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      While I peered into the future, it looked back at me and sneered. The universe loved to mock me. Knowing what was likely to come made enjoying life difficult. Instead, I struggled to keep events from unfolding while constantly trying to stay one step ahead of disaster for those I cared about. And some I'd never met. Running away from human contact hadn’t fixed the problem, but it had given me the strength I needed now.

      Tonight, the monsters would reveal themselves to the world. To pass the time, I stood in my downtown LA condo, cooking dinner as I waited for my assistant. Cooking helped soothe the inevitable anxiety I felt at the unexpected. Overloading and shutting down after too many unanticipated events was something I needed to avoid in the next few days.

      It was best I wasn't with my friends, doing the final preparations. I didn't want to spoil their anticipation and planning by being a doom bringer, or worse, speaking prophecy and having a seizure after.

      Those moments were real mood killers.

      As was the recurring vision I had of someone giving me a folder with Martellus’s name on it. The troll-King might have been extraordinarily attractive, but he was also pushy and refused to use my name, which annoyed me. A lot. I’d been avoiding him these past few weeks.

      Steam wafted from a mixture of ground beef, pork, onions, and carrots as it cooled in a metal bowl next to me. About a foot away, using the marble countertop of the kitchen island, I rolled out the pastry crusts until a dozen lay before me, ready to receive their stuffing.

      Duncan, my assistant, was a big eater, and I enjoyed the tasty little pies as well.

      I'd already sliced eggplant and zucchini and put them on a greased cookie sheet. In my experience, there were few vegetables Duncan liked, but I served them anyway when we had these meetings.

      Cooking was fun when I did it for company, but I'd reverted to mostly frozen food in my years alone. Meal prep for a guest felt like coming home again.

      Familiar unease settled over me, like being under a blanket with a ghost standing above. For as long as I could remember, visions of possible futures had marched through my head. Not all were bad—those I worked to make real. Others revealed darker potential futures, full of death, disease, and loss.

      Tonight, I was determined not to let it get the better of me. I’d come to LA to help with Cassie’s sudden illness. I’d stayed to help Roma and Cathy, and their mates Bran and Reynard. They needed my help with funding for the monster reveal, and I was happy to provide it. My other friend, Tanni, needed a cash infusion for the sudden growth her business was going to have, so I made sure that had been set up for when she needed it.

      Since I was in an easily accessible place, I'd suggested a dinner meeting to Duncan. He'd leaped on the idea. He’d been wanting to talk to me about how he was running the shell company that held all my assets. His title should've been executive vice president, and I intended to fix that today. I'd already had the contracts drawn up.

      I finished stuffing the crusts, sealed them with an egg glaze, and set the pasties and the vegetables in the oven to bake. Then I moved to the windows to enjoy the view of the city.

      My condominium was in a prime location, offering a stunning view of downtown LA from the large floor-to-ceiling windows in the living room. I'd furnished it with mission-style furniture with bright cushions. They were all restored antiques, not affecting the future by someone needing to log the wood or risking injury creating it. All the furniture futures were dull, not pressing at me.

      The large sofa faced the windows, with a matching armchair placed next to it. A low coffee table sat in front of the sofa, adorned with a small vase full of lavender and sage. Next to the vase, a well-worn chessboard had pride of place. I liked to play in person, even when online was so much simpler and easier.

      On one side of the room, a bookshelf lined the wall, the lowest level filled with strategy games, and the other shelves holding pictures of the people I loved but couldn't handle being in the room with for long. Family, mostly, but Tanni, Cassie. Roma and Cathy were there too. I'd seen Franklin, Cassie's husband being unfaithful, but not the fact he'd been dosing her with magic potions to force her loyalty to him, and it upset me that I'd missed that horrific detail.

      I shook my head. I wasn't omniscient and taking all the blame for everything meant I thought of myself as all-powerful. Money didn't solve everything, and making it was what I was good at.

      Focus, Shay. Focus on the food. I retreated to the kitchen. It was an open-plan space, with a good-sized island separating it from the living room. Stainless steel appliances gleamed in the bright overhead lights with a small breakfast nook tucked away in the corner.

      As I pulled the pastries and vegetables out of the oven, the doorbell rang. Duncan had arrived.

      We were friends as well as boss and employee, and he was used to my quirks—I didn't like being touched because it intensified the future visions, nor did I discuss the news if I could avoid it. I preferred light conversation on topics like literature or cooking. Inconsequential whenever possible.

      I wiped my hands on a towel and walked to the door, taking a deep breath before opening it. "Duncan, come in." I smiled warmly.

      "Shay, it's good to see you in person." He stepped inside and gave me a small nod. "If I’d known you’d been in LA for the past month, I would’ve come by sooner."

      Duncan was a little below average height, which meant he didn't tower over me, which was a comfort. I tired of people towering over me. His shaggy dark hair framed a narrow face with high cheekbones, softened by friendly gray eyes. The brain behind those soft eyes was razor-sharp.

      He'd worked with me since I founded the company twenty years ago. He'd been a freshman in college, working fast food, poor and hungry for better-paying work.

      From the moment of contact with him, I'd seen what would happen if he didn't get a steady job. That man, at that moment, I could save, and I'd hired him on the spot.

      He'd more than rewarded the impulse. Now it was long past the time his title reflected his work and abilities. I would have done it much sooner, but the past years had been almost unbearable in the number of visions pressing on me. It had taken years of isolation in Alaska for me to be at all capable of interacting with people again.

      Through all that, he'd followed the directions in my emails and the money had poured in. The rare visits I could permit had been full of concern and information on psychiatric help. He never gave up.

      I gave him a sheepish smile and shrugged. "Cassie was sick, and then this rally and everything, I couldn’t handle that and visiting with you."

      It had the merit of being the truth, and Duncan understood my limits better than anyone but my closest friends.

      He shook his head. "I’m here to help, Shay, and I could’ve made the stress lighter. Anyway, It’s good to see you."

      "I made some pastries and roasted vegetables." I gestured to the dishes on the counter.

      Duncan's eyes widened, and he grinned as he took in the spread. "Pasties. I've died and gone to heaven. As your penance for not telling me you were nearby, I get most of them."

      I laughed and pulled a beer out of the fridge for Duncan, then poured my glass of ice water. I rarely drank after the first time. It'd been awful.

      After he'd inhaled three pasties and slowed down, I chuckled. "Ready to talk business?"

      "Of course."

      I slid the paperwork toward him, next to his nearly empty plate while I went to get another pasty for myself. The little meat pies were addictive.

      "This contract officially makes you the executive vice president of Lucerno Enterprises. It's long past the time for a promotion for you."

      Duncan looked a little stunned as he smiled. He shouldn't have been surprised. He had to have been wanting the title, as much as he'd earned it. "Thank you, Shay. I appreciate it." He paused and cocked his head. "You aren't having any health problems, are you?"

      I ducked my head and took a bite of the pasty. "No."

      Duncan read the contracts as I nibbled on my meat pie. "This is very generous." After reading through the contract, he signed it and then paused.

      Ah, crap. I knew that pause. He was going to bring up my family.

      It was a sore spot for me, and he knew it. Not because I didn't love my family, I did, but because every time I saw them, I also saw what would happen if I gave them what they wanted.

      Ruination, addiction, death. For them and me.

      So, I limited contact because it hurt me and them when I said no.

      "I know I've mentioned it before, but have you thought about reconciling with your family?" he asked gently. He gazed over my shoulder, aware I didn’t like to meet people's gazes.

      I sighed, setting down my fork. "Not yet. I'll know when it's time."

      "It might be worth it to at least try again. You've gotten a lot of messages from them. Sebastien just started college. We paid the tuition and set up his allowance."

      Wistfully, I thought about my baby brother. He was born the year I left, and my contact with him had always been in letters, emails, and rare visits. I’d reacted to keep him safe when visions of him came, which was an accomplishment in itself. "That's good."

      Duncan set his hand beside mine, not touching. "I'm sorry, Shay. I just want you to be happy. I know you miss them."

      "I know, and I do appreciate it." I got up. Changing the subject, I said, "Do you want to go to the reveal with me tomorrow?"

      He grinned at me. "Wouldn't miss it for the world. Though, since you’re going to be involved in this, even if only in the background, could you give me a scorecard of the opposition you’re worried about?"

      "There are the alchemists, who are humans who can do magic with carrying levels of power. Supposedly, science is just the paradigm they chose for their magic and forced on the rest of us. They're the ones who exiled the monsters to begin with." I put a finger up to keep count.

      A second joined it. "Then there’s the council. They’re a group of monsters, numbers, and kinds unknown. My sources are vague. The council decided a long time ago that humanity as a whole should have more powerful magic, for reasons that haven’t been revealed to me."

      Yet another finger. "There are witch-blooded humans, which is just something the monsters call humans with enough magic to affect the world. According to them, we all have magic, it’s just that most of us don’t have enough to use."

      "Of enemies that we know personally, Cassie’s husband, Franklin the worm? He’s an alchemist, and he and several of his friends have managed to escape. Again. No idea how other than magic. Nobody knows everything they can do because they have only trained humans for over a thousand years."

      Duncan frowned. "Dealing with somebody whose capabilities are unknown? Terrible place to be."

      "Tell me about it. That’s part of why I plan to be at the rally." Not that I could do much.

      "Do your…" He was choosing his words carefully. "Erm, issues come from being witch-blooded?"

      "Maybe. Not completely sure at this point." One thing I needed to know, in a long list, was if sibyls were a distinct race or whether they were a subset of humanity. Just to have the record straight.

      "It’ll be interesting times then." He gave me that grin again.

      I smiled, grateful for his understanding and willingness to accompany me. "Great. Knowing Roma and Cathy, it's going to be quite the show."

      Duncan rose to his feet and squared the papers. "I have no doubt. It's bound to be an experience."

      I walked him to the door, a sudden wave of exhaustion hitting me. The visions could be about anyone or anything, so I was used to figuring out what they meant. People I knew or cared about would show up more often, but I couldn't see my future, and visions of events where I would be present were much more vague.

      That being the case, I didn't know what would happen at the rally, or what might happen beyond the guesswork available to anyone. So, in addition to everything else, I wasn't sleeping well.

      I smiled at him, hoping he wouldn't notice my weariness.

      Fat chance.

      "Are you okay, Shay?" Concern flickered across his features.

      "I'm fine. Just a little tired. Psyching myself up to go to the rally tomorrow."

      "When do you want me to come by?" Duncan was good at making people back off, even though he wasn’t very tall. Intuition told me that having him there wasn’t a bad thing. I nodded. "Five. I’ll meet you in the lobby."

      He grinned. "The reward for a job well done is another job. I won't let you down."

      I watched him until he reached the elevator, then shut the door and made my way to the sofa.

      While I hoped this rally went well, all indications I got from my glimpses of the future told me it wasn't going to.

      When my butt hit the cushion a vision hit me hard, blanking the world out, spinning it into iterations. Roma and Bran smiling, facing each other, Roma in a white gown covered in glittering beads. Suddenly, bright blood blossomed across her bodice, and she collapsed, Bran catching her, roaring with rage.

      Death and more death. The location shifted to the beach, the forest, a church… I searched for one where she remained alive and well. Finding it, I focused harder on the details. I recognized the building behind her. Illmire castle, on the island I’d bought ten years ago. I'd known it would be important one day but not why.

      Well, this made it vital, all right. This was where Roma would marry if I had to kidnap her. Just mentioning the unique venue might be enough to do the job. I'd find a way to work it in.
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      Candles in iron sconces drew flickering shadows across the stone walls of the hall as I strode toward my rooms. The light breeze from an arrow slit held the comforting aroma of ancient moss and a hint of freshly turned earth.

      Arete, the harpy who served as my seneschal, flutter-strode next to me, her legs not well suited to walking. Her wings helped hop her forward. The long talons of her feet dug into the carpet as she moved.

      "Why not simply take a human form?" I asked, momentarily diverted.

      She made a face. "It takes too much time. I want to fly the boundary after I talk with you."

      Fair enough. She followed me into my rooms and perched on the edge of the balcony overlooking the lands. Her wings shifted restlessly as she examined me. A harpy’s eyes were sharp.

      "Martellus, when do we return to Gaia?" she asked, her voice laced with impatience. "We grow restless, watching the others come and go while we remain confined."

      Another fair point.

      "I need everyone to show me self-restraint that lasts," I said. "Humans have changed so much and are better able to defend themselves. I have no desire to start a new war. Nor do I want to lose any of the people who’ve gathered to me with so few left."

      Many had come to me, devastated by the plague that had warped us and driven us insane. Now that the nightwalker king’s mate had discovered the plague was a living, thinking creature, I struggled with the desire to avenge my people on it, even if it had been coerced to destroy them. It had destroyed my people.

      Those who had become my people were generally the ones who had dark impulses and hunger that made integrating with humanity difficult, to boot. While Bran’s rule had ended taking humans into involuntary servitude, and Hugh had kept predation down by sheer force of example, my kingdom was rather more anarchic.

      But it was still mine, and I would do my best by them. Which meant keeping them separate from humanity until it was safe for them to mix.

      "Lord King. I serve you till my last breath, but others remember when you were not their king." Her warning given, Arete launched herself from the balcony, her golden-brown wings beating the air as she gained altitude.

      Turning back to my room, the bare stones and the curtained bed. The room had been pressed on me. I preferred a pallet amongst my men, but many felt uneasy with their king so close. Thus, I accepted this additional layer of isolation.

      Movement next to me drew my eye. An unassuming young man dressed in casual modern clothing leaned against the stone wall, eyes intent on me. The eyes gave Dream away—they were silver, lid to lid, and glowed like fog lit from within. I nodded, ruler to ruler, to the manifestation of the land that birthed me.

      Literally. My first memory was looking at the stars, then levering myself up from the ground. Myself and twelve others had been created fully grown that day, the progenitors of our race.

      Dream had not manifested since before the virus struck us. I suspected the Council had used magic to render Dream unconscious. That magic had apparently passed. Dream had become more aware over time. It had responded to my requests to thin or thicken the barrier between us and the Earth realm, Gaia.

      "Martellus," said Dream. His voice was smooth but his words evoked emotions unconnected to their meanings, like the symbols present in dreams. "Your brethren lie uneasy. When will you bring back my other strayed children, the sibyls? When will you call your people back from their graves?"

      It was good that Dream was back, but this was also going to be a monumental pain in my ass.

      I chose my words carefully. "I've found a sibyl, but she would need to be persuaded to come here willingly, to be happy. Tread carefully, Dream. You've only just woken. If they cast another spell—"

      "Indeed." Dream's silver eyes burned with an inner fire. "I want revenge for that."

      Yeah, that wouldn't make the reintegration of monsters into Gaia complicated at all.

      Dream didn’t understand many things that creatures bound to a single physical form experience, such as oh, say, death. Or gender. That fluidity made conversations with it loaded on many levels and dangerous for the ignorant to undertake. Even after millennia, I remembered those conversations, and sometimes the wreckage that followed when Dream twisted my words and acted to maximize its amusement.

      With Dream awake, there would be chaos.

      "Revenge has its place." I kept my tone neutral. "It might be best to let it wait until the sibyls are found again. So you don't hurt them accidentally."

      Earthquakes, tsunamis, blizzards—none were known for their ability to target accurately. Unfortunately, Dream preferred to use extreme measures when it was angry.

      Dream's lips curled into a knowing smile. It knew exactly what I was doing, and judging by the expression, might play along. It regarded me for a beat longer, those glowing eyes sly and amused, before it vanished as abruptly as it had appeared.

      I walked to the balcony. The air still hummed with the remnants of the conversation, and unease did not leave me. To combat it, I willed the mirror on the nearest wall to show me the rally place, where at least two of my brother kings, Bran and Rey, would be.

      The nightwalker king still bided in Dream, cementing his bond with his mate. In a moment’s weakness, I wished that for myself, then dismissed it. Duty was what I had, and I would fulfill it. Home and hearth and children were not for me. The other twelve, my brethren, had paired and gone on to have families. I stood alone.

      The memory of the sibyl’s dark golden hair and blue eyes haunted me.

      The mirror’s surface rippled like molten silver before settling into a clear image of a crowded park. The scene revealed a discussion between my brother kings and their mates, with a few humans included at the table. The gathering was tomorrow, and they were working out the last details.

      I shifted the mirror's focus to Shay, the sibyl I’d encountered and wished to persuade to come to her true home. If she returned to dream she’d be safer here than among humans. The bonus would be having her nearby.

      Perhaps I should've felt guilt for this as an aspiring modern male. I tried, but no emotion came to me as the mirror blurred and then cleared.

      I found her sitting at a small table with a man, possibly at her home, given the lack of staff. The man with whom she was at ease, a faint smile lighting her face, was not unattractive.

      An unfamiliar sensation squirmed through my chest. Jealousy? Something I hadn’t felt in a very long time. I envied him the smile in her eyes. What could I do to call it forth?

      I had no idea why she bothered me so much, but I also had no time to pursue a liaison. She was a sibyl and deserved all honor, and I was busy and had none left to give her.

      There was still work to be done. Forcing my attention away from Shay, I commanded the mirror to show me the current rulers of the Alchemists. Their history with us was steeped in blood and deception. No matter how they were responsible for the near extinction of the races of many of those I ruled.

      With Dream awake and angry at them, punishment was coming. I, too, felt a scant inclination toward mercy.

      Though modernity seemed to require that blood feuds and vengeance be stopped, otherwise there would be a never-ending cycle of revenge. The argument was a fallacy. It merely rewarded those who struck first, not those who ended the conflict.

      The mirror's surface wavered. Possibly they had made wards to keep Dream’s eyes and mine off them. The images blurred and shifted like sand caught in a storm, with no clarity coming. Enough. I dismissed the conjured images, and the mirror merely showed a reflection of me and the room.

      One last attempt, at the request of the goblin King. This man, this Franklin, was an enemy to Roma, Bran’s mate, and well hidden from Goblin magics. Slippery as a sea snail, also, he’d also escaped captivity more than once.

      That was what came of mercy. If Bran had just killed this Franklin, his mate would not have been threatened.

      "Dream, aid me on this. It will cause pain to your enemies." I focused on the mirror once more.

      The goblins called themselves the heirs to Dream’s throne. I knew Dream, and I ceded the title to Bran gladly. That seat would be a thorny one.

      An image of a portly man, one given to self-indulgence, sprang into the mirror’s depths. The mirror flickered, and the outlines of his surroundings sharpened, revealing him engaged in a conference with several other humans. Their expressions were tense and serious as if discussing matters of grave importance.

      "Interesting." I watched intently as they exchanged heated words. Sound would've been good, but that was not how this kind of scrying worked.

      Something about this Franklin set off warnings in the deepest recesses of my mind, but I couldn't quite put my finger on it. It was like an itch just out of reach, taunting me with its elusiveness. Something I’d seen long ago, residing in a difficult-to-reach part of my memory.

      What time was it on Earth?

      Dream had been at it again, fiddling with the flow of time relative to Gaia. When I looked for Bran again, they were gathered on the grass for their rally. Warning my brother was a good thing—and Shay might be there.

      That way I could see she remained safe and put the goblin king in my debt. A win-win situation.

      "Arete, Bleys," I called to the air. My harpy steward and dragon guard would hear. "I must leave for a short while, but I shall return soon."

      A screech answered me from the clouds. Arete’s assent.

      The ground around the castle, Bleys’s back and wings, stirred. He was curled around the castle, napping.

      Before departing, I stared down at the tomb that sat above the earth. It cradled my brother and sister trolls. A sharp reminder of why vengeance was called for. I’d had to kill many of them with my hands when they ravaged and destroyed, until now there were only ten of us left.

      Not all the duties of a king were pleasant.

      "I remember." With that, I opened the way from Dream to the rally on Gaia. For me, the barrier was easy to penetrate.

      The evening air here on Gaia remained warm, in this place of endless summer. The distant echo of children’s laughter and water falling made a pleasant cadence as I searched the area for Bran.

      I’d give the message to Rey if I must, but sometimes leaving him unstrangled was a challenge. He’d taken ages to perfect being irritating.

      Bran appeared at my right, stepping from the tree’s shadows with Rey a step behind him.

      Danger here, then. They wouldn’t be close together if there wasn't.

      "Something's off," Bran said, his voice soft as the whisper of a breeze. "Why are you here, Martellus?"

      "The council or the guild?" Reynard asked, his eyes not on me. I glanced in the direction of his gaze. Their mates, the smaller one of the two arguing with a hapless uniformed man.

      "I saw this Franklin person speaking with his peers, an older woman and a younger man, all intent. Something will likely happen here tonight."

      Rey nodded. "Any other good news, Hammer-man?"

      "Dream manifested and spoke with me."

      Bran closed his eyes for a moment. "It only needed that. Is Dream willing to not invade Gaia?"

      "We didn’t speak of that. Dream did mention revenge, though."

      They both winced at those words.

      "I’ll stay here for your rally. When the attack comes, I’ll help. Will you take your women to safety?"

      Bran laughed. "No, only be by her side. I value my life, which would be forfeit if I tried to make her hide."

      I inclined my head. Both Roma and Cathy had warrior spirits, though they lacked the needed skills.

      "Shay is here," Reynard said, a sly grin playing on his lips. "Would you care to ensure her safety?"

      I allowed myself a small smile at his jape. "Still the gossip, fox? And yes, of course, I will see the sibyl safe."

      Reynard laughed loud and long, which gained him narrow-eyed looks from their women, standing near the trees. Smart women.

      "Thank you, Martellus," Bran nodded. "That’s one less person we need to worry about."

      "Shay’s due any minute," Reynard added. "Her assistant texted Cathy to let us know."

      At Bran’s patient expression, Rey spread his hands in an exaggerated gesture of innocence. "I’m helping."

      "As long as you are, I thank you for it." I moved to wait amongst the humans milling about. Their food smelled delicious, and I had Gaia money to purchase it.

      "Wait." Bran held up his hand. I raised a brow as he formed his words. Bran was not usually at a loss.

      "I ask a favor, troll-king." Bran met my eyes.

      "And I," added Rey, his expression unusually serious.

      I’d been waiting for this request. "You want me to procure elixir from the elves for your mates. So they may live lifetimes better suited to your own."

      Bran’s jaw was firm. "Yes. At whatever price."

      "That, old friend, old foe, is why I bargain with them and not you. I’m not overly burdened with sentiment. They’re due to visit me soon, and I’ll let you know the price when I have it." I gazed at them. This moment was another reminder of how vulnerable love made people. Before, nothing would have moved either of them to ask me such a favor, knowing how heavy the price might be.

      They drifted back toward their women. I kept the area within sight, but I moved to the food trucks to sample the foods the mortals offered. If it took a lot of time for Shay to arrive, I also planned to examine the fountain.

      To my delight, I found the food was paid for by the event organizers. Ah, a nice surprise.
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      I breathed deeply, containing the visions, settling them to a level where I could interact with the physical world without them hazing my eyes and ears.

      Fragments of the future still intruded. Bran on one knee in front of Roma, though the setting varied. The enormous sapphire in the ring remained a constant. I couldn’t see many more details, which meant I was probably present when he did this.

      Martellus, the Troll-King, popped up in them too, though with no context other than his presence. I’d gotten his name when we met, and Roma’d filled me in later as to who and what he was, other than old-fashioned and irritating. When we interacted, he held doors, pulled out chairs, and generally acted like I was fragile and on the verge of shattering.

      It annoyed me to no end.

      There were days when I wasn’t sure whether the fact I didn’t see my future directly made me happy or aggravated.

      The other constant, Roma dying unless her wedding took place on my island, provided me with more grit to attend this rally. The lack of greater clues meant I also was present for that, and I had no desire to see my friend die.

      Telling her was out of the question. I’d learned that telling people what might happen changed the happenings, like observing an atom changing its position so you could never know exactly where it was. In this case, I’d spent the night coming up with a myriad of reasons why she should marry where I wanted her to.

      I saw so few happy futures I made it my aim to make any I could come to pass.

      Right now, Roma was incredibly busy, managing the reputation issues of the monsters that had come back to our world. Over the past month, her job had gotten even harder after a couple of incidents. A shifter had clawed someone, and a goblin had gotten into a fight and beaten someone up.

      Roma had gotten them lawyers and handled the spin. The fact that these people came from a time and place where violence was an acceptable answer to many problems made her work overtime to keep them in line, even with Bran and Rey’s help.

      Luckily, I had very deep pockets and a vested interest in seeing them win.

      My phone pinged.

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you coming to the rally?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Yep. On my way down.

      

      

      

      

      

      Then another ping.

      
        
          
            
              
        In the lobby.

      

      

      

      

      

      Duncan had arrived.

      The rally was taking place in a park nearby. I didn’t like crowds at all, but for my friends, I’d cope. Bran and Rey were scheduled to speak, and Roma had been biting her nails about this event for weeks.

      I’d promised to show even before I'd discovered my new personal mission. Making sure Roma married on Illmire so she didn’t die was important to me.

      I nodded to the uniformed doorman as I went by. He was a professional, not turning a hair at my jeans and faded t-shirt, soft with many washings. I needed comfort to help me through what I was going to do this evening.

      Duncan grinned when he saw the outfit. "Not going to be the corporate shark today?"

      He was better dressed than me, in a collared shirt and cargo shorts.

      I laughed. "I’m the same under the camouflage."

      Roma’s event was on a Friday evening at Grand Park, a large downtown green space. A central space able to accommodate a lot of people, which was important. Over the past month, since a few of the monsters had revealed themselves and Rey had started his superhero shtick, Roma had put together this big reveal of the number and variety of monsters coming to our world.

      Roma and I had brainstormed over the past few weeks all the potential problems with government agencies like customs and immigration, and I’d retained lawyers in a variety of specialties.

      My backup plan involved calling in favors from all the politicians to whom I’d made campaign contributions on federal and local levels. The monster kings not being in prison was a priority, especially for their significant others.

      Given the early evening heat, the crowds on the sidewalk were thinner than I’d expected. Most of the people were in cars, as was the norm for LA, but I liked to walk even if I had to breathe exhaust fumes. I’d worn my hair loose, and as I walked, I twisted a strand through my fingers to distract myself from the number of people.

      Duncan ambled beside me companionably, a living buffer. I’d never understood why, but people tended to move out of his way while not appearing to notice me. He’d used that ability more than once over the years to clear the way for me.

      The current movement also helped me screen out pictures that wanted my attention in my head.

      We turned a corner, and the park unfurled like a lush, green carpet just down the sidewalk.

      Gorgeous.

      Splashes of color from the flower beds contrasted with the grass. The people who'd planned the garden had included a variety of silhouettes, flowers, bushes, and trees.

      The space brightened my urgent mood. The change in surroundings was surreal as if someone took a bowl of fresh greenness and dumped it in the concrete and steel of downtown LA. Like a precious stone in a rusted iron ring.

      Duncan headed for the entrance, a half-step ahead of me. Near its center, the park's terraces sloped toward a large fountain with jets for children to play in. The water splashed high in the air, and children shouted, running around in the jets, cooling off and playing.

      Groves of olive trees provided shade nearby. I took the lead and stepped onto the broad walkway and headed toward the small platform that had been set up for Bran to speak on.

      A variety of entertainment spread out before us. A few local bands would be doing sets before and after the reveal, and a face-painting station near us had a small line of children. Delicious smells wafted from food trucks.

      There were a few vendor tents as well, mostly catering to people who enjoyed fantasy movies and novels.

      In the planning stages, Bran had insisted on activities for children, saying that they were the least likely to be afraid and they’d grow up that way.

      In preparation for this, Roma had released a series of videos of Rey’s adventure as Foxman, with Cathy appearing once in a while as his partner Mindstar. I did wonder who'd held the camera for the ones she appeared in. When she was Mindstar, at least she had a hood covering her face and distinctive flaming red hair.

      Despite all the attractions and prep work, the crowd was thin. The few people waited in lines for the food trucks, since the food was free, paid for by the rally organizers…that is, us. That is, me.

      A few people lounged on blankets, listening to the music. The event was a big amalgamation of ages and ethnicities, and seeing the children gave me hope.

      "I spotted them," Duncan said. "This way."

      A splinter of someone’s future tried to push into my head. I walled it off. I needed to be present mentally, not lost in the potential happenings of strangers.

      We passed a low-voiced argument. "…why are we here? Those videos have the cheesiest special effects, and now there’s a big reveal?" The speaker was a lean, intense older man. He spoke with a man of the same age, who wore thick glasses and a bald spot that covered most of his scalp.

      The other man chuckled. "Isn’t that reason enough? And if there is something to be revealed, you’ll be getting a video of it and we can upload it immediately, Alex."

      "Ugh, I hate paid jobs." Alex flapped his hand at the food trucks. "They’re trying so hard, they’re desperate."

      Another chuckle. "And we’ll be laughing all the way to the bank."

      Well. Possibly Roma had miscalculated the friendliness of the influencers she’d invited. E, well. It happened to even the best.

      We proceeded to the fountain. The joyful shrieks of children playing in the jets made me smile despite my worries. None of them cared for anything beyond running, chasing, and being hit by water.

      Some were more coordinated than others—two children with curly black hair seemed to have uncanny timing in chasing other children on top of the jets just as they went off. Gales of laughter fell like rain when they did so, from them and their victims.

      Cassie watched from the side. Beside her, one of the mothers, modestly dressed, her hair completely tucked in a long scarf, glanced in my direction. Our eyes met.

      The world drowned in vivid blue-green, the color of the sea, and like the sea, deep and terrifying. I took a step back, breaking the direct eye contact. Immersed, water swirled around her, the sun high above and glittering like a jewel then a shadow falling above….

      I staggered. Duncan caught my elbow, and Cassie hurried toward us.

      The vision shattered when the mother broke eye contact. She smiled at me, a merry flash of even teeth, then waved at us before returning her attention to the children.

      "Are you okay?" Cassie asked breathlessly.

      "I’m fine. Just dizzy for a minute."

      Cassie knew about the visions and let it pass. "Hey, Duncan, she let you have time off?"

      He laughed. "Are we talking about the same Shay? I’m sure there’s a super-secret buyout going to happen here, and she’ll spring it on me to keep me on my toes."

      "Ha-ha. You two should take that act on the road. Where are Roma and Cathy?" I shook my head at them.

      Without giving her time to answer, I hurried back to the stand, now searching for Roma and Cathy. Two black-jacketed security personnel stood near the stage. Roma had hired human security for the event, and Bran had arranged for non-human security that appeared human.

      The woman with the strange eyes was probably an ally, but better safe than sorry. That was another point that made people paranoid—many of the monsters had illusions to make them look like normal people until they decided to drop it. It would be impossible for a human to discern after this.

      Cathy's vivid red hair and height made her easy to spot. She stood in the shade of an olive tree near the stage. Roma, much shorter, stood some feet away, talking with a fair-haired Bran. Rey, the trickster, was nowhere to be seen, which was not comforting.

      The man was a wild card. He made my head hurt whenever I looked at him, so many conflicting futures spinning around him. The only thread of sanity was Cathy’s presence in them.

      The few futures I saw for Rey that didn’t contain Cathy featured really bad things. I swallowed and pushed them from my mind. Rey, for all his humor, was not a force to take lightly.

      Seeing the future had taught me to keep my mouth shut and work to achieve the one I wanted if it was within my capability. I didn’t like surprises. Knowing the possible futures helped with decision-making, but it was also hard when I only saw the bad consequences of an action someone I cared about was determined to take.

      And sometimes good things happened—Cassie hadn’t died of the virus, even when almost all my visions had shown her dead.

      Seeing possible futures was something I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy, even if it had made me rich and helped me protect my friends. But I couldn’t see any futures of this rally, since I was present, and that made me very nervous.

      People drifted near the stage as the band finished its set. So much potential for trouble, especially when I counted all the people who didn't want this to succeed—the alchemists, humans who banished the monsters in the first place, and the Council, a group of monsters who didn’t want the other monsters returning.

      Bran spotted me and spoke to Roma, who spun and ran to me on skyscraper heels. She had a deep love of shoes, and none better than those with three to five-inch heels. I had no idea how she walked in them, much less ran like a gazelle.

      Cathy, in sensible sneakers, was right behind her.

      Roma and I were about the same height, but right now she was three inches taller than me. "You came."

      Cassie laughed. "Group hug!"

      Argh, they all pounced on me.

      It felt good, even if I had to blank my mind to keep the visions out. I did not want to see Roma dead in my vision.

      Right now, Roma looked like she was ready for a model shoot. Perfect makeup, her hair in a sleek twist with a few dangles in front, possibly to make it look better when more hair worked its way free. Her white sundress splashed with red and orange flowers was a masterpiece of casual elegance.

      Cathy looked great too, her shoulder-length hair falling around her shoulders, wearing jeans and a scoop neck top that emphasized her slender figure. Her makeup was more subtle but still expert.

      Bran smiled benignly nearby, trying very hard to look as if he wouldn’t murder anyone who came close and tried to hurt us. He wasn’t very good at it. With him came an earthy scent, like the forest after rain. Since encountering Bran and the other monsters, I’d figured out these weren’t strange colognes, but the way I perceived magic.

      Of course, the scents had no rhyme or reason, though they stayed the same for each person. It just meant magic was present. Or that I hadn’t figured out the nuances.

      "Is Tanni going to be here?" Our other friend was staying in Dream with her mate, but I’d hoped she would come.

      Roma shook her head. "She’s still learning and practicing with her healing ability. She said in a few weeks she hoped to be ready to come back."

      "I look forward to that then," I said.

      Tanni and I had partnered in creating the company that she’d used to create the vaccine.

      "I hope this goes well." Roma tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. As expected, a few long wild strands had worked their way back out of the sleek bun she’d tucked them into.

      "I hope so, too." I smiled at her as I kept my gaze from flicking to Bran.

      Propose already, man, so I can tell her to come to Illmire, where she’ll be safe.

      Sadly, telepathy was not one of my gifts. I'd long ago learned to keep my mouth shut on important points of my visions.

      "There’s a woman at the fountain. Is she supposed to be there?" I asked. "She’s unusual."

      Roma’s brow went up. "Could you be more specific? Did something happen that disturbed you?"

      At nearly the same time, Cassie said, "Security."

      Glancing at her younger sister, Roma asked, "I think the jackets make the security obvious. Or are there extras I wasn’t told about?"

      Bran sidled closer. "The woman you’re talking about wasn’t sure if she’d be able to come this far from the shore, so I didn’t mention it when we made the security plans. I let Cassie know since she’s handling the finer security details."

      Glancing at Roma, who was giving him the side eye, I asked, "What is she?"

      Roma did not appreciate being uninformed about any aspect of an event she was running. Bran had invoked the wrath of Roma, and sparks were going to fly at some point.

      "She’s a marid." Bran paused and then hurried on as Roma’s gaze chilled, a small smile tucking the corner of his mouth. "There’s also a djinn around here somewhere—his strength is air, hers is water, but she’s much more powerful with salt water. Both have promised only to intervene if there’s violence and only to disperse the violence."

      "Is there a reason you didn’t mention it at all in the planning meetings?" Cathy asked. She didn’t look as annoyed as Roma, more curious.

      "They’re both hard to contact and can’t be counted on. In terms of arriving, I mean. She honestly didn’t know if she could come this far from the ocean, and he might have ended up watching clouds instead of coming. And I did let the person who’s handling security know, correct, Cassie?" Bran spread his hands, and the storm clouds that had gathered on Roma’s face faded.

      She hated it when people didn’t tell her all the details.

      "Can they be depended on not to hurt people?" I asked.

      "More than most, but there’s always a chance of harm." Bran turned to survey the crowd, which had been growing. "This is turning into a lot of people."

      "This is nothing in terms of numbers. Successful rallies need many more." Roma frowned. "I’d hoped for three or four times this."

      "What's the speech going to be about?" I asked.

      I shared Bran’s unease about the presence of strangers, even if Roma said it was a small crowd and necessary to get the message out.

      Bran’s gray eyes were thoughtful as he surveyed the small crowd. "Acceptance. The differences between people. And I'll drop my illusion at the end."

      "He's prepped to answer some questions then, but I'm going to step forward as his rep at the beginning of the Q&A so I can take over if it starts getting too uncomfortable." Roma's eyes moved over the crowd. "His guards will get upset if people get in Bran’s face."

      Translation: Roma didn’t want Bran’s men’s swords out and swinging if anyone threatened him. I could go along with that.

      "I've spotted some of the influencers I invited. Only two people in the media area here, both freelancers. The main stations must've decided it wasn’t worth airtime."

      "Here’s hoping it is." I knew my smile was strained, but I did my best.

      "Why don’t we go stand by that group of trees?" Cathy suggested. "It’s away from the crowd, but still close enough we can see and hear everything."

      "I second the suggestion," said Duncan. Like Bran, he’d remained quiet while we talked.

      It was only thirty feet away, so I nodded, and we moved there. Roma and Bran stayed since the short speech was coming up soon.

      Surrounded by the green, almost edible scent of the olive trees surrounding us, I searched the crowd visually and spotted the influencers Roma had mentioned, taking selfies and arranging themselves so they had good backdrops.

      On the edge of the crowd, a man, standing a head taller than most of the crowd, had his attention fixed on me. His hair was a light color, either a very light brown or blonde with a golden tint to it and he stood out. Broad-shouldered, not dressed to blend in. His clothes screamed tailored and rich. For a moment, I thought he might've been my personal annoyance, Martellus. But the body language and what I could see of the face was all wrong.

      Flaunting wealth was not uncommon, given the setting. I could have worn the same style, but I'd wanted to be unobtrusive.

      This man did not, and he was staring at me. I turned my attention away before futures could start to gather around him. I didn't like the fixity of his attention.

      Bran walked onto the stage.

      It was time to begin.
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      As Bran walked toward the podium, the crowd quieted a bit, though the distant shrieks of playing children were still clearly audible. The people closest to the stage were middle-aged or older, which puzzled me, given the general attendee looked young.

      The attractive human male illusion Bran wore to conceal his goblin form wasn’t anything special, a blond man in good shape, somewhere in his mid-thirties. His quiet presence couldn’t be disguised, though. He walked with utter self-confidence, wearing a collared shirt and dark blue chinos with low boots.

      He’d refused to budge on the boots in a potential combat situation, despite all Roma’s arguments.

      She’d called to grouse about it. She’d wanted to make sure everything was flawless for this. Roma was a perfectionist, but she was also one of the best at her business.

      On the other hand, Bran was one of the best at his. I’d seen him as the killing machine he actually was, in the visions showing me the war on this world if Roma died.

      I’d made encouraging noises at both of them and refused to take sides.

      "Thank you all for coming," he said. His quiet voice grabbed the attention, even without him trying.

      Next to me, Cathy chuckled and said, "It took a bit for him to get used to the microphone. He planned on just yelling. And he can yell loud."

      I imagined him yelling into the microphone around his neck and winced. Bran was someone who’d been trained to be heard over the din of hand-to-hand fighting. It must've been fun teaching him.

      "I thought my ears were going to bleed," Cathy continued.

      Bran gazed out at the people watching. Some from near the food trucks, and the influencers Roma had talked into attending were recording his speech and their reactions. Four phones, no waiting—they’d each set up tripods beforehand.

      "You were told we would reveal secrets as well as more information on Foxman." Bran concealed his wince at the name well, but I saw it. "Foxman is here right now."

      He pointed to the left, and Rey strolled forward. He grinned big, and Cathy drew in a breath and said, "Don’t improvise, don’t improvise…"

      When he reached the stage, his body blurred and then a white tiger—probably chosen for its size and dramatic coloring, appeared in his place. There were a lot of gasps from the crowd. Rey settled next to Bran, half lying on his side.

      "There are people, peaceful, kind people with powers and abilities among you who wish to come out of the shadows. People like me." Bran dropped the illusion he wore and stood there an attractive being, but not human. His skin was the color of pale slate, and his white hair sprang like a mane from his head, falling halfway down his back. I’d seen his true form before in my visions, but seeing it in person was still a shock. Not least because something that different shouldn’t be that attractive.

      Bran’s nails were much closer to claws than a human nails, but they’d been carefully trimmed and manicured. Unless you knew what to look for, they didn’t appear threatening at all.

      Tiger-Rey stretched and blurred again, this time to a black fox who scampered in Cathy’s direction, then ran past us, brushing against Cathy’s ankle. A sharp peppery smell filled my nose, and I sneezed. Typical of Rey that his magic would cause that reaction.

      People in the audience started talking loudly, voices raised in what I took to be excitement. Those gathered nearby divided their attention between the direction Rey had run in and Bran up on the stage, though he got the lion’s share of the attention.

      Heh, such a great pun.

      Roma walked onto the stage and joined him, the picture of poise. She stood next to Bran and even with the extra inches of height her shoes gave her she only came to his shoulder. "Now we'll take questions. Who wants to go first?"

      "Me," Bran said. He stepped to the side and dropped to one knee. "Will you marry me?"

      Oh, thank goodness. Though Roma, because of her work, an intensely private person, was going to make Bran pay for this, it gave me another argument as to why it should take place on my island rather than a public venue.

      A good portion of the crowd went silent, staring. There were smiles on several faces as they waited for an answer. Maybe Roma had made the sacrifice and arranged for him to do this?

      Oops. From her stunned expression, she hadn’t.

      Bran pulled a small jewelry box from his pocket and offered it to her.

      Someone in the crowd yelled, "Take it!"

      Cathy clasped her hands together and squeaked. "Isn't that sweet?"

      "I thought so when I suggested it to Bran," said Rey, who was standing right behind me. I jumped. There was no scent of magic on him now, which must've been why I missed him.

      He moved to Cathy’s side, kissed her, and put his arm around her waist. She tilted her head to lean against him.

      A wistful pang hit me. It would be nice to be able to do that too.

      A puff of a breeze hit me. It carried a honeyed scent, but there was a burned undernote to it. Like a crème brûlée, there had been torched long enough to burn rather than caramelize. It came from the opposite end of the crowd, near where the staring stranger still stood.

      "Can you feel that?" I said to Rey.

      "I don't feel anything. What do you think it is?" he asked.

      "I think someone is doing magic."

      Roma reached down, touched Bran’s cheek, and then tugged on his arm. She took the ring box out of his hand as he stood. When she opened it, the intense blue glitter of the large stone within was breathtaking.

      She slid it on her finger.

      Half of the crowd erupted into cheers.

      I coughed as the smell of sugar rolled over me. Rey glanced right and left frowning, and I turned to gaze at the stranger again. Before my eyes found him, an older woman pushed her way forward in the crowd.

      She screamed, "Monster whore!"

      A ripple of agreement ran through the people near her. Another joined her, shouting a crude suggestion on how Bran won her affection.

      The stance of Bran’s guards, also near the stage, shifted to menace.

      One of the influencers jumped and turned a phone camera to face in that direction. The balding one's expression at the eruption of drama was pretty distasteful. His partner kept the other phone focused on Roma and Bran.

      Bran glared at the woman.

      Roma looked quizzical as her gaze roved over the crowd. Her brows had created a V between her eyes, a typical expression for when she was trying to figure out something unusual.

      The bitter honey scent intensified.

      "Whatever magic it is, they just poured more power into it," I said.

      Duncan said quietly, "I didn’t know you could do that. I don’t like the feel of this. We should leave as soon as Roma and her fiancé are safe."

      "Yes." Rey gestured for his second, Rissa, to approach. She strode over, weaving through the crowd, jostling people harder than would've been expected from her small frame.

      "You have no right here," shouted an older man with an accent. "Go back to wherever you came from."

      Another man shoved him. "Who do you think you are? You should get out of here too."

      Rissa dodged around them and danced away from another knot of people working themselves up to fight.

      "No, really, Shay, I think leaving is a very good idea," Duncan repeated in a weary tone. He’d crowded close to me, trying to put himself between me and the fight.

      "He’s a wise man," said Rey. "But me, I don’t do wise."

      Bran shook his head at something Roma said before escorting her off the stage. At the same time, his guard moved to meet them and surrounded them once they touched the ground. Both were still visible, but anyone who wanted to get physical with them would have to go through the bodyguards.

      "Cathy, Shay, Shay’s friend, I think it's time for all of you to leave. Rissa, please escort them to a safe place," said Rey. "Time for Foxman to do something heroic."

      "Not without me to hold his leash," Cathy said dryly. "Partners, Rey."

      Rissa and Rey exchanged a glance before Rissa focused on me. Worry looked odd on her sharp face. "I don’t like either of you in this kind of fight, Cathy. Shay isn’t trained, and you’ve never been in a fight where someone could be killed. A mob is a bad place to start. Do you know anything about fighting?"

      Duncan nodded in answer to the question. My vice president had hidden depths.

      Cathy gripped Rey’s arm firmly and spoke through an edgy smile. "We don’t want Foxman doing anything all the monsters will regret later, either. I know what I’m doing. Shay, I agree this isn’t a good place for you to be."

      The crowd got noisier and noisier, and the mass of people edged into violence, some shoving, some pushing. Hired security had withdrawn, moving nearer Bran and Roma. From what I understood, that was normal—they didn’t get involved when a fight broke out. That was the police’s job.

      I coughed as the honey scent intensified and a man with a pistol in his hand burst out of the crowd.

      The sharp cracks of the weapon maddened the crowd rather than dispersing it.

      Blood splattered from Bran’s chest.

      The influencer nearby fiddled with the phone, probably trying for a closeup.

      Bran and Roma vanished from view into the crowd.

      A strong hand caught my wrist as I tried to run forward. Unimpeded, Rey plunged into the mess, headed for Bran, Cathy at his heels. I had no idea how Cathy was going to help, though she was pulling something from her pocket. It looked like a small statue, and the scent of citrus trailed from her.

      I didn't blame her for staying with him. Rey, the shapeshifter king, was chaos personified. Letting him wade into the situation was a recipe for disaster, even when Roma had made him make a dozen promises on things he wouldn’t do, he’d find a thirteenth that he would.

      A vision swept over me, Rissa and the daemon Edward Burghazi arguing, almost nose to nose, which branched into a series of futures that varied from romantic clinch to fighting to one or both of them dead. I hissed as I forced it away, but it was strong, and didn’t want to leave my head.

      I’d met him when he'd delivered the demand I turn myself into the Council. He seemed a decent person, but right now I didn’t care if he and Halo were fated to be mates.

      I did not need this in an emergency.

      A frothing horizontal column of water hit the man with the pistol, driving him backward. The pistol flew out of his hand, arcing up, and was caught by a man standing in the air. Literally. He was standing on top of nothing. He was of similar heritage to the woman I’d seen by the fountain, but his floating hair was a blue-tinged white.

      The influencer filming the crowd shifted his phone to catch an image of the djinn. "Can you believe that? These are great special effects."

      Five people surged toward the circled bodyguards. Roma and one of the guards crouched by Bran, lying on the ground.

      Another large burst of water lashed toward the crowd, shearing evenly so that it didn't hit Rey and Cathy.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see the source. The woman from the fountain walked toward us, her two children flanking her. Another spray of water burst from her hands, pushing the people away from Bran’s guard.

      The children ran in circles around the woman, playing tag as if they hadn't a care in the world.

      With the gun gone, and a magical kind of fire hose helping to control the crowd and keep them away from Bran and Roma, the immediate danger was over.

      I snapped at Rissa. "Let me go." Then I glared at Duncan, who was hovering, ready to repeat Rissa’s actions.

      She did, though she was coiled to grab me. "Let’s get out of here."

      "What she said." Duncan pointed to the crowd. "This is too much."

      Rissa’s face was worried and torn. She didn’t want to leave Cathy and Rey, and she thought I was in danger.

      There were days when I hated being short and skinny.

      The scent of leather and old paper wrapped around me. The scent I had only encountered with Martellus. It annoyed me that he smelled like two of my favorite things. How was he here, anyway?

      "I'll make sure the sibyl remains safe," his deep velvety voice rumbled from behind me. It was like it stroked over my skin, calling an involuntary shiver which annoyed the crap out of me.

      There had been nobody behind me, but now the space was occupied by six and a half feet of trouble. The man made no sound when he moved. Nothing that big should move that quietly.

      "My name is Ximena." I’d said it to him every time we met. I didn’t like the tone he said sibyl in, as if I were something precious that needed to be protected.

      I could take care of myself, thank you. I wasn’t an object.

      "So you have often said." He smiled at me. "I wish to only show you the utmost respect. Unless you make me free of your name?"

      I wasn't sure how that question was loaded, but I was certain that it was. On the other hand, I wanted to be referred to by my name rather than what was my species name.

      "Yes, please be free of my name. Call me Ximena, or Shay, or Ms. Lucerno. Just not sibyl,"

      Martellus bowed, ice-gray eyes on mine, hand over his heart. "As you wish, Shay."

      Yeah, I’d seen that movie too. Nice try.

      "Shay, who is this?" Duncan asked, his tone wary, not retreating, though Martellus was a foot taller and broader than him.

      "Martellus. King and pain in my butt."
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      Ximena: Sibyl and woman I wished to court, turned on her heel and glared at me, her dark blue eyes flashing with annoyance. I much preferred that expression to the detached sadness I typically saw in her eyes and face when she wasn’t holding it in a neutral mask.

      Though I preferred to not see her in the middle of a magically induced and enhanced riot, at this moment she was alive in a way that made me catch my breath. While her power and spirit were large and strong, her body was not. The thought of her collapsing from a prophecy made me want to rush her away from this chaos.

      The man who stood with her, hovering protectively, annoyed me. That was my place, and I also wanted the obvious friendship that gave him the right to do so. Though not being a fool, I knew that any attack, verbal or physical, would anger Shay at me, so I didn’t boot him away. Yet.

      I begrudgingly gave him a bit of credit for courage for not retreating when I stared at him.

      One of the rioters staggered in our direction. Duncan and I stepped between Shay and the stranger while Rissa’s eyes flickered from Shay to Reynard and Cathy in the thick of the fight.

      "I give my oath I’ll see her safe, Halo. This one," I nodded to the friend, "appears competent. Go to your liege. Help him protect his blood brother."

      She nodded at us and bolted into the fight.

      The affection between Halo and Rey, while often masked by her irritability with his tricks, was solid and real. It had been extended to Cathy when she and Rey mated. I’d made it a priority to know the connections of my brother kings and their people as a guard against deception. Hence my knowledge that Bran and Rey were blood-brothers as well, a fact not well known.

      When my people were few and more comparatively savage, I trusted as little as possible. That said, neither Bran nor Rey had ever done anything to abuse my trust as a king.

      The same could not be said for Rey and myself as a person. And one day I’d act to get even for all the pranks. But not today.

      "Don’t move away," I said. Shay shifted her weight, frowning at me. I liked her full mouth better when it smiled, but I’d take her scowl over an expressionless mask.

      "Why?" She glanced toward the fight.

      Her friend glanced worriedly at me. "Better to get distance in case there’s more firearms, is it not?"

      A valid point. We had another pressing issue here, though. "Because it's best if you receive this incoming visitor in full public view rather than in a dark alley with his friends cutting off your exit." I nodded toward Luce, the tall blond daemon striding toward us.

      He’d started moving in our direction as soon as Halo left us, which meant he wanted privacy for the discussion. Given his power as a daemon, he’d probably incited the riot for the sole purpose of speaking with Shay. Human injuries, Bran’s injury—to him, irrelevant so long as he achieved his objective.

      Since he'd once sat on the Council, it would be good to hear him out. I'd gathered intelligence on our opponents, and when I had a moment away from his sharp ears, I planned to explain that to Shay.

      The combatants angled away from him as he moved through their midst. Almost as if he held the reins of the magic causing them to fight. I added that point to my upcoming conversation with Shay. I’d seen a movie recently at Rey’s insistence where water did that at a holy man’s behest and wondered about the fish’s reaction to it.

      Ximena huffed at me. "To hell with that. Why do you think I need to talk with him? He started this fight."

      "Luce is a daemon, a powerful master of mind magics and all-around ass. We need to hear what his offer is."

      For a normal person, I would say hear him out, but Luce would only speak with me to bring an offer, probably from the Council, though it might be from the daemon people.

      "If he messes with people’s heads, is it safe for Shay to speak with him?" the friend asked, tone calm as his eyes fixed on Luce.

      Smart. A valuable second for Shay, so long as he realized I intended to be first.

      Luce had also been the head of the Council, centuries ago. I’d known the Council existed, but not the grand plan to change humanity and give them all greater powers that the Guild had subverted.

      What was pertinent now was Luce was incredibly powerful, and he had coveted the use of a sibyl’s abilities for a very long time. There was no way in this world I was leaving Ximena unprotected.

      "Then you talk to him," Ximena turned and strode away from us. Small as she was, she could walk with great speed.

      From the waves of magic I sensed around me, the riot was being artificially prolonged, but that was meaningless against the fact that it was also being recorded. This was a deliberate effort to make the monsters look bad, period, especially if any humans were injured.

      Luce moved to intercept her, blurring sudden speed, darting ahead of me and the friend.

      I moved quickly to keep him from touching her, the friend trailing behind me. Luce stepped directly in front of Shay, forcing her to stop.

      I halted right behind her. We had similar builds, Luce and I, so our tableau must have resembled nothing so much as a hotdog surrounded by an oversized bun.

      "Miss Lucero." Luce bowed. "I very much wanted to meet you."

      The flux of magic, as he poured the charm at her, raised the small hairs at the nape of my neck. I decided to wait on her reaction before I acted, though. Sibyls were often resistant to mind magic.

      Her nose wrinkled as if she smelled something unpleasant. She shifted position so she could see both of us, her full lips tucked in a firm line. "I don't want to meet you. Go away."

      The friend arrived, arranging himself nearer to Shay and me.

      Luce smiled, though the expression was only a curl of the lips. "To the point. A woman after my own heart. But I do have a proposal that it would probably be best for you to listen to."

      "The lady said go away." I stared at him. I hoped for an excuse, especially with the violence raging around us.

      "You may leave, Martellus." All the arrogance of his people filled his face. "Take the fate of the trolls as a lesson and go, King of dust and void. She's the future, you're the past, and the past is irrelevant."

      "The fortune cookie company called, and they want you to come back. They need more meaningless sayings to stuff into their cookies." Ximena stepped away from Luce in her friend’s direction.

      Luce grabbed her arm.

      I gave thanks to the divine as my knuckles hit his nose. It crunched satisfyingly. Not that it hurt him as his kind healed at a fantastic rate. In point of fact, they also used illusions, and he'd deliberately chosen the illusion he used today to mimic me, which was highly irritating. I'd put a great deal of thought and care into crafting the illusion that I wore today.

      Luce let go of Ximena’s arm and punched me back. I blocked with my other arm and jabbed him in the stomach. He countered with an elbow to my jaw, possibly because I was also keeping a concerned eye on Ximena.

      She and her friend used the opportunity to retreat away from us, setting her back against a thick olive tree, the friend between us and her. Smart. Had they fled, one of Luce’s little helpers would have scooped her up and probably killed the friend.

      The few sibyls I’d known couldn’t see their futures, so I doubted she could either. She had a good helping of common sense.

      With Luce present, she needed a strong guard. If Luce decided he or his people needed Shay, he would simply try to take her, without asking her or anyone else.

      I got Luce in a chokehold and applied pressure.

      A djinn carrying the gun, our ally, moved to hover above us. One of his eyebrows quirked as he watched the fight and said, "The goblin King is wounded, and they prepare to shift away from here, to Dream. You or the trickster’s second should remove this female from the battle. Otherwise, Ayesha will have to injure humans with the waters, since her first task is to keep the sibyl safe."

      "I thought his order was to keep humans from being hurt." It was unlikely Bran would think of the welfare of one over the welfare of many.

      "It was. Then she saw a sibyl present, and her priorities changed." The djinn grinned in Shay’s direction. "You’re more precious than emeralds or sapphires, woman. Take care no one makes you into a necklace."

      As harsh a warning as his kind delivered. I tightened my grip as Luce almost pried his way loose and nodded.

      Amplified human voices roared over the noise, "Disperse,"

      We were saved. Human police had arrived.

      Smoke filled the air, a choking fog that irritated eyes and nose. Given that Luce’s senses were sharper than mine, it would irritate him more than me.

      I released the pressure on his throat, and he sucked in a great lungful of air and choked and coughed, staggering. A cautious eye still on him, I moved to Shay’s side. The djinn kept up a steady breeze, protecting her from the gas. I appreciated the clean air as well.

      In response to the fog, the commotion worsened as humans ran right and left, tears running from their eyes.

      A cat darted up to us, then morphed into Halo. "They took Bran into Dream, for Tanni to heal. The wound is serious, but I think he'll recover. He wore the armor you gave him, Martellus. Would you make some of it for Rey?"

      I snorted. "It wouldn’t do him much good if he won’t stick to a single shape, Halo."

      "Fair," she said.

      Shaking his head and stepping into the clearer area around us, Luce regarded Halo, and she stared back, her vivid eyes slit. Her upper lip curled back from her teeth.

      Luce raised his nose. "You still outride for the trickster? A waste of your potential, Neferet, daughter of Ailuros. Why do you ignore your heritage?"

      The fact Halo had yet another name and an actual family connection was news to me. The other name I knew was Carissa, usually shortened to Rissa. I filed the information away for later consideration. Also, if Rey didn’t know this additional name, telling him I knew something he didn’t would even several old scores.

      The glance Halo tossed my way sizzled as if she’d read my mind.

      Even better.

      Halo returned her attention to Luce, her body language indicating she was a bare inch from pouncing. Luce had transferred his attention to her as well. Rey’s second was not a small power, and she was angry.

      "Shay, Martellus is as trustworthy as it gets. Would you allow him to escort you and your friend out of this area and back to your home or the organization’s headquarters?" Halo asked, her voice a low rumble.

      Ximena’s dark blue eyes met mine. She said very deliberately, "I don't want to, but this place isn’t safe, and I think it’s about to get even less safe for us." She emphasized the last word so there was no misunderstanding—her friend should not accidentally be left behind.

      I stared at the friend. "What is your name?"

      "Duncan." He stared back. His eyes…memory stirred, but we didn’t have time to track down what they and the cast of his face reminded me of.

      I offered my hand and Shay hesitated, then took it in a firm grasp.

      "Grab my belt," I said to the friend and then turned and reached out, touching the barrier that separated this world from Dream. Ximena didn’t know it, but as a sibyl, she was returning home. Trolls and sibyls were native to Dream.

      When I stepped into the barrier, Shay matched my pace, but her breath caught as she touched the barrier and passed through it a half pace behind me, still holding my hand. The pressure on my belt indicated Duncan had followed as well.

      On the other side, the sun was bright, and a breeze caressed me like a long-lost lover. The blades of grass and leaves on the tree gleamed as if they'd been carved out of jewels, and as I blinked to adjust my eyes to the brighter light, several trees burst into bloom.

      Dream was welcoming Shay home, indeed. I’d have felt jealous, but I was enjoying the warm welcome rather than the clammy mist that Dream normally greeted me with. I turned to Ximena, my hand still clasped in hers.

      "Ynyr, father of all," I said at the sight of her.

      She’d grown in height and build, now only half a head shorter than I. Her glossy dark gold hair poured in waves past her hips. Larger breasts lifted her now tight t-shirt and muscles rippled on her arms. The woman she might have been, perhaps, though I didn’t know if this was what Dream wanted her to be or a deep-held desire of her own.

      She held out her hands and glanced down, her mouth an almost perfect o. "What?"

      "Dream is welcoming you. It’s been a very long time since a sibyl came home."

      Her customary annoyance flared. "Talk to me, Martellus. Stop showing off."

      I hadn’t been aware I was showing off, but she was talking to me. "You want to know about your people then?"

      "Yes," she snapped.

      I forbore to remind her that I’d offered before, and she’d snubbed me on multiple occasions. "Sibyls and trolls are native to Dream, not to Earth." Leading with that truth seemed best.

      A gasp from the side made both of us glance at Duncan. He’d collapsed on the ground. Shay ran to him, dropping to her knees, and reached out to him. Her hand stopped just shy of his skin.

      "Duncan." Her cry was met with another inarticulate grunt as he writhed.

      I crouched by her to examine Duncan more closely. His skin had pebbled and cracked as if he had the world’s worst rash. It looked like…ah, that was what he’d reminded me of.

      "He's of monster heritage too, Shay, and Dream has enough magic to bring it fully to the surface."

      "What is he? Can you help him?" Her face and voice were stressed, which made me want to help Duncan, though he wasn’t one of mine nor a friend.

      "Dragon, I think. There’s not much we can do for him until the change is complete, and it can take a long time. I can put a shelter around this area and mark him under my protection, but you want to go to Bran and Roma, correct? The goblin lands are a good distance away."

      She touched his arm, eyes distant, seeing what was to come for Duncan. "If you build a shelter for him, it’s most likely he’ll be fine and finish whatever this is. I’m going to leave him a note. What do you need to do to make him a shelter?"

      "It’s simple. Write your note." As she pulled a small pad from her purse, I called stone from the ground, shaping the essence of it into a dome around him, thin enough he could easily break out once he’d shifted, but thick enough that predators would have a difficult time reaching him. I left a small passage in so Shay could leave her note.

      Earth and metal were mine to command, a power granted by my odd creation. Other trolls had different gifts, but the gifts of the firstborn were the most potent.

      The raw scent of broken earth surrounded us as the ground heaved, birthing the shelter.

      Shay examined it. "How will he get out?"

      "Tell him it’s like an egg, he just breaks out."

      "How will he see it? If you seal it up?"

      "Dragons see in the dark. He’ll be fine. Tell him to head toward the setting sun until he sees the big keep and tell the guardian he’s invited."

      "Where are you sending him?"

      "My keep. We’ll detour there first to let them know he’s company and not an enemy."

      She nodded, darted in, and dropped the note, saying softly, "Be well, Duncan, I’ll be back to check on you as soon as I can."

      Soft as she spoke, she probably thought I didn’t hear it, but troll hearing was quite sharp.

      A chuckle escaped me as she emerged from the shelter, and I sealed it. Small wildflowers sprang up behind her steps.

      "What are you laughing at?"

      I nodded toward the grass. She glanced down. The corners of her lips quivered and then came up in a faint smile.

      "He’ll be able to break out?"

      "I made it thin enough that the weakest dragon I’ve known can break it. Once we reach my keep, I can send people to guard and if needed, help him." I’d just need to pick carefully to keep them from being tempted to eat him instead, even if I threatened punishment.

      The breeze wrapped around us, smelling of flowers.

      "Dream is very happy at your return. I always get bad weather and cave systems myself, but we’ve known each other for much longer."

      Curiosity softened her face, "You’re talking like it’s a person?"

      "Dream used to manifest in a human form often a long time ago. Rarely since trolls and sibyls wandered to earth. Then, Gaia was an interesting place and humans were a novelty and a challenge. But some…" I broke the words off, shaking my head. "History’s more a trollish thing than a sibyl, so you know."

      I started in the direction of my keep. I should check in on them, make sure those under my banner hadn’t gotten into mischief.

      "What did Luce mean when he said you were the past?"

      "Trolls keep the past memory, sibyls future memory. We’re cousins, after a fashion. Trolls were greatly affected by the virus. I’m one of the last ten living."

      There was a long pause. When she spoke, her voice was very quiet. "I’m sorry. I take it you can’t be with other monsters and have children?"

      I shrugged. Pain was best dealt with by dismissing it. "Only the ones like dryads, who are fertile with anything, and the girls are dryads, the boys the father’s race. We could use that way to continue, but I don’t find it appealing. As for sibyls…your people…you’re gifted for one of them. The gift in most shows as flashes of familiarity, or moments of clarity pointing them toward a good choice. Only the most powerful spoke prophecy. That’s why Luce wants you for his people. There are ways to induce the trance without the prophecy forcing itself on you so that you speak more often."

      "Oh, so I can die in a seizure for their convenience?" Wrapping her arms around herself, she hurried forward a few steps away from me.

      "It’s best if we stay close together until you know this place better." I moved to her side again.

      As if to punctuate my words, a unicorn pranced gently down the path toward us, all silken white mane and tail, supernatural grace in its movement, golden horn glittering in the light, glowing opal eyes gleaming even in daylight.

      Dream, in a new form.

      It tossed its head at me, and I was hard put to keep from laughing. I politely stepped aside from Shay, and it pranced over to her, giving her plenty of time to admire it. It minced close to her and tossed its head again, pushing against her hand like a cat asking to be petted.

      She looked bemused as she petted it. "It seems friendly. It’s like you, though. I don’t get futures when I touch it. Are all things in Dream like that? Not calling future visions?"

      All the stops were being pulled out for her indeed.

      "You don’t see my futures because our kinds are similar. You’ll see them for other creatures here, like your friend Duncan. This…beast…is to show you Dream very much wants you to stay. You might want to consider promising you’ll return so Dream lets you leave later." I made my voice light, but I wasn’t really joking.

      She nodded, running her fingers through the unicorn’s shining mane. "I’ll return if I can get through the barrier."

      A rumble of thunder. Clouds glazed the sky. This was Dream being more pointed than was comfortable.

      Dream was capricious and didn’t understand ending—such as, say, a life ending—very well.

      I sighed. "I’ll bring her back again if it’s within my power. I swear on my brother’s bones, that I buried in you."

      The unicorn stamped its pretty, delicate hoof and walked with us, beside Shay.
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      Walking at Martellus’ side, I divided my attention between the beautiful scenery, perfect weather, and watching him covertly. Yes, he was arrogant and annoying, and I struggled with him thinking he could tell me what to do, but his body and face—the illusion he wore—was a work of art. As in fantasy fulfillment.

      The unicorn butted my hip, demanding more pets. I’d had less demanding cats.

      The colors of the trees, grass, sky—all of them were so vivid. It was warm, but with just enough of a breeze to cool us, and that breeze carried the scents of apple and orange blossoms from the trees. More trees burst into bloom as I watched.

      "Why did Luce call you King of dust and shadows??" I finally asked, breaking the quiet. The monsters had a lot of kings, though it did seem to be divided up by abilities or species. King of the shifters, King of the goblins…

      "Almost all of my people died from the virus. There were others who were in the same place, and I took them under my banner and provided them with protection. In return, they raised me as their king." His voice, low and resonant, sent pleasant shivers through my skin which I firmly suppressed. Even if we could touch, and I wouldn’t be assaulted by potential futures, we were too different.

      We rounded a curve in the path, standing on a hill, with a castle nestled in the hollow below us. The site hit my eyes like a blow, futures clamping down on me in a smothering blanket. Bran, the color of crumbled ash, still, his eyes staring into the distance. Goblins fighting in the streets of LA. Luce and Martellus, both fallen by the edge of a road, bleeding from wounds that covered their bodies. Roma’s face, swollen with weeping, Tanni holding her hands and looking helpless and sad.

      I staggered, then paused, breathing slow and deep to slow the flow of futures.

      Martellus waited for me, not speaking, which I appreciated. When I had the visions under control, just flickering at the corner of my eyes, I said, "We need to get to the castle and find out what happened to Bran."

      He nodded and moved at a brisk pace. In this new, tall body, it was easy to match his speed. I wasn’t sure if I hoped I’d retain it when we got back home. It might be hard to explain.

      As we double-timed down the path, the castle became clearer. Its exterior was composed of massive stone walls, the lowest six feet covered in reliefs that told stories of battles won and lost. The area nearer to the castle was uneven and covered with leather, no cover for any attackers. Though who would attack? Why was this needed?

      Did Dream have other inhabitants?

      As if in answer to that thought, the sound of a violin being played rang in my ears. Martellus stopped, folded his arms, and turned in the direction of the sound, his face as welcoming as a granite cliff.

      "Company. Be careful," he said softly.

      The unicorn whickered, pressing its head against my side, horn poking me. It drew blood. Holy crow that thing was sharp. I shoved it, and the creature appeared sheepish.

      A moment later, two figures came into view—a man playing the violin and a woman walking at his side. The music was wonderful—I’d never heard better, poignant, and evocative. The woman ran toward us, her motions as graceful as a dance.

      Good grief—slender, curvy, with flowing platinum hair revealing pointed ears and flashing brown eyes, her face a perfect oval with high cheekbones and a full mouth. I’d be looking behind her for a CGI team if I didn’t know better.

      She only spared me a glance as she ran to Martellus. She laid her hands on his folded arms and went on tiptoe to kiss him on the mouth.

      Before she made contact, he took a half step back, not enough for her to fall but enough to not make contact. "Matilda, I didn’t like it when your grandfather tried to kiss me either. Stop it."

      For all the words were harsh, there was a vein of amusement in his tone. Also, this vision was named Matilda?

      She laughed like a silver bell. Of course.

      "Martellus, we ask for your hospitality." In contrast to her laugh, her voice was husky and sweet.

      "You and Adian, or for your entire band? Are you banished again?"

      The man, her equal in beauty, tucked the violin under his arm, and I wanted to cry at the loss. The music made me feel like I could laugh and sing and perhaps even fly, more potent than any drink I’d ever permitted myself. The lack of music made it easier to think, though. Oh, he'd been messing with my head. Not cool.

      "Oh, the entire band, though we have a second request." The man’s voice was as compelling as his music.

      "Stop it, Aidan. This woman is under my hospitality already, and I’ll gut you both if you treat her like a plaything."

      They both stared at me with startled expressions.

      Aidan bowed. "M’lady. Forgive my reaction to your beauty and charm."

      The unicorn snorted.

      "With all respect, I wasn’t talking to you." Aidan kept his attention on me, waiting.

      "I forgive any reaction to my beauty, but not an attempt to mess with my head. Don’t do it again."

      Aidan grinned at me, eyes dancing with merriment. The two of them resembled each other closely enough I’d guess them to be siblings if they were human. "Never, Especially when the troll king glowers like a thunderstorm about to break on my head."

      "What is your second request?" Martellus broke the moment.

      "We want to go to Gaia. We want to see this place." Matilda bounced on her heels.

      While he didn’t move, I had the impression of Martellus sinking his head into his hands. "Can you give me any evidence that you’ve learned to control yourselves? To not enthrall, spirit away, use and break mortals? Because that’s part of getting my permission."

      "We promise not to try, but can you promise not to be strong as an ox?" Aidan said.

      The naughty violinist had a point. Martellus had a point. It was as sharp as a knife convention here.

      Martellus gave up the argument about Gaia. "You have my hospitality for three days. I want to bargain for nine elixirs from you."

      Matilda’s eyes widened with delight. "You have a harem now? Let me see."

      "Long life, not love, thank you Matilda." Martellus’s tone could have desiccated an ocean.

      She laughed, the sound of more silver bells. "We’ll bargain in your keep. We'll also wait for you to enter, so that Arete won’t swoop and slash."

      Martellus nodded and took my hand again as we walked to the keep, without a band behind us as the violin started up again.

      "What are they?" I asked softly.

      "Elves." A whole world of exasperation was held in his voice.

      The gate also had a portcullis, and a tall man waited by it, a polearm leaning against his shoulder. His skin was dark green, and he had an impressive set of horns curling back from his brow, the ends sharp and capped with gleaming metal.

      "Lord King," he said, his voice deep and gravelly.

      "Heinrich," Martellus said.

      "Arete seeks you urgently, Lord King." Heinrich returned his attention to watching the gate as we entered the courtyard. Martellus walked rapidly, and I glimpsed several buildings and some people who weren’t human, then we crossed the threshold into the castle.

      A breathtaking blend of ancient grace and modern convenience opened before me. Polished white marble floors flecked with gold stretched beneath my feet, and above me a crystal chandelier hung from the high ceiling covered with intricate frescoes, casting rainbows from the light from the tall windows on the polished marble floors. Tapestries softened the stone walls while there were two conversational groupings of sleek, contemporary furnishings.

      I wished Duncan could be here to see this with me. Duncan, a dragon! How was it possible?

      A winged figure dove from the ceiling, wings beating with grace and power.

      An angel? Did they exist?

      The person’s descent was smooth and controlled, quickly identifiable as a woman. Each beat of her wings was measured and elegant. She hovered in front of us, her body a surreal fusion of bird and woman. A harpy.

      Her wings were magnificent, feathered in shades of gold and copper, shining in the sunlight. Her oversized intelligent eyes that locked onto mine for a moment, then she shifted her attention to Martellus.

      "Lord King. King Bran of the goblins passed into the keep proper when he traveled to dream with his entourage. I put them in the red suite and await your instruction on this invasion."

      Her talons flexed, wings still outstretched, maintaining her position in the air with an otherworldly ease.

      I'd wondered what parts of the stories about harpies were wrong and which were right.

      "Lady Shay. This is Arete," said Martellus. "What do you wish to be called here?"

      Was arguing about the promotion worth it? No, probably not.

      I sighed. "Shay is fine. Ms. Lucerno if people want to be formal. Ximena if they want a middle ground."

      Martellus nodded. "Arete, Shay is a sibyl who wishes to be called by those names rather than her title."

      Title? News to me. I’d need to get more information from Martellus, since the only title I knew about was Baroness Illmire, which I’d bought with a channel island.

      Her huge golden eyes shifted back to me, a predatory gleam entering them. "You grace us, Lady Lucerno. What do you wish done about the goblin-king, Lord King?"

      "He had my permission to come here." Martellus's gaze was firm. "No deaths today at our hands, Arete. Matilda, Aidan and their band have been granted hospitality for the next three days, so no fighting there either."

      "But the insult." Her talons flexed again. The coiled tension in her body screamed violence. "And you’re letting elves guest here?"

      "No insult was intended by Bran, and I do not need to ask you permission for anything, Arete, do not forget that. Bleys," he called, his voice suddenly like thunder, "Fly to the nightwalker’s domain and tell their King that Bran lies injured and needs Tanni’s aid. Carry them here on your back if they allow it."

      A long grumbling sigh was followed by the ground outside heaving as an enormous form—a dragon had been coiled around the castle and we’d walked on it. A little too much to think about, I batted the thought away.

      "Where’s the red suite?" I asked.

      "This way," Arete said, once more taking flight to hover by the stairwell.

      "Arete," I said, my voice soft but steady. "How badly is Bran hurt?"

      She glanced at me, her expression neutral. "Enough that his woman struggles not to weep, and his guard are edgy, but he is not on the edge of death. If he’s not attacked for the insult, he will recover."

      "He will not be, Arete. Tell the others that while Lady Shay and I go to the room. Dispatch a troop to the west of the most trustworthy warriors we have—a young dragon is enshelled there. Look for a stone dome created by my magic. Tell them to guard him until he emerges or break the shell if there is distress. If they kill them, I will hunt them down and end them." The threat and coldness in Martellus' voice was in stark contrast to how he’d spoken just a moment earlier. But if it protected Duncan, I could deal with it.

      Martellus took my hand.

      I tugged for form’s sake, but he maintained his grip as we headed up the stairs. Since there were no rails, I didn’t fight the precaution too hard.

      Martellus stopped at a set of ornate double doors. "This is Martellus, I’m coming in. Don’t make me get physical—there’s no harm intended to Bran or any of you as long as you don’t abuse my hospitality." He waited a few seconds, then he pushed them open slowly.

      Christian, head of Bran’s bodyguard, grim faced and blade in hand, faced us. He lowered the point of his blade but didn’t move. "I'll be happy to let you near Bran when the healer isn’t barely keeping him alive, unless trolls can transfer their native healing to someone else."

      Apparently, matters were more serious than Arete had thought. Anger flickered through me.

      I ran into Roma’s side. Harry, the handsome goblin healer, had his hands pressed to Bran’s face, his own drawn with tension.

      The room was lavish, the walls draped in rich red fabrics. The carpet was also red. Blech. Like being inside an artery. Bran lay on a massive bed covered with a, you guessed it, red quilt, his breaths shallow and labored, his skin dark gray. Normally it was pale, and I had no idea what signaled illness among goblins. Roma held his hand.

      Above the chainmail shirt he still wore lay an angry wound. There were small dents in the mail covering his chest as well.

      "I have a tool to cut it off," said Martellus.

      "We tried," said Christian.

      "I made the shirt. I can suspend the enchantments that keep it from being damaged," Martellus said.

      I took Roma’s hands. She bit her lip, blinking hard to keep tears back. Her color wasn’t good either, and I remembered that being in Dream made her nauseated. "Is there a way to call Tanni and Hugh here?" she asked.

      "Already done," I said. "We'll find out who set this up, and we'll make sure they pay."

      "Shay, you look different," she observed, trying to muster a weak smile. "Taller."

      "Just how I look in Dream, I guess. It’d be nice to have the height back home…and some clothes that fit here." I gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. "Where are Rey, Cathy and Rissa?"

      "Back on earth? I don’t know what’s happened since we shifted here." Roma drew in a long breath.

      "Martellus sent a dragon to bring Tanni. They must fly fast, so it should be soon," I said encouragingly.

      "I hope so," she said. The blue stone glittered as she clasped her hands and reminded me of another urgent matter.

      "Roma, do you want to marry at a castle?"

      "You’ve seen he lives?" She all but pounced on my words.

      "You know it doesn’t work like that. I can’t tell you what I see, or it might change. But when you marry, I have an island and a castle, with security. It’s a unique venue."

      "Yes," she said. "If it means he lives, a thousand times yes."

      Martellus approached the bed, snips in hand, Christian hovering close by him. I understood. While Martellus might be friendly, letting him near Bran in this state was an act of trust and bodyguards weren’t known for their trusting natures.

      I enjoyed the scent again of leather and paper as he deftly cut Bran out of the mail, the bodyguards maneuvering it off Bran as Martellus stepped away, a faint smile on his face. "Now we wait. Bleys will be back as soon as he can."

      He stepped further back as more of the bodyguard moved forward, a gleam of humor coming into his eyes.

      "Would you care for a tour, Shay?" he asked with a small smile. "As a good host, I wish to make these guests more comfortable by my absence."

      Yes, he was an observant man. Roma nodded when I glanced at her. With Martellus gone the goblins would dial the tension back a notch.

      After the doors closed behind us, I asked, "Why does Arete call you king and a dragon obey you?"

      Martellus shrugged. "I've taken in all the peoples whose numbers were greatly reduced by the virus, so my kingdom is quite diverse. It’s a polyglot now, but that makes it interesting."

      Hovering next to the steps, Arete reappeared, her feathers ruffled and an irritated expression on her face. "Lord King." She snapped her wings against the air. "Your wisdom is needed. The penanggalan and kelpies are fighting again. And I require your wisdom as to where I should settle the elf band that’s descending on us like an invading army."

      There might've been a trace of sarcasm in her words.

      Martellus sighed heavily, rubbing his temples. "Of course, they are."

      Curiosity piqued, I asked, "What could a drowning horse and a vampire half-person possibly be fighting about?"

      "Words, resources, pride – take your pick," Martellus answered with a grimace. "I need to nip it in the bud. Would you accompany me?"

      I nodded.

      To Arete, he said, "I’ll see their leaders in the lesser hall. Tell them that. As for the elves, put them where they are normally lodged. They’ve been warned to be on their best behavior. They want something, so they’ll try to not be troublesome."

      As we proceeded down the stairs, I couldn't help but steal side glances at Martellus. While he held my hand, the futures didn’t press at me. Was that because he was a troll? A flicker of thought of us holding each other intruded, and my heart rate increased before I dismissed it. We would not get along at all. The current situation was because of the crisis.

      Once it was back to normal, he’d start trying to roll me in bubble wrap to protect me again, and I wouldn’t permit that. Though the memory of him carrying me to my room after I’d prophesied warmed me—it had been nice to be cared for without having to see visions of the other person’s future.

      And nice he’s never even implied he wanted me to see what happened to him, though he had said I probably couldn’t see his future. Which the vision of him dead contradicted.

      I wished for the millionth time I knew more about how my powers worked.

      The way he’d shared this haven with those who'd been reduced to a skeleton population by the virus stirred a sense of admiration within me. He was more than just a leader—he was a protector.

      It just so happened that I didn’t need protecting. Except possibly from random lunatics who wanted to kidnap me. I needed to hire a bodyguard or two if this kept up, but Martellus would not be on the hiring list.

      The lesser hall’s name was ironic. A vast space opened before me, with heavy wooden beams supporting a vaulted ceiling. No windows. Torches lined the walls, casting an eerie, flickering light across the room. A waft of smoke mixed with Martellus’ scent as we walked the length of the room to a wooden throne, intricately carved with images of mythical creatures—maybe not so mythical after all—and images showing Martellus giving justice to a variety of people, most humanoid with horns.

      He settled into the throne, gesturing to me to stand beside it.

      Hmph. Yes, sir. I wanted to know if standing beside the throne had any significance, but right after I moved to join him the double doors creaked open, revealing two very distinct creatures.

      The first was a woman with long shining black hair and bloodshot eyes, or rather, a bloodshot head. Trailing entrails hung in the air attached to her neck, rather than a body. She floated above the ground, the entrails moving like serpents below her. My nose twitched at the strong smell of vinegar. A Penanggalan, a blood drinking creature who preyed on children and pregnant women. I hoped that those stories weren’t correct since many of the others hadn't been thus far.

      Beside her, a powerful black horse with red eyes stood, its watery mane shimmering, its hooves sounding heavy against the stone floor. Upon seeing me, the horse transformed to a handsome dark-haired man who smiled at me, showing excellent teeth. A water horse, a kelpie, that liked drowning people.

      As they approached the throne, both beings shot hostile glances at each other, the air between them crackling with tension. Despite that, the man dropped to one knee and the woman hovered low, her intestines almost brushing the ground.

      "You know why you're here," Martellus's voice was deep and commanding, echoing through the chamber.

      The penanggalan spoke first, her lilting voice heavy with barely restrained rage. "This kelpie gathered and threw thorny pandanus leaves all through our den, Lord King, and it scraped our innards and caused us great pain."

      The Kelpie, with a guttural voice that sounded like water swirling in a drain, retorted, "You dipped your intestines in my water and fouled it with acid. It’ll take time to clean out, but you can use your bodies to move away the thorny leaves. You deserve worse."

      Martellus raised a hand, silencing them both. "Enough. If you cannot contain yourselves against each other, you’ll never be restrained enough to walk among humans again. You both desire this, correct?"

      They nodded in unison.

      Truly murderous monsters coming to my world was news to me. We were going to need to talk about this later.

      Leaning back, every inch a ruler, Martellus declared, "For your punishment, you will both work together to mend the river and clear the leaves. Perhaps cooperation will teach you more about self-restraint. This must be done without violence, and I’ll send Arete to spot check you and make sure that you’re cooperating. Understood?"

      The two creatures exchanged glances, the idea of cooperation clearly not sitting well with either. But neither dared to protest against Martellus's decision. With a reluctant nod, they both backed five steps and then turned and left the chamber.

      A moment later, I asked, "Creatures like that are coming to earth too?"

      "It was their home before the exile. And those who are too predatory will die. I don’t think either of their kinds could survive in the modern world, but they yearn for their home."

      "She’ll drink children’s blood."

      "That’s a myth. She’s happy with any humanoid blood."

      "That makes it better?"

      "Hugh drinks blood. Tanni might as well, though she seems a throwback to the old nightwalker females."

      That caught my attention. "You know more about nightwalker females than Hugh?"

      He shrugged again. That gesture was becoming annoying. "I’m very old, Shay. I remember Gaia and Dream long before the Council and Guild made their plans. There was a time when nightwalker females, the powerful ones, subsisted on the life energy of the world. Tanni might be doing that unconsciously. If she is, it makes her a bigger target, which is why I haven’t mentioned it."

      I didn’t want to think how old that might make him. "Do trolls die of old age?"

      "Never seen one get old enough. All I’ve known have died by violence."

      "You said we were cousins? Why don’t sibyls live that long?" The thought of my family living that long both made me happy and terrified me. While I isolated myself from them and got angry at them often, I still loved them. Perhaps moving them to Dream would be far enough away?

      "They can. Back then, for the safety of the rest, a sibyl would step forward and find a cave, wear a mask and prophecy to those who asked. Trolls guarded the passes and the cave, made sure people left gifts, and didn’t assault her. With a few sibyls accessible and the others hiding, your race could thrive and grow. The downside was those who wore the mask died young, though. Then after time passed and we trolls were banished, humans killed the sibyls or took them and hid them from all others to keep their prophecies to themselves. Daemons and Nephilim did the same. Then they searched out others, hoping to get more prophecies. My guess is that your family descends from a sibyl who managed to escape captivity. The last vanished, long ago. It’s why I was surprised to find out you were a sibyl, and unknowing of your abilities."

      It went against the grain to ask how he knew all this, and I decided to wait.

      A roar echoed through the room.

      "Bleys is close," Martellus said. "Back to the red suite."

      There was a last question I wanted answered since seeing the troll at the gate. "Your appearance... What do you really look like?"

      Martellus cast a sidelong glance at me. A faint smile tugged at the corners of his lips. It made me want to smack him. "If you truly wish to see me as I am..."

      He trailed off, his expression unreadable.

      I nodded. I wanted to see the truth. It would probably squash the lingering desire I’d been fighting.

      "Very well," he said. The leather scent intensified for a moment then faded away.

      He towered over me now, seven feet tall, the muscular frame was even more impressive than the illusion’s. Short dark blond hair framed a face proud and beautiful. The jaw and cheekbones were sharper than human, his ears swept to points. Piercing violet-blue eyes met mine.

      The slow smile was the same, though.

      The attention grabber was the short, curved horns that graced his brow—a striking feature that only added to his otherworldly allure. Like the guard’s, they were tipped with metal. Damn it. He was even more attractive in his true form. Unfortunate, that.

      "Whoa," I said, unable to tear my gaze away from him. "That’s, um, quite different."

      The smile deepened. "I hope you find the difference pleasing."

      I flicked him a glance and didn’t answer. His ego didn’t need to be fed by me telling him this form was even hotter than the one I’d known him in previously.

      "Let’s go." Martellus resumed our hurried pace. "Bleys has landed, and Tanni and Hugh are coming."

      With Martellus leading the way, I enjoyed the view. His true form was more interesting than the illusion had been. I found myself oddly interested in the horns that curved gracefully away from his brow. What purpose did they serve? Were they a symbol of power or something more? Would he feel if I touched them? Why did I want to touch them?

      "How did you know they’re here?" I asked, attempting to distract myself from the sight of him.

      "Bleys told me," he said with a smile, glancing over his shoulder. "Dragons often choose to communicate mind to mind."

      A group of elves were in the other half of the large room, watching as we ran for the steps.

      We took the stairs double time, barely reaching the red suite before the sound of running footsteps echoed behind us. My heart leaped into my throat, and I turned just in time to see Tanni burst past us and enter the room, her dark eyes wide and filled with urgency. Hugh followed closely behind her, concern etched across his face.

      "Thank Ynyr for some help," Harry muttered, looking exhausted and relieved all at once. Sweat drenched his brow, and his hands shook slightly. "I've already removed the bullet, Dr. Accardi."

      Tanni nodded wordlessly and moved to Bran's side, her slender fingers hovering over his chest. As she closed her eyes and focused, the scent of lilacs drifted over me.

      The bodyguards and Roma clustered like hawks around a rabbit. Tanni's healing energy flowed into Bran, the wound that marred his gray skin lost its vivid color and his skin returned to its normal shade. His breathing grew steadier. Relief flooded me.

      "It’s working." Roma’s voice trembled, her eyes never leaving Bran's face.

      "Looks that way," Harry said, his voice filled with admiration. "I wish I had her gift."

      Bran's eyes opened and met Roma’s. "Love, why do you weep? I’m not yet dead."

      She leaned forward, and I looked away from the naked emotion on her face. Martellus did the same and our eyes met.

      The hunger in his violet-blue eyes drew me and made me want to hide at the same time. I flushed and glanced away from him.

      Roma drew back and Bran sat up. The tension in the room eased like a relaxed bowstring as he gave us a weak smile.

      "Thank you, Tanni," Bran rasped, his voice hoarse but filled with gratitude.

      She blushed.

      "Now that I’m on the mend, we need to find out what's going on with the rally results," Bran declared, shifting into warrior mode despite his recent brush with death. "Just before I passed out, Roma left Rey in charge, but who knows what kind of trouble he’s stirred up."

      "Leave it to Rey to keep things interesting," I muttered under my breath, unable to suppress the hint of fondness in my voice. "Now that you’re awake, I’m so happy for you two deciding to marry."

      "Marry?" Tanni squeaked, smiling.

      "Yes. Bran just asked me today. And Shay offered her castle," Roma said. "I didn’t know you owned an island and a castle."

      "That’s because I didn’t tell anyone. It—I knew I had to own it, but not why, and I didn’t want to talk about it until I did know what it was needed for. It's a very pretty island and private enough we shouldn’t have to worry about people with guns. Does the idea appeal to you as well, Bran?" I held my breath, willing him to agree too.

      He smiled weakly. "I follow a path when a sibyl urges me to it, Shay. Yes, a castle on an island sounds lovely."

      "Then it’s settled." Martellus flashed me a wry grin. "Bran should focus on healing. I'm setting time to move slowly here in my realm, so take a few days to rest and recover. Shay and I can leave to gather information if she’s amenable."

      At least he’d asked rather than ordered. "If you can take us nearby. Since there was a riot, the police are probably looking for the organizers. My reps have some explanations to do for me."

      "Trust me," he said, his riveting violet-blue eyes intent. "I know a way to get us close to the office building without attracting undue attention."

      I nodded, then hugged Roma and brushed my fingertips against Bran’s hand. Their futures had settled on a good path. "We’ll be back soon. Martellus, do you need to order Arete to not bother them?"

      Bran coughed. "Ah, she is still your seneschal?"

      "Indeed. And she hasn’t forgiven you yet the wound you gave me in our last war." Martellus sounded amused. "I’ll be sure she knows not to murder you to make sure you’re no threat to me. Or your men. Or Roma. In fact, I think I’ll send her on a mission away from the castle for a bit, to spare everyone’s nerves."

      They’d tried to kill each other even though they were friendly? That made no sense.

      Another huge roar echoed through the keep and I jumped, then startled again when it was answered by a thinner but still loud bellow.

      I ran to the window and glanced up and then down. A huge dragon had reared up near the keep’s entrance. It was a pale green color, which helped make it look like a part of the ground. Above, an indigo dragon circled, much smaller but still fiercely answering the larger dragon’s challenge.

      Martellus joined me. "Good. Your friend broke loose of the shell." He yelled, "Bleys, let Duncan land. This is not a challenge. He’s invited! Aidan, Matilda, leave the new dragon alone,"

      Both dragons turned and gazed at the window, then the larger reluctantly lowered his head and Duncan—the indigo dragon?—landed outside the keep.

      I hurried out of the room and down the stairs to the keep, flanked by Martellus and Arete. Behind us, Matilda strolled out. It was strange, I could feel her attention focused on the scene.

      "Shay?" the dragon asked as I ran out the main doors.

      "Lady Shay," snapped Arete. "Be respectful of the Lord King’s woman, dragon."

      News to me. From the pained expression on Martellus’ face, Arete had made a jump in logic. I heard a silver giggle behind me.

      The dragon snorted, and a plume of foul-smelling smoke jetted out.

      "From Shay’s expression, I think your Lord-King has some explaining to do," Duncan said, the tone a match for his human body’s, just larger. He shuddered all over. "I might even help you, Martellus, if you tell me how to get my real body back."

      Dear Duncan, always looking for an advantage. I choked with laughter as Martellus’ expression shaded to speculative.

      Martellus strode forward. The top of his head was even with Duncan’s eyes when the dragon lowered his head. "Focus. Think of a single thing that you can only have in that human body and let the desire for it fill you until there’s only room for that human body."

      The dinner-plate size eyes narrowed. "Pumpkin spice latte."

      Yes, he loved that drink.

      Darkness frayed around him, the dragon form becoming smoke and dwindling to the man I knew. It took a long time and from both the dragon-form's and then the Duncan-form’s expression, it was painful.

      At the end, he fell to his knees. "Ow."

      "It gets easier with practice," Martellus said. He didn’t offer a hand up, watching Duncan struggle to his feet. "Did you know what you were?"

      "No."

      "Interesting. If you stay in Dream, that form will anneal to you. If you return to Gaia and never come back to Dream, it might not take. Which do you want?" Martellus and Arete regarded Duncan almost clinically.

      He glanced at me. I smiled in return. "I think you have a year of vacation saved, Duncan. Embrace what you are."

      He nodded. "I’ll stay, then, for a little while."

      "Good. Arete, take him to the red suite to see Bran and Roma. That way there’ll be no accidents with the bodyguards. Then fly out to check on the kelpie and penanggalan cleaning. While you’re gone, Heinrich is in charge. Keep an eye on them for a week or so, then come back. Don’t spare them, they need to learn. Vent all your irritation."

      "Thank you, Lord-King." She looked appreciative of the ability to vent on the penanggalan and kelpie. "Follow me, dragon."

      We followed. After, I saw Duncan through the suite door and Arete flying off to the east.

      Martellus nodded once. "Time for us to return to Gaia."

      "Before you bargain for the elixir?" asked Matilda, still nearby, proving that elves had sharp ears and weren’t embarrassed by eavesdropping.

      "Indeed." He regarded her with a half-smile. "For all of the potions, at a time of my choosing in the next year, I’ll bring you to Gaia without restraint for an hour to collect any you fancy."

      I stopped, staring at him, shocked.

      Matilda yelped in joy. "Done."

      "Give them to Bran or Hugh and tell them clearly what they are."

      She nodded and ran for the hall.

      "Why did you do that?" I asked, my voice trembling with anger.

      He shrugged. I hated that shrug. "I’m not a sibyl, but I foresee the need for a weapon."

      I chewed on that as we passed through several halls, weaving our way down stone corridors adorned with tapestries. The air was thick with the scent of roses.

      I’d pass judgment when it happened, but I still didn’t like the bargain.

      "Why are we wandering around rather than simply crossing through the barrier?" I asked as we approached a door that seemed no different from the countless others we had passed.

      "Ah, this is one of the thin barriers between my kingdom and your world," he explained, gesturing to the unassuming portal. "I'll take us to an alley next to the office building. I prefer not to step out high in the air. Misses may be rare, but they aren't unheard of."

      I flinched at the thought of plunging over a hundred feet. "You have a point."

      Martellus reached for the doorknob. "Ready?"

      "Ready," I said.

      I followed him through the door.
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      The barrier between Dream and the real world felt easier to pass through than it did the first time, though it took longer. It was like the barrier had become soft and pillowy but much thicker.

      Martellus muttered, "Stop it, Dream. I’ll bring her back."

      Since I intended to go back, at the very least to see Duncan, I didn’t comment on his assumption he’d bring me back. I brought myself where I wanted to go.

      I didn’t know if it was easier to move through the barrier this time because it was a passage out of Martellus’ home or because I knew what it was like. His hand gripped mine, warm and calloused, but I tugged my hand away when we appeared next to an unfamiliar brick building.

      "I’ve always found two hands rather useful," I said and sighed. I was short again, barely to mid-chest on him.

      He let it go with a trace of reluctance.

      "Ah, but if you have mine to command, you need not use yours," he said with a trace of humor.

      I bit back a smile as I looked around. "Where are we?"

      "I’m not sure. Dream pushed us here. Let’s go to the street and see."

      I pulled out my phone as we went, checking GPS. The beauties of modern technology. We were next to a business called MDS and my phone was rattling as texts came in. It was a little before noon on the day after the rally.

      MDS sounded familiar. We turned the corner and the view of the front of the building hit me like a two-by-four.

      "This is the dating service," Martellus said. He sounded amused. "Dream must have missed the part where none of my matches desired me."

      Why not? He was intelligent and attractive. Best yet, he'd toned down the bossy quite a bit. And I could touch him without visions.

      The doors opened and a tall feminine figure, familiar from my visions stepped out and paused, her brows lifted in surprise.

      "Ms. Fortuna." Martellus sounded wary as she strode to meet us.

      "Mr. Lefevre. A happy coincidence. Ms. Lucerno, I’m so glad to see you again."

      We’d never met.

      She was a formidable figure, tall and broad-shouldered, with a striking face. Undeniably feminine for all her size, she wore a severely tailored blazer and skirt with flats. Her dark gray-streaked hair was slicked back, not a hair out of place, and sharp brown eyes held a gleam of something. Interest maybe? She was hard to read.

      Reynard had described her as a dragon, and I could understand why. She had a no-nonsense air about her.

      An inkling of what a certain fox-rat might have done hit me. I smiled at her. "I’m happy to see you again too,"

      The git had impersonated me, one-upping Roma in the sign-people-up-for-the-matchmaking-service competition. He was going to get such a pinch when I saw him next.

      "Come in. We just put together your portfolio, Ms. Lucerno. I just haven't had an opportunity to contact you."

      We followed her in, passing through the reception area. Martellus sat in one of the well-padded chairs. "I’ll just wait here." The amusement radiating off of the incorrigible troll was almost palpable.

      In the office, Ms. Fortuna handed me a sealed folder. "I hope you find our service valuable. Call the office to make reservations at Fortune’s Fool."

      I didn’t open it, just smiled, and retreated to reception. That was it? A folder and an invitation? Not so terrible.

      "I’ve called for a ride," Martellus said.

      When we stepped outside, I stared at the folder. "I wonder if Cathy would object if I strangled Rey?"

      "Many have tried," Martellus said. "If you have the opportunity, you might find a line forming." He looked down the street. "Public transit isn’t trustworthy, but Rey has sent a shifter who’s in the area to pick us up."

      As if on cue, a yellow cab pulled up. The door opened of its own accord.

      Martellus placed a hand on my arm, not moving. "The name of the seer?"

      "Tiresias," came the gruff answer.

      Ah, we’d gotten to the point of codewords. Not a bad idea, given everything.

      We got in and at least the drive was quiet. Our driver was exceptionally hairy and drove like a maniac. I closed my eyes and concentrated on the scent of leather and paper, enjoying the sensation of the warm body, near but not touching.

      Cathy waited in the lobby for us at the office building. "Shay," she exclaimed, rushing over to wrap me in a hug. "I'm so glad you're okay, How are Roma and Bran?"

      "They’re resting for a bit, but both are ok." I returned the embrace. I warded off the futures that sprang up in my mind, though the one of her holding a fox kit made me curious.

      She swiped my badge at the elevator, and we stepped in. When we arrived at the company offices, Rey was already waiting for us in the reception area, twirling in an office chair, his expression a mix of anticipation and nervousness.

      I immediately locked gazes with him. He grinned in response.

      If they had pictures in the dictionary, Rey’s would be next to the word unrepentant.

      I fixed the fox with a steady chilly gaze, the one I saved for people I was firing. "You should explain."

      "What?" he asked, innocence shining in his eyes.

      I snorted. "Nice try. Were you in on it, Cathy?"

      If she had been, it was because she wanted me to be happy. That didn't mean I was going to let them off the hook without at least a little grouching.

      "What did he do?" Cathy’s expression combined dread and humor.

      "Shifted to look like me and signed me up for MDS. I just got the folder of matches before we came here."

      She turned her glare on her mate. "I said not to do that."

      He shrugged. "I’m not a dog. You didn’t offer a bribe, and I like Shay. They did well enough by us, and the questions are all easy guesses."

      Cathy made a grring noise. She and Roma had mentioned the questionnaire contained good, in-depth questions, which made me wonder if any of the matches in the folder could work. Rey didn’t know me very well.

      "Can I see your matches?" He held out one hand and wiggled his eyebrows.

      Rey had a terrible time not knowing other people’s secrets, so this was a good way to annoy him. "No."

      Cathy laughed. "Serves you right, Rey."

      He winked. "Bet I’ll find out."

      I kept a firm grip on the folder. "What happened after the rally? Have the police called? Or are the lawyers dealing with them? Duncan is out of the picture for the next bit, so I’m handling it."

      "Yes, legal is on it. No one has called back yet." Cathy said.

      That was good.

      The door opened and Roma and Bran walked in, followed by Tanni and Hugh. Bran moved easily, looking well-rested, and Roma had recovered her usual aplomb. The force of nature had arrived to take over the situation, and I couldn’t have been happier. If only Duncan had followed them.

      She glanced at the clock. "If there’s a way to sell vacations in Dream, I want to set that business up."

      "You needed some time off," Bran said. "Adjusting time to flow faster there worked."

      Tanni moved to my side. "Everything ok?"

      I nodded. "No episodes, all is good."

      Idly, I wondered if Martellus needed to go back to Dream or if the time change was on a—heh—timer.

      Tanni glowed with happiness, and even without touching her, a future swept into my mind of her carrying an infant pressed to her shoulder, patting its back, looking exhausted. I filed that vision away. Solid as it was, my guess was that Tanni was pregnant, but I didn’t know if she knew or not.

      "Alright, let's see how bad the damage is from the riot and what the overall reactions are," Roma said as she settled in her usual chair and opened the laptop on the table. A moment later after furious typing, two keystrokes connected it to the large screen on the wall. The screen flickered to life, displaying various websites and social media platforms, all with one common theme: our rally.
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      I stayed at the office's door, not wanting to crowd in with the others. Martellus remained in eyeshot but had taken up Rey’s old position in the receptionist’s chair. It groaned a bit under his weight.

      Five minutes later, everyone looked disheartened as we stared at Roma's laptop.

      While the memes were funny, the mockery of the revelation wasn’t. Nobody believed it—in fact, one of the influencers had criticized the shoddy special effects. Several others mentioned a plan to sue the company for injuries sustained in the riot.

      Hoping for deep pockets, in all likelihood.

      "Time for damage control," Cathy said. "How should we spin this, Roma?"

      Her brown eyes narrowed in concentration. As usual, strands of long wavy brown hair had worked loose and hung around her face. "I’m not sure. The way this went off the rails seems almost like it was forced—Rey turned into an animal, and Charlie, the biggest of the influencers I brought into the rally, knows special effects. He had to know it was real. So why is he saying this? To go along with the crowd, or has he had some pressure put on him? Is the Guild or the Council tech-savvy enough to interfere?"

      They glanced at me.

      "I felt magic, but it was all to incite the riot, I think, not to make people not believe what they saw was fake. But that was pretty overwhelming magic, so other effects could probably have made it in under my radar."

      "I was busy," said Bran. "I wasn’t trying to feel magical signatures."

      Rey shrugged. "Same."

      "A man, a daemon named Luce was there? Martellus knew him." I looked at the troll, who nodded his agreement. He was back in his human disguise. I'd thought the other more appealing, but it seemed whatever form he took I was a fan. Lovely.

      Bran went stone-faced, and an angry expression passed over Reynard’s face.

      "Interesting," Bran said after a long pause. "Yes, he’s perfectly capable of manipulating people’s perceptions to give the result he wants. Did he say anything to you?"

      "He had an offer, but he and Martellus got into a fight before he could say much, and then we went to Dream. This was all after you were shot." I twisted my hands together.

      "Visitors," said Martellus.

      I turned. The floor-to-ceiling glass windows of the reception area looked out on the hall. Two people stood there, a man and a woman, the man wearing a blue suit of excellent cut and the woman wearing a dark brown suit.

      "Roma, company," I said as I walked to the door.

      When I opened it, the woman said, "Hello. I’m Special Agent Getty and this is Agent Martinez. We’d like to talk with Andromeda Quinn, Cathy McAllister, or Tanaquil Accardi. We were told we could find them at this address."

      Interesting. Who’d told them that? Law enforcement could lie when questioning suspects. I’d read that somewhere.

      "Could I see your badges, please?" There was no way to know they were legit unless my special powers decided to work in my favor.

      They produced them. She was with the FBI. He was with MIIB, an agency I wasn’t familiar with. I smiled brightly. "Hold on, I’ll ask."

      The badges would be how they got past the security desk, though it didn’t explain why security hadn’t called us to let us know they were coming.

      I turned so my lips couldn’t be seen. Had I fallen into a cheap spy novel? "Agents from the government at the door, are we ready to talk?"

      Roma looked intrigued. "Why not? If they ask anything too awkward, we'll tell them to leave."

      That struck me as a terrible idea, but it was her company.

      I held the door for them, and they walked in.

      "Please, have a seat." Roma hit them with a laser-intensity smile that a smart person would run away from very fast. But people usually weren’t smart around Roma. "What brings me to your radar?"

      Agent Martinez smiled back. It transformed his face, making it quite attractive. "Tell us what you know about monsters."

      Well then. To the point.

      "The question is for all the humans in the room," he continued, his tone amiable. "We know about the rally, the less-than-stellar outcome, and your intent to expose the existence of monsters. We know about Foxman and the fact he's on a trial run to get good publicity for the monsters, as have a couple of mysterious sightings of goblins. Partly we want to know, why have the monsters decided to reveal themselves? And why are they doing it now?"

      Possibly deflecting the interest from Roma would be wise. I held up one finger. "Perhaps we just wanted to raise public awareness about a misunderstood minority."

      Rey snorted.

      "We're all in this together. Let's be honest and see if we can reach some kind of agreement," Martellus said in a voice of sweet reason. Hugh, his arm around Tanni, blinked as if something had startled him.

      Roma flipped her hand over, light shining off of a fresh manicure. How had she gotten that in Dream? "Yes, we know about monsters. People have a right to know the truth and the monsters have a right to coexist."

      Special Agent Getty steepled her fingers. "Do you think humanity is ready for such a revelation? Given the ongoing alien reveal and people’s reaction to it? The ones who aren’t making fun are diving deep into conspiracy theories. And monsters are real."

      "What better time?" I asked. "Why keep the truth hidden? How many lives will be lost or destroyed because people are kept in the dark?"

      "Wouldn't you agree that some secrets are best kept hidden?" Martinez countered, his eyes narrowing. "Especially when it comes to matters of national security."

      "National security? Are you suggesting that monsters are threats to this nation?" Bran interjected, his voice firm but measured. "That seems like a rather narrow-minded view."

      "Of course not." Martinez backpedaled, his expression shifting to one of annoyance. "But the potential for harm is too great to dismiss."

      The room fell silent for a moment as everyone considered their words. Except Rey. He’d pulled out his phone and was deep in a game of Candy Crush.

      "Look," I began, my voice wavering as I struggled to find the right words. "We don't want chaos or fear. We just want acceptance and understanding. Monsters aren't inherently evil. They're just different. Isn't that what our society is supposed to be about? Embracing diversity and learning from one another?"

      "An admirable sentiment," Getty said, her tone softening slightly. "But you must understand the complications that would arise from revealing the truth. It's not a simple matter of acceptance and understanding."

      "Then let us help forge a path forward," Roma said, her eyes alight with determination. "Together, we can work toward a future where monsters and humans coexist peacefully."

      "Your idealism is commendable," Martinez said, his voice heavy with skepticism. "But the world is not so easily changed."

      "Maybe not," I said, my resolve unwavering. "But change begins with a single step. Let us take that step together."

      As if at a signal, Getty nodded. "I have an offer for you. An official who can facilitate the reveal and help deal with the skepticism is willing to meet with you tomorrow at his offices. Do you accept this offer?

      "Sure," said Roma.

      Getty set a card on the table and rose, Martinez accompanying her to the door. They’d barely cleared the elevator doors when Rey pounced on it. "I suggest we all split up and spend the night far away from each other in case they try to make us attend the meeting." Cathy took a picture of the card and sent it to all the phones.

      "Good idea," said Martellus. "I’ll escort Shay."

      I scooped up the folder with my—Rey's—matches in it and nodded. I had a spare room, and it made sense for all of us to split up but not be alone.

      "Are we going back to Dream?" I asked as we took the stairs down.

      Martellus smiled. "I’d love to. But I think staying in this world to minimize the risk of Dream deciding she doesn’t want to let you come back to this world is better. I assume you have a couch?"

      "I also have a room with a spare bed." I paused. "Don’t read more into the offer than exists, buddy. You’ll be sad if you do."

      It felt like I was talking to myself as much as him.

      "Understood, sib…Shay."

      The innocent look on his face didn’t fool me for a moment, but we had sixteen more flights to climb down so I saved my breath. Also, the mischief relieving the usual sternness made him even more compelling.

      One rideshare later, from the security guard’s phone after I slipped him a large bill for the use of it, so it wouldn’t be tracked under my phone number, and we were back at my condo.

      Martellus roamed the living area as I pulled out greens and chicken. He paused at the pictures, examining each until I wondered if he planned to be able to pick them out of a lineup.

      "Do you want help?" he asked finally, turning away from the shelves.

      I shook my head. I disliked sharing my space when I was cooking, and I’d decided to make an effort to eat better when my friends could see me. The air filled with the scent of garlic and onion, a subtle message to both of us…no kissing.

      Except I liked both, lots. I didn’t know his opinion on the matter, though.

      "You can drop the illusion if it tires you, nobody can see in here." I seasoned the chicken with garlic, lemon, and salt.

      The illusion dropped away. "It’s not tiring, but it’s pleasant to be myself."

      Those violet eyes—the unspoken desire in them made me glance away quickly, flushing. I pulled olive oil from the cabinet to toss the greens with.

      Martellus paused on the opposite side of the kitchen island. "Want to play a game to pass the time while the food cooks?"

      "Like what?" I asked, putting the chicken in the oven. "I suppose I can find a deck of cards."

      Distraction. Distraction was a good thing.

      "Twenty questions?" Martellus pushed away from the island and moved to the couch. "Or would you prefer I Spy? There's so much to see in here."

      "Fine, twenty questions it is." It was unlikely we’d agree on a movie, and I found myself wanting to talk. "You start."

      "All right." He paused, considering his options. "What's something you've always wanted to do but never dared to try?"

      "Skydiving," I said without hesitation. The thrill of freefalling through the sky was a long-held fantasy. "My turn. Same question "

      "Abdicate." Martellus’ velvet voice was tinged with longing. "I've always wanted to live a life without responsibility to others."

      "Maybe you'll get the chance someday." I glanced away, my sympathy engaged. I was familiar with that feeling. "Once all of this is over."

      "My turn," he said, his expression softening as he gazed at my face. "Favorite ice cream flavor?"

      "Vanilla," I answered, earning a surprised laugh from him.

      "Really? That seems.. quite ordinary for someone like you." The caress in his voice made the double meaning obvious.

      "Ordinary can be comforting." My cheeks heated at the expression in his eyes. "Besides, vanilla goes well with almost anything."

      "Fair point." His smile grew warmer by the second.

      I headed back to the kitchen for unnecessary prep on the greens, considering my desire to take him up on the unspoken offer. I’d never dated, never really spent time with men—I’d gotten my degree and money as quickly as I could, then hidden from humanity. My inability to see him in visions was both a comfort and an annoyance.

      I pulled out a bottle of beer I’d bought for Duncan out and put it on the table with a glass and got myself more ice water.

      As we ate, I couldn't help but steal glances at Martellus. Even though his true shape wasn’t human, he still sent a tingle of electricity along my nerves, our intimate setting letting me consider actions I wouldn’t in company.

      I was thinking about propositioning him. It was surreal.

      "This food is delicious," he said with a smile.

      Indecent thoughts interrupted, I jumped, cheeks flushing. "I'm glad you like it."

      I took a bite of the chicken. My thoughts lingered on what it would be like to feel his hands on me, the warmth of his skin under my touch. Were the horns sensitive to the touch? I wanted nothing more than to lose myself in the moment.

      At the same time, all the cautions I’d learned in life told me it was likely to come crashing down in flames.

      "Have you ever been married?" I blurted out, surprising even myself.

      Martellus shook his head. "No, I've always been too busy with work or something always went wrong before a marriage proposal."

      "Current relationship?"

      He set his fork down and crouched by my chair, his face level with mine, though not touching me. I could drown in those eyes, deep and warm. "No."

      I tilted my head, angling toward him. His calloused hand brushed against my cheek as he leaned in and our lips touched, sending a rush of electricity through my body.

      Without breaking the kiss, he moved from his chair to my side. His hands were strong and sure as they touched my waist, pressing me more tightly against him. I ran my fingers through his thick hair, feeling its texture and inhaling the lingering scent of his magic.

      We pulled back, both of us panting.

      My heart thumped wildly. I licked my lips, and his gaze followed the motion, their coloring darkening. From everything I’d read, letting him know I hadn’t ever had sex was a good idea. "I haven’t done this before."He blinked several times before speaking. "Do you want to now?" His voice was black velvet wrapped around me.

      "Yes."

      Our lips met again. Before my mind could do more than think about pointing out how awkward this situation was, Martellus deepened the kiss, his tongue exploring the inside of my mouth. His hands moved down my thighs in a long caress, then moved back up to my waist. His touch was gentle yet firm, and he pulled me off of the chair.

      He lifted me like I weighed nothing, as he had back at the house in northern California when we’d first met. "Which side is your room on?

      "The left." The words squeaked as he strode to the door and nudged it open with his foot.

      Two quick steps took us to the bed. Letting my legs down to the ground gently, he slipped his hands under my shirt to caress my breasts. The sensation was overwhelming, and I arched my back, pressing myself closer to him.

      No visions, only sensations. My hands moved to his shirt, quickly undoing the buttons, and helping him remove it. Beneath the shirt, his shoulders rippled with hardened muscle, and I ran my fingers over them, feeling their strength.

      He kissed me again as his hands moved lower, slipping under the waistband of my jeans and cupping my rear. I gasped as one hand moved lower, his fingers trailing.

      I nipped his lower lip, and he drew back slightly.

      We were both breathless, Martellus’s eyes dark with desire.

      "I want you," he said, his voice rough with need. "If you’ve never done this before, will you let me lead? I’ve found ways to make it easier on the woman."

      "Is there something I should know before we go further? A spike or something down there?" I didn't want crazy surprises.

      He chuckled, the sound rumbling through me. "No, I’m just proportional and you’re perfect. But maybe a little small. So, you being relaxed will help make it better for you."

      "Go ahead and lead then." It was nice to not have to control everything for everyone’s benefit. While I didn’t have protection here, he’d mention his kind weren’t fertile outside of their species, and I’d trust that I couldn't catch anything from him.

      Martellus kissed me again, and with a few smooth motions, the cool air tickled all over my naked body.

      Well, that was less than fair. His shirt was off, and I reached for his belt.

      "Wait," he said as he ran his hands over my legs, gently caressing the soft skin there. He moved to my inner thighs, and I moaned as his fingers moved closer and closer to the burning center of my desire. "Remember, you said you’d let me lead."

      I gasped as he slid a finger into me, the brush of his thumb sending lightning bolts of pleasure through me. A moment later, he added another finger, quickening the motion. He leaned over and took one of my nipples in his mouth, suckling.

      Gasping, I cradled his head in my hands, stroking the length of his horns while my body arched toward him. He growled and suckled harder.

      His fingers slid out of me then back in, the movement deep and hard. I grabbed at the bedsheets, my hands clenching as my body began to shake with the force of my orgasm.

      It was so different from the ones I’d had alone, more intense.

      He slowed his fingers, drawing out the sensations until I couldn't take it anymore. My body spasmed and clenched as pleasure rolled through me, taking all thought with it.

      Martellus’ hands stroked me as I caught my breath. In a moment, I undid his belt, eager to feel him inside me. He leaned back on the bed, watching me. As I tugged down on his jeans, he was revealed in all his glory.

      He hadn’t exaggerated when he said he was proportional.

      I reached out, tracing the tip of the shaft with my finger, then slowly closed my hand. Martellus groaned. He thrust into my hand.

      "This is so…I like this. I like seeing you like it." And my vocabulary hadn’t reverted to ultra-simple at all.

      He shuddered, so he must not have minded.

      "I’m glad," he said.

      It was a heady feeling, watching his face. His hands stroked my back as I pumped my fist. Then he took my mouth in a hard kiss. He tasted like peppermint, and I melted into his lips, his tongue thrusting into my mouth.

      I caught my breath as he moved his hand between my thighs again, sending jolts of pleasure through me. I gasped and moaned, barely able to contain myself as his fingers slid inside me again.

      "What, again?" I asked, my voice breathless. "Why not this?"

      I hadn’t let him go, and I gave him a long stroke.

      He smiled, and slowly pulled his fingers out of me, catching my hand and twining my fingers with his.

      "You only have to ask," he said, in that voice. My heart thumped, and I ached.

      "Yes, Martellus. I want you."

      He slid his hand back between my thighs, rubbing then slowly sliding a finger back into me.

      "No." I growled. "I asked."

      He slid a second finger in. "You said I’d lead. Just follow my lead, Shay."

      He pumped his fingers in and out of me, over and over again. I arched my back and moved with his touch, my body begging for more.

      "Please." I begged, moving my hips toward his touch.

      "Please what? Tell me what you want me to do to you." His voice was confident and in control, and the sensation between my legs grew stronger and stronger.

      "I want you inside me, Martellus." My voice was low and breathless.

      "Say you’re mine, Shay."

      I was shaking, arching into his hand. My muscles tightened, my body on fire.

      It was more a moan than words. "I’m yours. Now,"

      "Patience," he said. "We're nowhere near done."

      He shifted position, removing his hand, and the hard length of him pressed into me. His teeth clenched as he moved slowly. It stung, much more than any toy I’d ever used, but I was so close to pleasure that I didn’t much care. I moaned as he filled me, stretching me open.

      The world filled with a spicy floral scent, and I ignored it completely as Martellus slowly began to move, tilting my hips up so he slid inside.

      "You feel so good." He growled as I moved against him, the tension in my body coiling tighter and tighter. My fingers dug into his shoulders as he caught my mouth in another deep kiss.

      My body tensed, and then my orgasm burst over me. My toes curled, my body clamped around him, and I screamed incoherently into his mouth as the pleasure washed over me.

      I cried out again and again as my body continued to spasm with pleasure. He thrust harder, buried deep inside me, and then he stiffened. A low moan of pleasure rumbled from his throat.

      Then he slumped down over me. He was breathing hard, his face flushed, and I kissed his cheek. I ran my fingers over his face, and he kissed them gently.

      That was wonderful. Both the taking pleasure and giving it. I could have stayed here in this moment forever. Echoes of pleasure fading, the warmth of his body still on mine, his breath on my cheek.

      We eventually had to move, and I curled up on his chest, his strong arms wrapped tight around me. I could feel his heartbeat and just listened to the sound of it, content in the moment.

      "Sorry if I was a bit rough at the end," he said.

      "Don't apologize." I yawned. "I liked it."

      "Tell me that again in the morning."

      He pulled the blankets over us and drew me into the circle of his arms. I snuggled into the warm hardness of his body and closed my eyes, and before I knew it, I slept.
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      Martellus was correct. I was indeed sore the next morning, but it was worth it.

      So. Worth. It.

      The emotions, though… I’d thought from what Roma and Cathy had mentioned over the years that a night like that could be had without an emotional connection, but being with Martellus now made me feel strange. Uncertain. I was used to directing everyone’s lives for their benefit, but now I had no visions, just a bunch of feelings and no idea how he felt.

      I did not like this chaos. And I’d seen him and Luce dead, so I needed to find a way to keep them far apart. He might not be mine, but I didn’t want him gone before I decided if I wanted him to be.

      Shaking my head, I headed to the kitchen. Martellus didn’t talk at breakfast either, which made him a fine companion. Our appointment to meet was for ten in the morning, and we got there with a little time to spare.

      Martellus offered me a hand out of the car when I winced at changing positions. His small smile made me wonder which desire was stronger—wanting to laugh too or smack him on the nose.

      The conference room was bathed in a soft, golden light, filtered through thin wooden blinds. Several potted plants, one tree-sized, sat in the corner and the chairs had thick cushions. The table was made of dark wood. All very plush, and not what I expected. This was a VIP treatment.

      I was familiar with VIP treatment and didn’t trust it in the slightest. It would be good to know exactly what benefit they thought they could get from us. I wished I could see better, especially when it impacted my friends.

      Only Cathy and Rey joined us. She carried a holder with four travel cups of coffee, a medley of enticing scents wafting from it. I breathed deeply. Caramel and...chocolate. Yum. Rey carried a box of doughnuts. Even though I’d had breakfast, the smell from them was delicious.

      It wasn’t like I needed to lose weight and acting normal would be to our benefit.

      I snagged a doughnut. Warm sugar, with sprinkles. Nom.

      "Roma? Tanni?" I asked after I swallowed the bite, aware our conversation might not be private.

      Martellus examined the doughnuts quizzically. "Cakes?"

      "Of a sort," Rey answered. Then he grinned at me. "Since attendance is voluntary, Roma was tired and wanted to rest more, and so was Tanni. And well, leaving them all alone and lonely and by themselves was beyond Bran and Hugh."

      Translation: They were in Dream. Rey could escape pretty much anything, and Cathy wasn’t the type to allow herself to be tucked somewhere safe while Rey risked himself. They must not have thought it was too dangerous to come to this meeting. Otherwise, Rey would have opted out rather than risk her.

      I was pretty sure there’d been some fancy footwork involved to keep Roma and Tanni from figuring out I was going. Unless everyone thought Martellus could get us out regardless of opposition. Not because we were certain it was dangerous, but because we weren't certain it wasn’t. Negatives were hard to prove.

      It was odd, though, even though I tensed when Martellus settled in the chair next to me, it helped control the nerves.

      The analog clock clicked to the number ten and the conference room door swung open again.

      In walked an unfamiliar man and a woman, both impeccably dressed in brown suits. The man's was well tailored and would not have looked out of place in a CEO's closet. His short black hair was perfectly styled, and his shoes had been polished to a high shine. The woman’s suit was a lighter shade of brown, closer to amber. Her ice-blonde hair was pulled back into a sleek bun. She wore glasses that didn’t hide the intensity of her gaze.

      They both had badges clipped to their lapels, identifying them as civilian consultants for the FBI.

      "Good morning," the male said with a quick, charming smile as he seated himself. The woman nodded to us as she did the same. "I’m Sean Creedence and this is Vanessa Bolton."

      He waited expectantly.

      Reflex pushed me to take over the meeting. "Nice to meet you." I inclined my head to the right. "This is Martellus Lefevre. Reynard Jones and Cathy McAllister are across the table. Our other associates were unable to make this meeting."

      He turned that beaming smile on them as well.

      "I'd like to know what the agenda of this meeting is before we get started," I continued.

      Sean leaned back in his chair, fingers steepled under his chin. "Of course, of course. We're here to discuss an overarching plan for the monsters to come out into public view, with an end view toward believability and integration with the population."

      Rey snorted. "If we're going to get all that, I'd like a pony too. It's been a while since I've ridden."

      Vanessa shook her head, spreading her hands as she spoke. "Mr. Jones, it's an actionable plan if you cooperate. At the end of the day, we want to give the various monsters a chance to be seen for who they are, rather than just the distortions of rumors and legends."

      This was so entirely different from the people we'd spoken with yesterday I almost had whiplash.

      I raised an eyebrow. "How do we need the federal government involved in this? I’m also interested in how you’re aware of the truth rather than these rumors and legends, given that monsters haven’t revealed themselves much."

      Sean leaned forward, his smile fading slightly into a textbook trust-me expression. "You need involvement for several reasons, though I want to clear something up. While we are consulting with the FBI on this case, Vanessa and I are representatives of the Magical Interdimensional Investigative Bureau who specializes in liaising with populations. We have a certain broader understanding of issues on both sides of the fence, as it were. Such as, say, the existence of the Alchemists, the Council, and witch-blooded humans such as Ms. McCallister."

      He glanced at his colleague.

      She said, "To be clear we understand each other, Sean and I are not from this world. While at this point, I can’t go into details, we and other agents can travel between worlds and dimensions as a part of our job. The Bureau spans dimension and time and strives to bring harmony to a variety of beings within its purview."

      Rey shifted, his expression shading away from good-natured humor, but still friendly as a fox near a hen house. "Really? Is that a threat if we don’t cooperate?"

      "Not at all. Before we proceed further, any agreements made today will also cause a variety of investigations into 'Reynard Jones' over the past three decades to be purged." He grinned lopsidedly at Rey. "Just so we don't have to go back over all those tedious cases."

      He returned his attention to the rest of us. "Keep in mind, it's not just about the monsters. It's about the safety of the human population as well. We want to make sure that the monsters are integrated into society smoothly, without any incidents. We also want to find a way to mediate the issues between the monster population and its opposition. It’s understood that this is not final, that more representatives of your populations will be needed to come to a final agreement, but we want to hammer out the basics as rapidly as possible."

      Cathy spoke up for the first time. "How do you plan to manage negative backlash? Discrimination? Possibilities of violence?"

      Vanessa tented her fingertips in front of her. "We're here to work with you. We've been involved in research in similar situations on other worlds, such as when so-called mutants revealed themselves to a different world than this one. Similar, but not exactly the same. In another similar dimension, witches were recently found to be real, having been given powers by gods." She smiled. "As was mentioned, this agency touches many worlds and many populations of supernatural beings. Or even just beings with powers that aren’t standard for humanity. MIIB has tested protocols in place to minimize negative backlash and discrimination, and to address incidents of violence. Currently, we’re working with the US government, but we hope to expand our liaison capacity to other governments in this world."

      Martellus stared at the two of them, ice-gray eyes intense. "And what about those who are true monsters in appearance, if not deed? Must they reveal themselves, or can they go their way so long as they behave lawfully?"

      Sean leaned forward. "We understand that not all monsters will want to come forward. However, we believe it's important they be encouraged to do so. Secrecy is the enemy of safety. This meeting and our organization’s mission statement are about creating a safe environment for integrating nonhuman populations."

      It was hard to stifle a laugh at Martellus’s and Reynard’s expressions when they were hit with that bureaucratic broadside. I could see the logic in the MIIB’s plan, but I also was wary of what looked like something too good to be true. "What about those who see the monsters as a threat, even with all the precautions in place? And what benefit does your organization accrue?"

      Vanessa focused her attention on me, sincerity radiating from her. I’d seen Reynard with almost that same expression, though. "We'll be working with the upper echelons of the media to present the monsters in a positive light, a believable light. We'll have folklore experts on hand to dispel any myths or misconceptions, though we'll need your help to divide the false information from the true. If necessary, we'll use force to protect vulnerable monsters."

      I could see the determination in her pale green eyes, and it gave me a sense of hope. Maybe this plan could work after all. She felt sincere.

      I hadn’t gotten any visions yet, good or bad. I wondered if they had some type of personal immunity to my gift, or if they had a device that granted it. Asking this early would be silly. I doubted they’d tell me.

      Rey leaned back in his chair, considering. I didn't know if I entirely trusted the speculative smile curing his mouth. "Let's say we agree to this plan. What's the next step?"

      Vanessa returned his smile. "First, we'll need to gather all the information we can about the monsters and their abilities. Then, we'll need to tweak the media strategy Ms. Quinn put together and enhance her outreach efforts to the public. We'll also need to establish safe havens for the monsters and create a team to respond to any emergencies."

      Martellus nodded. "And what about the government, federal and local? Will they be providing any assistance? Since you are apparently not a part of it."

      Sean waved a hand in the air. "We'll have to work with them to get the necessary personnel, but we can make it happen. This is an unprecedented event for this world, but we're confident the techniques we have will make it work."

      I leaned back in my chair, considering their words. There were still risks, but the fact that they were willing to work with us and had experience dealing with similar situations gave me some hope. Glitches were inevitable, though. I wondered if they’d ever dealt with elves.

      "Okay," Rey said, finally. "We have a tentative agreement that we’ll look over your proposal, though I make no guarantee of acceptance on any level. Send your information to Shay's legal department. What happens then is based on their opinions."

      Vanessa nodded. "Of course, Mr. Jones. We value your and Ms. Quinn's input and expertise. I took the liberty of reserving the Palace’s ballroom for this evening for the press conference about the riot and second, affirming announcement of the existence of monsters." She glanced around the table. "Is there anything else we need to discuss?"

      Checkmate. I had to admire her decisiveness, and it would eliminate many of the obstacles we faced. Martellus nodded. I glanced at Rey and Cathy.

      There was a moment of silence before Rey spoke up. "Yeah, actually. I'd like that pony delivered now."

      Cathy and I groaned, but the tension in the room dissipated.

      Once outside, Cathy said, "Bran and Hugh were watching the exterior of the building, so they'll know we’re out. We’re supposed to rendezvous at the office immediately."

      While Roma squawked about the short notice when we met her back at the offices, she moved into action like an invading army. Within an hour we were onsite, in a conference room she’d chivvied out of an intimidated manager.

      Once inside, she nodded and turned to face us.

      "Listen," she set her hands on her hips. "We need to make sure this goes off without a hitch. The media are going to be all over this, so practice. Rey, Bran, make sure you work out what he’s going to do."

      She dove into her laptop, typing away.

      Bran and Rey moved to the other end of the room. I drifted nearby and caught a bit of the conversation.

      "Oh, this will be fun." Rey's voice was full of mischief. "What could go wrong?"

      "Nothing, if you behave." Bran placed a firm hand on Rey's shoulder. "Remember, you face the wrath of Roma if you decide to improvise, and I won’t stand in her way."

      "Right." Rey chuckled. "Who’d dare cross her?"

      "Exactly." Bran's gaze stayed steady and unwavering. "Now, let's rehearse one more time. We need to be flawless."

      As Rey shifted idly to a rabbit, a stag, and a canary, flitting around Bran’s head until Bran swatted at him with annoyance, I caught Roma watching them over her laptop screen with a mixture of amusement and worry. She bit her lower lip, her brow furrowed. Approaching her, I wrapped an arm around her shoulders.

      "Hey," I said. "Cathy will kill him if he messes up. It’ll be fine."

      None of the wisps of visions showed disaster, so it felt good to tell her that.

      She laughed and hugged me back. "This has been good for you. You’re so much more relaxed.

      "Maybe," I said dryly. "I've seen no long-reaching disaster from this, either."

      "Thank you, Ximena," she said, her voice just as dry. "You always know just what to say."

      A few hours later, a buzzing crowd had already gathered in the ballroom, and the bright lights of camera crews illuminated the area like a beacon. The MIIB agents had delivered. All the major networks were present.

      Backstage, the air was heavy with anticipation and uncertainty.

      Martellus appeared at my side. I inhaled, taking solace from his scent. How could he be so comforting? It made me want to lean against him and forget all the visions for a moment.

      He was like Saturday mornings when I was very young. A day with no responsibilities. He made me feel like that again, even if only for moments.

      As the press conference began, Roma stepped forward. "Thank you for coming. In this case, less is more, and I’ll let Bran de Clare and Rey Jones lead this conference. Both are not human and have unusual gifts."

      That fast, it was time for the demonstration. Rey and Bran exchanged a brief look, Bran solemn and a wicked expression on Rey’s face.

      Rey stepped forward, his swagger pronounced. He spread his arms, tilting his head back and his body blurred, expanding, and darkening until it was nearly eight feet tall. With a snap, the blur solidified into a grizzly bear that roared and then waved at the crowd. Flashes from dozens of phones went off and the bear preened, then blurred and diminished, becoming a small shining white horse-like creature with a shining golden horn. Then an eagle. Then a hedgehog scuttled across the stage to nestle on Roma’s shoe.

      Reynard never took that long to shift forms. It was normally faster than the eye could perceive.

      Beside me, Martellus chuckled. "Sandbagging. Nice, Rey."

      Bran merely raised his hands, singing a few words in an unknown language. A gentle breeze brushed past us, carrying with it the scent of blooming flowers. I also smelled the air just before a storm, the scent of Bran’s magic. Beautiful rose petals, white, pink, yellow, red, and purple, fell from the air around us and over the crowd.

      He shed his human form and cupped his hands.

      I am Bran de Clare, the Goblin King.

      His voice sounded in my mind, though his lips didn’t move. Judging from the reactions of the crowd, they all heard it too.

      "Could this be real? Does magic exist?" said a reporter nearby as she reached out to touch one of the delicate petals.

      Rey and Bran stepped back as Roma took the shouted questions with practiced smoothness.

      "What do you think?" Rey asked, his voice tinged with excitement as he returned to his human form next to us. The air still crackled with residual magic, the ozone scent lingering with the energy from Bran's spells.

      "Impressive, though I’m not sure if it’s enough." A smile tugged at the corners of Martellus's lips. "Look at them—they're hoping magic is real. The hook is baited."

      Reporters typed on their phones, while others dictated. A few were even interviewing the few people in the crowd who were not reporters.

      We reconvened back at the office to watch the reactions roll in. Gathered around the laptop in the reception area, we watched as one newscaster after another debated the implications of monster-kind existence. Hugh, usually so stoic, allowed a small smile to play across his features as he listened to an impassioned dismissal of reality, complete with sparkling vampire references.

      "Can you believe it?" he said, shaking his head in disbelief. "Humans. It’s nice that some things stay constant."

      "Imagine that," Bran said, a mischievous twinkle in his eye. "I am enjoying the rebuttal his partner is giving, though. I’ll have to watch the movies he keeps referencing, though why lost children are vampires I’m uncertain."

      Everyone looked toward the glass as a brisk knock sounded on it. The man standing there was dressed in an impeccable suit—seemed to be a pattern—a leather satchel hanging by his side. He looked like he belonged in the perfectly airbrushed world of political intrigue, not just outside our office.

      "Who could that be?" Bran asked, furrowing his brow.

      "Only one way to find out." I walked toward the door. When I opened it, the man stepped back.

      "May I speak to Ms. Lucerno, Baroness Illmire?" he asked, a hint of urgency in his voice. He spoke with an English accent, but not one I was familiar with from television.

      "Speaking," I said cautiously, wondering what this could be about.

      "May I see your ID?"

      Martellus carried my phone to me, and I pulled out my license from the phone case. The man examined it carefully, checking it against an image on his device.

      "Forgive the intrusion." He gave me back the ID and slowly reached into his satchel. Martellus took a step forward to shield me as the messenger finished the slow movement, pulling out a sealed envelope. "They have sent me as a special courier. This is a summons from your lord, the Duke of Gloucester, also known as King Charles of the United Kingdom. Please sign here."

      Confused, I signed and took the envelope.

      "Thank you," I said, my voice hushed with surprise and a little worry. The courier nodded, turned on his heel, and walked away without another word.

      "Shay, what is it?" Rey crowded next to me.

      I opened the envelope and read with the others peering over my shoulder.

      "King Charles has summoned me to England." My mind raced with possibilities. Why now? What could he possibly want? "It seems serious enough, though. He's requesting my presence as soon as possible."

      I’d never really mentioned it to them, but I had dual citizenship in the US and UK. I was born in the UK just before the law changed altering birthright citizenship. It was the reason I'd been able to purchase the island. I doubt it would have been approved had I not been a citizen.

      When I bought Ferney a decade ago, the island that contained Illmire and its barony, I’d done fealty to Queen Elizabeth in her capacity as the Duke of Gloucester. Ferney and the other Channel Islands were not a part of the UK and thus not under her rule as Queen. Ferney had its own legal code, which hadn’t been updated since sometime in the twelfth century.

      As Baroness of that little island, I was the lawmaker. I didn’t know why, but that was important and so I’d bought it when I’d heard through channels that it was available. Had been for decades, since it wasn’t exactly a tropical vacation spot, so none had been willing to meet the price.

      "Interesting," Martellus said. "A quick reaction from your lord. Perhaps there was prior warning?" His assessing gaze couldn't quite mask the concern that flickered in his eyes.

      Concern for me, not my money or my powers. It felt good to have another person feel that way, another friend. Or maybe more.

      "Perhaps," I said.

      "Did he say why?" Bran asked. He didn’t seem impressed. Possibly, given the number of kings in Dream and being one himself, he was immune.

      "No," I said, uneasy. "But considering our recent actions and the attention we've drawn, there are a lot of possibilities. I’ll text my admin to get the jet ready. No, wait, Duncan’s in Dream. I need his assistant’s phone number—it should be in my contacts. Are any of you coming? I’ll just book first-class commercial, I don’t want to pollute more than I have to."

      Roma laughed. "The better question is, who’s staying?"

      "Good point," I said, folding the letter carefully and tucking it back into the envelope. Here we go.
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      I moved to an exterior window in an attempt to conceal my annoyance at the insolence that summoned Shay. The view of the skyscrapers would have been impressive, had I not been considering the possibility that this was a ruse to lure Shay into danger.

      "The simplest route to England is through Dream," I suggested, turning back to face Roma and Shay in the reception area. "It avoids physical danger and bureaucratic irritation."

      Shay considered a moment, twisting a strand of her golden hair between her fingers. "Going through Dream might not be the best idea. Right now, neither the US nor the UK recognizes Dream as a country of origin. This will change that. I need to contact MIIB and see if they can get you two passports."

      "Paperwork." Roma’s rueful tone was full of experience. "The world runs on it."

      I acknowledged their point with a shrug.

      Shay leaned on the reception desk and jabbed at her phone screen a few times before bringing it to her ear.

      While she focused on that, Roma and Cathy approached the office where I stood, slipping in, and closing the door, like two lionesses suddenly walking upright. I leaned against the opposite wall and crossed my arms, meeting their serious expressions with a calm one.

      I kept a wary eye on Cathy. She mated to the trickster, which made her a force to be reckoned with. Dealing with Rey daily would sharpen her instinct about trickery and deception, either perceiving it or perpetrating it.

      "Martellus. What are your intentions toward Shay?" Roma, unsurprisingly, took the lead.

      "Are we having the what-are-your-intentions-with-my-sister talk?" I asked carefully. Their protectiveness of Shay was a double-edged sword. I didn’t want it turned against me.

      "Exactly. She's our friend, and we don't want to see her get hurt." This time Cathy spoke. "Shay has never been in a relationship. She’s been hurt a lot in her life. She has to deal with seeing horrible things. Rey said you're as old as the hills. We just want to be sure you’re interested in Shay, and not in getting a fortune teller under your thumb. Because if it’s the second, you will regret it."

      Those green eyes met mine, the will of steel showing clearly. I didn’t appreciate the threat, but I’d set it aside given it rose from her concern for my woman. My perhaps mate.

      I inclined my head. "I have no intention of causing her any harm. Has she other family I must speak with? If she'll permit it, my preference would be long-term. "

      Cathy glanced away, and Roma sighed, settling her hip against the desk in an echo of Shay’s stance outside. "Let me tell you something about Shay's family, Martellus."

      "Continue."

      "This is something I’ve pieced together over the time I’ve known her. She’s got four sisters and two brothers. Her parents know about her gift—it runs in the family. Once they figured out how accurate her visions are, they wanted to sell the information to the highest bidder."

      "Shay would have problems with that." She would not want to interact with a series of strangers, much less ones willing to pay a large fee for her predictions.

      "Exactly. That's why she left when she turned eighteen. She’d already made more than enough money to support herself and pay for college. When she found out her youngest brother was having accurate visions, she used a proxy identity to sign him to an exclusive contract and paid all the fees herself. She did it to ensure he could have as normal a normal life as possible." Roma’s face was in set lines, a flicker of anger in her dark eyes.

      Answering anger stirred in me. "Where does her family live?"

      Roma shook her head. "Shay loves them, Martellus, she just can’t deal with them. Her family is well-off, but they spend as fast as they make it. Her mother has visions too, but they're less accurate and both of her parents are more interested in the thrill of real estate speculation. Unfortunately, they often guess wrong."

      "It sounds like she’d be better off without them."

      Cathy’s voice was sharp. "She’d never forgive you if you hurt them or frightened them. This discussion is so you know what’s shaped her and why she reacts the way she does. When the world gets to be too much, she hides. It’s gotten worse as she gets older. She’s come out of her shell a little for you. Don’t hurt her."

      This time I gave them a shallow bow, honoring them, though they were unaware of it. "I have no intention of hurting her."

      Roma glanced over her shoulder and put a finger to her lips.

      "MIIB said they’ll take care of the passports, but it’ll take a couple of weeks," Shay announced as she joined us, phone in hand. "It was easier when Duncan handled all this. Do you have any idea how long he needs to stay in Dream?"

      "No. But I can look later tonight and let you know in the morning." I offered her my arm. "Would you like some company at your place, or do you prefer going to Dream?"

      Roma muttered, "Smooth."

      I ignored the comment.

      "My place."

      Shay’s faint blush was adorable.

      Our clothing flew in a variety of directions when we arrived, a prelude to enjoyment. After, Shay fell asleep, her body curled against mine.

      The soft glow of the moonlight filtered through the blinds, more than enough light to see by as I enjoyed the feel of and scent of her. It soothed, a bond that grew each time we were together. It was still delicate, though, and I wanted to give it all it needed to grow. If anything could replace a mating bond, this could. Sadly, trolls only bonded with other trolls.

      Perhaps this was what Bran and Rey had found with their women, though they were of different species.

      The scent of jasmine from her shampoo wrapped around me. The steady rhythm of her breathing lulled me into a state of serenity that I hadn't felt in years. I wanted to stay, but I needed to check matters in Dream.

      When I slipped into Dream, near my keep this time, the familiar scent of damp earth and moss greeted me. Towering trees with twisted branches cast eerie shadows on the forest floor, while a faint glow emanated from the delicate bioluminescent flowers.

      The rush of wind signaled either a storm or a mounted elf approaching me.

      "Martellus, Any news?" Aiden called from horseback, as he cantered up to me. Like all elfsteeds, it was partly a creature of air, its normal form made of smoke and light. They could become solid, with a wicked bite or slash of their hooves, as well.

      "How long has it been, Aidan?"

      "Only a few hours. Matilda's not terribly patient, though." His gray eyes laughed at me.

      Elves. For a long-lived people, they had no patience at all, and they played it up.

      "If she learns more, it’s a valuable lesson. I’ll let you know when you can hunt." I had a hunch it wouldn’t be long until we needed aid. Instinct born from centuries of observing people made me uneasy at leaving Shay now as well.

      "It’ll be soon though. Why are you allowing it?" For a moment, the laughter left his eyes.

      "I’m not sure. I think it’ll be needed."

      Aidan and Matilda were the elf king's children. They had an unmistakable presence—equal parts charming and infuriating. They spent their time either banished from their own kind for being too annoying or summoned back because their presence and the chaos in their wake was missed.

      "Where's your lovely companion, Martellus? The troll king besotted is a sight." Aidan's sly grin glinted across his face.

      I shrugged. "I don’t trust Dream’s time not to flux around her. Matters are sensitive right now and her presence is needed."

      "Such a shame. She mellows you."

      "Hmm." I stared at him. I’d only allow so much mockery.

      "Great king, forgive me. How may I flourish again in the sunshine of your approval?"

      I snorted. "Tell me how the young dragon is adapting."

      "Slowly. Bleys and the whelp quarrel a lot. But each day his strength grows. I think he’ll be able to return to Gaia soon, but not yet."

      Elves were also nosy as cats.

      With a nod, I stepped back to Shay's bed.

      Showing rare tact, no one bothered us over the days as we waited for the passports, and Shay seemed less haunted by visions. Though we pursued each other in bed enthusiastically, and she was gifted in that arena as well, the times we didn’t spend embraced were also more pleasant than any in my recent memory.

      After we’d knocked the cushions off the couch, in the aftermath, Shay and I sat on the floor, unclad. I rose, her eyes following me, and pulled out a chessboard and pieces from where they’d fallen under a pillow on the floor.

      This was a game I had passing familiarity with.

      "You play?" I asked.

      "Yes." Shay batted her lashes at me and stretched like a cat. She was lovely. Also, her innocent gaze deceived me no more than Rey’s, but I played along.

      "Do you want to make any bets on the outcome?"

      She smiled at me and nodded. "A task to be named by the winner?"

      "Agreed." I had several tasks we’d both end up enjoying.

      "Checkmate," Shay said fifteen minutes later.

      I stared at the board, amused and surprised. Shay was a superb and vicious player.

      Then I smiled at her. "What do you want of me, sibyl?"

      She shifted, so she lay against me. "Love me."

      She didn’t need to win a chess game to get that, but I did my best to make it memorable. There was no complaint about being short changed when she regained her breath.

      As the days went by, we settled into a comfortable routine, playing chess and cards, eating, and enjoying each other. The shadows under Shay’s eyes grew lighter.

      One morning too soon, as the sun streamed through the curtains, Shay burst into the room, waving two envelopes. "Look what finally arrived."

      "Ah, our passports." My enthusiasm was feigned. I didn’t want this interlude to end.

      "Are you ready for this, Martellus?"

      I took her hand. "Of course. I’m interested in meeting a human king."

      She gave me another of those faint smiles and took me to the MDS folder I’d been ignoring all this time. She pulled out the top profile and handed it to me. "Just so you know."

      I flipped it over to see my face looking back at me.

      Maybe the dating service wasn't as incompetent as I’d thought.

      Or possibly their matching had nothing to do with the questions they asked. Ms. Fortuna also reminded me of someone, though I’d never pursued the thought since she did not feel like an enemy. Perhaps I should.
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      The luxury sedan carrying Martellus and me pulled to a stop near our destination. Bran and Roma remained at the hotel, while Cathy and Rey stayed behind in the US to monitor reactions to the second revelation.

      King Charles’s London residence was Clarence House, and as we approached it on foot, I couldn't help but marvel at the beauty of the garden surrounding it. The four-story building was faced in pale stucco, a beautiful sight as Martellus and I passed the portico and columns that extended into the garden. As we approached the entry, the door opened, and a middle-aged woman nodded at us.

      "Baroness Illmire, Mr. Lefevre. Please come in."

      We proceeded into a red-carpeted hall lined with paintings and art objects. The air of history here was more intimidating than the wealth, and it made me feel a little uncomfortable to be surrounded by so much...stuff.

      She took us immediately to the right. An old but still lovely oriental carpet covered the floor, and light poured in from floor-to-ceiling windows to the right. A variety of antique chairs, while pretty, didn't look like they could accommodate Martellus's bulk, not that I felt like sitting. Too many futures ready to pounce on me the moment I relaxed.

      "If you could wait a moment," the housekeeper said as she left us.

      Martellus looked up from his brand-new phone. While his expression was calm as ever, he was enjoying the information from his new toy. "This is the Lancaster room, where guests wait. Do you think you'll be seen in the morning room or the garden room?"

      We’d taken the virtual tour of the place as soon as we knew our destination. It didn’t capture the feel of the building—the age and power. Visions pressed at me, and I closed my mind to them. I did not want to know what might happen from the actions of the people who lived and did business here.

      "I have no idea." I moved to the shelves full of books. Reading the titles would give me something to do.

      She was back in a few minutes. "His Majesty will see you now."

      At least I'd find out what was going on. For Roma’s wedding, I had plans that hinged on me making the laws on Illmire. Since this man was my legal overlord, he could throw a monkey wrench in all of them, which is why I'd come when he'd called. Also, admittedly, curiosity.

      As she escorted us down the hall, I admired the artistry of the displayed China and statues. And of course, more incredible paintings.

      The room where King Charles stood was brilliantly lit by a row of floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the garden. A grand piano and a floor harp dominated one side. The furniture, covered in plump cushions, looked like it wasn't often used.

      I'd never seen him in person before. I'd done my fealty to the Duke of Gloucester, at that time Queen Elizabeth II, when I bought the island a decade ago. There'd been no need to interact with the aristocracy after since I had no ambitions of social status.

      He was much taller than me, but Martellus was taller than both of us. The King's faded blue eyes were sharp under his soft, silvery gray hair. He was dressed in a three-piece blue pinstripe suit, complete with a pocket handkerchief. His tie, a slightly paler shade of blue, had been immaculately knotted, and he wore a pair of spectacles perched on the bridge of his nose.

      "Baroness Illmire." His majesty greeted me with a nod. "Good of you to come."

      I took a deep breath to steady my focus as I gave a small curtsey. "At your command, your Majesty."

      He smiled. "Yes, given all the recent events, I thought a chat on the topic of monsters, and the preparations I’ve been told you’re making on your barony was in order."

      His information network was better than I’d thought.

      "Your Majesty, I hope for your permission to use Illmire as a haven for monsters."

      The King raised an eyebrow, clearly taken aback by my request. "Heavens, why?"

      "With your permission, I plan to offer Illmire as a safe location for them. It doesn’t contravene immigration law since my barony isn’t located in the United Kingdom. It could be a mutually beneficial arrangement since in exchange for shelter some of the monsters' unique abilities could prove useful in tackling the environmental issues the planet faces."

      Could was a good word. It didn’t guarantee anything, but it did attract interest. King Charles was particularly interested in environmental issues.

      The King stroked his chin thoughtfully. "An interesting proposition, Baroness. Why have you chosen to help these monsters to this extent? Given your history of investments and massive returns on those investments, I suspect there might be an ulterior motive."

      I kept my tone even. "I believe that all beings, regardless of their appearance or origins, deserve compassion and kindness. And with the increasing human population, it's important to find solutions that benefit everyone."

      Martellus smiled wryly. "Yes."

      I couldn’t read the king’s expression, but the promise of an even longer life would appeal even to a man who had everything. The elven elixir could make a potent bargaining chip if people found out about it.

      "Ah, I see. Very well, Baroness Illmire, I permit you to set up Illmire as a haven for monsters. I'm interested in seeing how this experiment turns out."

      A wave of relief washed over me. At his nod of dismissal, I turned with Martellus to leave. Before we could retreat, without warning, a wave of blackness thundered over and crushed me. A screaming pain split my head as the world receded from me.

      When I came to, I was lying on my side on a daybed in a different room. The sweet and spicy scent surrounded me, and Martellus held my hand. Pillows lay strewn on the floor. A familiar tide of embarrassment washed over me. I hated people seeing me that vulnerable. Roma and Cassie didn’t talk about it, but I knew the seizures after I prophesied frightened them.

      Low-voiced orders were being given to someone, but my head hurt enough that I couldn’t place the voice.

      "What did I say?" I said, voice wobbling with tiredness.

      Martellus touched my lips with his fingertip, a gentle caress. Through the post-seizure fuzzy-headedness, I felt his concern, almost like an empath. "Rest. It confirmed that it’s a good idea for monsters to have a haven. I’ll tell you the rest when you’ve recovered."

      A few minutes later a younger woman came in and stood next to me. "Hello dear. I’m Dr. Botham."

      I smiled at her and used the dregs of my strength to drag myself upright. Martellus helped.

      "If you could wait outside?" I drew the line here. I cared for Martellus—a lot—but privacy was something I’d sought for a long time. Perhaps after we were together for a while, I’d feel comfortable with him being with me during a doctor's visit, but not here and now.

      Martellus nodded and walked out. He respected my privacy and my wants rather than trying to protect me when I didn’t need to be protected.

      My heart clenched. That was quiet proof of love.

      The door clicked shut behind him.

      "Is this the first time you’ve had a seizure?" she asked, setting down her bag and shifting a chair so she faced me.

      "No, I’ve had them since early childhood. I’m not on any medications. They’ve never found one that works."

      She frowned. Then she put me through the usual, checking my pupils, how well I tracked, how well I was thinking.

      "Is there any chance you could be pregnant? Pregnancy can make the disorder worse."

      I didn’t think so, and my seizures weren’t quite the same as most, but even on this sort of acquaintance, I liked her. And it was stupid to lie to someone trying to help you medically.

      "A small chance." From what I understood, trolls weren’t fertile with anyone but trolls, so it was unlikely.

      She handed me a test from her bag, and I headed to the ensuite bathroom.

      Moments later I stared at two lines and wondered what on earth to do. I wanted to tell Martellus, but I needed to think about this for a little while first, and wrap my mind around it. I was also so exhausted and fuzzy-headed in the seizure's aftermath. I didn’t want to have that big of a conversation until I was thinking clearly.

      She glanced at the test. "Yes. Pregnancy can make a seizure disorder worse. You’ll want to speak with your primary physician as soon as you get home." Her tone was kind, and I nodded. Telling her what prompted the seizures just wasn’t worth it, tired as I was.

      I sighed in relief when Martellus came in. Privacy was one thing but being near him helped me feel better in ways that I hadn’t imagined were possible. Companionable silence surrounded us as we walked the short distance to our ride, and I fell asleep almost immediately, leaning on his shoulder.

      I woke in the hotel room with Roma and Martellus hovering like a convention of bulldozers. One look at them confirmed my decision not to mention anything until we were safely home. There was too much going on, too many people, and I needed time to think. I tabled asking about the prophecy for the same reason. If it were urgent, Martellus would have told me.

      Nor was the pregnancy going anywhere in the next nine months or so. At least, I hoped.

      "Is something wrong?" I asked.

      Roma shook her head. "You’ve just been asleep for longer than usual. Are you hungry?"

      My stomach rumbled. Bran and Roma discussed logistics while we ate.

      "What’s the population of Illmire?" Bran asked.

      "About four hundred people. The island isn’t small, though, there’s plenty of room for people to live there. There are a couple of houses that aren’t being used, that I’ve refurbished. The castle can hold many people, too. Right now, it only has a skeleton staff."

      Roma laughed, startled. "Still can’t get over you owning a castle. Tell me more about it. Have you modernized the inside at all?"

      "Yes, otherwise it would be unlivable when it’s cold. It’s also built over a cave system. The castle’s an old one, built in the twelfth century, guarding the bay. I had the interior updated as much as possible when I bought it."

      Roma looked a bit scandalized. "Why didn’t you preserve it? It’s a historical building."

      "The previous owner had updated it and done a pretty terrible job, so I fixed the issues. And, well, I prefer having a shower and a working toilet." I grimaced at her. "Pretty sure the staff enjoys having a functional oven and running water too."

      Bran smiled. "I too love modern luxuries."

      "This is the venue for our wedding?" Roma asked. She was looking at a picture of the island and her expression softened. Even if it rained—a lot—the scenery was gorgeous.

      "Yes. Hard to beat." I tossed her a sunny smile, though the effort made my head throb.

      "If any of the people who would come here don’t mind living rough, there’s a fair area where they could camp as well, as long as they take out their trash." For a moment I wondered about shifters, then dismissed it. My head still hurt a lot.

      "So, the main logistics is food and shelter since we can approach from Dream. Though you might need to get defenses set up as well, since not everyone in Dream is friendly or likes humans," Martellus said. "I’ll handle that if you don’t mind."

      Well, he was trying at least. He’d asked, rather than assumed.

      I stood. "I’m going back to bed. More information on the island is on my laptop, in the Illmire file."

      I opened the laptop and the file and scooted it across the table to them. "Let me know any questions you might have in the morning. Our flight time is eleven thirty."

      I made it to the bed before I collapsed again. This was worse than most aftermaths of prophecy. While Martellus and I shared a room, I didn’t wake up when he came to bed.
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      Even in the allegedly large seats in the first-class section of the plane, I had to deliberately try not to crowd Shay. She'd tucked herself in the corner of her seat, and burrowed deep into the cushion. Her eyes were closed, but her mouth set, and her expression strained. She had a pallor I didn’t like. Her silence and withdrawal worried me.

      Bran and Roma sat across the aisle from us. Ignoring them was simple since the woman I cared for was not well.

      I’d planned to tell Shay the prophecy’s words, but no time since had felt appropriate. I fidgeted with the napkin on my lap, feeling the weight of the words heavy on my chest.

      The flight attendant arrived with our meal trays, the scent of warm food rousing Shay from her thoughts. I watched as she straightened, glancing at me sleepily.

      "Are you hungry?" I touched her hand.

      The trays contained a minimal amount of food, arranged in a pretty fashion. Meat under a layer of sauce, broccoli, carrots, and green beans arranged near it. It did not smell appetizing, but Shay picked up her fork and poked at a carrot. It squished on the tines.

      "This is terrible," I said.

      She smiled, faint but real. The first since she’d woken after the seizure. "It’s not like they can cook it fresh, Martellus."

      The smile made me grab the moment with both hands. "Shay, I've been waiting to tell you. The prophecy you made.” I sucked in a deep breath to recite it to her. I’d memorized it.

      

      When the blasted oak puts out new leaves, the seas shall rise and the lion rampant thrive. The heart of stone will soften when mortal love meets immortal life. The

      ancient, shadowed predator will encounter a darkness to match its abyss.

      Her eyes widened, and she grabbed a napkin to stop the spray from the sip of water she'd just taken.

      "Your liege took rampant lion to mean the UK." I pursed my lips. "He seemed excited."

      She nodded and took a bite of her meat, then grimaced. She was buying time as she chewed.

      "Shay. Please tell me what’s troubling you."

      She hesitated for a moment, glancing across the aisle. I followed her gaze. Roma had fallen asleep, and Bran’s eyes were closed. I highly doubted he slept, but Shay relaxed as if she thought he was asleep. She leaned over, her lips almost brushing my ear, and whispered, "I'm pregnant."

      The words pierced my heart. Trolls could only procreate with each other or overly-fertile single-sex species like dryads. Though sibyls and trolls were cousins, sibyls had vanished long before the troll's numbers dwindled and we'd given up hope of continuing. We were indeed a blasted oak as a people.

      A green leaf.

      Shay being pregnant was a gift greater than any I’d dreamed, and I was capable of large dreams.

      "Are you sure?" I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.

      "Yes." Her amber gaze never left mine, searching. There was a shadow there, and I wished I knew what it was, so I could help with it.

      Despite my worry, joy swelled in me, and I put my hand over one of hers, keeping the contact light. "I'm happy, so happy. Are you?"

      She hesitated, her gaze flickering down to our hands before meeting my gaze once again. She started twisting a lock of her hair with her free hand. I’d noticed she did that to soothe herself. "I don't know how I feel," she said, her voice barely audible above the hum of the airplane's engine. "There’s been too much, too fast. And something this big and unexpected is hard."

      Honesty was all I’d asked, and she gave it. "Whatever happens, you have all of my support."

      "Martellus." The word was soft but full of longing and regret. She said nothing more, returning to poking at her food. If nothing else, I needed to get her proper food after we landed. Like meat. If the child took after me, she’d need to eat a lot of meat.

      "Everything is just overwhelming," Shay repeated, staring at the food. "I need some space to think."

      Her words cut through me like a serrated blade, each syllable a fresh wound bleeding raw pain. I was sure I hid my hurt well, but the ache threatened to consume me.

      Still, her choice. I’d promised to honor her desires.

      "Of course." The initial phrase grated, and I cleared my throat, making my voice even and warm for the rest. "If you need space, I'll give it to you. To be clear, emotional space? Because I don’t know that I can leave you unguarded."

      She gave me an unhappy smile. "That’s part of why I need space, but I understand. Just don’t push me right now, please?"

      I nodded.

      As she nibbled her way through half of the in-flight meal in silence, I considered the sibyls I’d known before the banishment. There had been one or two who were as gifted, spread over the centuries. Both had died young and had no children—neither could bear another’s touch. The trolls who’d guarded their places had not interacted with them. I’d only met them to see that they were as well as they could be and their guards efficient.

      Shay was not as afflicted as they, even if she was as gifted. The isolation had helped her, and it was understandable she needed it now. Too bad that did not make the hurt any less. I’d been able to function with sword wounds that pained far less.

      I would function with this one if isolation would help her. Beneath it all lurked worry—for a future with no place for me in her life anymore. And possibly no room for a child to exist, but that...I chose not to think about that. If it came to that, I wasn’t too proud to beg her to bear the child and let me raise it.

      Madness lay down that route, so I dismissed the thought until it became pertinent.

      The plane started its uncomfortable descent. I hated the feeling, like falling, and Shay patted the hand I had clenched on the armrest. "Only a bit more," she said.

      We rolled to a stop.

      Clanging sounded outside, and then a group of uniformed armed men marched into the plane, their faces stern and threatening.

      "Don’t resist," whispered Shay. Her eyes were distant and clouded, surveying a world I couldn’t see. "Please."

      "Customs," one of them said. "You’re under arrest."

      Interesting that their jackets did not show the branch of the government, nor did the badges I saw. They were lying.

      Bran twitched, as did I, but I would not cause her more distress, since it was clear she was picking her way through visions. Even when they laid hands on me, pulling me out of my seat and putting restraints on my wrists, doing the same with Bran, shoving us out of the plane and down the stairs. Shay and Roma followed, also restrained.

      Magic pressed around me, not Bran’s. He felt it too, his narrow eyes on the vehicle that pulled up.

      I caught Bran’s gaze. I didn’t want to do it, but while bullets would cause me only a moment’s dismay, they could kill the women and injure him. And bullets would fly if we fought.

      We both knew I could enter Dream far quicker than he. There, wherever they were taken, I could find them. Then free them without risking Shay or Roma. His eyes flickered, and he nodded.

      It was a great trust, and I understood how hard it was to grant, but they trapped us. Bran would stay with the women. I drew on the chilly embrace of duty. Leaving Shay here was one of the hardest things I’d ever done in a very long life.

      With a flick of will, the barrier to Dream parted, and I simply carried the man holding me with me when I took a step forward. Apparently, they had not been informed my strength was not bound to their limits. The trees shaded me in Dream, and the portal snapped shut, stranding the human with me.

      I turned to face him, the cold steel of the cuffs melting off my wrists as I brought them forward.

      His pistol was up and pointed at me, and metal kissed my chest before I thought to block it. Pain followed, which meant his chances of surviving our chat had lowered significantly.

      Trolls heal fast, but we’re not immune to pain.

      I closed on him, clamped a hand on his shoulder, and took the gun away with my other hand, ignoring him as he jabbed at my wound. The gun snapped in my hand, and I regarded him, not releasing him.

      He struggled, and I transferred my other hand to his throat.

      Wait. If his neck were broken, I couldn’t question him. Killing blows needed to wait until the questioning was done. And I needed to remove the magic that compelled him to struggle. It cushioned his mind from the normal human reaction to Dream.

      My theory was Roma’s later awareness of her magic was why Dream made her feel ill. It had passed with greater time spent there, as she became accustomed.

      I focused my magic on the metal jacket of the bullet lodged within me. With a deep breath, I pushed the cold metal out of my flesh.

      The calming thoughts and actions helped the battle lust recede, though his struggles and taps grew more irritating by the moment. I did not know the time differential or how long Shay had been in their hands. This was a moment for stern measures.

      I touched my free hand to my chest and flicked it, spraying drops of blood on the grass.

      "Mother," I shouted the word, focusing my will on summoning. When Dream came in that aspect, she was going to be perturbed.

      The ground flexed. A hag clawed her way out of the dirt and rose to her feet. She reeked like a grave, her tangled black and gray hair clotted with dirt. The dirt smeared across her yellowed skin, gathering in the wrinkles and folds of her body where it wasn’t covered by tattered filthy rags. Her eyes were black empty pits and her expression angry. She bared blackened teeth at me.

      Dream was indeed unhappy at being summoned. "What do you want?"

      "You to remove the magic on this man." I stared back at her, not giving an inch. I was the only survivor of the first generation of trolls, born as an adult from Dream. And I alone of my people could call on her, by our connection.

      She growled. "Why do you call on me? Do you want to join your siblings in their graves?"

      "He is one of the people who took Shay on Gaia. The magic prevents me from questioning him. I need to know where they took her."

      "The sibyl?" Dreams shape morphed again. Now she had long thin claws, like razors, and her face had taken on the shape of a fox with a muzzle full of long sharp teeth. "Who is with child by you? Why not simply let me rip it from his mind?"

      Ah, it was Dream who’d made Shay able to conceive, or sibyls were close enough for it to happen. Either way, a momentary flicker of gratitude woke in me. It was a precious gift.

      My anger receding a little, I'd remembered that Roma had requested no killing wherever it was feasible. In this case, I was going to probably have to give up the delight of ripping him limb from limb. If Dream rendered him insane, that was a different kind of death. Either would make Roma unhappy, which would make Shay unhappy. I didn't want her to have to need more space, so I was going to opt to not murder her would-be captor.

      That didn't mean I couldn't make his life miserable though. And Dream would make him miserable as long as he remained here.

      "Just remove the magic. I'll do the rest."

      She approached and brushed those razor nails against his cheek. Blood welled. His eyes widened in terror.

      "The magic is gone. When you know her whereabouts on Gaia, call my name and I will make you a portal able to pass as many people as you will." Dream vanished back into the ground.

      The man whimpered, hanging in my grip.

      "Where were you taking her?"

      He sobbed, eyes darting at the trees, the sky, everything but me. Blood dribbled down his cheek, his face lost in the nightmare Dream had implanted in him. He’d need time to come out of it. Dream had better have sped time here—if this delayed Shay’s rescue I was going to be in a killing mood.

      Worlds could die when suitable power was brought to bear.

      He hung around my shoulders like a dead deer, though he still twitched from time to time. The keep wasn’t far. Dream wasn’t playing games with the terrain today.

      As I crested the hill, I spotted Aiden and Matilda writing near the keep. They saw me and cantered in my direction. I kept moving, and Matilda was the first to reach me.

      She pulled up, staring at the man draped around my shoulders. "Are you going to share?"

      "Possibly. Does Aiden have his violin with him?"

      "Of course." Aiden patted the sling at his side on the horse.

      "Then play. Bring him out of this nightmare. After he tells me what I want to know, he's yours." A brilliant solution if I did say so myself. The opposite had so few mortals given to them in this long time that they would cherish any they got their hands on. Well, perhaps cherish wasn't the right word, but he would be alive and if necessary, could be extracted from their grip.

      Probably.

      In a smooth motion, Aiden pulled out his violin and bow and played. The music hit my captive like a blow, and he stiffened. I let him slide from around my shoulders and was happy to note that he could bear his weight. His eyes cleared a moment later, and he stared at me.

      "Where am I? What are you?" The word stuttered out of him.

      Even better. He could carry on a conversation while Aiden played. That argued a stronger will than most humans had.

      "Neither of those questions matter. What does matter is the location you were told to bring your prisoners to. If you do not tell me, I will start with this bone." I tapped the small bone at the tip of his smallest finger. "And work my way up."

      It wasn't anger. Torture wasn't terribly effective at getting information, but threats often were. Plus breaking bones would make me feel better he resisted. I could almost feel Shay’s distress at the thought, as if we'd already mated, even if I was imagining it.

      Or Dream had made it so we could mate. Either way, I was angry.

      He gaped at me. Then he glanced side to side, glimpsing Matilda and Aiden.

      "It would make me happy if you were to tell him," Matilda said in a sweet voice.

      His pupils widened as he gazed at her. "It's a black detention site. I'm not supposed to say."

      I resisted the urge to tap his finger, hard. To my understanding, someone secretly funded black site areas where governments tortured their citizens. Shay in one of them made me very unhappy.

      If possible, Matilda’s voice became even sweeter. "When you tell him, we can dance together. And I can show you whatever we both desire."

      He inhaled and then stammered out an address. I used the moment to shape his words into an image of the place, drawn from his mind. It was the most basic form of scrying, though more difficult since I wasn't using a mirror.

      I passed him on to Matilda and turned to Aiden. "I'm going there. If your band wants to make use of the time I've promised, they can come with me. Any mortal who is not a prisoner or an associate of mine you may take."

      He grinned at me. Then he spurred his horse back toward the keep where his band would be waiting.

      Bleys was not in his accustomed place. I assumed he was with Duncan.

      By the time I reached the door, the nine elves had mounted and waited for me.

      "I have the place." I spoke to the air.

      Dream reappeared next to me, this form a sheet of flame.

      "They are here." I hung the image in front of her.

      The flames wavered, bent, and then expanded into a large circle. Within that circle, a black paved wide area edged with trees and bushes surrounding a concrete building perhaps fifty feet distant.

      A clear voice projected from the flames, "They warded the area to the edge of the parking lot. I will deliver you outside of it so you can form your plan."

      Eyes on the building, I said, "A side of the building will collapse. Proceed in. Remember the limitations I placed on you. Only mortals, and among them only mortals who are not associated with me. I will wish to see all you take before you bring them to your home. Otherwise, our bargain is void."

      "Understood," said Aiden. The others didn't speak.

      I stepped through the portal and into the mortal realm. Earth and stone were mine to command, and I raised my arms.

      They had warded the grounds around the building against intrusion. They had warded the building itself against magical assault. My power was greater than theirs, and the only gift their wards would bring them was a warning of our assault as if a portion of the building ripping off wouldn't have already done that.

      The earth answered to my hand. With a forceful gesture, I split a wall off of the building, sending chunks of concrete tumbling to the ground on that side. I didn't want to risk injuring Shay, so I took care that the impairment to the building's structural integrity was as minimal as possible. I'd done this many times before.

      Rey and several other shapeshifters popped out of the bushes.

      I was not pleased. I should have spotted them. I took comfort because the elves were also surprised, and blades had been bared.

      "None of these are mortals."

      Rey's eyes widened in wary amusement. "You can never call me crazy again, troll king. You brought elves. And so much for the element of surprise."

      "Incorrect. I’ll say that you are crazy whenever appropriate." I kept my focus on the task at hand. "Let's find Shay and the others. Who are you looking for?"

      "Cathy's family was taken." While he smiled, no one who wasn't a fool would think it a friendly expression. "Halo is with Cathy now."

      "Now?" Aiden asked.

      "Now," I confirmed and strode forward. Aidan cheered, and he and his companions spurred forward.

      As soon as we set foot on the parking lot, bullets racketed off the wards, both theirs and mine, ineffective.

      The elven band swept into the building with Rey and me on their heels.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            SHAY

          

        

      

    

    
      Sitting alone in a chilly, dimly lit cell made for grim thoughts. True, it was uncomfortable, but that wasn’t what made it grim. The futures solidifying before my eyes ranged from horrific to apocalyptic. If they injured Roma, if they captured Tanni…I didn’t want to see this. The monster races were capable of things I didn’t want to see or even think about when in a fury.

      Through it all, Franklin the worm strolled. He kept recurring, but there was something wrong about him in the visions. It was recognizably him, but his face blurred in and out as if something were obscuring either his face or my vision of it. As time progressed in the visions, or as much of time as I could figure out, more and more people had the same blurring on their faces, and nothing else in the vision suggested why.

      This situation was a flashpoint in time. While I couldn't see my future, I had seen several that I surmised involved my death. It had given me time to think. If I survived this, I was going to see to it that Martellus and I had a future together. And that I, who'd never even considered the possibility, would have a child.

      The irony of seeing my friends with their potential babies in my visions when I was the first to become pregnant did not escape me.

      The faint floral scent comforted me too. It was like Martellus was present in some way.

      In the distant past, I'd considered surrogacy but put the thought aside in fear that I wouldn't be able to bear touching the child. Since the child I was bearing hadn't been showing up in my future visions, I was going to need to learn to cope better with surprises.

      I shifted position. When they left me here, they had cuffed my left wrist to the metal bed frame. That was irritating in and of itself, but it also didn't allow me enough room to use the toilet in the middle of the room. That too made me fairly sure that this was not a normal arrest.

      They’d told me that it was for terrorism and human trafficking, and possibly they had different standards when they questioned people suspected of that. I didn't know. I did know that they hadn't allowed me to call my lawyer. And that meant that I wasn't going to talk to them. At all.

      Otherwise, the holy hell that would be visited on their head by my lawyer would make what they were doing to me look like small change in comparison.

      The heavy door rattled open, revealing a man in a long white lab coat accompanied by two burly security guards.

      I regarded them warily. "For the record, I consent to nothing."

      "This is standard procedure," the physician said coldly.

      A man clamped my right arm in a tight grip as the medical person produced a needle and jabbed me, drawing several containers of blood.

      Then he took a stethoscope out of his pocket and checked my heart and lungs. I didn’t fight, but I didn’t cooperate with this farce either.

      After refusing to answer the screening questions, the physician rose and strode out of the room. The guard who’d held my arm slapped me.

      Blood in my mouth from the spit lip, I yelped. The noise hurt, and the side of my face was already swelling. He gazed at me with a remote, curious expression that didn’t fit his action.

      The haze of visions that rolled over me made it hard to see him stroll out. I tried to push them away, but they were intrusive. Martellus and Bran, weapons in hand, facing soldiers. The death that followed in their path, the icy fury on their faces. The kings wreaking havoc.

      Swallowing, I worried about Cathy, Roma, and Tanni. Their mates would react with extreme violence if anything happened to them. What I saw seemed to say they were captive too, now or in the future. Clamping my hands together, shivers chased each other down my spine–what would happen if these people found out I was pregnant?

      I shook my head and twisted a lock of hair between my fingers, needing the soothing sensation. The horror at the thought brought home that I hadn’t seen the baby yet, which could be so many possibilities, good and bad. I needed to keep on top of this game, not shut down, that was certain.

      Time dragged on, and I regretted the water on the plane more and more. This was a nasty little torment.

      It felt like hours had passed when the door to my cell unexpectedly opened. A pleasant-looking man in a well-tailored suit stepped inside, his eyes softening with sympathy as he looked at me. He didn’t wear an ID badge, and he didn’t have any scent of magic on him.

      "Ms. Lucerno," he began, settling in the other chair, gazing pointedly at the bruised and swollen side of my face, "I apologize for the way you were treated earlier. That injury was uncalled for."

      "The handcuffs removed, and five minutes of privacy would go a long way at this moment," I answered.

      "Why, of course." He uncuffed me, went out, and a few minutes later, my most urgent need resolved, we settled in our respective places.

      "Is there anything else I can do to make you more comfortable?" His eyes were intent on me, his smile kind, his body language non-threatening.

      I rated an interrogator. How nice for me. "Release me."

      He chuckled softly, shaking his head. "Unfortunately, that's not possible at the moment. But I can get you some ice for your face if you'd like. You shouldn't be taking any drugs, after all."

      A nice little way to inform me they’d tested that in the blood they’d taken, with an implied threat, "Why am I being held here? Since I’m neither a terrorist nor a human trafficker. I also want to state clearly that I want my lawyer contacted."

      "You’re in a federal facility, one that’s allied with magical humans. The federal government, as you know, is not unaware of the monsters you’ve allied yourself with. The decision has been made to stop the monsters from integrating with society because humanity's interests aren't served by it." He smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes. "Since many of the people currently detained here are important to the monster community, we're confident we can come to an accommodation with the monsters. Your family is here, as well as Cathy McCallister’s. I leave it to your imagination how many of your friends beyond Andromeda Quinn are in our custody."

      "Hostages," I said flatly. Since he hadn’t mentioned the MIIB, I wasn't sure where they fit in this grand plan, or if he was aware of them.

      "That’s an ugly word, Ms. Lucerno. Say, guarantors of peace, that fits the situation better."

      "Who are you? Are you with law enforcement, or simply a random bureaucrat who’s wandered into my cell?"

      "Call me Mr. Black. Who’s the father, Ms. Lucerno?"

      "None of your business."

      "I must insist. Do you want to be made more uncomfortable?"

      I lied through my teeth. "The father is my administrative assistant, Duncan Vance. Not a monster, as you’re hoping. Is there a plan to file charges?"

      Mr. Black chuckled and shook his head. "Miss Lucerno, why do you think we're going to bring the law into this? If it influences your decision to speak, keep in mind that we are currently working with Franklin Grady who has no cause to love you. In point of fact, he has acquired some new backers who are quite powerful. When he was exiled by the chair, the inhabitants of that dimension struck a bargain with him to share his body. And they’ve taken up residence in other bodies in this world, passing through Mr. Grady. While I have not acquired the abilities that those backers offer, the guard who slapped your face has. You are a potential vessel for those backers yourself, especially if they believe your abilities can be tapped by them. I stand between you and that fate. Think about it."

      He gave me a pleasant smile that upset my stomach and walked out, leaving me alone once more.

      The visions shifted–now an earthquake, the electronic cell door opening for Roma, chaos erupting around her and Bran. And so much blood, on the walls and the floors. A prehistoric beast walked the halls, its face coated in blood, with Rey’s eyes.

      I began pacing the cell, my footsteps echoing off the cold, hard walls. If they had Cathy, had they hurt her?

      The guard who’d slapped me brought me a meal and tried to touch my face. I shied away before I could help it, and he stared with a puzzled expression. My stomach grumbled at the sight of food, but when I raised the soft plastic cup to drink, the faint odor of it made my stomach churn. It smelled… metallic. Had the comment about drugs been a taunt, and they planned to feed them to me?

      Wanting Martellus’ presence so much it hurt, I moved to the bed, facing away from the food. How would the drugs affect the baby if they forced them on me or when I had no choice but to eat or drink?

      Where were the others? Cathy, Roma, Tanni – were they being held in this same facility? Were they okay? Who else was imprisoned here with me?

      A flicker of images, fires, and Hugh’s face in a grimace of rage, fangs bared, ripping out a soldier’s throat. I had to prevent this.

      Sleep wouldn’t come. As I lay there, focused on how very thirsty and hungry I'd become, the building shook violently, as if in the throes of an earthquake. I pushed myself upright. The electronic cell door crackled with electricity then clicked. Heart pounding, I nudged the door open with my foot and sprinted toward a set of stairs, my footsteps echoing loudly in the empty corridor.

      I was alone here, in what appeared to be a basement or sub-basement.

      Y and screaming racketed around me as I climbed, then stopped when hauntingly beautiful strains of music began, voice and violin, in no words I understood.

      Reeling, I pushed the elven lure to the same place I shoved the visions, grabbed the banister to steady myself, and climbed again.

      Two flights up and a door at the top of the next landing. So close…the door opened, and Mr. Black ran through, his eyes narrow and determined. I stopped and took a step back.

      He skidded down the stairs, grabbing my arm and yanking me against him. A crazy vision of him ripped to pieces rocketed through me, solidifying with each second.

      "Stay quiet," he hissed in my ear as we headed back up the stairs.

      "Let me go. They’ll kill you for this." I struggled against a grip hard enough to leave bruises. I was collecting a set today. I was also going to start working out. I was tired of being manhandled.

      He dragged me through the door, on tiptoe and completely off balance.

      "Shay." Aidan ceased bowing the violin, staring at me. He was astride a horse made out of light and mist, with brilliant green eyes. "If you want to live, I’d let her go and come to us."

      Matilda, mounted on a similar horse, laughed wildly. "Martellus! To us!"

      Martellus turned a corner and strode toward us, with no illusion wrapped around him, a crowbar gleaming in his hand. Rey followed a step behind.

      Martellus's violet eyes widened when he saw me. I could tell the instant he registered the bruise on my face, as he stiffened and then headed toward us even faster. The cold fury of his expression matched the visions.

      I didn’t want the world to drown in death. "Let me go, you idiot. You’re going to get everyone killed."

      "Quiet," the man snapped, backing toward the stairs. "Make a move, and she goes down the stairs the hard way.

      "Let her go, or I won’t gift you with a quick ending." Martellus growled. His voice was dark and thunderous, like a storm brewing on the horizon.

      "Martellus, no!" I gasped. "Prevent the war, please. I don’t want all the death."

      The visions were so hard to push back now.

      He locked eyes with me, determination etched into his handsome features. "They hurt and frightened you, Shay. I'll happily wade through blood to avenge that."

      "Blood is sticky, my friend," Rey said, a faint smile curling his lips and an unfriendly gleam in his eyes. He stood beside Martellus now. "If this gentleman lets Shay go, perhaps he can just go visit with the elves instead?"

      "Rey's right," I said as the visions fractured. I wasn’t sure an elf taking him was a better fate, but death was permanent. "That’s another way, a way past this moment."

      Martellus shifted his grip on the crowbar with terrifying grace and practice, readying it.

      Mr. Black hesitated, his grip on me slackening ever so slightly. He saw the death in Martellus’s eyes. It was hard to miss.

      "Fine," he spat, finally letting me go. A rush of wind flowed behind me, and he screamed. I tried to spin and tripped, Martellus lunging forward to catch me. Mr. Black was over the saddlebow of a third elf.

      "Are you all right?" Martellus picked me up and cradled me close.

      "Yes," I leaned my head against his chest. "I don’t think I need space at the moment."

      "I’ll kill anyone who hurt you," he said into my hair.

      I needed to nip that in the bud.

      I put my fingers over his lips. "Martellus, unless I'm dead, of course things will hurt. We need to get the others out, though, and get all the monsters to my island. They’ll be safe there."

      He didn’t answer as he watched the elf canter away with his prize.

      "Shay," Roma's voice drew our attention. She stood down the hall, Bran beside her. Despite the bruises on his face, Bran smiled in a way I wasn’t used to—it was a downright cruel expression. Roma looked no worse for wear, though that didn’t mean much—not all abuse left marks. Her ring finger was bare.

      Climbing out of the ruined building took a few minutes. I wanted to know how they’d torn off a wall and just one wall but thought it best to ask later.

      "Where’s Cathy?" I asked.

      "In Dream. She was hurt when they tried to grab us." A flash of anger lit Rey’s eyes. "But that lot’s with the elves now. I hope they have a fantastic time."

      So much sarcasm packed into so few words.

      Outside, Bran cupped his hands and said a few words. The lost ring appeared in his hands, and he slid it back on Roma’s finger.

      She grinned. "I hope they were in the middle of pawning it."

      The sun warmed my face as we stepped out of the compound, and for a moment, I could breathe again. Martellus here, everyone safe—it seemed almost too good to be true. Even if I had to meet with my family in Dream.

      "Shay," Martellus said as we moved toward the portal. "Will you wed me and live with me in Dream?"

      My heart skipped a beat, and I stared at him, then found my voice. "I love you, and yes, I want to marry you. But living in the Dream all the time? Let’s talk about that later."

      He hadn’t put me down yet, and I didn't mind one bit. We walked through the portal to Dream. On the other side were dozens of people, in uniform, clinging to each other, as an elf dropped another in the group. They seemed dazed.

      There were also crowds of people who’d been prisoners. I spotted my parents and my youngest brother as the crowd shifted, and then they were swallowed again in the mass of people.

      Dream should like them too. Maybe we could all work out a deal. If there was money here, my parents could finally be happy.

      I was much taller and sturdier now, though Martellus’s arms didn’t move an inch under the greater weight. A point in the stay category. I liked being tall and muscular.

      I was startled to see the two agents of MIIB we’d met earlier nearby as well. In Dream. Which put teeth into their claim of being interdimensional, for a wonder.

      "Troll King." The male agent—I couldn’t recall his name and he wasn’t wearing a badge. "Slavery is against the law."

      "Not here. If you couldn’t be moved to rescue those held prisoner, I don’t know that your law is anything but useless." Martellus let me down.

      "Perhaps my colleague was too direct." The woman smiled at us. "What he might have meant to say, is that this could cause serious issues with the government. In point of fact, these are rogue agents who have been influenced by people who are in league with Franklin Grady. We've been building a case against him these past few months. If these witnesses are harmed or tampered with, it will become even more difficult to bring him to justice."

      "Or we could just kill him." Martellus’ voice held no yield.

      The man spread his hands. "We're agents of the law. It's best if people obey the law. Something is going on with Franklin Grady that we need to find out, and we won't be able to ascertain it until we catch him. We certainly can't ascertain it if he's dead. I'm more than happy to share our suspicions if you can get these captives back. Or, quite frankly, even if not."

      Martellus shook his head. "This is the prize they were promised. They can be negotiated with, but my bargain is done. Ask elsewhere."

      Cassie spoke up from the side. "If this will see Franklin in jail for a long, long time, I'll help you."
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      My heart raced as I turned to face the chaos. The elves were still bringing workers from the prison, black site, whatever the place was. They’d grabbed me from the office, and I was worried about the rest of the people who worked there—I didn’t see them here.

      My wrist still ached from the cuff, and in no way did I want to rescue these jerks.

      Except, if they’d been magicked by my evil ex, they had no more choice than I’d had. People had forgiven me.

      If I pulled this off, the slimy ex might finally see justice for what he’d done to me and so many others.

      I walked toward the elf who seemed to be the leader. He was on a weird horse that was half there half not there, all smokey, and I wished I knew how he kept from falling off. I liked knowing how things worked.

      I stopped next to him. He looked down at me, all cheekbones and sharp jaw and gray eyes—like he wore a perfect social media filter in real life.

      Those eyes, though, packed a punch. It might have affected me if I hadn’t sworn off men.

      "What do you want in exchange for these prisoners?" I asked.

      He looked me up and down, with one of those sharply defined eyebrows raised. Kind of like a Vulcan, come to think of it.

      "What do you offer?"

      I raised my chin. "What do you want?"

      "A chance to ride Gaia’s winds, an opportunity to see the lands we’ve lost. What your monster friends want."

      "In exchange, you’ll set these people free?"

      His grin was the most dangerous thing I’d seen in a while. "Yes."

      I marched back to Martellus, who examined me. Shay cuddled close to him, a bruise covering half her face.

      "They’ll let them go if you’ll let them come to earth. If you do that, we maintain good relations with the interdimensional cops and realize that if Franklin made these people do it, they aren’t guilty."

      "A compromise." Martellus’ voice was so deep it wasn’t funny. "The elves keep those who were not coerced."

      "How do we figure that out?" I asked. I was ok with that, actually. People who’d done this willingly deserved punishment.

      "I’ll ask Dream. And then you, Cassandra, will be the person who deals with them when they reach Gaia. I have matters to attend to here, and if I release the barrier, they must swear to abide by your rulings."

      "Done," came a voice behind me. The elf had followed me so quietly I hadn't known he was there.

      "And done," Martellus said. "I’ll tell you who to sort out in a moment."

      Oh-kay then. It looked like it was done.
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        * * *

      

      Don't miss the next installment of Monster Magic Dating Service: Evaluating the Elf! Please note these books will be released on all platforms from now on, and will not be in K U. You will be able to find them on several library apps, including Libby, which gives anyone a free library card!

      If you'd like more information about the MIIB, check out the Life After Forty world, which includes Witching After Forty, Fanged After Forty, Hunting After Forty, and Wears Valley Witches. We recommend starting with Witching After Forty. ;)
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