongue. I just won't take cases that go off planet. Less talking, more preparing to fight if need be.”
Both of them laugh maniacally in my head. Stupid mates. The scene before us didn't change at all during the conversation. I really don't understand what is going on. I feel a buzz of energy through the room, but that is about it.
“She is calling her people back to her,” Gabe whispers. “If she is strong enough to do that, we should have no worries about how things will turn out here.”
“The dead people? Just how in the world does she think she will accomplish that?” I ask confused.
“I would accomplish it a lot easier if you would quit yapping,” the queen snaps back.
Whatever. I look over at Sylvia wondering why she hasn’t made a move while her sister is occupied. I still cannot believe she hasn’t attacked. Seeing the look on Sylvia’s face leads me to believe she couldn’t move even if she wanted to. I don’t see any pink bindings, like Hilda’s freeze bombs have, but I can tell when someone is being held against their will.
“There. I have brought back the ones that I could. It appears the majority of them are alive and well. Some of the souls must have gotten lost over the years. Now that they are back, they can serve as your jury. We will let the people decide what is to become of you,” Adeline announces.
“Can we return to my question from a second ago? Are you saying you brought back the Fae that had their souls snacked on? Just how many is that?” It is one of those times where questions just keep forming in my mind.
“I mentioned earlier that being separated from your soul doesn't always mean you are dead,” Gabe points out.
“You did, but I cannot imagine there were bodies just lying around waiting to be put back together like a puzzle. I haven't heard anything that indicates Sylvia killed everyone yesterday,” I counter.
“No, some of my people had been gone for a very long time. I take it you are an angel with training wings. I may not allow your kind here, but I don't keep our knowledge from you.”
“My halo is in the mail. What key information am I missing?” The correct queen seems to have things in order here, so I really should be on my way, but I am curious about the zombie Fae I may be running into.
I see Hilda push her way past everyone and into the room. “My niece still doing good? I was a little worried about her.” I am a little worried about Hilda calling Sophia her niece. I may have told her I loved her earlier, but that was just a show for the crazy queen. We aren't quite to the level where our offspring are considered nieces and nephews.
“Sophia is still holding strong, but we do really need to move things along,” Sebastian says as he tries to start dragging me out of the room.
“Sebastian deYork in Faerie. If I wasn't seeing it with my own eyes, I wouldn't believe it,” Adeline says focusing in on us. “To answer the woman you are trying to drag away from me, my people are made up of a different kind of energy than most beings. Our bodies are vessels we choose to make it easier for others. All I had to do was call back their souls and they were able to reform. I am sure once you get the package in the mail that you mentioned earlier, you will learn these kinds of things.”
I guess that answers my question. “Great. I think it is time for us to go now. I need to find your Dark Forest and retrieve my father.”
“Even with my energy fixing things, the Dark Forest isn't a place for someone in your condition. Why don't I send some of my people to get him for you?” Queen Adeline asks.
It would be a swell idea if I thought for a second that Frank would go for it. I believe if anyone were to show up without me, Aaron would be a goner right quick.
“It is something I have to do no matter how big my belly is. I may be pregnant, but that doesn't impede me from walking a little ways.”
Adeline tilts her head a little as if listening to something. Maybe she has a telepathic connection to her people. I wouldn't doubt it since she can bring them back from the dead. No matter what her explanation, I am still looking at it that way.
“Who is keeping it from her? Don't you think she has a right to know?” I don't like the sound of either of those questions. 
“She has other priorities right now. We saw no reason to worry her until we got back to our home,” Alex replies. It sounds like someone is going to need a spanking. I just wonder how far this secret spreads and if I have enough paddles.
“I almost understand that reasoning from someone with a penis, but, Hilda, you had to have picked up on it too. I am pretty sure that breaks the girl code.”
Adeline must have been let in on the secret that I just love to listen to people talk about me like I am not in the room. This is getting ridiculous. 
“I agree with the guys that they are handling it the right way, for now. It could be a while before anything happened anyway,” Hilda says. 
Just before I announce I have had enough, Addie yells, “She is in labor. I don't care if it saves a pod of bottlenose dolphins, you don't keep that from a woman.”
“Um. What? That doesn't make any sense.” That is one thing I am certain I would know was happening. Sophia hasn't been kicking too much and should just be taking a nap. I have always heard there is a first time for everything. This would be the first time she napped for more than an hour at a time.
“Which of you guys is taking away the pain? I know it is one of you,” Adeline says squinting her eyes first at Alex and then at Sebastian. “It's you. I am guessing it is her first child and you thought you could get away with hiding it for a while.”
Sebby is holding my hand and I look up to meet his eyes. The thought of him experiencing labor for me is pretty funny, but the mushroom feeling isn't.
“How long?” I really haven't felt anything other than maybe a couple of funny movements from the peanut gallery.
He smiles not letting my tone faze him. Stupid mate. I really need a button I can push that says that out loud for me. “First, just to clarify it is our child and I will do what I think is best for my mate and the baby. Your contractions started while you were sleeping. I thought you could use the rest if today was going to be the day. When we found out about your dad, it was best that you not be troubled by anything else. Really, with you refusing to stay behind there was no choice.”
“Sophia isn't done cooking. There is no way she has had enough time to develop. A month and a half does not make a well-rounded baby. I know she has her fingers and toes, but what about her little lungs? Will she even be able to breathe on her own?” Now I am feeling paranoid. No matter how large I get, she cannot be more than a handful. Well, not one of my small, little girly hands, but for sure someone like Walt’s.
Alex moves his right hand to my stomach. He crouches down and puts his ear to my stomach while rubbing with the one hand.
“She is going to be perfect. Your mom suggested she may take two months, but no one tells little Sophia when she should make her debut. Everything will be perfect,” he reiterates. “Let’s go get your dad and get you back home so we can welcome her into the world.”
“You act like taking a couple of hours to go find Aaron won’t matter to the baby people are claiming is trying to escape from my womb.” 
“Your contractions are still pretty far apart. I think we will be safe,” Sebastian supplies. 
I am sure he is an expert on what is going on with a woman’s body while she is in labor. I look up to the ceiling asking an unseen force for a little guidance. When we walked into this room, it was as dreary as the rest of the place, but the walls seem to have changed. They are light green now and vines seem to be painting themselves up to the ceiling. Colorful flowers litter the vines. It is closer to what I was expecting this place to look like. We are going to have to talk about the situation later. Other than halting everything and demanding to have the baby now, there isn't anything I can really do.
“The Dark Forest is still not a place I would recommend visiting for someone even just pregnant. The creatures that dwell within were also brought back to life.  If they are aware of what happened to them, they will not be too happy to come across outsiders,” Queen Adeline warns.
I glance over and notice that Killian is glued to her side. I hope she is a touchy person because I don’t think that is going to end anytime soon. I actually understand how strong the desire to be near her, while she is up and moving around, would be for him, given that it sounds like it has been a few years since the last time he saw her mobile.
“I think we have enough force to make it through unscathed,” Alex points out. “We have vampires, werewolves, a witch, and an angel rolling with us. Oh, I almost forgot the Hellhound; we have one of those too. I don’t see how a few ogres or trolls would stand in our way.”
“I will send a few of my people as well. With magic flowing again, they should be able to assist if need be,” Adeline offers. “I would, however, like to know the woman’s name. I think we will end up being great allies in the days to come. You have a regal air around you.”
I like her better than her sister, so the allies thing might not be too terrible. “I am Nyx Slaughter slash Gentry slash deYork slash Monroe, I guess. Maybe I should throw my mom in there as well, but I don’t think the Queen of the Underworld has a last name.”
“You could add Lucifer in for a middle name,” Jake suggests from the hallway. Such a helpful boy that one is.
“Are the order of the names negotiable?” Sebastian asks. “I didn’t even know we were adding on to Slaughter already. I think you should alphabetize them. DeYork hyphen Gentry hyphen Monroe hyphen Slaughter, last names don’t have slashes.” He takes a second to slide my knife back into its sheath.
Evidently, I opened up a can of worms just trying to voice all of my connections. “I don’t think any names are going to be changed right this second. Let’s just go get the Gentry part of my lineage back and get home.”
“Connections Upstairs, Downstairs, and everywhere in between. Yes, I think we will make really good friends. Killian, arrange for ten guards to escort their party. Keeping my fellow queen safe is our top priority.”
“Right away,” Killian says and then rushes off to do her bidding. I really thought there would be some hesitation, but there was none at all. Why don’t my guys respond like that?
“I didn’t say anything about being a queen,” I point out.
“No, but you included deYork in your name. I am well aware of who Sebastian is. I am surprised he has chosen a mate, but I can see he has good taste, as always. Let’s walk, shall we?” She slides her hand to move Sylvia out of the way and deposits her on the platform the queen recently rested on. Without another word, she exits the room.
“How long do you think she will take?” I ask not wanting to be stuck wandering the castle the rest of the day.
“Addie will make sure we get there in time. Come on, I want to see how many improvements she has been able to make already,” Hilda says and rushes off to join the queen. I guess we don’t have a choice if we are going to use Hilda’s magic to play dress up later. Outside of the room, the hallway is full of light and my guards. This is going to be a scary tour.
 



Chapter 12
Questions about leadership
 
“I think we should discuss the issue of me being in labor. Do we have a backup plan in case Sophia decides to rush out?” I ask. I want to put my hands on my belly and feel Sophia in there, but I am afraid I will add too much pressure and she will just shoot out onto the floor.
“You cannot believe I was actually carrying around weapons this whole time,” Alex says waving his duffle bag in front of him. “I got towels, diapers, clothes for you and baby, baby wipes, and everything else I could grab in thirty seconds.”
“Did you bring scissors to cut the cord or were you expecting to do that with your teeth?”
“Technically, that is father’s choice, but I did grab the garden sheers in case we need them.”
“As appealing as doing the task myself sounds, I think it will be best to use the more traditional scissor route. He is joking about the sheers and I have it on good authority we will make it home before anything comes screaming out of you,” Sebastian says trying to erase the image of him chomping into the cord with his fangs.
Bad. Bad. Bad. I need to clean the image out immediately. It is my own fault for asking the question sarcastically. I should know by now the guys turn everything around and make me visualize things no one should ever imagine.
“Nyx, come up here with us girls,” Queen Adeline calls. “Those guys can live without you for a few minutes.”
Ha. She doesn’t know the guys very well, but I waddle up to join her and Hilda. “What interesting topics are you talking about?” I ask when I join them.
“You, of course. Hilda was filling me in on what a special person you really are. Do you have any idea where the baby will end up in the spectrum of beings?”
“I am fairly certain she won’t be Fae, but that is about all I am certain of. Since her daddy is a vampire, I would think her leanings are closer to that species. Like most parents, I really don’t care as long as she is healthy.” I have pondered many late nights what Peanut would end up being. My mom said I was carrying a new species, but I don’t know if she considers me part of that species or not.
“I wouldn’t put the idea of her being a little bit Fae out of the picture. Hilda mentioned you had vampire added to your makeup after you were already in the cell multiplying phase. Do you think maybe there were other goodies added?”
“I think the term used was experiments. Is this walk and talk really necessary? We really do need to get moving,” I have said the same thing just about every way possible by this time. I am starting to worry that we won’t find our way out of this crazy world.
“I am leading you out. Killian should have my men gathered and waiting by the entrance to my home. I was hoping you would like the updated furnishings, but you haven’t been noticing them,” Addie says.
“Nyx isn’t one to pay attention to flowers and fresh paint. If the walls suddenly became lined with swords and axes, you might catch her eye. From personal experience, I have found pastels also do the trick,” Hilda teases.
“You are an evil woman. I think we will leave you behind when we leave, or maybe I will convince Gabe to take you home with him.”
“You wouldn’t make Marcus choose between the two of us and I doubt you could enforce either of those options. Plus, Gabe has told me all sorts of things about your future and I know you would love to hear about them.”
I feel an arm wrap around my shoulder that tells me the other female annoyance in my life has joined us for this girl time. I am surprised it took her so long.
“I really love the changes you are making to the place, Queen A. I like to think I have a little bit of interior designer in me, so if you need any tips, let me know. With this much space, I could be dangerous.”
She could be dangerous with a cupboard at her disposal. She has a Bedazzler and I have seen her using it. The sparkles caused nightmares for two nights straight.
“I will keep that in mind, but I am restoring things to what they were before. I don’t want my people to be disoriented when they start returning to their home.” Adeline pauses our progress by suddenly coming to a halt. “What kind of leader do you consider yourself, Nyx?”
“I am good about bossing my guards around, but I don’t really lead anyone. The guards fall under Alex and Sebastian’s commands.”
She starts walking again and stays silent for about a minute. No one else decides to talk so there is only a bunch of footsteps to be heard. They are a steady beating and I find myself setting my breathing to the balanced steps.
“They march to the beat of your heart. I think that indicates you lead them more than you claim. Even the dog, sorry Hellhound, follows. My question is whether they do it out of fear or devotion. A good ruler is able to find a happy medium between those two extremes. My sister would never be able to pull something like that off. She believes you can be feared or loved, but not both.”
“I haven’t led a life where people smile and jump for joy when they see me walking down the street. It was my job to deal with the scum of the earth when others wouldn’t, and I was good at that job. I feel that I have grown a little since my days as an assassin. I didn’t have a family back then and now look at what I have,” I say pointing my thumb towards the people behind us. “Most of these people would give their life to protect me and they know, no matter how many times I threaten it, I wouldn’t ever kill any of them.”
“You have even made friends with the pixies. Sebastian is in love with you and I could have sworn his heart was deadened years ago. You have to understand that I don’t offer what I am about to ever. Not that I have had a lot of chances to before, but this is a special case. You are going to be a leader in your world very soon. I can sense it, even though I claim no precognition ability. 
“Before my little catnap, I governed this entire land and had very little difficulties. I would like to offer you a mentorship of sorts. I am willing to make myself available for advice and answers to questions whenever you need them. There aren't a lot of other women out there in our positions, except maybe your mother. We need to stick together,” she explains.
“Just what do you want in return?” Sebastian asks rudely so I don't have to. I am a little suspicious myself. It feels like she has been leading us around in circles on our way out of here, which makes me a little distrustful. It did take Killian a while to lead us back to the room the queen recently slept, but the glumness of the place made it seem faster.
“Why can I not just be offering out of the goodness of my heart?” Adeline's voice holds about as much sincerity as a toddler covered in chocolate denying they were the one that ate all the candy.
“You really need to work on your lying skills, Addie,” Hilda tells her. “Your nose just kind of grew an extra inch.”
“Sure it did, Hilda. I control my looks just as well as you. I didn’t think for a second I would be able to convince Sebastian that I didn’t have an ulterior motive, so I wasn’t trying. I do actually want to get to know Nyx better and I wouldn’t mind imparting some of my wisdom to her, but I would like something in return.”
I am finally recognizing the halls we are passing and I know we should be to the room with the big table soon. The place is nothing like the catacombs we have down in our dungeon back home, but I bet the queen could let her guests get conveniently lost if they were annoying her.
“Were you planning on telling us your request before or after we left the castle?” I ask. The flowers that are appearing around us are starting to alarm me a little. I know I was expecting them when I arrived, but I was enjoying the scentless air.
“It would be best if it was before since it is next to impossible to fulfill my wants without you here. I would like you to let me have your blood analyzed. If you happen to have any Fae in your interesting blend of DNA, there may be something that will help us keep our forms for longer in your world. I really miss visiting my lochs. Are they still as beautiful as I remember?”
I don’t know if America actually has any lochs and any foreign trips I have taken were to kill someone, so sightseeing wasn’t high on my priority list. Nowadays, I imagine there are still remote locations where you can see the land’s original beauty, but they are getting harder to find.
“It has been a few years since I have been over to Alba,” Sebastian states. “I hear your good friend Nessie is still causing havoc whenever she can.”
“Better your world than mine,” Queen Adeline says laughing. “We had so much trouble keeping her under control. I hope she at least tries to keep it under wraps for the humans. She would cause a few questions about just how alone they were in the world.”
“Oh, Addie. We have been out in the open for a while now. You would have a blast in the new world. We could tear up the town.”
Hilda has been taking some happy pills or something because I didn’t think she was on terms quite that friendly with the Queen of Faerie. 
“That would be so cool. You guys have to call me if this grand event ever comes to be,” Phee says rubbing her hands together like a villain mastermind. This is why I hang out with the guys. Normal females’ minds scare me.
 The idea of the three of them burning up the town has zero appeal, especially since I see them trying to con me into going with them. I should be able to play the mom card soon and that should get me out of future girls' nights. 
“Menfolk who have a stake in my general well-being, do any of you see any issues with me granting the petition?” They, specifically Sebby, are probably more prepared to make a pro/con list in this situation. For all I know, giving my blood away may lead to the creation of a super weapon. Hilarious thought, I know, but stranger things have happened.
“The Collective has had access to the stuff for years, so I don't think we will see any explosions from giving up a vial of it,” Alex reasons.
True, but my blood might have been different back then without my wolf, vampire, and angel bits scratching in the foreground.
“I think it would be a nice gesture,” Will adds. 
“Yeah, you can always use brownie points with the leaders of other species,” Jake agrees.
“I don't know,” Walt says. “My brother is still out there in danger and she is just leading us around taking her dear sweet time. We need to get out of here and take care of our own business.”
Funny. I was only expecting to get responses from my mates. The guards do have the threat of death looming over them if anything happens to me, but I would hope this situation doesn't count.
“Calm down, wolfy. The Faerie world outside of this castle is frozen until I decide to release it. When you leave, things will start up again. As far as what I assume is your worry about me using your blood for nefarious deeds, I don't need your plasma to create chaos. If you want, we can even make a truth pact to ensure my motives.”
That’s not happening. I have enough people in my head that only being able to tell the truth to yet another person is beyond my abilities. I do think the freezing things outside of your own little bubble must be a handy power to have. You would never be late to a meeting. 
The room with the big table opens before us and the itchy blooming things have taken over. The walls are pale purple. Lilac, lavender, or violet, you can take your pick of the exact shade, at least it isn’t pink. The table has been filled with plates of food. Most of it looks carb heavy, so no funny pregnancy cravings kick in. I wonder if you can even get those when you are in the middle of labor.
“Do you normally make decisions by vote?” Gabe asks. We have stopped our progress and are just standing around.
“No, I just value others’ opinions when I don’t have all of the facts in place to make a logical decision.”
“Most great leaders in history have a team of advisors. I am sure as an angel you are well aware of that,” Sebastian says. “Love, I don’t think the world will come to an end if you give your assistance. She might be able to discover things that the scientists in our world don’t even know.”
“Do we really want to know those things? Personally, I think I am scary enough as is.”
“You know that’s right,” Jake provides a little unneeded commentary.
“I don’t have to tell you anything I ascertain. I can just check to see if there is anything that can help my people and leave it at that,” Adeline says keeping her regal bearing, but she adds a touch of pleading to her voice.
“Fine. If you are holding up time outside, I guess you can bring out someone to stab me with a needle and get your liquid gold.” I believe most people consider that to mean oil, but I am starting to think I could give it a run for its money.
“How barbaric. It is already done,” she says waving her hand and about hitting me in the face. “I could have taken it at any time, but I knew you would prefer to be asked. I cannot analyze it just like that; however, so any findings will have to be reported if I come visit you.”
I don’t care what anyone says, this chick is scary. She and Hilda are like long lost sisters. Having them in the same realm, with Phee tagging along, is my worst nightmare come to life. Let’s hope she finds my blood to be less helpful than she thought.
“Anything else we need to discuss before we are free to go?”
“I think we are good. Let me introduce you to the men that will accompany you on your quest.”
Killian hurries to the queen’s side, pushing Hilda out of the way. He could have taken my place and I wouldn’t have argued.
I look towards where he entered the room and find ten men kneeling on the floor, bowing their heads. That is something I would never get used to. I am more of a slap a person on their back if you like them kind of girl.
“They honor you,” Queen Adeline says. 
“I am pretty sure they are doing that for you. They don’t even know me.”
“But I do,” Killian says grinning from ear-to-ear. Even with a person in between us, I can tell he is still really happy about things being put right in his world. 
  “Tell them to stand up. They look silly.” Mark kneeling subjects on the list of reasons not to become a ruler.
The men instantly jump up at my words. They are in shiny chainmail. The Knights of the Round Table are alive and well in Faerie. Because of their armor, I cannot get a good look at any of them. It doesn’t really matter that much, they are just guides. 
“Ian here is the head of my guard. You can see that I like to have them play dress up for me. Their magic is their true weapon. I hope you get a chance to see them in action, it is truly marvelous.”
“It is my pleasure to serve you, Mistress,” The guy in front says bowing his head.
“He is talking to you, right?” Mistress seems a little below Queen, but I am not going to judge if she doesn’t mind the moniker.
“Sebastian, you really need to teach her more about the ways of the nobility. He uses the term for you because he is not certain of your true rank, other than the fact it is above him. Ian, and the rest of you, her highest rank is Queen so you may address her as such,” Adeline instructs.
“No, you can call me Nyx. No stupid titles. How many times do I have to tell people that?” I ask throwing my hands up. 
“Good luck convincing them of that,” Adeline says. “The rest of the men are Aidan, Brendan, Kian, Cormac, Hugh, Paddy, Quinn, Ronan, and Sean.” Each man steps forward and nods to introduce himself when his name is called.
“Great. Thanks for the fun visit, let me know if you find anything interesting in the sample I gave you, and let’s get the twiddly winks out of here.” My wish is finally granted and Operation Kill Everyone and Retrieve Male Parental Unit is back on.



Chapter 13
Movie quotes are not the answer to everything
 
“How are those contractions coming along?” I ask Sebastian as our Fae guards show us the way to the Dark Forest. 
So far, in our five minute trek, there has been nothing that would indicate a scary woodland is around the corner. The pixies are having a good old time flying from flower to flower smelling and tasting each variety. They are getting just a bit tipsy in their flying, making it really funny to watch as they fly into each other and try crazy aerial stunts.
“They aren't that bad. I really don't know what all the fuss is about. If we let Alex take them from you, he might whine, but you would probably only feel little tickles with your pain threshold.”
“Watch it, vamp. I won't just sit around while you make me sound like a wuss,” Alex says reaching behind me to give Sebby's shoulder a punch. Next time I am leaving them both at home.
“I understand you have taken away the pain itself, but what about the fact my stomach isn't feeling, I don't know, weird. There should be some kind of pressing or something, shouldn't there?” The thought has tried to make itself known to me since the grand announcement that Sophia was on her way, but Fae business hampered it from making it to the good part of my brain.
“That has to be the doing of our daughter. I got the message she was coming out and haven't heard from her since, so I don't have a good answer. She might also be making the pain less. Do you want me to transfer it back to you now that you know? It shouldn't bother you.”
I don't know about all that. Having a man experience the joys of birth hands on seems like a really good idea to me. “Let your wall down so I can see what it is like.”
“When the cat was let out of the bag we both let you back in,” Alex claims. 
One of the bad things about having Hilda around on a daily basis is that she decided the guys needed a way to communicate between themselves in case they want to keep things from me. She must not believe in the girl code at all. I cannot say I have had a lot of times where it was necessary to honor any kind of unspoken law that says how the women of the world should interact with one another, but adding more people with balloons on their chest to our group is going to require some kind of agreement. 
The witch’s ability to do anything she wants has me making plans to do all of my own cooking for the rest of my life. I cannot trust anyone in the group to not try to slip me something “for my own good”. The next thing you know, I will be waking up after a century’s nap all confused.
I dive into Sebby’s head to get a feel for what I should be experiencing. He is laughing at me and my girl code ponderings. That just warms my heart endlessly. I don’t feel any underlying pain. My joy at him suffering through birth is dimmed. 
“I told you they are still spaced pretty far apart. I will try to give you a warning the next time I feel one coming on. Why don’t we talk about what our plans are for facing off against Frank? Do we have enough time to do that, Ian?”
“Yes, Sir. We are still fifteen minutes out from the edge of the Dark Forest. Those within won’t be able to hear what is being said from the outside world.”
“Do you know how long after we enter it will take to reach the cabin or shack that sea monkey kissing pig, Sylvia, stowed my dad?”
“Anywhere from thirty minutes to an hour on top of the fifteen. I guess it could be less, but the forest doesn’t often make things easy for the people who dare enter it,” Ian explains.
How in the world has Dad lived in there for months? Other than not liking the hospitality, which after meeting the pig woman I don’t blame him one bit, he didn’t voice any other complaints. I cannot think it is as bad as everyone is claiming since he has remained there for months. 
“How many men do you think Frank brought with him?” I ask ready to discuss plans. We already have the general idea in place; we just need to finalize things.
“We should take care of our switcharoos before too long. As it is, they might have a lookout waiting,” Hilda suggests. That brings our group to a halt. I really need to keep my mind focused on this mission and stop getting sidetracked thinking about Sophia. As much as I hate it, keeping the labor from me was probably smart.
Those would be words that will never reach an auditory cortex.
“What do we need to do? Phee, you better scoot your derrière up here because you are part of our master plan.” She has been walking back with Sam and her mouth hasn’t been yapping constantly. She might be sick.
“You know I am in no matter what you need, big sis. I have been hitting the guys constantly to prepare for moments like this.” By hitting the guys, I know she means she has been sparring with them in the gym and hasn’t developed psycho tendencies of just randomly punching the guys.
“I am going to be glamoured into looking like you. I think you are going to get something that makes you look like me and then a glamour on top that makes you look like someone else. Hilda is going to officially take my place and change some of the guys around while she is at it.” I think I got that all right. I am sure things will work themselves out if I got confused. It isn’t like we aren’t putting layers of difficulty into the plan.
“Got it. So, who do I get to be? Can I pick? I mean it would be cool to be you, but Hilda is a bit smarter than me in the ol’ noodle.” I am not sure I understand what she is trying to say, but I am sure I concur.
“We should keep it simple. The Collective is probably aware of me and Marcus growing closer, so they will expect me to be here. You are going to be switched into me and stick close to Marcus. Alex, are you okay being away from your princess or do you want to stay close?”
“I will play myself. Sebastian has Nyx covered.”
“Okay, the Vampire King will become Sam then to pair with the fake Phee. We need a Sebastian.”
“Before we get to that point, can you verify that when I change appearances via your non-glamour method that I won't lose any of my abilities?” Sebastian asks. 
“I can see where going from kick butt master vampire to slightly above average wolf would make you worry. The change will only be skin deep; you will keep all of your mojo. Sam isn't as tall as you though, so you are going to have to compensate a little.”
“I want to be the other person to meet the not polite word to say in front of a child idiots that dared to lay hands on my brother,” Walt demands. Yes, it is a demand. There is no asking coming from him on this front. “And niece, just squirt the baby out now so I don't have to double my words just to say the F word.” 
“The process is already moving forward, Uncle Walt. By the end of the day she will be out, but I am not sure why everyone thinks that will allow everyone to just start cursing like sailors again. I am positive she will be able to hear just as well outside of my womb.”
“True, but she will take naps, right?” Jonas asks.
“God, I hope so,” I say and actually feel just a little, itty bitty, kick from inside. I know she isn't that far, but I picture her head outside of my lady opening and just a foot sticking inside doing the kicking.
It is a really good thing I wasn't aware of her being in there for a month. I would have come up with a lot more strange images and eventually I think they would have led me straight to the funny farm.
“I think that settles who is going to be who. Sam will need to switch into Walt. I hope it doesn’t take you long to get used to all that extra muscle. Carrying around two cannons for arms cannot be easy. While Hilda is working her magic, why don't we get back to my original question? How many do you think will meet us on the battle field today?”
“There is a little over a hundred people gathered in the woods,” one of our escorts says. I know it is not Ian, but that is the extent of my knowledge.
“No way,” Phee says and whistles. “We should have brought a bigger boat.”
As far as I know, we didn't bring any boat and how one would help in this situation is a little beyond my grasp.
“It is a line from a movie, Nyx. Phee sometimes forgets you are not up-to-date on the current releases. Of course, that particular movie did come out before you were born, but they are all new to you,” Sebastian informs me.
“Seriously? You guys are going to get your 'Mates of the Year' titles removed if you don't keep her more versed in pop culture than that. I mean, you haven't sat her down to make her watch Jaws? Nyx, you need to ask for a divorce or something. They are mistreating you.”
Blah, blah, blah. I tuned out after she said seriously. I heard everything she said, but put the words on the straight path from one ear right out the other.
“Back to the hundred people we have waiting for us.” I swear they keep sidetracking me from the important stuff. “Anything less than two to one odds I think works out in our favor. I wouldn't have a problem branching that out to three to one if the Fae are any good with their magic wands.” I have changed my opinion from the earlier one where I worried about the opposition being enhanced.
“I have seen Fae practice for battle on my previous trips here and, darling, are you in for a treat,” Hilda says and I glance over to watch her eyebrows have some kind of weird conniption fit. I think it means she gets hot and bothered watching Fae do magic. Too much information and she didn’t even say anything specifically.
“Okay. Walt, Alex, and Hilda will have to lead us in that is the only way they will believe there isn’t a set up. Hilda pointed out to some of us earlier that there is a chance they will be able to see through the glamours. That is why we are doing so many crazy layers, in case anyone wondered.”
“Hilda is taking care of looks, but what about the smells? We don’t know for sure what we are going to face, but there is likely a few people that will be able to sniff you out. All the trickery will be for nothing if that is the case,” Jonas points out. 
“You did bring me for a reason,” Hilda scoffs. “I was planning on making it so they wouldn’t smell more than roses when we arrived. That should cause enough fits for us to get in and dissect the little lab frogs.”
 She is working out of a bag she produced out of nowhere. I bet Alex wishes he would have thought about asking her to carry his baby bag that way.
“Can you make mine taste like cherry?” Phee asks. “I love the smell and I haven’t had the pleasure of tasting one before.”
“Sure, I don’t see why not.” Hilda throws a little something extra in a vial and then puts her thumb over the top of it and starts shaking. “I usually go for a minty aftertaste, so if anyone else has a request they should get it in now.”
“Mint will be fine, Hilda. Thank you,” Sebastian says in a voice that says mint is what all you other guys are getting so don’t even think about requesting something different.
Phee grabs her vial and throws it back. I thought I had taught her to ask questions before doing something foolish like that. At the moment Hilda may be on the side of good, but that doesn’t mean she doesn’t like to have a little fun. With the cherry wish, I foresee Phee having blue hair for a week. If Hilda hasn’t made that happen, I think I will ask for it when we get back.
A swirl of pink smoke surrounds Phee and I hear her start coughing. I take pleasure in that and chuckle to myself. When the smoke clears she looks exactly like me.
“Change her to something else,” I practically shout freaked out. Her belly doesn’t look like it is sticking out anywhere near enough. She is wearing my knives well. If I look that good all decked out, I am surprised Alex and Sebastian are able to keep their hands to themselves.
“No way. Can I get some of this for later? Post baby would be preferred,” Phee says. “Although, I think I can rock the baby bump. Sam, we should really start thinking about taking this step.”
Not a good idea. Being an auntie is one thing, but she is not ready for motherhood. Most days, I am not ready for motherhood, but I am about a million times more mature than Phee.
“Hilda, I will warn you now, if you answer in the affirmative, I am knifing you tomorrow.” Sophia should be out by then and I can use the Panoptic knife on the troublesome witch. “Why isn’t her Peanut bump as big as mine?”
“That is just the mirror effect. She looks exactly like you right this second. You are used to seeing your belly in the mirror and I swear those things add twenty pounds. In real life, you look amazing for someone currently in the process of giving birth,” Hilda explains. She hands out the rest of her little vials and then places her hand on Phee’s head. “Atharrach.”
Phee turns into Hilda and having two of them together is worse than seeing another me. Magic has its purpose, but I still like to use it as little as possible. Hilda takes her drink and makes her way over to me as she morphs into Nyx 3.0. 
“Atharrach dìdeann,” she says waving her hand in front of my face. 
“Why was my spell different?” I look down and see my fingernails are painted a bright pink color. I wasn’t sure what I would see with the spells in place. The pinkies have black polka dots on them. Thank God she was preparing to go into battle and not a party. I would not be happy in a pair of her high heels, even if it was just a mirage.
“Just a little extra protection for you. We should be all set. We know who is leading us in. I think for the most part everyone else will follow in behind us. The personal guards will want to stay close to us. I think we would be sage allowing the Fae to hang close to our real package. That should give you enough protection. Any other suggestions or questions we should think about before we hit the land of no return?”
“As long as everyone remembers that Frank is mine, I think we are good. This is our first real battle against the force we have been fighting for most of our lives. I have no doubt we will come out victorious and bring our wolf leader home. Keep your senses opened and eyes peeled. We will allow surrender from their forces. You will disarm those wishing to turn against the Collective and join the winning cause. 
“I trust everyone brought restraints with them, so please use them. No matter how believable they may seem, we will be taking them back to our compound secured. It is my greatest wish that once their ringleader has been taken out the rest will cease to fight against us. Oh, and above all, protect your princess or queen. It is your duty to ensure her safety.” Shouts of affirmatives echo through the crowd at the end of Jonas' pep talk. It was a nice little speech.
“Aren't you supposed to be the leader of this army?” I ask Alex. That is supposed to be his day job, so to speak.
“I am, but Jonas was rallying the troops long before I came along and we decided to keep things the way they were. Plus, I think he really likes to hear himself talk. We shouldn't be far now. I am going to have to leave you in Sebastian's capable hands. I love you, Nyx, and I cannot wait to get you home, with your dad, and welcome Sophia into this world. I am just a thought away if either of you need a thing.” He leans down and places a lingering kiss on my forehead before reluctantly walking over to Hilda and Walt.
I wonder if the fact that I look like Phee now had anything to do with him not trying for the lips. I know I better not find him pretending to make out with Hilda. If Peanut wasn't connected, I wouldn't hesitate to send him a really nice image of what I would do to him if I caught him in a compromising position. I will just have to draw him a sketch of it later.



Chapter 14
There is only one correct answer
 
It doesn't take us more than another two minutes to find the Dark Forest. The Dark Forest isn't something you really find, though. It kind of finds you. There was no warning; one minute we were walking in a nice green oasis and the next the blackened trees were surrounding us.
The change in scenery is definitely not for the faint of heart.
It isn't exactly like what this world looked like when we first stepped over. The basic color scheme is the same, but there isn't a cry for help to fix the dying earth and the amount and general shape of the trees makes them feel spooky.
“Well, at least I have found a place to send Clyde when he misbehaves,” I say looking up at the sky, which was blue just a second ago. Now, it is as black as midnight and flashes of lightening arc across it.
“Ha. Ha. You are just so hilarious. Why don't you leave the jokes to the professionals and keep to things you are good at. Like having babies,” Clyde so kindly suggests.
I don't think he likes this place. For some odd reason that makes me like it just a little bit.
The thought that no one discussed what the angel among us will be doing during the battle jumps to the forefront of my mind. Now that we are into the forest, I don't think it is safe for me to voice my questions for all to hear.
“I will just be an observer today. Unless my sister is in danger, then I will assist in any way possible,” he replies without me needing to blow my cover. I have to remember to be careful. My words a second ago about Clyde might have appeared odd coming from Phee.
Sebastian grabs my hand and gives a nice, strong squeeze. As he does it I feel a tremor ripple through my belly. There is a slight, almost miniscule, needle prick of pain that accompanies it.
“Was that what I think it was?” I ask glancing down at my invisible tummy.
“It is our daughter wanting to break out of her cage. We are going to have a handful with that one. I will go on record now as saying we shouldn't let her see the outside world until she is twenty.”
“And how do you plan to accomplish that? She is going to have all of you guys wrapped around her little finger the second she comes out. You and Alex are already hopelessly whipped. I am sure Walt already has a pony lined up for her and is planning to walk her around town on it as soon as she can hold her head up.” I caught him looking up breeders the other day, so I think my claim is valid.
“Alex and I are waiting for our 'Congratulations, you were just born' present to be finished. A lifetime supply of chastity belts takes a little while to form and such. We guesstimated her to be about your size when she matures so hopefully she doesn't inherit my stature. We may need to place a future order if that is the case.”
I cannot help laugh out loud at his ideas. Just the thought of a baby, not even born yet, having a chastity belt waiting for her is hilarious. Add the fact that I am ninety nine percent for sure he isn't joking and you have the best joke punch line ever invented.
Alex doesn't see the humor, so he adds, “Laugh all you want. We thought about making you a matching set, but decided we didn't want the hassle of having to dig out the key every time we wanted to play with you.”
Yup, that stops the laughing real quick, again because I know it is true. Now, Sophia needs to come out so we can punish her daddies together. It shouldn't take long for me to impart my devious ways onto the little peanut. Her being able to communicate from the get go will come in handy.
“Teaching our daughter how to threaten to cut off body parts and come across sounding sincere is not going to win you Mother of the Year awards,” Sebastian suggests.
It is a good thing I didn't think for a second that I would make it past the preliminaries. Unless the panel consisted of axe murders and serial killers, I have absolutely zero chance of being nominated.
“There is trouble up ahead. I sense a Grim,” Ian says causing us all to halt. “And he is not alone. There is a Cailleach Bheur with him. Those two banding together cannot bode well.”
“Jolly good,” Hilda says mastering my voice, but the words aren't something I would find myself saying. “Ian, would you be so kind to inform the rest of us what we are in for?”
“Yes, ma'am. I believe you will find a Grim to be similar to Reaper Demons on your side of the veil. Our version doesn't make deals, though. They just like to kill everything in their path. The Cailleach Bheur, or Blue Hag, is just about as friendly. You will want to watch out for her staff. One touch from it and you are turned to dust.”
What a charming pair. I bet I could convince them to vote me in for Mom of the Year.
“Now, young Fae, why do you have to go about warning all the easy targets about stuff like that?” a scratchy, womanly voice echoes through the trees.
“Really, it would have been so much more fun to just toy with you one by one. Although after being less fleshy for so long a little bit of a fight might be in order,” a deep man's voice booms from the other side of the forest.
“Any recommendations on getting us all out of this alive? You guys do have a magic solution for fighting them off, right?” I ask drawing two knives. No time like the present to test out the fine print on the one that claims to kill anything.
“For the Hag, it is easy. Don't let her touch you and you are golden,” Ian says as he and the other Fae fan out and get ready for action. “The Grim can shoot a blue flame of fire at you and if it hits you, you aren't going to like it. The bad part is once he targets you with the flame, it won't let up until it hits the target.”
“I am not hearing a way to defeat them in that explanation,” I yell getting highly agitated at the situation.
“That is because there isn't a way to kill them. If you have iron, and can actually use it on them, you might sting them a little, but it won't keep them from doing damage,” one of the other Knights of the Round Table says.
My forces start forming a protective circle around me. I don't know if they are even cognizant of what they are doing. It looks like a well-choreographed dance routine. I end up with a two man deep ring about eight feet in front of me on all sides. Sebby and Gabe stand close to me ready to attack.
“Nice dwellers of this forest, is there anything we can do to get our passage granted without a loss of life?” I ask just throwing the thought out there.
 “You brought brains with you today. That is a new one for you Fae,” the woman says and I am betting she has come out for everyone to see. Everyone except the one who still doesn't meet the height requirements at the amusement parks.
“Are we allowed to see the wise one?” the man asks. He too sounds closer.
“We would prefer you didn't,” Ian claims. “She does pose an interesting question.”
“That she does,” the man replies. “To answer it, yes you can be granted free passage to wherever you are heading in the woods, for a small price.”
The woman laughs and I expect the price we are going to have to pay is going to be steep.
“Name it. I will find a way to pay it,” I vow. Yeah, it is probably a stupid move on my part, but in the heat of the moment it sounds good.
“Great. You really are the smart one in the group. The fee is simple. Give us one person to play with and the rest of you are free to go,” the man answers.
I should have seen that one coming. It is an old familiar tune that has been played out so many times in history. 
“Can we take a second to talk about this?” Sebastian asks. 
“Of course, just keep in mind that whatever the wise one answers with cannot be changed. I suggest you choose wisely. Ah, but since she is so wise to begin with, that shouldn't be difficult.”
The main circle stays in place, but my personal guards do turn around to add their input. 
“If you can promise me you will take care of Frank, I will stay behind,” Jonas starts us off.
“No, you deserve to get that retribution yourself, I have lived longer than you so I should stay,” Walt says.
“No way, you are both better fighters than me, I nominate myself,” Jake says.
“If that is the criteria we are basing things off of, I am the least trained here,” Will says. “I could actually be an issue in real battle. Maybe I should hang back.”
Holy crap. I didn't see the talk going like this. I wasn’t expecting a talk to begin with.
“If it were between me and Alex, I would say pick me to stay. My legacy is already in place and he has work left to do,” Sebastian states.
“No, I will give myself up before the King,” Marcus says and that is enough for him.
“It would be an appropriate punishment for my months of doubting you,” Smitty adds.
“Just to comment on Sebastian's statement, it would need to be me you picked if you were choosing between us,” Alex claims. “He has to be there for your child. I don't.”
“You two are idiots. She cannot choose either of you because at your demise she goes too. Go ahead and pick me,” Dante says. “I am kind of the new kid on the block and odd man out. You have stronger connections with the others.”
I really wish they would slow down. It is hard to take all of their requests for death in at once.
“I will point out that they said play and not necessarily kill,” Gabe says. “Either way, me or the Hellhound would be the best choices. We are sturdier than the rest of you. They might not even be able to kill us.”
“I am game if that means you get Grandpa back home safe and sound. I will bark at them a couple of times and watch my breath eat away their skin.”
I really hope they are done because I don't want to hear anymore. If I give the Fae an opportunity, I bet I will hear more of the same and I already know that the standard guards would all offer. “I choose me,” I say before anyone can stop me.
“No!” Is shouted by enough voices that I swear the trees start shaking.
What did they really expect me to say? I love everyone here in some fashion. I cannot just hand one of them over to be the new play toy of Dr. Creepy and his wife, Mrs. Stabsalot.
“Are you sure about your answer?” the woman asks. She doesn't sound as upbeat.
“No, she wants to reconsider,” Sebby says before I can open my mouth.
“I do not. You guys said my answer would be final, so your question is moot.” 
“I won't let you stay by yourself. I am staying with you and Sophia,” Sebastian states.
It would be really handy if Sophia would come out right now. I know I have said, or thought, that a few times, but I could hand her off to Sebby and let him go on his way. I was afraid he would stay behind, but I wouldn't change my choice. 
“I will have to stay, too. I cannot let you two die alone,” Alex says and comes over to take my hand. “We are all in this together, to the very end.”
They are making me a little emotional, but I am going to be strong. I don't need other people deciding they should stay back as well.
“It won't be necessary,” the Grim says. “She answered the riddle correctly. I can't say that has ever happened before. It really takes the fun out of things.”
“Riddle?” I ask. What in the world is he talking about? If he thinks his little ultimatum was some kind of riddle, someone needs to get him a dictionary.
“This sucks. I was really looking forward to having some fun,” the woman claims. “She even had people offering and that doesn't tend to happen either. One claimed we probably wouldn't even be able to kill him. What kind of logic is that?”
“Wise logic. We have finally met our match, Helen.”
“It just isn't fair, Alastair. They won't even let us see her. We should be allowed that much, right?”
At least I have names for the duo. I do like the woman's name since it happens to be the same as one of my favorite knives.
 “I think it is safe to stand down. I gave myself up anyway,” I point out. “I am still looking for some clarification on what just happened.”
No one makes a move to part, so I have to take matters into my own hands. Everyone is going to be in trouble later for make me waddle around. The closest exit point is straight ahead through Walt, which is about the equivalent of a beetle taking on Mount Everest. The fact that he looks like Sebastian at the present moment isn't abnormal at all.
“Walt, don't make me do something crazy.”
“I think you already did, Niece. You remind me more of your father every day. He is going to be so proud when he gets to see you again.” He moves out of my way and the guard in front of him does the same. Sebby and Alex are tight by my sides. 
I am able to see the two figures standing in the clearing in front of us now. The Blue Hag looks just like I would imagine. She looks like an old crone with a huge misshapen nose and puffy, slightly distorted face. She is wrapped in blue rags, accounting for the blue in her species name. I see the staff Ian mentioned clasped tightly in her right hand. It looks like it is the only thing keeping her vertical.
The man is covered from head to toe in a black robe. With his hands crossed at his chest, I see no skin at all. He may as well be a green alien from outer space.
“This is her? She is so pretty, and young. Why do you glow?” Helen asks.
“My name is Nyx. I don't really know if you are seeing the true me or the one I am pretending to be.”
“The glamour doesn't work on us. Unless there is another spell in place, we are seeing you,” the man replies. “What are you?”
“Are you going to answer my question about the riddle?” I think since they have been toying with us, it is only fair that I get my questions answered first.
“Grims like to pose riddles to their victims before killing them,” Ian answers. “It didn't sound like much of a riddle to me.” Me either. 
“Doesn't really matter. I consider it a riddle and it is my favorite one to ask a group. No one can ever solve it. I was sure when everyone started offering themselves to you I was going to win again. It really is too bad. You have such a strong force gathered here. Any one of them would have given us hours of enjoyment.”
I meet so many weird people. “There is three of her,” Helen gasps. Hilda and Phee skip over to get a closer look at the pair.
“The world is not ready for that,” Alex says under his breath. I am pretty sure I had earlier thoughts along the same line. If not, I should have.
“No, they are my decoys. Some idiots are holding my father hostage in your lovely woods and since I am pregnant, we devised this plan to hopefully protect me. Why I am telling you all of this I don't know. Is it okay if we are on our way? We are on a deadline here.”
“The baby would account for some of the glowing, but not all of it. You are otherworldly, right? Angels haven't been allowed in this land ever. How did you get clearance?” The man is looking me over carefully.
“I don't think it was known when my entrance visa was granted. Once I got here, it was too late to send me back.” They are showing no signs of being done with the conversation. I wonder what they would do if I just walked away.
“Interesting. Well, Nyx, maybe we will be lucky enough to meet you again. For now, you mentioned you were otherwise occupied, so my request that you come visit for some tea and crumpets will have to wait. A visitor is closing in fast and I am not sure if he is friend or foe to you. We will leave you to decide,” Alastair says and then him and Helen turn into smoke and float away on a breeze that came from out of nowhere.
“Nyxie, boy am I happy I found you first,” a voice says before sweeping me up for a bear hug. Only one person calls me that and I know his gesture isn't going to go over well with my mates. He has proven that he is still an idiot. I have my knives still in my hands and hugs are not wise with an armed girl. Add in that he is squeezing my belly and you have an armed, unhappy girl.



Chapter 15
A strange blast from the past
 
Alex starts growling to let Ryan know he is about to become reindeer chow. Ryan doesn't let that deter him and he gives an extra squeeze. Is he trying to push Sophia right out of me?
“I suggest you let go of her now or you are going to become a very dead wolf,” Sebastian says slowly with a dump truck full of menace.
“You guys have kept her away from me for months. Can't you let me just take in the new her? Congrats on the baby, by the way. The extra weight really suits you, especially in the chest. Holy cow.” He releases me and I take a second to put the knives away. He spends the time memorizing my milk jugs.
“The last time I saw you, Ryan, you weren't exactly happy with me. What gives with the hugs?”
“And how did you pick out the right one? There are three of us,” Hilda adds. Good question, I am supposed to be glamoured to look like Phee.
He makes an odd noise in his throat like he is trying to clear it or something. “The glamour isn't going to be an issue for any of the Collective agents here today. They are all on that stupid drug that made me nuts. It does have some really nice abilities loaded into it, but those side effects are killer.” Screw the side effects, seeing through the glamour is what produces three of us. His comment doesn’t make sense.
“Like aggressive tendencies and an unnatural obsession with my baby momma,” Sebastian says.
“Really? The baby is yours? I thought for sure Alex got those honors. You are deYork, right? The disguise is really good, but the look in your eyes is the one I remember from the day you took her out of my life. Anyway, yes those are the main side effects. How they target you specifically I don't know, but most people on the drug are triggered to want to be the one to put a bun in your oven. It's really the vampire's kid?” he asks again looking down skeptically.
“Yes, there is no way it could be anyone else's,” I assure him. “If you look really close you will see her little vampire fangs sticking out.” I find people staring at my stomach and I always assume that is what they are expecting to see.
Getting a good look at Ryan, not one thing has changed since the last time we saw each other. I take that back. There is something different about his face. The hardness is gone. He looks more like the teenager I used to have fun with. It’s nice to see the sparkle back in his eyes.
“But Alex is your mate, right?” 
“They both are. Can we move on to how you were certain I was me and what is waiting for us, since you seem like a fountain of information.” I am still really leery about his motives. You don't go from Hell bent on keeping me locked up barefoot and pregnant with your child to you look great wearing someone else's kid just like that. It has been months, but that last meeting made me think we were going to come to blows.
“You shouldn't have to ask how I could recognize you. Even without the drug's effect, I was half in love with you from the first day we met. I would know it was you if you were physically altered to be a foot taller and a man. The other people at the meeting will just see three of you. Five of us were sent to scout for your group and report back how many you had and whether you brought any surprises.”
“Is my dad okay?” Those should have been the first words out of my mouth, but the shock of the joy in Ryan's voice made my mind freeze.
“Aaron? Sure he is fine. Frank roughed him up a little and Aaron is really going to be pissed that you actually showed up, but there wasn't any permanent damage done the last time I saw him. Frank is only mostly brain dead. He knows you would want to see your dad before you gave yourself over.”
That is a huge relief. Frank can be pretty vicious with just his bare hands and I imagine there was sharp metal involved in the original hostage taking. Aaron Gentry is no person of little consequence when it comes to fighting. I haven’t had the opportunity to witness him in action, but Jonas and Walt have tons of stories.
“Care to explain your meeting up with us and not trying to attack?” Alex asks. Looking around, the guards are still on high alert and scanning the trees for any movement. Ryan did kind of sneak up on us.
“First, you can't expect me to go against Nyx. That is so against every cell in my body that under mind control it wouldn't happen. A month after you left, I met a scientist by the name of Carl Tragger. Aaron had heard what happened to me and wanted to try to fix it because of me helping keep you safe all those years. Your dad is way cool, by the way.
“So, Carl took some of my blood and started doing all sorts of tests on it. That was after he spent a week convincing me it was a good idea. I was still pretty hung up on you and I was generally a dick to him. He persisted, though, and eventually he made an antidote for the side effects. I still have all the cool speed and sensory type add-ons, but I am not a jerk and I can be happy that you found someone you love.”
“She has more than just one person to love and don’t forget it,” Alex interjects. “You give a nice speech, but why should we believe you?”
“I am here to tell you what the Collective's plan is and help fight them in whatever capacity you think best. I have only been staying close to Frank so I can report stuff back to Carl and he can pass it on to the resistance,” Ryan explains.
“Have you heard of the scientist before?” Sebastian asks Alex. I really want to believe Ryan has turned over a new leaf. For years before I met Sebastian, he was my only friend. I know we had our issues, I still don't know when he found out I wasn't human and how long he kept it from me, but he was really there for me.
“Yeah, he is really good at his thing. I have been thinking about sending him some of Nyx's blood to analyze, but I decided the fewer people that knew what she was the better. At least until her trials are over. I don't think anyone is going to miss her wearing a halo.”
“You do know we don't actually wear halos, right?” Gabe asks. “That would be rather silly. If you believe that, you should be scratching your head trying to figure out why the vampires in the group didn’t spontaneously combust when I showed up.”
“The angel doesn’t have a sense of humor. If he is going to be hanging around you, Nyx, you are going to have to get him to lighten up,” Alex responds.
“What are you talking about? Angels? If you have one, that might be useful. Frank has a demon on his side and I was worried how we were going to get everyone out of this alive,” Ryan claims.
“We have one and a half angels, which I hope will be enough. If you say the demon is a succubus, I am going to start throwing things,” I reply and look around to find the biggest rock. Crap. I can't bend over to pick it up. Maybe Alex will let me throw some diapers around. They are light enough that I shouldn’t cause myself any damage.
“How did you know? Out of all the different kinds of demons out there, most of which I am sure neither of us have heard of, you picked the one that has got Frank in a tizzy to capture you.”
“Ben said he was going to keep her locked up,” Sebastian says and I can feel him tensing up thinking about Candace being on the loose. I have an overwhelming desire to start spewing every four-letter word my mind can come up with.
“I should have just let Peanut watch me kill her. It has to be her, right? You didn't turn down any more of them during your youthful foolishness stage did you?”
“No,” he replies and has now moved on to the pissed stage. Hey, I was already there when the word demon was mentioned.
“You think you know her? Tall blonde that would make most guys swallow their tongues for a chance with her. I want to go on record and say I am not one of those guys. She walks around like she owns the place and loves to wear tight leather.”
“Succubi can change their appearances if they want, so looks technically don't help. So far, they are on target for my nemesis, though. I thought my mom scared her off. Why would she bother to make an attempt on me again? If I don't kill her, Mom is going to do things to her even Candace wouldn't enjoy.”
“This one calls herself Candy; do you think they are the same person?” Ryan queries.
“I am killing her this time,” Sebastian says. He is fighting the urge to grab my knife away from me and run for it. I will give it to him when the time comes because I am not letting her get away this time.
“You have my blessing. Ben is going to be one dead demon when I find him. Why would he let her go? He knows she wants to kill me. You would think Lucifer would step up and put a tracker bracelet on her.”
“You know Lucifer? Just what have you done in our time apart?”
“Lucifer is my mother, so yes I am unfortunate enough to know her. I have spent my time helping others, finding out where I came from, and letting Sebastian poke his sausage in me enough times to create the wonderful child inside of me that is in the process of escaping.” I am getting tired of the conversation and I don’t really have the time to stand here in play catch up. 
“I see you are ready to get moving, but I am going to bring up what you just said when we get back home and things have calmed down. With the demon on their side, your disguises aren’t really necessary. She will be able to tell them who is who,” Ryan says. “I assume she has that ability anyway.”
“Our plan didn’t even consider they would have that kind of extra help. Might as well make everyone themselves again,” Hilda says. “Contrárthra.”
I look down and verify my fingernails are back to their usual short, broken state. “Plan A is out, what do we have for plan B? How long has Candace been hanging around?”
“I don’t know for sure. I saw her the first time two days ago, but I got the feeling she had been around stirring up stuff before then. The camp is about two miles north of here. It won’t take but a second to get there, but they have people everywhere around the cabin waiting to send word back that you have arrived.”
“Just how bad is everyone here itching for a fight?” Hilda asks.
“With the threat of Nyx and Sophia being injured, I would like to see things go as smoothly as possible. Against one hundred people ready to fight, we don’t have much choice,” Alex answers. Sebastian is too busy sticking a knife into Candace over and over in his mind.
“Mr. Angel could make things really simple for us, but I know Gabe likes to watch things play out. Let me look in my bag of tricks real quick. Fae Knights, why don’t you guys join me? We still have thirty minutes if my internal clock hasn’t been jerked around. I know I didn’t bring anything demon specific. We are pretty much screwed on that front.”
Hilda takes the Fae over to discuss what magic she can throw together on short notice. I thought she could just conjure stuff to her and whip up a five course meal. I wonder if us being in another world limits her power.
“Carl and I have been working to spread the antidote to the other altered wolves. We have had to do it in really small doses to not alert anyone. If everyone started being mellow, it would have been suspicious. I am pretty sure the succubus only has her tentacles into Frank, but I have been gone for a couple of hours. She could have made her way through the rest of the troops by now.”
“The wolves won’t be an issue,” Hilda says already returning. “How are the contractions coming, Sebastian? Gabe said we need to get a move on it before he took off.”
“What?” I look around and find we are down a man. “Where did he go? He said he was going to be my backup.”
“Do I look like his, or anybody’s, secretary? He probably forgot he left some turnovers in the oven and had to go check on them. Angels are flighty that way. Sebastian, contractions?”
“They are becoming more frequent, still not much pain,” he replies. “I don’t think it would be appropriate to check how far she is dilated, but the quicker we get home the better.”
“Perfect. I don’t care how good Sophia is being about making things not hurt; unless she comes equipped with a bucket of Novocain, when the time comes you are going to feel your body try to turn itself inside out. The Knights and I were able to whip up a sleepy time potion. The forest is severely lacking the herbs and botanicals I usually use, so we had to improvise. I just have to finish twisting the spell when we get there and those not under the influence of the arugula sniffing biscuit eater will take a nice little nap.”
“Arugula sniffing biscuit eater, I like that one. I think I will keep it in mind for later. Let’s go. I am ready to get this over with. If I have to say that one more time today, I promise someone is getting shot.”
I am having trouble believing how things have been dragging along today. I left the house hoping this would be an easy in and out deal. I am well aware that is one of the most unrealistic thoughts that has ever swam around in my melon. I am sure that I haven't had to repeat myself more times in my life as I have had to today. It has gotten so bad that my mind is doing one of its rambling things.
Ryan starts leading us in the direction of my father. I am still on the edge of trusting him. His attitude has vastly improved and that scores big points. However, it could all be an act. Frank would know firsthand how close me and Ryan were in old days. They may be plotting together to get me back under their control.
“At the first sign of betrayal, I will glory in ripping his head from that body of his and if Sophia is a really good girl, I will give it to her as a present,” Alex says while he tries really hard not to envision the task, but fails miserably. 
“Clyde would be a proper recipient for that gift, not our daughter. Jeez, how demented are you hoping she will be?”
I am afraid of his answer so I try to move the conversation elsewhere. “Ian, how does Faerie time work? Is it independent from outside elements or can it be controlled?”
“That is one of the reasons I hate visiting here, love,” Sebastian replies before the Fae gets a chance. “It all comes down to the Queen's whims. It works out well for her, and her subjects don't seem to mind, but most visitors get a little discombobulated.”
“It is nothing if you stay longer than a week, but I could see it taking some getting used to,” Hilda adds.
I had a feeling that was the case. All the more reason to get out of here. The lifeless forest we are walking through is another great reason not to stick around. 
We don't travel far before Ryan draws us to a stop. “It is just through those trees,” he says pointing just off to the right of dead ahead.
“Great,” Hilda says. “Dul a chodladh.” 
Ryan immediately drops to the ground in front of me. “Was that necessary?” I ask trying to see if he hit his head on anything sharp. Not being able to bend down makes the task pretty much impossible.
“I didn't trust the look in his eyes and he was agitating Alex. I had to say the spell now anyway. Adding one more wolf to the mix doesn’t even cause me to break a sweat.”
“Are we just leaving him here?” 
Alex walks over and kicks his leg a little. “Sounds like a great idea to me. We can pick him up on our way out of town. Maybe the Grim will come along and play with him until we get back.”
“We will take him back with us, ruthless mate. Everyone here is protected from Candace, right?” I know my core group doesn’t take their charms off even to shower, but the Fae and the regular guards may be a different story.
“Sadly, I don’t think that will be an issue,” Frank's voice calls. Duh. We are close enough that if we were smart we would be listening in on what they have to say. “Why don't you guys just send Nyx on over. I will release Aaron as soon as I have her in my arms.”
I guess it is time for negotiations. My do what I want, when I want attitude makes me a horrible negotiator. Clyde would do a better job and his technique would probably end up with him walking up to the other person and peeing on their leg.



Chapter 16
Something happened, I just don’t know what
 
“Where did your little pet succubus go?” Hilda asks before anyone makes a move. “You should be taking a literal dirt nap if she isn't around.”
“Sorry to disappoint, but Candy was able to give us some last minute protection before the dude with the gigantic sword showed up. I still have sixty able body men ready to bring our girl home. The Collective has some big plans for her and they aren't going to be denied. Make it easy on yourselves and just give up. You can go on pretending you will eventually grow the balls to overthrow us.”
“Daddy, are you okay?” I ask. We still don’t have any kind of visual on what we are up against. I think we have the advantage here without Candace helping and controlling people.
“Mmm mmmm mmm,” I hear a muffled voice say.
“Duct tape, honey. I believe you have a fondness for the stuff. I am tired of hanging around here. Get your snarky self over here and we can be done with this. I will even let your biological father live.”
“I like the idea of us just coming over there to retrieve Aaron and killing everyone that stands in our way,” Alex says and it sounds like a great plan to me.
“If I so much as sense any of you getting ideas and coming closer, other than Nyx, I will kill Aaron,” Frank replies. “And if I don't hear my adoptive daughter on her way over here within the next thirty seconds I will start cutting off body parts.”
“Mhmm hmm mmm,” Dad mumbles. I pretend he is commenting on the adoptive daughter part. I know he hates the fact that Frank raised me. In reality, he is probably telling me he was going to dismember me if I even think about making the deal. Unless Hilda or the Fae can think of something, I think I have to give myself over and wait to be rescued. 
I don't like the idea of having to be rescued. I wish I knew how to use my angel powers. I don't know what kind of offensive weapons I have in that arsenal, but I bet there are some really wicked death rays available.
“Do we want to make bets on how fast you guys can find me?” I ask the guys making sure they realize this is going to happen.
“Can one person accompany Nyx? Her present condition is even more delicate than you are aware of and I would really like to be there for the birth of my child,” Sebastian hollers to the trees.
“What? No, you are supposed to come to the rescue, not dig yourself in with me.” Doesn't he know he is my knight in shining armor?
“I would prefer we just run in and kill everyone, but Frank most likely has a knife or gun on your dad. No matter how fast I am, I don't think I could save him. Plus, your contractions are really getting strong. We don't have a lot of time,” he explains. Alex hands the baby bag over to Sebastian, who in turn puts it over his neck and slings it across his body. Having his hands free is a good move.
“You know my thirty seconds has already past. Are you looking for a finger or a toe?” Frank replies.
“You sadistic son of a donkey. I am on my way, leave the appendages in place.” I go ahead and start walking. Him and Sebastian can continue their discussion on someone else's time.
“She is in labor, Frank. I will carry her if you want my hands to keep busy, but I need to be there to help. We haven't checked down below, but the contractions are coming every couple of minutes now.”
Nice of someone to tell me about that. How in the world is that even possible? Just a little bit ago he said they were spaced out quite a bit. Now, all of a sudden, they are ganging up on me. Not cool, Sophia. You were supposed to wait until we got home.
I hear Aaron pretending to talk again and I don't even try to make out what he is saying. I am a good twenty yards away from everyone in my group now. I can vaguely see a cabin and some shadowy people standing around.
“Might as well come along, deYork, but you better watch yourself. My men wouldn't have the foggiest idea about what to do if the baby comes, so we will leave that up to you. No one else though.”
Sebastian is next to me in a second grabbing on to my hand and lifting me up. Great. I am a pregnant invalid. It takes all my dignity of being a martyr away.
Sebby speeds us over to where Frank is standing with a knife to Aaron's throat. Daddy has some dried blood caked to his head from what looks to be a bash to his left temple, but nothing else that is obvious. His eyes go from murderous upon seeing me, to caring when he sees my belly, and back to murderous when our eyes meet.
“Surprise,” I say cheerfully, even though my face remains glum. “Let's go ahead and let him go meet with the others, so we can get on our way.”
“Did you really think I would just let the one person who could bring down the Collective go?” Frank asks and I see his knife dig into Dad's throat. “What kind of idiot do you think I am?” It is probably best that I don’t answer his question right now.
Sebastian tenses under me. I want to glance around to see where Frank's troops all are, but I cannot make the effort. 
“I wouldn't do that if I were you. I am two shakes from becoming a full angel and these new powers have a way of manifesting themselves at the oddest times. You know, like when someone really pisses me off,” I say hoping to bluff us out of this.
I don't think it has the desired effect because Frank starts laughing; at least he is the only one. If the whole group started up, I really would do my darndest to make my prophesying come true.
“Not only are you about to burst like a water balloon, but now you think you are an angel. I have seen your blood work and have known you since you were a baby. There is no way you are part angel. If you claimed to be part demon, I would take a second to think it over, but an angel is next to impossible,” Frank says in between his laughs. He needs to watch how he is pushing on that knife. I can see Dad trying really hard not to wince, but the blade is making contact.
“If I can prove it to you, will you let Aaron go home with Alex?” I ask.
“Why would you believe me if I said yes? I told you I would let him go before and I have already mentioned I find the notion too dangerous,” he replies.
“Because of the man that showed up to scare Candace off. I am pretty sure that was Gabe, my angel tutor. He was with us up until he heard there was a succubus in the woods and he took off. If he elicits that much fear in a demon, just imagine what I could do to the likes of you.” 
Yes, I am still trying to act my way through this. I hope I am not pushing things too far. They may see me as more than the pathetic pregnant woman being carried around by her mate. I would love to be pictured as anything else at this moment, but being bound and gagged for fear of me hitting them with some whammies is not in my plan.
“How do you plan to prove yourself? I think it would be stupid for me to allow you to attack us.” 
I don't think he has noticed that if I am as powerful as I am claiming to be, I could have just created a hole in the ground underneath him to swallow him up. I probably wouldn't really do that because the forest is already pretty diseased and eating Frank would give it indigestion.
“Let me heal Aaron,” I suggest. “My vampire and werewolf parts cannot do something like that by just touching him.”
“The witch is with you, I have already heard her loud mouth. She could have given you something to try to trick us.”
“She doesn't have her full arsenal here and we didn't have time to plan anything when you only gave me thirty seconds to hand myself over. Let me heal my dad and you will see that it is all me.”
“If he allows this, you guys will want to keep down,” Alex advises. I meet Aaron's eyes and he is too busy plotting horrific punishments for me that he doesn't see my signal. That's fine. I will make sure he keeps out of the way.
“Go ahead and heal him then. Wave your magic little angel wand,” Frank taunts. What an idiot.
“First, I need to touch him for this one. It makes it easier for me to see what needs healed,” Sure it does. Hopefully that sounds logical. “Second, with his head being the injured body part, he really needs to be lying down. I haven't magically grown since the last time you saw me.”
“DeYork, why don't you put her down so I can get a good look at her? You make any move for your bag, and not only is Aaron dead, but the vampire standing behind you with a knife poised to chop your head off will also make his move,” Frank instructs. Why he is afraid of the big, scary baby diapers, I don't know. They aren't even used. Now if Sophia had done her little business in one of them, we very well might have a weapon of mass destruction.
“Careful,” Sebastian whispers as he moves me.
When my feet touch the ground, a pain radiates out from my stomach and it clenches up. “Holy crap. They are definitely getting worse.”
“Yeah. Sorry about that. They are not really fun for me anymore.”
“Do you think you will be able to walk out of here before the baby comes?” Frank's voice holds a lot of doubt and if that contraction was any indication, I highly doubt it myself.
“The sooner you let me heal Aaron and let him go, the sooner we will find that out,” I retort.
“I have changed my mind and I am just going to kill him so we can move on,” Frank moves his hand to drag the knife across Dad's throat.
“No!” I scream and focus all of my energy at them. Well, at Aaron anyway. He is kind of a shield for Frank at the moment. Not satisfied that screaming at them will be enough, I raise my hands out towards them. My hands seem to be the key in this angel business. I can feel the energy jump from them.
Muted gasps and other sounds flow around me. My only concern is trying to do something for my dad. I have closed my eyes, to help focus, but it is hindering me from seeing if I am actually doing any good.
My body is gently tossed down to the ground. I am sure it is Sebastian's doing because no one else would have the tenderness I felt. He also situates me on my back so Peanut doesn't become a projectile firing out my vagina.
“I think we should keep you down here for just a second or two,” he says quietly in my ear.
“But my dad, I have to get him out of here.” I try to struggle against him a little. It does no good. He must have had an extra big breakfast while I wasn't looking. 
“The reinforcements will take care of things. With your rules about Sophia not witnessing violence, I don't think you want to look. There is a lot of blood.”
More deaths in this stupid war. The Collective needs to be stopped. Yes, I realized that months ago; however, we cannot keep going on like this. We need to be able to live our lives without looking over our shoulders. When we get home, assuming we all return, our next move is going to be a topic discussed immediately. I am not waiting around for the next time they want to try to kidnap someone I love in the hopes of getting a hold of me. I am really not that special, no matter what everyone says.
“It will be worse with the baby. They will be after both of you.” He leans down to kiss my cheek. “We will figure out where to strike and do it quickly. Sophia is not going to live in fear any longer than she has to.”
“If you are done necking with my daughter, I would like to have a word with her. I am seriously deliberating on whether or not to put her over my knee and give her a few good swats.” I see a pair of legs appear out of the corner of my eye.
“Do you think if I close my eyes he will disappear?” I ask Sebastian.
“You already made him do that once. I don't think he would like to go through it again so soon. Good to see you healthy, Aaron.”
“It is good to be healthy. I was hoping you and Alex would have a little better handle on Nyx by now. Allowing her to even come to Faerie was beyond idiotic. I thought I instructed Walt to buy her some special handcuffs to keep her out of trouble,” Aaron rants.
“With all due respect, you are kidding yourself if you think getting her to do anything other than what she sets her mind to do is even possible. I will love her until the end of time, but she is the most cantankerous woman in the world. It would take most of us to strap her down to her bed and it would have the effect of waving a red flag in front of a bull.”
“It almost sounds like you have weighed the pros and cons of doing that and even figured in the manpower behind the hostile takeover. Bad mate. No kisses for you,” I say and pretend to pout. Sebastian counteracts by letting me feel the full force of a contraction.
Oh sweet chicken teriyaki. He should really be cursing. I would almost lift my no swear ban in a case like this.
“They are all yours from here on out. Jonas looks to be just about done hacking Frank into little bits, so we should be able to get out of here.” 
Words pretty much mean nothing to me. The contraction is still tying me up in knots and unless I just all of a sudden like became incontinent, something in my nether regions just broke because my pants are feeling mighty moist. I would really love to hear what happened in the outside world, but my priorities are elsewhere right this moment.
“Oh. Hmm. Yeah. That might be an issue,” Sebastian says and the contraction that will never end finally lessens. “Aaron, do you mind if we use the cabin for a few minutes?”
“Please tell me you guys aren't thinking about getting freaky.” Not funny.
“If he has even an inkling about coming near me with his one eyed monster, I would chop it off,” I grit out as another wave of pains and twists starts up.
“Her water has broken and Sophia is coming now. I don't think the hanky panky would be enjoyable for either of us right this second,” Sebastian replies and quickly picks me up. He still has the duffle bag around him and it looks like I am going to finally see just what Alex thinks is necessary in this situation. 



Chapter 17
Sophia Rose, meet your mother
 
Sebastian doesn’t stand around waiting for any more replies and carries me into the little cabin that is onsite. In between trying to find a way to smite Sebastian for doing this to me and fighting the urge to push, I see Dad’s digs are about as bad as the forest surrounding them. Just how long has he been living here?
I am gently set down on a cot. Yes, it is a cot, not even a semi-comfy bed. If we weren’t in the middle of a nasty forest, I would request to have the baby outside.
“She was doing so good about waiting. We would have been able to make it home within an hour,” Sebastian says stepping away a little. I grab on to his hand to let him know that he got us into this mess and he is going to be staying for the show. “I was just going to grab the females amongst our group to give a little assistance. I don’t think I want to have the full experience of watching Sophia being born.”
I should make him do it anyway, just for fun. “I don’t know if Phee should be allowed in here. There isn’t a lot of room and she would probably be scarred for life.”
“Too bad, I am here to party. Let’s get that little nutter out of you, so her Auntie Phee can teach her to shop,” Phee says entering the room.
“Don’t worry, Nyx. I have been a midwife for years. This will be a piece of cake,” Hilda says joining in. Only one of the comments from the two was comforting. Can you guess which one?
“I don’t like cake,” I say ready to be done with the pain. “If everyone was expecting that I might go into full on labor soon, did anyone bring a magic epidural?”
“Nah. You will be fine. Sebastian, why don’t you help remove her weapons and hand me the bag?” Hilda commands taking full control over the situation. “Alex, get in here.”
“The bag has everything I could think to grab. Does this place have fresh water, or at least water not swimming with bacteria?” Alex asks. 
I don’t bother to look around and see where everyone is and what they are doing. My eyes are glued shut. That might not be a great idea because I envision giant forceps coming out of the bag to pluck Sophia out of me. Eek. Not happy thoughts at all.
“Let’s keep all talking about the baby coming out to a minimum and work on keeping me distracted. What happened outside a few minutes ago?” Killing two birds with one stone sounds good to me right now.
“First, is there anything we can do for you?” Alex asks joining Sebastian on the head side of the cot. Chickens. The second Sebastian took my knives away; he was back at his post. Someone is playing strip Nyx out of her clothing, but I know it isn’t either of the guys, and I pray to God another male hasn’t made their way in and is helping out.
“You can invent a time machine that will take me back to a month and a half ago, so I can make sure Sebastian, at the very least, pulled out. We could have figured out another way to reconnect.”
“Okay, moving on,” Sebastian says not liking my idea. “You started doing your weird angel thing, which we really need to discuss with Gabe. Your dad just disappeared. I had no idea where you sent him, but the next thing I knew a large knife was embedded into Frank’s heart. That wasn’t your doing. Jonas has evidently been practicing and is really wicked at distance throwing.”
“He has been waiting a while to avenge his brother and he didn’t know which weapon would work best, and of course situations vary, so he practiced killing Frank just about every way imaginable,” Alex adds. “He had the added bonus of throwing right as Aaron manifested beside of me. Thankfully, he had already let go so it didn’t bother his aim.
“About a split second after the knife was in the air, Jonas took off Viking marauder style pulling out knives as he went. I won’t go into detail about what exactly happened after that, but rest assured Frank is no longer of this world. Well, maybe he is. I think he was in enough pieces that the ground just sucked him up. It was something you would have really enjoyed seeing. I think Jake tried to record it on his phone for posterity reasons. Not sure if his data plan reaches Faerie though.”
I cannot help but push when the next contraction hits. It is like my whole body is now being controlled via a third party. “That’s fine. I think we are getting close to that point anyway,” Hilda says sticking her fingers where they should not be. “Yup, she is moving down nicely.”
“What about the rest of the Collective’s people. Did you just massacre everyone?” I ask when I can breathe again.
“Would you believe they didn’t put up a fight?” Alex replies. “Jake convinced Hilda to wake Ryan back up. I was dead set against the idea, but I figured it would be more fun to kill him when he was conscious, so I allowed it. He let us in on the fact that he had a mess of antidote grenades packed and ready to use to try to calm the troops down. After we discussed he wasn’t allowed to look at you or share air with you, we sent our guys around to key points surrounding the place and launched them the second Frank was down.”
It sounds way too clean cut for me. No mission goes that smoothly, even with me running it. I don’t think I had Frank distracted enough that he wouldn’t realize what was going on.
“Okay, so it was the Fae that did the bombing. The little sneaky bastards move like the wind. There may have been a couple of other things going on, but we are going for the short version here. You are in the middle of having a baby and don’t need to hear everything,” Alex says sighing.
“For distraction purposes, long versions are the way to go,” I yell back at him. Why am I yelling, do you ask? I will give you one guess.
“We are really getting into it now,” ever-helpful Hilda claims. 
“Is it supposed to look like that? I don’t think that is right. It is like something you watch in a sci-fi movie. Usually the aliens just rip right out of your belly. Why is this one taking a different path?” Phee queries.
What a great thing to hear in the delivery room. I have always wanted to give birth to an alien. Two weeks ago, I was Hell bent on not giving birth at all and look where that has gotten me. Fate and I are still not on speaking terms.
“Pipsqueak, unless you want me to slice you up after we are through here, I would keep comments like that to yourself. I may also tell Sam about you checking out the Fae Knights butts earlier. You know how cranky he gets about those things.”
“Thanks to you, he isn’t satisfied just commenting on them either. He spanked me for winking at a human at a mall last week. Can you believe that? What am I, five?” I am glad she is easily sidetracked.
“You really only have one more push. This is going much faster than the births I have attended previously. Ten minutes of pain and you will be all done. Alex, I think things may be looking up for you to get your offspring wish granted,” Hilda declares.
“Over my dead body,” I bellow out as that final push begins. If any of the soldiers that fell victim to Hilda’s sleeping spell were still sleeping, they aren’t now. Pain isn’t that big of a deal for me usually, but this isn’t pain. This is certain death. The remark earlier about my body feeling like it was turning inside out is spot on. I think even my organs are somehow reshaping themselves.
“Perfect. Her head is all of the way out and there, so are her shoulders. Just a little tug from me and that should do it.” As Hilda works, I visualize a vacuum kind of suction in the void that previously housed my little devil. “Daddy, come over here and do the honors.”
Sebastian leaves my side and I really just want to take a nap now. It may have only been ten minutes, if Hilda knows how to tell time, but it felt like at least fifteen.
“She is kind of red and mucky, but I think she has your nose,” Alex says wiping sweaty hair from my forehead. Hilda is still messing around my womanly area and with the pain now lessened, I really don’t care.
I open my eyes and look over to where the small group is cooing over the baby. “Isn’t she supposed to be crying or something? Did you do the thing where you smack her on the bottom? I think she should probably get used to that now. I foresee a lot of little swats in her future.”
“Just wait until I build up some muscle, Mother. You won’t be able to keep up with me in order to dish out your discipline,” a tiny voice says to me. Great. Out of all the traits she could have picked up from me, why did it have to be sarcasm?
“Be nice, Sophia. Mommy doesn’t have the energy right now to come up with a good comeback,” Sebastian says. I can see he is using a moist towel to try to get her cleaned up. “Hand me that yellow blanket please. Any more cleaning will have to be done when we get home.”
“She has a full head of hair. I was afraid she would be one of those bald babies. She has two parents with great hair, so that would have been a big disappointment,” Phee points out. 
Okay, let’s just get the little bugger over to me, like ten seconds ago. I want to see these things for myself and take in the baby that refused to speak to me. 
“Little Sophia Rose, are you finally ready to meet your mother?” Sebastian asks as he brings the fluffy, yellow bundle over.
“Uh huh,” she replies being nice and civil to her father. If she thinks she can use her cheeky personality just on me, she has another thing coming.
I sit up a little and lean myself against the wall behind the cot. Alex sits down on the edge closest to me and Sebastian lowers our daughter down to me. I am a little afraid of dropping her, so I really hope she bounces. I get her neck into the crook of my elbow, even though her little neck looks to be strong enough to support itself.
The blanket is obscuring her face a little. I move it out of the way and find two wide open, brown eyes staring back at me. She looks exactly like the picture I saw when my mother was trying to prove I was pregnant, just a little bigger. She is still really small, maybe five pounds soaking wet.
“Hello, Mommy. It is nice to finally meet you. Daddies were right about you being the prettiest person in the whole world. Do I look like you?” I don’t know why, but I start crying. She is just so perfect. I unwrap her a little to verify the fingers and toes are all in place.
“You are going to look just like your mom when you grow up, little one,” Phee says trying to get a closer look. Back off sister, you got to see her before me. 
Sophia smiles at hearing we may be twins one day. Her mouth opens enough to show little fangs hanging down, but no other teeth. First, that just looks weird and is totally wrong. Second, those better be retractable because there is no way she is getting near her breakfast dispensers with fangs. 
“One of you guys better have a talk with your daughter. Those teeth aren’t going to fly in Nyx’s world of child rearing,” I announce.
“I think they are kind of cute,” Sebastian says beeping Sophia’s nose.
“If the looks weren’t enough, the fangs give away which one of us is the father. Sophia, be nice and put them away. They are scaring your mother,” Alex scolds.
“Yes, Wolf Daddy,” she replies and opens her mouth again to show they are gone.
“Wolf Daddy, that’s cute,” Hilda says and it appears she has decided I am in good enough shape to have my pants put back on. I don’t know what all she did down there, but I am ready to be carried home. I think I am too tired to walk by myself.
“You can hear when Sophia talks to us?” Sebastian asks. Good question. I was hoping to have a little time before everyone realized what a smart aleck my offspring is.
“Isn’t she talking like everyone else does?” Phee asks. “I mean it is weird for a little baby to be able to do that, but at the same time really cool.”
“Her vocal chords can’t be strong enough for that. She is doing it all telepathically.” 
“Then she has a built-in megaphone because everyone can hear her,” my dad calls from outside the door. “Is it safe to come in yet, or does it still look like a battlefield in there?”
“I don’t know how we would be able to fit another person in here, but I think things are safe. No potential sightings of your daughter’s privates,” I reply.
“I will hop out and see what Sam is up to,” Phee says skipping from the room. “Congratulations to all of you, by the way.”
“If you are coming to issue reprimands, you will find I left my give a darn at home. However, if you are coming to carry me home, that would be greatly appreciated. I am sure Sophia would much rather see her room. You haven't exactly been living as a king these days, Dad.” 
He makes his way into the one room, dilapidated hut. “Just remember, it was for both of our protection that I moved in here. The Fae outside are a little friendlier than the ones I met when I arrived. None of the guys would talk to me at all, and that 'Queen' of theirs is a whole other story. I am guessing you had to meet with her to get this far. There is another thing to add to my list of reasons you shouldn't have come. Don't worry; I am saving them all up for when you have your strength back. We will have a good, long chat.”
“I, oddly enough, am looking forward to it. Now, come over here and say hello to your grandchild. Unless you have some other children I don't know about, she may just end up being your only one.”
I am sure I cannot fool anyone with that line, but I will be drawing the limit at five. If we are going to live very long lives, I think five is a nice number. Maybe one a century, or something like that. For now, we need to get home and come up with some kind of master plan to bury the Collective once and for all. I know Frank wasn't joking about them going to make more attempts at retrieving me. They have always been power hungry ogres and if they find out just how powerful I will become, they won't stop at killing everyone I know and love to control me.
Before we get into all of the nitty gritty details on how to accomplish our tasks, I want a day. Just one day to enjoy the life me and Sebastian created without the outside world butting in. I think I have enough friends and family to achieve that. Tomorrow, we can solve the problems of the world. Today, I am just a mom.
 
 
 
 
THE END
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