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Sydney’s Note to Reader


  My name is Sydney, and I’m just an average high school senior. My life had always bordered on the dull side until I found myself living with a new foster family in Mercer Island, Washington.


  The whole story would make much more sense if you just read the first two books, but you can cheat by just understanding that my neighbor with the killer looks named Rafael and the rock star Jareth turned out to be Fae. Fairies.


  But not your childhood ‘Tinkerbell’ type of fairy.


  They were futuristic high-tech Navy SEAL type of fairies who tracked fate across the dimensions and protected Earth from the Brotherhood of the Snake, a race of beings who fed off of human emotions in the second dimension—the dimension humans access through dreams and thought.


  Rafael informed me that I was a Blue Thread, someone fated to make a decision that would either be the most disastrous or the most beneficial for all. And then my dubious luck apparently rubbed off on them both, because they both turned Blue-Threaded shortly after arriving on Earth and meeting me.


  My own foolish curiosity led me to steal a mysterious orange tube from the back of Rafael’s car, and when I opened it, a horrible mutant tulpa (the manifestation in the second dimension of pure fear) escaped and tried to turn me into itself: the pure emotion of fear.


  Rafael saved me and took me to Avalon where we found out that the Brotherhood had been deliberately torturing humanity so that we’d create the emotions of fear and anger for them to eat. And we discovered that they’d created that mutant tulpa by terrorizing humans through the centuries and somehow combining all that fear. But we didn’t know what they’d planned on doing with it, or how it had actually shown up on Earth.


  Rafael got into big trouble for helping me, and to prove his innocence we had to find the mutant tulpa, but by the time we’d broken the Glass Wall and returned to Earth, there was no sign of it.


  But to make matters worse, the Brotherhood was looking for it, too.


  They’d somehow managed to get control of a few genetically engineered animal bodies about the size of a cat, bodies that allowed the Brotherhood to control them from the second dimension. Mesmers.


  You wouldn’t think that something the size of a cat could be dangerous, but when it has the ability to mesmerize you with its eyes and by the sound of its voice, and then do whatever it pleases with you, you quickly change your mind.


  And the fact that Mesmers were roaming the Earth meant that someone on Earth had been helping the Brotherhood. They’d clearly created bodies for the Brotherhood to use.


  We ended up back in Avalon and we went to the Hall of Mirrors for answers. But the mirrors reacted strangely to me, and we found more questions than anything else.


  We discovered that the Brotherhood had actually been behind the creation of the Glass Wall from the beginning and had used it as a shield for centuries to torture humans under the Faes’ very noses.


  And then the mirrors decided to show us scenes from the past of an abnormally tall man with a black top hat banishing the Brotherhood from Earth. We watched the lizard people jump into the second dimension, one by one, until the pictures shifted to show what looked like the future. We saw images of Rafael joining the secret Fae society of the Inner Circle and Jareth with scales on his skin just like a lizard. In one scene, I was trapped in a giant-sized Coke Bottle.


  During all of this, my feelings for Rafael exploded.


  But of course, it wasn’t meant to be.


  He told me that he couldn’t reciprocate. He swore that if he were to love a human, he would set in motion events that would destroy the Tree of Life, the tree that anchored the three dimensions together: The Brotherhood, The Fae, and Earth. Apparently, to merely look at this tree would be to destroy it. And that would be the end of all of us.


  But feelings are hard to control.


  I fell for him anyway and he fell for me a bit too, I think. He even kissed me. Sort of.


  But then, it turned out that Rafael wasn’t good after all.


  I came home from work to see the man with the black top hat on the porch. And after I ran into the house screaming, I found Betty on the couch in a catatonic state, mesmerized by the Brotherhood.


  Blondie, a particularly nasty Mesmer, was there, along with Melody (Rafael’s mentor), and his lizard-controlled father, Marquis. They were all dressed in white and revealed that they belonged to the secret society of the Inner Circle, a society that apparently had its own evil agenda.


  Blondie threatened me with Betty’s life, saying that if I didn’t give him the mutant tulpa that he’d snip her life force so it would be as if she’d never existed. Actually, he was going to force me to do it.


  And then Jareth arrived and we found the mutant tulpa in the garage. I didn’t even know it was there. My foster father, Al had trapped it in his alien detection kit and had been apparently observing it this whole time.


  I picked it up, and Jareth screamed at me to give the mutant tulpa to him. But Jareth had always been on the obnoxious side, so I gave it to Rafael instead.


  I didn’t know he was part of the Inner Circle at that point. I trusted him. I thought he was a good guy.


  I chose Rafael, but it was a big mistake.


  No sooner had I given him the mutant tulpa than he put on a white mask and told us that he’d always belonged to the Inner Circle.


  I didn’t know what to think.


  I just couldn’t believe it.


  If Rafael was bad … did that make Jareth the good guy?


  
Chapter One – What Am I?


  Rafael stood before us tall, intimidating, and looking more dangerous than ever before. Every muscular inch of him seemed carved out of steel. Slowly, he held up the white-feathered mask of the Inner Circle and slipped it over his blond hair.


  I could see his gray eyeliner-rimmed eyes peering down at us.


  They were cold.


  He gave a deep, mocking laugh and then after a pregnant pause, he said the fateful words, “No, Jareth, I could never join the Inner Circle. How could I join … when I never left?”


  I squeezed my eyes shut. This had to be some kind of nightmare.


  At my side, Jareth was stunned speechless. I just sat there, huddled in his protective embrace as we both crouched on the garage floor.


  “It was amusing to watch you this past year,” Rafael continued, locking eyes with Jareth as he slowly advanced. “You tried so hard to break into the Inner Circle. So hard. I only let Marquis accept you as an Initiate out of pure entertainment.”


  “Impossible!” Jareth finally gasped.


  “Not at all. I’ve been the head of the Inner Circle for quite some time now,” Rafael informed him coolly. “As one of the few remaining Purebloods in Avalon, it is my rightful place. And even more so as the last male descendant of Cor, the mightiest of the Fae Royalty to have ever lived.”


  I couldn’t believe the arrogance in his tone. Rafael had always been so kind and caring. And I’d fallen in love with him. My heart wanted to scream that this was all an act of some kind.


  His father, Marquis, clutched the mutant tulpa trapped inside Al’s alien detection kit. I could see the tulpa’s orange luminous tentacles swirling in the glass dome as if seeking a way to escape.


  I shuddered, sensing that it was looking for me. It wanted me. It wanted to finish the job of converting me into itself, the emotion of pure fear.


  Apparently, Marquis had been watching me.


  A smirk twisted his delicate pale lips under the umbrella of his wispy mustache. I’d never liked him. He’d always made my flesh crawl even before I’d found out that he was possessed by the Brotherhood of the Snake.


  “The Brotherhood is forever in your debt, Sydney,” he said with a grin. “You’ve helped us more than you’ll ever know. Or maybe you will know soon.”


  At that Blondie angled his head and hissed. He was terrifying, a hairless shriveled Mesmer that looked half like a rat and half like a cat, with long claws and a row of spikes along his spine and tail.


  Chastised, Marquis fell silent.


  The Mesmer turned my way.


  I shuddered again.


  Blondie’s shrunken mouth shifted into a smile upon his distinctly gargoyle-like face. It was an evil smile. His eyes locked over my shoulder as he said, “Welcome, Betty.”


  I whirled to see my foster mother Betty standing in the doorway, hunched sideways. Her brown eyes were vacant.


  “Betty!” I choked. I jumped to my feet and rushed to her side.


  “Shall we let Betty die?” Blondie asked as he drew his lips back in a condescending sneer. “She is still under my control. Should I leave and let her waste away?”


  I swallowed. Would he really do that? But I already knew the answer to that. He was evil. He would actually relish leaving her there to slowly waste away. And Rafael just might let him do it.


  “How will you live with this guilt?” Blondie continued, obviously pleased with my response. “How I shall look forward to feasting from your years of guilt, Sydney.”


  “No,” I whispered. I didn’t want to be the cause of Betty’s death. Already, a knot of unbearable pain formed in the pit of my stomach, a pain I didn’t think I could carry the rest of my life. And against my will, fear gripped me.


  “So easy!” Blondie leered, making a slurping sound with his mouth.


  I knew he was implying that he was eating my fear from the second dimension. I shivered. That thought only made it all worse.


  Behind me, the Mesmer cackled. His voice altered, turning deeper as it reverberated through my bones. It was the kind of voice that you wanted to listen to forever.


  “Betty,” he rumbled. “Shall we show Sydney what we can do?”


  I couldn’t move. I was helpless as Betty’s hands rose to clench my throat.


  But as her fingers tightened, Rafael’s cold voice shattered the spell.


  “Now is not the time to play, Blondie.” His voice was harsh. “We have weightier matters that concern us.”


  As Betty’s hands fell to her side, I stepped away, shaken and shocked that I had so easily again fallen victim to the power of Blondie’s voice.


  Somehow, Jareth was there, standing in front of me as if to shield me with his body.


  “You may not control her,” he challenged Blondie. “I’ll not let that happen again.”


  He held out his hands, and I could see that they were beginning to glow. A shiny black stone appeared in his fingers. Briefly pressing his hands together, he held the stone out to me.


  It was a Fae protection rune, emblazoned with his symbol.


  I’d not trusted him before, but I certainly did now. Grabbing it, I clutched it so tightly that my knuckles turned white.


  Blondie drew back, hissing.


  “Sydney is under my protection,” Jareth said, putting his arm around me. “You will not harm her.”


  Blondie lips parted, revealing long fangs as Marquis’ eyes widened.


  In a flash, Blondie leapt at Jareth, landing on his shoulder to slither down his arm. “I would know more of you, Jareth,” his rasping voice snaked through the air.


  “No, you may not!” Jareth shouted, flinging Blondie’s body from his arm.


  The Mesmer arced across the garage, twisting in midair to land lightly on his feet. It was a sickening thing to see. At that moment, he looked more like a snake than anything else.


  Marquis stepped forward to wave his hand, and I noticed the ring on his finger. I knew that I’d seen it before, but it took several moments to recall where. It had been in the Hall of Mirrors. The ring was such a unique one, a distinctive golden-eyed snake. The figure with the white cloak had done something to the person wearing that golden-eyed snake ring.


  I was so distracted trying to recall what, that I missed what Marquis said.


  But then Rafael was speaking. “Not now. Leave. I will join you soon,” he directed.


  “But what of them?” Marquis frowned, pointing to us.


  “They are not your concern,” Rafael replied with a careless shrug.


  “What are you up to, Rafael?” Jareth asked in a hoarse whisper, running his hand through his dark hair in a gesture of disbelief.


  His eyes had focused over Rafael’s head, and I knew he was reading Rafael’s fate lines.


  Apparently, Melody noticed as well.


  “Enough, Jareth!” her ruby-red lips opened to order as she stepped forward, blocking Jareth’s view. “You may not read his fate.”


  She stood there, threatening and beautiful, her platinum blonde hair falling in long spiral curls down her back.


  As Rafael and Jareth’s mentor, I knew she was supposed to be one of the good guys. But she wasn’t. I was beginning to realize that she was an evil mastermind.


  But Jareth didn’t listen to anyone. Apparently even his mentor.


  Angrily, he shoved Melody aside and leapt at Rafael, but with a sharp, lightning-quick chopping motion, Rafael sent him sprawling across the garage floor.


  Jareth crashed against some metal shelves lined against the wall, sending gallons of paint, camping equipment, and garden supplies flying in all directions.


  With his face hardening into a cold mask of fury, Rafael stalked towards him.


  But then somehow, I found myself standing between them.


  “Rafael!” His name tore from my lips. “What are you doing? How can you do this?”


  He paused, and I could see the outline of his jaw clench tight from under the white mask. But then he ordered, “Out of my way, little human!”


  There was no feeling in his tone. No emotion. It tore my heart.


  Pointedly ignoring me, he stepped around me to grab Jareth’s shirt collar and haul him to his feet.


  “As an Initiate of the Inner Circle, you are forsworn to do my bidding.” Rafael’s lip curled upwards. But the smile didn’t reach his eyes as he added, “I am your superior and in more ways than one.”


  “I’ll never follow you!” Jareth spat venomously.


  Rafael’s eyes narrowed dangerously, and then again, his hand lashed out.


  Jareth’s chin angled up and he fell back, sprawling amidst the paint cans on the garage floor once more.


  Dusting his hands, Rafael nodded in satisfaction and then without even looking in my direction, he addressed Melody. “It is time.”


  Melody stepped forward and grabbed my wrist. “Give the orders, my prince,” she said, holding my hand high in the air. “And I will dispose of them properly. There will be no trace.”


  She said ‘them’ but I knew she was really talking about me.


  I froze.


  “Now is not the time for that. We must go,” Rafael replied without hesitation. He was confident and in command. And he appeared to be enjoying himself. “At once.”


  Melody didn’t like that. Her mouth opened to protest, but as Rafael fixed her with a chilling gaze, she cleared her throat and murmured reluctantly, “As you wish, my prince.”


  Without further preamble, they turned as one and disappeared in a cloud of mist, leaving me and Jareth in the garage and Betty standing in the doorway, still mesmerized.


  They were gone.


  We stood there for some time in shock.


  Finally, Jareth crossed to the garage window and pressed his palm against the frame. For a brief moment, his hand glowed and when he moved away, I saw his symbol burnt into the wood.


  I didn’t move. I just watched as he burnt a symbol into each corner, and when he was done he turned to me.


  His eye was badly swollen in his dark, handsome face. Rafael had given him quite a punch. Running his hands through his dark hair, he simply looked at me.


  Neither of us wanted to speak, but then Betty made a gargling sound in her throat and we whirled to face her.


  She had half-collapsed against the door. Her face was gray.


  “What’s happening?” I cried, rushing to her side.


  I already knew. We both knew.


  She was dying.


  “I’ll not let him cut her life cord,” Jareth growled as he swept Betty up into his arms and carried her through the kitchen, past her sea of Ebay boxes, and into the family room where I’d found her.


  Placing her upon the couch, he knelt beside her and held out his hands.


  They began glowing with light.


  I looked down at her, lying in that catatonic state. Her chest heaved with every breath as if it were her last.


  I couldn’t let myself think. I just hovered over them for a time, but when her labored breathing only continued, I moved to pace at the foot of the couch.


  Suddenly, Jareth began to curse, and he rose abruptly to his feet.


  I followed his gaze to Betty’s face.


  Her lips had begun to turn blue.


  Rushing to his side, I gripped his arm. “Can you help her?” I asked. My voice trembled.


  He didn’t answer me at first, but then he finally admitted, “I … don’t think so.” His dark eyes looked horrified.


  I couldn’t believe it.


  Shoving him aside, I reached down and shook Betty’s shoulders.


  “Wake up!” I shouted. “You can’t go like this!”


  It didn’t help.


  I recalled how I’d broken Blondie’s hold on me before, by filling myself with love. I looked down at Betty. Once, I’d thought her a plain, average woman with mousey-brown hair and a face that no one would remember. But now, I couldn’t understand how I’d ever thought such a crazy thing. As I stared down at her, I saw the kindest, most beautiful woman in the world.


  My eyes filled with tears.


  Dropping next to her, I buried my face in her shoulder and tried to let my feelings of love wash over me. But I couldn’t concentrate. I didn’t think it was going to work. As I felt her shudder under my cheek, I drew back.


  I could tell with a single look that she didn’t have long.


  “Once they’ve gone catatonic, only a Mesmer can bring them out,” Jareth explained, ashen-faced.


  It was hopeless.


  Turning back to Betty, I held her hand.


  “Mom,” I whispered.


  My voice broke. I’d never called anyone that before. My own breath came in one dragging sob.


  Jareth’s fingers gripped my shoulder.


  I looked up.


  His expression was shuttered, but he ordered in a low voice, “Let me … try something.”


  Numbly, I got out of his way.


  He didn’t do anything. He just looked at her.


  I fidgeted. And just when I was about to start yelling at him to take action, I saw them.


  Scales.


  Scales rippled down from his neck, covering his skin just like I’d briefly seen before in Avalon, and just like I’d seen in the Hall of Mirrors. His face had changed and there was an unusual magnetic pull coming from his eyes.


  “Wake up, Betty,” Jareth said. His voice was impossibly low. Soft. Rumbling.



  The words were pleasant. Calming and peaceful. I wanted to forget everything else and just listen to him talk.


  As Jareth collapsed on the floor, Betty took a long, gasping breath.


  I couldn’t move. I could only watch as Betty sat up slowly, looking confused.


  Passing a hand before her face, her kind, warm eyes glanced up to meet mine. “Hi, honey,” she said weakly.


  “Are you ok?” The words zipped out of my mouth before I could stop them. “Are you really ok?”


  “I’m fine, honey,” she answered, drawing her eyebrows up in a question. “Oh my, I must have fallen asleep. My poor cheese sandwich.”


  She pointed to the cheese sandwich still sitting on the coffee table. The cheese had completely dried out.


  It was then that she noticed Jareth passed out by her feet. “Oh dear, is he ok? What happened?”


  I felt numb.


  Jareth stirred. His skin had returned to normal. There was not a scale in sight.


  “He’s fine,” I said. My throat was dry.


  She didn’t believe me until Jareth straightened and sent her a dark scowl. “I’m fine,” he muttered under his breath.


  He certainly sounded like his normally annoying self.


  I turned my attention back to Betty and studied her tired face.


  “What is it, honey?” she asked. Her reassuring smile put me immediately at ease.


  She was really going to be all right.


  “I’m … just glad you’re ok,” I said. It was a struggle to say the words without bawling my head off.


  “I’m fine, honey,” she said as she got up and gave me a gentle pat on the shoulder. “I must’ve been tired. I almost slept through dinner. Oh my goodness. We’ll need to make something easy tonight. Al will be home soon.”


  Dimly, I noticed Jareth standing up as Betty asked him what had happened to his eye. It was already turning purple.


  I half-listened as Jareth gave her some lame excuse. Obviously, we couldn’t tell her that Rafael had socked him a good one after joining the lizard people.


  And then Betty was telling him to see a doctor. And at his assurances that he would, she reminded him to live healthily and eat more vegetables while insisting that he sit on the couch.


  “I’ll get you some ice for that eye,” she was saying as she picked up her dried-out cheese sandwich. “I didn’t realize I was that tired. I hate wasting food, but this looks fit only for the chickens now. At least, they’ll enjoy the treat.”


  As she disappeared into the kitchen, I recovered enough to turn my full attention back to Jareth.


  He looked pale. Sick.


  “How did …” I began, but I didn’t finish the question.


  Neither one of us wanted to think about what the answer might truly mean.


  I looked at his swollen eye. “Should I get some ointment for that or something?” I asked, pointing at it.


  Jareth gingerly touched his purple skin. “Rafael’s brutal when he wants to be,” he muttered. “I didn’t even see that coming.”


  A stilted silence fell.


  Jareth got up, and straightening his crumpled shirt, strode through the back door.


  I followed him.


  It was cold outside. The snow was melting and our feet made squelching sounds in the darkness as we headed for the line of trees that bordered Al and Betty’s backyard.


  Reaching the first tall pine, Jareth braced himself against it and leaned over as if he were going to be sick.


  “Are you ok?” I asked.


  “Ok?” He turned on me then, sweeping his long dark hair out of his face. “Do you really think I’m ok?”


  I drew my lips into a grim line.


  “Only another Mesmer can break a catatonic trance, Sydney,” he rasped. “And the blue strand, the blue strand in Avalon that is accessible only in the second dimension. I could access it.”


  “So could I,” I reminded him in a feeble attempt of comfort.


  “You’re a human!” He spat the word contemptuously.


  I scowled at him, immediately annoyed at his tone, but I couldn’t stay angry for long. Whatever he was going through had to be hard.


  “What am I, Sydney?” he suddenly asked in a tortured voice. “What … am I?”


  I shrugged. I knew what he was asking. But I couldn’t believe for one second that Jareth was an evil Mesmer. “You can be anything you want to be,” I said stubbornly.


  He snorted.


  My scowl deepened. “I’m trying to help,” I pointed out acidly.


  But he wasn’t really listening to me. “That tulpa,” he grated hoarsely. “It’s alive in its own right. It has an evil purpose of its own. Something beyond what they’re trying to do with it. I think it wants you.”


  I couldn’t suppress a shudder. I already knew it wanted to finish eating me. But I didn’t want to think about that. “What are they trying to do with it?” I asked.


  But he ignored me.


  “And Rafael,” he said, beginning to pace under the tree. “I can’t fathom how I failed to see it. He really was in the Inner Circle this entire time.”


  Hearing Rafael’s name was like being stabbed in the heart. “The Inner Circle,” I whispered. “You were in it, too, weren’t you?” Somehow, I felt better pointing that out, as if somehow we’d discover Rafael was good after all.


  Jareth looked at me and answered grimly, “I was only trying to break in. I saw something strange in Melody’s fate lines, years ago. I’d … I’d thought Rafael saw it as well.”


  “You didn’t ask him?” I asked.


  He snorted. “We don’t talk. Haven’t you noticed?” He began to curse angrily under his breath. “Melody sent me down here earlier to make sure Rafael never set foot on Earth. Now I see why. This is the biggest mess …” His voice trailed away.


  “Who cares what Melody thought … or thinks,” I couldn’t resist saying. She’d clearly been evil for a long time.


  The conversation lulled for a moment. Suddenly, I remembered Rafael’s Blue Thread. Hooking my thumb over my shoulder, I pointed to the garage. “Was … that Rafael’s Blue Thread?”


  It was dark, but it was still light enough for me to see Jareth’s cocked eyebrow. “His Blue Thread is alive and well.”


  I don’t know why, but that made me feel better. “Then there’s hope it can all work out for the best?”


  “If you want to believe so.” Jareth’s mood was only getting darker. Striking the tree, he raged, “What’s happening here?”


  My head was beginning to pound. “This is a job for the army or something,” I said. “Not me.”


  Jareth stepped close and, gripping my shoulders, shook me a little. “What am I, Sydney?”


  His face was close to mine, the impressive purple welt under his eye made the entire side of his face look black in the darkness.


  “What am I?” he repeated.


  I knew we were both thinking of the images we’d seen in the Hall of Mirrors, the images of the white-cloaked figure experimenting with needles and injecting something into the dark-haired Fae that had given birth to Jareth.


  “Just because you might have some of their DNA doesn’t mean you’re one of them!” I said.


  He reacted violently to that and blanched. His fingers dug into my shoulders. “Are you saying I’m one of them?” he hissed.


  Clearly, he couldn’t bring himself to name them.


  Neither of us could.


  “I’m saying you’re not.” I shook my head. “I’m saying you can be anything you want to be—”


  He cut me off. “I’ve always been different. From the start.”


  I knew that was true. He didn’t react to iron. And on Halloween, he’d made the scissors fly into the floor when he’d gotten angry. And he’d accessed the blue strand in Avalon to reach the decryption codes, something none of the Fae could do. But then, I suddenly recalled his strange reaction to me in the parking lot when we’d first encountered the Mesmers, his response to my sarcasm about dreaming. Abruptly, I asked him, “Can you dream, too?”


  The Fae couldn’t dream because they couldn’t access the second dimension.


  Clearly, he could.


  He jerked back involuntarily.


  “If that isn’t a ‘yes’, I don’t know what is,” I observed dryly.


  He recoiled even farther from me at that. His shoulders hunched down and he just looked like a massive ball of misery.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, reaching out to him.


  “This is the cruelest revenge,” he grated.


  Without any warning, he shifted, disappearing from my sight to leave only a small wisp of mist where he’d been standing.


  I scowled. “Thanks!” I shouted, waving my hands in the cold air. “I’ll just manage the Mesmers by myself.”


  I honestly expected him to pop right back, but after about ten minutes, I realized he really was gone.


  Refusing to let myself even think about being afraid, I trudged back into the house and headed for the bathroom.


  Splashing water over my face with shaking hands, I rested my hands on the edge of the sink and stared at the person looking back at me. I analyzed the dark-haired girl with bright green eyes, dressed in faded jeans and a crumpled Bean There, Baked That coffee shop T-Shirt. She looked pretty normal, except she still had a thin gold Fae bracelet stuck on her wrist, a bracelet she couldn’t get off.


  This girl was caught in some kind of unending nightmare. She was dealing with things that some government agency should be handling.


  She was in way over her head.


  But I couldn’t do anything for her. Beyond slapping her face and pinching her arm on the off-chance that she was dreaming.


  I tried it. But as expected, I didn’t wake up.


  Instead, I closed my eyes and concentrated on slowly breathing in and out.


  I was scared. Afraid.


  But I couldn’t let myself dwell on that, because I knew that it only made the Brotherhood stronger and cemented their control over me.


  I slammed the faucet off.


  Rafael.


  I couldn’t understand it. Why hadn’t I seen any signs of this evil side before? Had I been that blind? Or love-struck?


  I didn’t want to think about him. It hurt too much.


  I should have known I would never have a fairy tale romance, and I didn’t even want to acknowledge the bitter humor of that thought.


  Instead, I forced myself to think of the road ahead of me.


  What was I supposed to do now? The mutant tulpa was in the hands of the bad guys.


  And what about that gnome on the porch? The one that had turned into the man with the black top hat. He’d apparently been trying to warn me of the danger inside the house.


  I shivered.


  Was that gnome still there?


  I didn’t have the guts to look.


  Not yet.


  Hearing the sound of a car, I ran to the window to see Al’s yellow pickup truck with the oversized wheels zoom up the driveway.


  With relief, I watched his shiny bald head get out of the cab.


  Al.


  All at once, I felt safe.


  I ran to the kitchen to see him standing there in his army fatigues and black boots. He was scratching his head, and there were two lines carved between his eyebrows.


  “What happened, kiddo?” he asked, pointing to the missing door between the kitchen and garage.


  I was such a bundle of tense, knotted nerves that I had a hard time replying at first. Finally, I moved my lips in what I hoped could pass for a smile.


  “I dunno,” I lied. “I came home and it was missing.”


  I was rescued from his piercing blue eyes by Betty joining us from the living room, absently sipping a mug of tea.


  “What happened, Betty?” Al asked, turning to her.


  “I fell asleep,” she said, drawing her brows together in faint confusion. “I swear the day just flew by!”


  Al’s frown deepened. “And the door?” he asked curiously.


  “Door?” Betty repeated.


  He pointed.


  “Oh, what happened to the door?” she gasped. The tea splashed out of her mug.


  Al’s face flooded with concern. His gaze locked onto me for several long moments before he turned back to Betty and kissed the top of her head.


  “Go take a nap, Betty,” he suggested. “You’re just tired. Maybe you’re coming down with a cold. I’ll fix this door right up. Tigger probably did it.”


  “Oh, Tigger! Where is he?” Betty asked, nearly dropping her mug. “I swear, this has been such a strange day!”


  She continued to chatter as Al gently guided her from the kitchen and down the hall.


  I stayed where I was. I wasn’t sure what to do. And I sure couldn’t see how Al possibly thought Tigger had done anything to the door. The old brindled bloodhound exhausted himself just walking from the living room to the kitchen.


  Al returned. His blue eyes zeroed in on mine as he said, “Your Alien Time-Catcher watch is blinking again, kiddo.”


  
Chapter Two – The Secret of Fluoride


  I looked down at the plastic digital watch that Al had given me for my birthday. The blue light was blinking, signaling that another alien Time Event had occurred. I didn’t have the heart or the energy to lie.


  So I didn’t say anything.


  Al stared at me a moment. “Maybe we should send it back to Jack,” he said. “I’m not sure that thing’s working.”


  Still silent, I hit the reset button. I’d assumed Al’s friend, Jack, hadn’t really known what he was doing because he sounded a little kooky, and he was just a janitor at an Air Force base.


  How arrogant I’d been.


  Both of his devices had worked flawlessly.


  Al clearly knew I was hiding something, but he didn’t press me for explanations. Instead, he walked toward the garage, pausing along the way to give me a reassuring pat on the head.


  “We’ll figure this mystery out, kiddo,” he said. “There’s nothing to be scared of.”


  “Yeah,” I mumbled, trying to sound calmer than I felt.


  Al eyed the open doorway and then inspected the holes where the hinges had been. “The door’s clean gone,” he announced, crossing his arms emphatically. Angling his head, he cautiously peered into the garage. He was quiet as he took in the mess.


  A couple lids had popped off several of the paint cans, leaving white and green puddles of paint on the floor. His white PVC plastic pipe tent was knocked to one side and the hamster cage that had housed the tulpa was lying empty on the floor.


  I wished I could hear what he was thinking.


  Nodding thoughtfully to himself, he returned to the kitchen and to his Neighborhood Watch drawer. Whistling between his teeth, he rummaged around for a bit and then pulled out several pairs of goggles and a roll of wide yellow tape.


  “Wear these, kiddo,” he said, tossing me a pair of goggles as he pushed his own up the bridge of his nose. “And grab that flashlight and notepad on the counter, will you? We’ve got work to do.”


  I wasn’t sure what the goggles were for, but I put them on all the same and followed him into the garage.


  Al’s blue eyes brightened as he unrolled the tape with great care. He looked utterly thrilled to be using it. I took a closer look and saw that the words ‘Crime Scene’ were printed every few inches. I wondered how long he’d had the tape in the drawer.


  “Help me contain the area, kiddo,” he said with a crisp nod.


  I held each end until he’d cordoned off the entire garage. Taking the flashlight from me, he began a slow sweep of the area. When he neared the paint cans, the beam of his flashlight froze.


  “Strange.” His voice was excited. “Take a look at those, Sydney.” He pointed. “Got your cellphone? Why don’t you take a few pictures?”


  I leaned close and shuddered, recognizing the small tracks on the concrete floor. They were Blondie’s footprints.


  “Maybe we should call the police,” I suggested, fumbling for my phone.


  “I’m afraid it’s up to us,” he told me. “This is such a small case that they won’t have time to do it justice.”


  Small? I hardly thought so. It was the biggest case of the century, if not in centuries. I wished I could tell Al what was really going on. But it was getting so crazy, I hardly believed it myself.


  As I lifted my phone to snap a picture, Blondie’s cackle snaked through the air.


  I gasped and whirled, dropping my phone.


  It shattered on the concrete floor.


  “Whoa there,” Al said as I asked, “Did you hear that?”


  Knitting his brows into a frown, he bent and scooped up my phone. “Hear what?”


  We held still, straining to listen, but there was only silence.


  “Never mind,” I mumbled.


  He held out my phone. The screen was completely cracked.


  “I’m afraid this one’s toast now. I’m sorry, kiddo,” he said sympathetically.


  “It’s old anyway,” I said, annoyed with myself for breaking it.


  A bit of glass embedded itself into my fingertip as I took the phone from Al’s outstretched hand. But I hardly noticed. I was concerned about Blondie. Was he watching us from the shadows?


  Jamming my hand into my pocket, I reassured myself that Jareth’s protection rune was still there. It was. It felt warm against my skin.


  “I’ll pick you up a new phone tomorrow,” Al was saying as he gave me another friendly tousle on the head. “How’s that for a Christmas present?”


  I smiled, distracted.


  A flicker of light caught my eye. One of Jareth’s protection runes under the window was glowing. My relief that it was working was short-lived when I realized that it probably meant Blondie really was trying to get in, after all.


  “What is it?” Al asked me kindly. “You’re as jumpy as a kangaroo, kiddo.”


  “Nothing,” I lied again. I felt terrible. I wanted to tell him the truth. I needed an ally. And if anyone in the world was going to believe me, I knew it would be Al. But I wasn’t sure if it was a good idea. What could he do?


  “OK, then,” Al said after a moment. “Let’s get this investigation wrapped up.”


  Once again, he returned to the kitchen to rummage through his drawer, and finding the camera, he returned to snap pictures of Blondie’s footprints.


  After that, he put me to work collecting various hairs that he found on the floor. The hairs were all black, beige, and orange and clearly belonged to Tigger. But Al had me use a pair of tweezers to carefully store them in plastic sandwich baggies anyway. And by the time we’d finished our crime scene investigation, we must have had over a hundred little baggies.


  Somehow, that tedious task calmed me.


  That and listening to Al softly hum under his breath.


  And in that moment, I came to the conclusion that it was time for me to follow Al’s example. He didn’t wait to be told what to do. He forged ahead, looking for answers, and he didn’t really care what others thought of him. He shaped his own destiny.


  I looked at his bald head and realized that he was actually a very brave man.


  And it was high time that I took charge of my own destiny, my Blue Thread.


  I couldn’t wait around for others to solve my problems. Who knew where Jareth was, and Rafael … I didn’t really want to think about him. Not yet.


  It was time I dealt with this supernatural stuff head-on.


  After all, I was powerful.


  I was a human!


  The thought made me smile a little. I’d always assumed that magical creatures, if they did exist, would undoubtedly be superior. Humans just wouldn’t make that ‘special’ list.


  But maybe that was wrong.


  We had the power to dream, and to use those dreams to forge our own destiny. And I was learning first-hand that human thoughts were powerful things in the second dimension.


  Just maybe they were in this dimension, too.


  “What is it, kiddo?” Al asked. Apparently, he’d been watching me.


  I met his keen gaze. He could be very useful, and maybe Jack, too. Especially if I could nudge them more onto the supernatural path and away from government conspiracies. But I was going to have to be careful. I couldn’t endanger them.


  Trying to look nonchalant, I asked, “What do you think happened here?”


  “Weeeell,” he began, drawing the word out and looking around the garage. “Betty must’ve been real tired, to sleep through this. But it’s obvious what happened, kiddo.” His blue eyes sparkled. “And it’s highly out of the ordinary!”


  With Al, you never really knew what conclusion he’d come to, but I already liked the direction he was heading. ‘Out of the ordinary’ sounded promising.


  Hunching forward conspiratorially, he continued, “Marquis found out I had his top-secret equipment here, and he came back to get it.” He paused and scratched his bald head. “Though I can’t figure out why he took the door.”


  He was certainly right about Marquis. “Maybe it’s more supernatural,” I suggested. “Maybe like telekinesis.”


  I couldn’t really push more than that, because he chose that moment to stand up and stretch. But he said with a grin, “That’s what I like about you, Sydney. You think out-of-the-box. But it’s getting late, so let’s get the report written up and get this evidence locked down.”


  ‘Locked down’ meant filed away in a shoebox with slips of paper separating and grouping the samples by color: beige, black, and orange.


  Al was meticulous. He faithfully inspected each bagged hair with the flashlight to verify its color.


  We’d gone through only half of them when Tigger waddled into the kitchen and laid down in front of the refrigerator. Dropping his nose between his paws, he gave a sigh of deep contentment.


  With a chuckle, Al leaned down and scratched the bloodhound’s ears.


  A wave of peace washed over me, and it was then that I recognized what it was.


  I’d never had a father.


  Somehow, I’d come to see Al in that role.


  In just the short time I’d been there, Al and Betty had become my parents more than my own mother, Maya, ever had been.


  In some strange way, I’d grown to love them. And that thought filled me with a strong resolve.


  I wasn’t about to let my new family be turned into Mesmer playthings.


  I watched Al flip through the pages of his Neighborhood Watch notebook and stop on a page titled ‘Citizen’s Arrest’. Wetting the tip of his pencil with his tongue, he began filling out the details.


  I had to take action.


  I’d figure out what the lizard people and the Inner Circle were up to myself. But I had to make sure none of us could be mesmerized again first. I wasn’t sure Jareth’s rune could protect all of us.


  Leaving Al in the kitchen, I headed towards Betty’s computer, and sitting down in her white plastic chair, I typed my question into the search engine.


  How do you protect yourself from mind control?


  I found lots of articles that stated the best way to prevent yourself from being brainwashed was to first recognize that someone was trying to control you. Apparently, you should look out for people who tried to isolate you from friends and who actively tried to scare you about things.


  I knew there was something to be learned there, about not letting myself be scared, so I made a note and kept searching.


  One article was a long one about fluoride that claimed it was designed to make people submissive to governmental control.


  I tapped my fingers on the tabletop, and after deciding that I didn’t feel particularly in danger from my toothpaste, I moved on.


  In the kitchen, I could hear Al talking on the phone. I held my breath to listen and when I heard the name ‘Jack’, I unabashedly got up to eavesdrop.


  Finding a nice vantage point behind Betty’s mountain of Ebay boxes, I peered into the kitchen to see Al pacing excitedly in circles, almost tripping over Tigger each time he looped around.


  Tigger wasn’t threatened. His droopy face rested comfortably on his paws as he watched Al’s every move with worshipful eyes. And each time Al’s foot came within an inch of his nose, he wagged the tip of his tail before heaving a huge sigh as if the effort had completely exhausted him. Maybe it did.


  “Good point, Jack,” Al was saying as he furrowed his brows. “Good point.”


  There was a long stretch of silence as Al paused before the counter and furiously scribbled in his notebook.


  Apparently, Jack had a lot to say.


  “I see.” Al nodded his head. “Noted. Good point. Noted. Roger.”


  I scowled. I wasn’t learning very much.


  “And missing time?” I heard Al ask.


  I caught my breath as Jack’s voice buzzed.


  So, Al was more receptive to the supernatural than he appeared. That was good.


  But then Al’s frown deepened and he was telling Jack goodbye.


  I scrambled back into the shadows as he passed by me and then craned my neck around Betty’s boxes to watch him disappear into the family room where Betty was still resting on the couch.


  It was then that the doorbell rang and Tigger began to bark. Or as much as Tigger barked, anyway. It was more of a dog comment that there was a stranger at the door that served the dual purpose of being a greeting, just in case they had a hot dog. Tigger clearly kept his options open.


  “Is that the UPS man?” Betty called.


  I hesitated, but not for long. If it was a Mesmer, I knew I was the best one in the family to deal with it.


  “I’ll handle it,” I called back.


  Taking a deep breath, I turned the knob and opened the door.


  To my surprise and relief, it really was the UPS man. They were working late shifts for the holiday season. I signed for the boxes and had just lugged the last one inside when I glanced across the street to see Rafael’s tall form slouched against the side of his house, just inside the circle of his front porch light.


  I held still.


  I couldn’t see his face. It was too dark. But then he stood straight, and I could feel his eyes on me. He lifted his chin in acknowledgement.


  I was going to have to confront him. But not yet. Not until I’d come up with a plan. Sticking my hands in my pockets, I backed through the door when I bumped into something furry.


  With a yelp, I whirled to see Ajax’s dark eyes staring at me, his pointed ears on high alert.


  I locked eyes with the shiny black Doberman.


  “What are you doing here?” I asked. I wasn’t about to keep Rafael’s spy in the house. “Go home, Ajax,” I ordered, pointing across the street. “You can’t stay here.”


  Ajax flattened his ears against his skull and growled in protest.


  A cold draft of air blew through the door and I shivered, not entirely just from the cold. I had previously felt safe from Mesmers with Ajax around. But I couldn’t let him stay.


  “How can I trust you?” I asked. “Go home! I have Tigger. He’ll protect me.”


  Ajax’s lip curled back in displeasure, revealing a row of pointed white teeth. But I wasn’t scared of him anymore. Adamantly, I advanced, and he knew I meant business. Chastened, he backed away.


  “Now!” I snapped.


  But ditching Ajax was harder than it looked. He plainly didn’t feel compelled to take any orders from me. He kept sidestepping me, and he was so sleek, there wasn’t anything to grab onto. His tail was the size of a Twinkie and kept slipping through my fingers.


  It was only when Rafael whistled from across the street that he finally left, but at the edge of the yard, he stopped to send silent waves of reproach my way.


  Rafael was staring at me too.


  I stared back, growing angrier with each passing moment.


  What did they expect?


  I’d just found out Rafael wasn’t a particularly nice guy. I certainly wasn’t going to keep company with his dog.


  We probably would have glared at each other all night if Grace hadn’t come home, pulling up the driveway in Ellison’s Volkswagen Beetle.


  Rolling down the window, Ellison poked out his shaved head and waved cheerfully. “I’ll pick you up for work tomorrow,” he offered. “We’ve almost got the same shifts.”


  I just had time to nod before he was backing out, and Grace bounded up to the porch, lugging a bag of groceries. And as Ellison zoomed away, I glanced across the street.


  Rafael was gone.


  Grace pushed past me to dump the groceries onto the countertop.


  “Sorry I’m late,” she said apologetically. “We went to a fancy restaurant.”


  Dressed in gray sweats and with her black hair pulled back into a severe ponytail, she looked as if she’d just come from the gym. But then, Grace was such a tomboy, she didn’t care to dress up. It was one of the things I liked about her. She was comfortable in her own skin.


  Al came into the kitchen then, and as they began to chat, I suddenly wanted to be alone and escaped to my room.


  Kicking my shoes off, I leaned against my dresser and stuck my hand into Jerry’s cage. I gave the mouse a fond poke in the belly and filled his dish with seeds.


  As I opened my top drawer, my eyes fell on the small metal hand mirror that Rafael had given me. Clenching my jaw, I grabbed it and tossed it in the trash, but in less than fifteen minutes, I was digging it back out.


  Looking into the mirror, I said, “You’re such a jerk, Rafael. I want you to know that.”


  I hoped he’d get the message somehow.


  Irritated, I shoved the mirror into the back of my drawer. I could always throw it away later.


  My eyes fell on my Fae bracelet then. I still couldn’t get the darn thing off. I was getting so used to it that I barely noticed it anymore. I knew it only worked in Avalon. Or at least I hoped that was true. But regardless, I couldn’t do anything about it.


  Leaning my forehead against Jerry’s cage, I muttered under my breath, “Just when I thought I’d met someone nice, he turns out to be a first-rate jerk, Jerry.”


  Jerk was an understatement. He was more like an apprentice evil mastermind.


  To my surprise, Jerry sat up on his haunches and lifted his pink nose in my direction. His little dark eyes stared into mine, looking so ageless and wise.


  “And I was falling in love with him,” I confessed in a whisper. For some reason, it actually felt good to admit that, even though it hurt.


  I took Jerry out of his cage, and holding him close, kissed his little pink nose. I could feel his tiny heart beating against my fingers.


  “I love you,” I whispered in his ear.


  At least Jerry was stable. I could rely on him. He didn’t judge me or turn out to be something that he wasn’t.


  Putting him safely back in his cage, I dug out one of my school notebooks, and throwing myself down upon the bed, began to write down the things I knew I had to do.


  First and foremost, I had to figure out how to protect Al, Betty, and Grace from the Mesmers. Next, I needed to find out what the Inner Circle was up to and what Marquis had meant that I’d been a help to them in their cause.


  Did they need me for something?


  Could I turn that against them?


  And what of the lizard people? I began doodling on the page, wondering how I could really fight back against them. I knew they fed off fear. But how could I get the entire Earth to quit feeding them?


  A soft knock on my door interrupted my thoughts.


  It was Betty, holding out the phone. “It’s your mother, honey.”


  I looked at her. I’d called her ‘Mom’ just a few hours before. And I had never meant it more. Part of me wanted her to know that.


  “Are you ok?” she asked with a soft smile in her brown eyes.


  “Sydney? Sydney?” I heard Maya’s voice coming out of the receiver.


  Shaking my head, I mumbled, “Yeah, thanks, Betty,” and taking the phone, I sat down on the edge of the bed as Betty left, shutting the door behind her.


  The conversation with Maya was a short one. She was getting out of rehab soon. And as usual, she wanted to move.


  I stared at the phone long after she had hung up.


  “Move,” I said out loud.


  A squeaking sound drew my attention to Jerry happily running in his wheel.


  Move?


  Maya wanted me to go with her.


  That meant leaving Al and Betty behind.


  And Jerry would have to leave his cage, too. Maya didn’t know about him. I’d always kept him a secret from her. She would not understand my having a mouse for a pet. She’d make me get rid of him immediately.


  “What’s up?” Grace asked, popping her head through the door. “Are you ok?” She entered my room, absently tugging her ponytail. “You look a little sick.”


  “I’m fine,” I replied warily. I didn’t want to tell her about Maya. Or Rafael. Or the Mesmers.


  Maybe it would be best for everyone if I did just leave.


  “Ok,” she said, but I could tell she didn’t believe me. “Don’t forget that Ellison’s going to give you a ride tomorrow.”


  There was something in the way that she said his name that caught my attention. “You like him,” I said. For some reason, it felt relaxing just to focus on that and to forget about everything else for the moment.


  Her shoulders stiffened and she looked a little sheepish, but she took my words as an invitation and flopped down belly first onto the bed. “Yeah. He kind of grows on you,” she admitted with a grin before surprising me with the question, “What’s up between you and Rafael?”


  I frowned.


  “Come on,” Grace insisted, rolling onto her back and propping herself up on her elbows. “I know you two like each other. It’s obvious. Everyone knows.”


  I just shrugged. The thought only made my heart even heavier.


  “Lover’s quarrel?” she asked, teasing.


  I was saved answering by the musical ringtone of her phone playing one of Jareth’s songs. I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at that.


  Glancing down at her phone, she announced, “It’s Ellison.”


  “Well then, don’t worry about me,” I said, relieved to escape her questioning. Grabbing the nearest book, I waved it in the air. “I’m just going to make a dent in this book here and go to sleep.”


  “Pride and Prejudice?” she said, squinting her eyes to read the title. She laughed. “You’ll be asleep in five minutes!” She moved to the door, but before she left, she twisted around and added, “Oh, just kiss and make up with Rafael. You two are a really good match.”


  I scowled as she giggled, and with a cheerful wave, skipped out of my room.


  Rubbing my temples, I stared at my handwriting scrawled across my notebook.


  How was I going to spy on the Inner Circle and outwit them?


  Closing my eyes, I began to rub my temples, when I suddenly realized that Grace had just given me my answer.


  Rafael had apparently been using me.


  It was time for me to flip the tables and use him.


  Yes, it was time to kiss and make up.


  
Chapter Three – The Man in the Black Top Hat


  The more I thought about the idea, the more I liked it.


  Grabbing the hand mirror Rafael had given me, I stared into it. I knew it was Fae technology, but I wasn’t sure how to activate it. Hopefully, he hadn’t gotten my message from before where I’d called him a jerk.


  Finally, I just looked at my reflection and said, “Rafael, we need to talk. I want to help. I’m sure you’re doing the right thing, even if I don’t understand it.”


  I stared at my reflection, a little surprised at how genuinely heartfelt that had sounded, but I chalked it up to burgeoning acting abilities, tucked the mirror back into my drawer, and turned away.


  With any luck, he’d get the message, and I’d be able to start snooping on him.


  After a while, I remembered my golden Fae bracelet, and bringing it close to my mouth, I repeated the same message just in case it worked along the same lines as the mirror.


  I tried to contact Jareth several times after that, thinking to myself the sequence of numbers that had always worked before.


  But he didn’t come. I wasn’t really surprised.


  It was getting late, and everyone was getting ready for bed. And as they settled down for the night, I decided to quickly check on them all under the guise of asking questions about minutiae.


  Poking my head into Grace’s room, I inquired, “And what time did Ellison say he was coming again?”


  She looked pleased at the excuse to text him again and grinned up at me. “Eight sharp!”


  “Nite,” I said, closing the door.


  Al and Betty’s door was wide open, and they were both in bed reading.


  “Need anything? Like water … or anything…?” I asked them. It sounded a bit lame, but I was still kind of worried about Betty, so it wasn’t all pretense.


  “I’m fine, dear,” Betty said with a friendly wave as Al peered up from his book with a strong, “Sweet dreams, kiddo!”


  I even wandered into the kitchen to check on Tigger. As usual, he was snoring in front of the refrigerator.


  Returning to my room, I sat there in the darkness, hugging my knees and clenching Jareth’s protection rune tightly in my hand.


  Silence fell.


  The protection rune was cool against my skin. I supposed that meant the Mesmers were nowhere around.


  After a few minutes, I got up to turn my lamp back on before crawling back to huddle on the bed. I tried to think of other things, but it was hard not to be afraid. Very hard.


  At some point, I must have fallen asleep, because I woke up feeling icy cold and as if fingers were creeping up my arm.


  With a strangled gasp, I leapt out of bed.


  But there was nothing there.


  Again, I tried to call Jareth by thinking of his numbers, but he didn’t show up.


  My clock said it was just past midnight and I frowned. I still had a long way to go before dawn.


  I missed Ajax. As obnoxious as he was, I’d always felt safe when he slept in my room.


  But then, I did have Tigger.


  Creeping into the kitchen, I found the old bloodhound still snoring where I’d left him. Fortunately, he woke up at the first whiff of hot dog, and I was successful in luring him into my room with a trail of tiny hot dog pieces which led all the way to the foot of my bed.


  Devouring the last piece, Tigger happily wagged his tail and sank down into the middle of the room, quite content to stay and keep me company.


  “I love you, Tigger,” I whispered, snagging my pillow and lying down on the floor next to him.


  He was soft and warm. And within minutes, his paws were twitching and his mouth grinned. I knew he was dreaming, but I didn’t think it was that cliché dog dream of running with his tongue flapping in the wind. When he began to lick his lips I knew for sure he was dreaming about a hot dog.


  I didn’t feel quite as safe as I did with Ajax, but then, Tigger exuded a warm, fuzzy feeling that I didn’t get from the Doberman. I wasn’t entirely confident the old bloodhound could protect me from Mesmers, but I hoped the Mesmers thought he could.


  I lay there listlessly on the floor, but my mind refused to rest.


  I felt like I was being watched. But there was nothing there ... that I could see.


  In the effort to relax, I forced my thoughts to think of a bright future, one where everything worked out all right. One in which the Mesmers were forced back into their dimension, and humans on Earth realized they didn’t have to live with so much fear. And one in which Rafael definitely was one of the good guys.


  I tossed and turned for what seemed like hours. But whenever I checked the time, about only twenty minutes had passed.


  Still, I found the more I occupied myself with that happy dream of the future, the less time I had to feel afraid.


  Finally, the night passed in a fitful jumble of thoughts and dreams. And when the morning light finally painted the sky, I sat up, my back stiff from sleeping on the floor.


  Tigger was still cuddled up next to me, his paws still twitching contentedly.


  Lifting one of his long, droopy ears, I whispered, “Thank you.”


  I got up and dragged myself to look into the mirror.


  “So, this is what an insane person looks like, Sydney,” I said, eyeing the big, purple rings under my eyes.


  It didn’t take me long to get ready for work. Pulling on my scuffed tennis shoes and a gray hoodie, I went to the kitchen for a piece of toast.


  The kitchen was quiet. Everyone else was sleeping in. The open doorway leading to the garage was crisscrossed with Al’s ‘Crime Scene’ tape.


  It leant such an eerie atmosphere to the room that I gave up the toast idea and ducked outside to wait for Ellison on the porch.


  A quick peek across the street revealed no sign of Rafael nor of the garden troll that had turned into the man with the black top hat.


  I stayed where I was, wondering if Rafael had ever gotten my message. Or if he even cared.


  But I refused to think too much about it.


  My first order of business was to figure out how to protect everyone from Mesmer mind control. Running back into the house, I grabbed my notebook and rolled it into my sweatshirt pocket.


  I was going to do some more research on my lunch break.


  I heard Ellison’s Volkswagen long before I saw it. And when I did see it, it was sliding all over the road. Apparently, the slushy snow from the day before had hardened into ice.


  As he neared the driveway, Mrs. Patton appeared at the door of her big pink Victorian house and waved, calling out a ‘Good Morning’ in her raspy smoker’s voice.


  I waved back, eyeing her lawn-ornament-stuffed yard in consternation. I’d come to think of it as a Mesmer playground. She watched me get into Ellison’s car through glasses that made her eyes appear twice as big as they actually were.


  “Top o’ the morning to ye,” Ellison greeted me with a grin as I slid into the front seat. “Buckle up, it’s gonna be a rough slide.”


  “Slide?” I laughed.


  It was a slide. Ellison’s car was more of an oversized skateboard than a real car. But we made it to the coffee shop just in time for Ellison’s shift. Mine started half an hour later.


  “I’m going to make myself some iced tea,” I said, reaching for the door latch.


  But Ellison laid a restraining hand on my arm. Looking at me with a sternness that didn’t match his easygoing character, he said, “Grace told me that you might be going through a rough patch. Anything I can help with?”


  I stared up into his earnest brown eyes, and I couldn’t help but smile. He was a true friend. “I’m fine,” I said, forcing a bright smile.


  The last thing I needed was Ellison getting mixed up in all of this. I certainly didn’t want him getting hurt.


  “Helloooooo, secrets!” he said with a mock resigned expression. But then added, “Seriously, if you need anything, let me know. What else are friends for if they can’t get your back?”


  “I’m fine, really,” I insisted, hoping I sounded strong and confident.


  I didn’t think he believed me, but I took the opportunity to escape into Samantha’s coffee shop.


  Hanging my hoodie up in the backroom, I put on my apron and headed up front.


  Samantha’s coffee shop, Bean There, Baked That, was a warm combination of modern art and good old-fashioned comfort. The warm, chocolate-colored walls were covered with abstract paintings, and each group of overstuffed chairs boasted its own hand-blown blue glass lamp suspended over a wooden coffee table.


  An elegantly flocked Christmas tree with gold ornaments stood in the window, and a string of matching gold ornaments graced the espresso bar and pastry case.


  I took a deep breath, savoring the aroma of freshly ground coffee and then slipped behind the espresso bar. After making my iced tea, I pressed the tall, cold glass against my forehead and closed my eyes.


  “Had breakfast yet?”


  I looked up into Ellison’s irresistible grin.


  He thrust a toasted bagel with cream cheese into my hands. “My treat,” he said.


  I watched him walk away. “Thanks!” I yelled belatedly after him.


  It was then that I saw something out of the corner of my eye. Or I thought I did. I could have sworn that I’d seen a very tall man dressed in black, wearing a huge top hat.


  But when I whirled, I saw nothing.


  I stood there, holding my breath.


  “What’s up?” Ellison asked as he swept by, balancing a bag of coffee beans on his shoulder.


  “Nothing,” I said quickly. Too quickly.


  Taking a bite of my bagel, I moved to the nearest table and sat down, but I was so tense that I wasn’t sure that I could swallow.


  It took me a few minutes to convince myself that it had just been my imagination. Mechanically taking another bite of the bagel, I dutifully chewed, but I began to feel a lump in my stomach and finally gave up.


  Carefully wrapping the rest for later, I watched Ellison with the customers.


  He was a natural. This morning, he’d decided to ask each of them what their favorite animal was, and then went to great lengths to draw it on the paper cup before handing it off to the barista. His drawings elicited laughs out of even the grumpiest people.


  Samantha loved him. Whenever she saw him, her eyes crinkled up around the corners in her version of a smile. She had come into the shop that morning, wearing a brown pantsuit and with her reading glasses perched on the end of her nose. And after a brief inspection, she’d disappeared into the back.


  I looked up to see Ellison watching me, drum rolling on the register with his fingers. “Are you sure you’re ok?” he asked with a quizzical smile


  “Yeah,” I said, sounding as unconvincing as I was.


  His face shifted into an unusually serious expression. “Do I need to do anything? Beat someone up?”


  That thought made me smile. He was such a congenial guy. “I could do that myself,” I said.


  He eyed me up and down with a chuckle as we both said at the same time, “Or we could call Grace.”


  I started feeling better after that.


  My shift started then, and I was happy to be distracted from my thoughts. The baristas around me chattered with Ellison. Listening to their cheerful banter, I began to bag the pastries as directed when Samantha joined us from the back, her arms full of pastry-order notebooks.


  Catching sight of her, the baristas scattered.


  Pausing beside me, Samantha brushed back her straight blonde hair and fixed her hawkish eyes at the door. “Here comes trouble with a capital ‘T’,” she said with a shriveling glare.


  I glanced up to see Jareth stalking forward amidst the sea of cyclists in their spandex outfits standing in line to get their morning lattes.


  He was dressed in full rocker regalia, spikes, chains and all, and his black hair was moussed to stand out in all directions. His eye was completely back to normal. Obviously, the Fae healthcare system was more advanced than ours.


  I was actually relieved to see him. I guess on some level, I’d been worried that he hadn’t responded to my calls.


  He cut to the front of the line.


  The customers didn’t seem to mind, though it was obvious that Samantha did. And as he leaned against the pastry case, she waved a newspaper in front of his face.


  “Missed another concert, did you, Jareth?” Samantha asked in a brisk tone. “You’ll ruin your brand if you continue to misbehave.”


  He gave her a cocky grin and snatched the paper out of her hand. “Misbehaving is my brand, dragon,” he said before scanning the headlines.


  The headline was printed in large, bold letters: “Another No-Show for Jareth. Are Drugs Involved?”


  He snorted and tossed the paper onto the counter.


  “Do you want your usual blueberry muffin?” I asked him, wanting him to sit down quickly so we could talk. “Just take a seat and I’ll bring it right out.”


  Samantha sighed. “Handle him for me, Sydney,” she said in a slightly weary tone and turned to her other customers.


  I didn’t need to be told twice.


  Putting a blueberry muffin onto a plate, I slipped out from behind the counter and, grabbing Jareth’s hand, pulled him to a corner table.


  “Where have you been?” I hissed, slamming the plate down onto the table. “I tried calling you several times!”


  Jareth raised a brow and looked surprised. Pulling out his trion, he looked at the slim silver weapon and murmured something. A spark of light shot out from the tip and disappeared into his hand.


  “So you did,” he said, clearly surprised. “Strange. I never received the message.”


  My frown deepened, but I forged ahead. “We’ve got to take control here. But first things first, I must make sure Al, Betty, and Grace are protected. Can you make them runes, too?”


  I pulled his protection rune from my pocket.


  He looked pleased at that. “So, you really do trust me now, do you?”


  “For now,” I said a bit acidly and then repeated, “Can you make them runes?”


  At that, he turned grim. “No,” he said shortly. “And I don’t even think the one you have is going to work.”


  Standing abruptly, he pushed his way past me and exited the coffee shop.


  I stared at him dumbfounded and then scowled. “Thanks, Jareth,” I muttered under my breath, collecting his uneaten muffin.


  Obviously, I couldn’t rely on him.


  Returning to the pastry case, I went back to work, shoving muffins, cookies, and scones into bags and onto plates as I planned my next move.


  Part of me did keep on the lookout for Rafael. But he didn’t show up. Either he hadn’t gotten my message or he hadn’t cared.


  But I wasn’t about to give up that easily. As soon as I got home, I was going to walk across the street and tell him that I wanted to help. I’d pretend that I thought he was playing the part of a spy. And maybe I’d learn a little something along the way.


  I’d stolen the mutant tulpa before. Maybe I could do it again. And maybe I could figure out a way to get rid of the thing. Though exactly how one might get rid of an evil tulpa was a bit beyond me. I knew it was going to be harder than simply flushing it down the toilet.


  But as I’d told Jareth, first things first.


  I had to protect everyone from the Mesmers.


  Samantha let me borrow the computer on my lunch break and I searched again for ways to prevent mind control but with little success. By the end of my lunch break, I’d gotten pretty frustrated.


  Giving up, I whirled around in lazy circles in Samantha’s swivel chair, watching the baristas scurrying about. And as one of them walked by me with a big box of foil, I suddenly remembered reading about how cats should be forced to wear foil hats to prevent them from contacting their mother ships.


  Curiously, I typed in a quick search about foil hats.


  Within minutes, I was reading the scientific theory of how they worked. Apparently, a foil hat significantly reduced the intensity of radio frequency radiation on the wearer's brain, something called a Faraday cage.


  Excitedly, I read how even some older houses were basically Faraday cages, the houses that had used chicken coop wire and plaster as wall material. I didn’t think Al and Betty’s house was that old, but maybe I could make a Faraday cage out of it somehow.


  I didn’t think I could get them to wear foil hats. Besides Al, anyway.


  But still, I was pretty excited. At least I had something to try.


  The rest of the day passed quickly with no sign of Jareth or Rafael. And soon enough, we’d turned the Christmas music and the lights off and most of the baristas had gone.


  “Wanna watch a movie with me and Grace?” Ellison asked as we wiped the counters down.


  “Not tonight,” I said. “I’ve got plans. I’ll just take the bus home.”


  “Ah, I see,” he said with a knowing smile.


  I knew he thought I was talking about Rafael. But then, I guess I was. But it certainly wasn’t going to be anything like a date.


  Grace arrived then, telling Ellison to hurry so they wouldn’t be late for the movie. And as Ellison reached for the trash, I volunteered. “You just go with Grace. I’ll dump the bags.”


  “Thanks, mate,” he said, doffing an imaginary cap.


  I watched the two of them dash across the street, holding hands. And for a minute, I felt a twinge of jealousy.


  Annoyed with myself, I tossed the trash bag over my shoulder and tromped through the back of the shop.


  “Tomorrow, it’s back to making cappuccinos for you, Sydney,” Samantha said as I passed. She didn’t look up as her fingers moved rapidly over the keypad of an ancient calculator. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”


  I grunted, hoping she’d take that for agreement. But, I much preferred washing dishes.


  Shoving the door open with my foot, I stepped outside.


  It was already dark.


  Taking in a big gulp of fresh air, I looked up at the night sky. There were no stars, or if there were, they were obliterated by the city lights. A few snowflakes drifted down lazily from above.


  Lugging the trash bag, I slipped a little on the icy blacktop as I headed toward the dumpster about twenty feet away. But I’d only taken a few steps before I had the nagging sense that I was being followed.


  I heard it first. The small scratching sounds of something scrabbling over the bricks behind me.


  I caught my breath in a huge sucking sound and whirled around. In the dim light, the trees across the street suddenly took on menacing shapes.


  But then one of the shadows broke away from the dumpster, and a blood-curdling scream tore from my lips as I recognized the small gargoyle shape.


  It was Blondie.


  The backdoor of the coffee shop slammed open.


  “What is it, Sydney?” Samantha asked. “Are you ok? What happened?”


  Blondie’s unblinking gaze focused directly upon Samantha, and his impossibly low voice vibrated. “Turn away, human,” he said. “Go back inside.”


  “No!” I gasped, grateful that Jareth’s protection rune was apparently working, but I was afraid for Samantha. I didn’t want her to be mesmerized.


  But to my surprise, Samantha’s voice dropped an octave itself. “What is that thing? Let me get the broom.”


  Astonished, I turned to see her reach back into the coffee shop to grab the handle of a wide sweeper. Brandishing it as a weapon, she began to walk toward me in her usual no-nonsense-Samantha way.


  “My, my, what is that? Some kind of raccoon with mange? This time of year?”


  Blondie’s eyes began to shine in the darkness. “Hold still, human,” he whispered as he sidled out of the shadows and into the light. I could see his hairless body, the spiked scales, and dark, liquid, bottomless eyes. The magnetic force coming from his eyes was impossible to resist.


  I choked. “Watch out, Samantha!” I managed to warn, filling with a growing horror.


  Samantha paused, looking directly into his eyes, long and hard. She pursed her lips and reaching forward, pulled me back. “Strange looking beast. Out of my way, Sydney. I’ll not have anyone under my charge harmed until I can get Animal Control out here, and get this poor thing some help.”


  Blondie hissed and drew back.


  Stepping in front of me, Samantha wielded the broom and with a reproving click of her tongue, ordered crisply, “Shoo!”


  Blondie lunged forward.


  But Samantha’s aim was true. She hit him straight on, sending his body flying over the dumpster.


  My mouth dropped open. I’d thought that the Mesmer were impossible for anyone to resist.


  But then, Samantha wasn’t just anyone.


  “Strange.” She glared with an audible huff and placed her hands on her hips. “I don’t think I’ve hurt it, but it should be seen by a vet. I’ll take care of this, Sydney. You run on home. I don’t want you around that thing.”


  I drew a shaky breath.


  “Be quick now,” Samantha ordered me as she pulled her cellphone out of her pocket and punched in a number. Turning to the side, I heard her say, “Yes, I need some traps over here at once. I’ve some kind of armadillo. It looks diseased. It’s a downright health hazard.”


  Slipping back into the shop, I grabbed my backpack and peered out the backdoor where Samantha was still talking, waving her hand.


  Through a side window, I could see the bus approaching the bus stop.


  It was now or never.


  Dashing past Samantha, I waved a goodbye and ran like mad to the approaching bus.


  But rounding the corner, I knew at once that I’d made a horrible mistake.


  There was no denying it this time.


  In front of me, a shadow peeled from the brick wall and formed the unnaturally tall man with the black top hat dressed in a tuxedo.
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  I tripped and fell against the bricks as the man in the tuxedo floated towards me.


  “Run, Sydney!” I heard his voice. But it sounded as if it came from a great distance. “Run!” He was pointing up, and as he began to fade, I followed the direction of his finger and saw dozens of glowing beady eyes lined along the rooftops.


  “It’s time,” dozens of Mesmer voices whispered. “Time to open the portal.”


  I could feel their eyes zeroing in on me. In my pocket, Jareth’s protection rune blazed to life, burning through my sweatshirt and jeans to sear my skin.


  The rune wasn’t going to last much longer.


  As dozens of gargoyle-like Mesmers slithered down the walls towards me, I turned to run only to hear tires squeal.


  I froze in the headlight beams of a car.


  The slam of a car door jolted me out of my stupor. Suddenly, Rafael was there, shoving me into his Bentley. Diving into the driver’s seat, he reversed the car, accelerating so fast that my head slammed back against the headrest.


  We zoomed down the street. A wave of relief passed through me, followed quickly by concern.


  “Samantha!” I said, whipping around in my seat and peering through the back window.


  “They’re following us, not her,” Rafael replied tersely.


  He was right.


  I could see them scuttling after us, a macabre stampede of hairless, slithering Mesmers. There must have been at least two dozen.


  He sped down the street, weaving effortlessly through the slower moving cars. Several times, we slid on ice, but he was in complete control of the car.


  He looked mysterious in the light of the dashboard with his blond hair wildly framing his face, and the line of his jaw, hard. He was an enigma. Forbidden. Tempting.


  I could hardly believe I thought that.


  Annoyed at myself, I scowled and said, “And why are you running from your buddies?”


  Anger made his jaw lock even tighter.


  I mentally kicked myself. That was hardly the way to convince him that I was on his side.


  “I’m not your enemy,” he said, glaring at me a little.


  “Really?” The words tumbled out of my mouth before I could clamp my lips together. “So, letting Blondie almost kill Betty means we’re still friends?” I bit my tongue. I would have to maintain control if I was going to make real progress in spying.


  “She’s fine now, isn’t she? No lasting harm was done,” he said coolly, but I could hear the undercurrent of silent anger running through his words.


  “Thanks to Jareth!” I couldn’t resist pointing out.


  With a dramatic lift of an eyebrow, he said, “Ah yes, Jareth saved the day.” The note of sarcasm was heavy in his voice.


  In an instant, hot anger bubbled, and I just threw caution to the wind. “So, you with the Mesmers and the Inner Circle is just a misunderstanding? Some kind of joke?” I asked outraged. “I’m laughing really hard inside.”


  “I’m very pleased to have amused you,” he answered in such a calm tone that I immediately wanted to slap him.


  “Stop the car,” I demanded.


  After a hard stare, he relented and pulling into a gas station parking lot, turned off the ignition.


  “What happened to Betty wasn’t funny,” I snapped. I knew my temper had gotten the better of me, but I was too emotional to care.


  My hand flew to the door handle, but Rafael jerked me back.


  “It’s not safe out there for you right now,” he said, raising his chin as if daring me to challenge him.


  Of course, I did. “And what’s the problem? Can’t you just tell your Mesmer minions to leave me alone?”


  Emotion flashed across his face as he held onto my wrist in a viselike grip. “I’d rather not have to keep rescuing you. They want you, you know.”


  I knew I should play my cards right. Here was a chance to get real information. But at the moment, I just stared hotly into his angry but handsome face and focused solely on my feelings of betrayal.


  “I thought you were nice,” I said, my voice raw with emotion.


  Rafael let go of my wrist at once. “Maybe you aren’t seeing what you should, Sydney,” he replied softly.


  The tone of his voice alone threatened to melt my resistance, and I could see secrets hidden in the depths of his gray eyes. But I wasn’t sure I could really trust my judgment at the moment.


  “And how do I know that what I should see isn’t just what I want to see?” I asked, locking gazes with him.


  “What is it that you want to see?” he asked me then.


  Suddenly, the conversation took an entirely different turn. Or I should say, situation. We quit talking altogether and just stared into each other’s eyes.


  How could he be bad? I just couldn’t believe it. His actions just now were anything but bad. And as leader of the Inner Circle, he may have said some things, but he’d saved me twice so far. And no one had seriously been hurt. Not yet, anyway.


  His face was only several inches away from mine, and I could feel his breath on my lips.


  "I should remain as I am, neither friend nor foe,” Rafael whispered. There was a deep, enduring sadness in his face.


  “Why?” I asked desperately. “Why can’t you be my friend?”


  He moved even closer. “Is that what you want? For me to be your … friend?”


  His lips touched mine. Lightly, at first. But at the first touch, I forgot everything else.


  Cupping the back of my head with his hand, he gently kissed my bottom lip. Instinctively, my mouth parted, and our tongues touched. It was so intimate. Tender.


  I held still, enthralled, and savoring each moment.


  And as his kiss deepened, a tremor of excitement rippled through me. It was the kind of excitement that I knew could quickly spin out of control. The kind of excitement that could turn into a passionate hunger.


  The kind of excitement that I could only want to share with him.


  Abruptly, he pulled away.


  “This can go no further,” he said quietly, his face hardening into a mask.


  Feeling rejected all at once, I reacted by jumping out of his car.


  But he was out in a flash and headed me off before I could take more than a few steps in the fresh snow.


  I scowled at him.


  “You shouldn’t be walking around right now, Sydney,” Rafael warned. “You’re in more danger than you realize.”


  “And whose fault is that?” My scowl deepened in response.


  “Do you really want me to answer that?” he asked arrogantly, raising a mocking brow.


  That infuriated me even more. “You’re trying to blame me for taking the tulpa in the first place?” I poked him in the chest. “Weren’t you guys the ones who were supposed to protect us? You know, prevent those things from even coming to Earth?”


  “And is it our fault that you humans insist on harming yourselves, thereby attracting the Brotherhood to begin with?” he asked without missing a beat.


  My mouth dropped open. “I’ve never seen this side of you before,” I said, wagging my finger at him. I couldn’t really say anything else because there was a sort of logic to what he was saying, even if I didn’t like to hear it. I settled for snapping at him. “I’m sure the Fae aren’t perfect either!” And with that, I turned on my heel and prepared to go.


  Rafael caught my shoulder to stop me. Annoyed, I shrugged him off. But he didn’t let me get far. In calm, deliberate movements, he grabbed my hand and spun me around. And pressing me close to his chest, he brought my face within an inch or two of his.


  “I’m sorry, Sydney,” he whispered in my ear. “It’s been a trying day. I seem to have no patience of late.”


  I held out, thinking about giving him the cold-shoulder treatment. But that only lasted about two seconds. I didn’t seem to have any resistance when it came to Rafael.


  “Why did you do all of that?” I asked in a hoarse voice. “Are you really one of them?”


  His grim eyes narrowed the tiniest bit. “Nothing good will come of you knowing me,” he said through clenched teeth.


  “I don’t believe that.” I frowned, shaking my head. “I don’t want to believe that you’re on the same side as the Mesmers. I can’t believe you’re one of them.”


  He went very still. “If I seem that evil to you …” he began in a thick voice and paused a moment before adding, “That is a bit upsetting.”


  “I knew it,” I said, holding onto the implication in relief. “I knew you weren’t really bad! Are you spying?”


  His eyes lingered on me longer than necessary, and the muscle of his jaw visibly tightened. “You should really be getting home,” he replied, switching subjects.


  I knew that meant I had gotten too close to the truth.


  “I’ll give you a ride home,” he continued as he grabbed my arm and escorted me back to the Bentley.


  Settled safely inside, I waited for him to join me, and he’d barely turned the key when there was a rap on my car window.


  Jumping, I looked up to see Jareth peering in.


  Rafael zipped my window down. “I’m not in the mood to deal with you right now, Jareth.” He checked himself with difficulty. “Be gone.”


  “Tempting,” Jareth said, crossing his arms and planting his feet wide apart. “But I don’t trust you anymore. I’ll not let you take Sydney without a fight.


  “Don’t tempt me,” Rafael said, his voice suddenly turning fierce. “You know I can get barbaric.”


  Jareth merely shifted his stance, looking more formidable by the moment.


  Rafael froze. Tilting his head to one side, he glanced up at Jareth. “I need your help,” he said suddenly.


  Jareth looked at him in surprise and assumed a surly expression. “You have nerve.”


  Rafael merely shrugged. “Perhaps. But now, I simply need your help.” Getting out of the car, he tossed the keys over the top to Jareth.


  Jareth caught them with a deft twist of his wrist.


  “Take the Bentley,” Rafael said, leaning down to lock gazes with me. “It’ll help you outrun the Mesmers. They’re coming.”


  Without even waiting for a response, Rafael spun on his heel and disappeared into the night.


  Jareth didn’t need to be told twice. Apparently, he knew that Rafael was speaking the truth. Slamming the car into gear, he jammed his foot on the gas pedal, and we flew into the street.


  I was too apprehensive to speak and spent my time searching the dark shadows of the night flying by us for any sign of glowing Mesmer eyes.


  But I didn’t see anything.


  And soon enough, we were pulling into Al and Betty’s driveway.


  “How can this place be safe?” I asked, casting a skeptical eye over the brightly painted blue house. “They got in before.”


  “They can’t now,” Jareth said with an arrogant shrug. “Not without killing me first. And they so desperately want me alive right now.”


  “Really?” I blinked in surprise.


  He snorted at me and opened his mouth to make some sarcastic comment when his gaze strayed to the cup holder. “Do you see that, Sydney?” His eyes widened in disbelief, and he grabbed my hand.


  I looked at the cup holder. “It looks like a normal cup holder—” I began.


  Waving me impatiently aside, he reached into it, pulled out a black protection rune, and held it up.


  I stared at it a moment. It was shiny and new, and it looked just like the one he’d given me. “I don’t get it,” I said.


  Jareth’s expression was impenetrable. “It’s the rune I gave Rafael. He still trusts me. It’s still working.”


  It was thought-provoking, but I wasn’t exactly sure what it meant. I was on the fence where Rafael was concerned.


  Flipping the rune in his fingers, Jareth tucked it away and looked over at me. “You’re safe here. Get out. Run along now. I’ve got some business.”


  Scowling at him, I got out.


  He was already moving the car before I closed the door, and then pulling away, he zoomed down the street. He didn’t look back, but he must have known I was watching him because he waved a lazy hand out of the window.


  My scowl deepened. “You’re such a brat,” I muttered as I watched him go. Feeling alone, I stepped into the house.


  I met Al and Betty in the kitchen, bundling into their coats. Apparently, they’d been invited to a Christmas party and asked me if I cared to join them.


  “No, thanks,” I said. I wasn’t really in the mood.


  “Are you sure you’ll be ok by yourself?” Betty asked in concern.


  “Of course!” I replied. After all, I’d been by myself for most of my entire life. I spied Tigger snoring in front of the refrigerator. “And I’m not really by myself,” I said, hooking my thumb in the bloodhound’s direction.


  They left a few minutes after that, promising to be home in a couple of hours.


  I heard Al’s truck leaving, and then I was alone … in a quiet house. A too quiet house. The only sounds were Tigger’s heavy breathing mingled with the ticking of the kitchen clock.


  In less than five minutes, I regretted my decision.


  It’s only a few hours before they’re back, Sydney, I told myself. And you can call Jareth if there’s a problem.


  Not that he’d come, I amended sarcastically.


  Time slowed to a crawl.


  I turned all the lights on in the house and moved to the family room to watch TV, trying to pretend I wasn’t nervous. But after a few minutes, I decided it wasn’t worth lying to myself. And dashing to my room, I dove under the covers and clutched Jareth’s protection rune tightly in my hands.


  Somehow, that felt safer.


  I passed the time thinking of Rafael, trying not to think of his kiss. After all, he was probably a jerk. But that really didn’t do anything to stop me from reliving the moment again and again, all the while grinning like a fool.


  I guess the stress finally caught up with me. Gradually, I got drowsier and eventually fell asleep.


  The next thing I knew, I was waking up groggily and unable to shake the vague, disquieting feeling that something was in the room with me.


  For a brief moment, I could have sworn that I saw the mutant tulpa in the corner of the room near the ceiling. But by the time I’d focused my eyes, the shadowy image had disappeared, leaving me to doubt my sanity.


  I shuddered involuntarily.


  Darting out of my room, I headed straight for the kitchen.


  It was late. Everyone should have been home by now. But by the time I began to freak out on all the possible things that could have happened to them, I saw the light blinking on the answering machine.


  The first message was from Grace saying they’d decided to watch a double-feature. The second message was from Al and Betty, saying they’d be late.


  Relieved that they were safe, I checked the locks on the windows and doors. And since we were out of hotdogs, I had to physically lug Tigger from the kitchen into my bedroom. It took a lot of effort. He kept falling asleep along the way. But finally, I had him installed in my room.


  After giving me a gentle lick on the hand, he curled up with a contented sigh and promptly fell asleep.


  I felt better with him next to me.


  Jerry was awake, sitting in the corner of the cage. I gave him a few seeds and stared into his little black eyes. He looked so old and wise. He never failed to make me feel loved.


  A little calmer now, I returned to my bed, but still awake and wide-eyed.


  I stayed that way for some time, but again, I must have drifted off at some point, because I woke up to the sound of Tigger barking.


  Instinctively, I thought of Jareth’s numbers.


  This time, about two seconds later, Jareth appeared with his trion at the ready.


  “What is it?” he asked, scanning the room.


  I glanced around. I didn’t see anything. Jareth’s rune was cool in my pocket.


  Tucking his trion away with a little flip, he looked down at me. “You look a little … unhinged.”


  “Tigger barked a warning,” I explained, clearing my throat a bit uneasily. “Do you think it was the Mesmers?”


  Arching a cynical brow, he leaned over and prodded Tigger with his foot.


  Tigger snored in response.


  “The only reason that hound ever barks is for food,” he said with a dry chuckle. “He’s probably dreaming of hotdogs.” He moved to peer out of the window and frowned.


  As his scowl deepened, I asked him with growing panic, “What is it? Are they here?”


  When he didn’t answer, I crept up behind him and looked out myself.


  I didn’t see anything.


  “He’s out there,” Jareth said softly.


  “He?” I asked, a shiver running down my spine.


  “Rafael,” he said the name reluctantly.


  I squinted into the darkness, but I only saw the outline of the tall fir trees against the dark wintry sky. But then remembering Al’s night-vision goggles, I ran to the kitchen drawer and dug them out.


  I returned to find Jareth standing right where I’d left him with his arms folded, glaring out of the window. Adjusting the night-vision goggles, I peeked over his shoulder.


  I didn’t see Rafael. But then I saw Ajax, staring straight at me from the edge of the greenbelt. I nearly dropped the goggles.


  Soon I saw Rafael’s tall form moving behind him.


  He was watching me. He was looking directly our way.


  “What is he doing out there?” I asked breathlessly.


  “He knows they’ll never leave him without a shred of protection,” Jareth grumbled. “That’s probably why he’s wandering around out there. He wants to make sure you’re safe.”


  A thrill ran down my spine at that.


  Jareth turned on me suddenly, and I jumped, accidentally hitting Jerry’s cage with my elbow. It struck the mirror hanging on the wall and knocked it off its nail.


  It would have smashed if Jareth hadn’t instinctively caught it as it fell.


  “Good catch,” I said with an uneasy laugh. “Now you won’t have seven years bad luck for breaking a mirror. Or I won’t.” I added, as I’d been the root cause.


  But Jareth didn’t laugh at my pitiful attempt of a joke. His face was pale and strained.


  “Breaking my mirror would be like dying,” he finally said. “It would be like giving up my soul, what I really am, everything I’ve ever had and all of my dreams.”


  It sounded worse than bad luck. “Sorry,” I said, “Bad joke.”


  He shuddered.


  There was a stilted silence.


  Suddenly, he said, “I’m hungry.”


  And with that, he strode out of my room and headed for the kitchen.


  I followed.


  Jareth began to hum as he rifled through the kitchen cabinets in search of a snack.


  I decided to get directly to the point. “So, what are you going to do next?” I asked him. “What are you going to do about Rafael and the Inner Circle?”


  He scowled a little but helped himself to a couple of potato chips. Deciding he didn’t like them, he moved to the refrigerator.


  “And what about all of those Mesmers? There must’ve been a couple of dozen of them tonight,” I continued, closing the potato chip bag and putting it away. “What if they all come here at once?”


  Jareth took out some milk and opening it up, sniffed it before drinking it right out of the carton.


  “And do you know what they’re all up to—” I began.


  “Just drink,” he scowled, thrusting the milk carton into my face. “You’re noisy tonight. You’re giving me a headache.”


  I scowled at him.


  He gave me a crooked grin in response. “I guess I’m not good company right now,” he said.


  “Are you ever?” I couldn’t resist asking, but I wasn’t really mad at him.


  With a mocking lift of his brow, he laughed. “You called me, didn’t you? I came.”


  “True enough,” I admitted. “But I just wanted to get some ideas before you left me in the lurch again.”


  Jareth swung his leg over a stool and sat down heavily. “This is a matter for the Fae, Sydney,” he said in a sincere tone. “They have to know the truth. And they have to know what the Inner Circle is up to. I’ve already informed the Fae that should know. There are others working on these problems right now. Not something for you to worry about.”


  “And just what is the Inner Circle up to?” I asked stubbornly, leaning against the countertop.


  He sent me an exasperated look.


  But then, we heard Al’s truck pull into the driveway.


  “I’ll take you to work tomorrow,” Jareth offered. “We can talk more then.”


  And before I could even respond, he disappeared.


  I heaved a sigh, wishing I could disappear any time I felt like it.


  Betty and Al arrived and after bidding me goodnight, went straight to bed.


  A few minutes later, Grace came in. I watched her stumble tiredly down the hall.


  I knew there was no way to avoid it. I had to go back to my room. With a deep breath, I trudged down the hall.


  Tigger was still snoring.


  Looking out my bedroom window with the night-vision goggles, I could still see Rafael standing there with Ajax on the edge of the greenbelt.


  And even though it wasn’t supposed to, it made me feel safer. But then after crawling into bed, I still covered my head with the blankets.


  The night passed, again in fits and starts. And I rose at dawn, relieved the ordeal was finally over.


  Al was already in the kitchen. I could hear him singing as he helped Betty make some toast and coffee. And as I stumbled to the table rubbing my tired eyes, I heard Betty say, “And why would the government care about my doings?”


  “Maybe it was those Alarming Clocks you bought, Mom,” Grace snorted from the hallway. “The ones that fly off the dresser when they go off? Maybe they were really spy devices.”


  Betty just sent her a fond smile, but Al’s expression was deadly serious as he eyed the microwave hanging over the stove.


  “But microwaves are dangerous, Betty,” he insisted. “Jack swears they can be used as mind-control devices. It might explain your missing time.”


  “I can explain my missing time, honey,” she said, reaching up to give him a pat on the cheek. “I was tired and I simply fell asleep.”


  Taking a seat next to Al’s chair, I waited until he sat down and then seized the opportunity. Leaning close so only he could hear, I suggested, “Maybe we should build some Faraday cages. They would prevent microwave mind-control, wouldn’t they?”


  Al frowned at me a moment, as if trying to recall something, and then his blue eyes brightened. “Faraday cages,” he repeated, stroking his chin. “Now that’s a brilliant idea, kiddo. You’ve been doing some research, haven’t you?”


  “Yeah,” I said, shrugging and trying my best to appear casual.


  To my relief, I heard the slam of a car door. Glad to escape Al’s shrewd gaze, I headed for the door, but Grace beat me to it.


  And as Al began to sing aloud one of Jareth’s more popular songs—a sign that I had come to learn to mean that he was spinning up some eccentric scheme—Jareth himself strutted through the doorway, wearing an outlandish black outfit of shredded leather and chains that suited him well.


  He paused at the door, listening to Al sing, and then recognizing his own song, he began to grin.


  Al was halfway finished before he noticed the rock star slouching against the door. With a wink, he stopped singing.


  Jareth began to clap. “Maybe we should do a duet,” he drawled by way of greeting.


  Al gave a great guffaw. “Just have your agent call mine, Jareth,” he said, pointing to Betty before kissing her on the cheek.


  “Oh, I’m your agent now?” Betty laughed, but her gaze had zeroed in on Jareth. “Your black eye really healed fast there.”


  For the briefest of moments, Jareth appeared puzzled, but then he pointed to his face and with a theatrical whisper uttered one word, “Makeup.”


  Betty’s eyes lit with understanding, and she laughed.


  Grabbing my Bean There, Baked That T-shirt, I gave everyone a hurried goodbye and shoved Jareth through the front door. And if Betty and Al thought it strange for a rock star to be driving me to work, they didn’t give any hint of it.


  “Ashamed of me?” Jareth asked with an openly cynical smile as he escorted me to Rafael’s Bentley.


  “Al’s pretty sharp,” I said, sliding into the car’s leather passenger seat. “He just might figure out who you really are, and as your friend, it’s my duty to protect you.”


  “What’s this?” Jareth asked in mock astonishment. “Friend? Am I growing on you, Sydney?”


  “Don’t get too cocky,” was all I said.


  But a slow smile curled his lip all the same.


  “Do you always have to work at this grueling hour?” he asked as he pulled out into the street. “It’s almost ten o’ clock.”


  “You’re lazy,” I said with a long yawn.


  He eyed me then, openly cynical, but he didn’t say anything. And then he was flying down the road, zooming through cars, causing road rage, and offending pedestrians.


  Through a break in the trees, I could see the distant white peak of Mount Rainier. I watched the houses race by. Jareth was an insane driver. I wondered how many tickets he had racked up.


  Suddenly, an image flashed through my mind. “Marquis’ ring,” I said, abruptly recalling it.


  Jareth gave a noncommittal grunt. “Ring?”


  “Is it unique?” I asked.


  He grew silent and seemed annoyed. “You noticed that in the Hall of Mirrors, did you?”


  I raised a brow and turned on him. “So, you knew it was Marquis the whole time?”


  “No,” he shook his head. “I’d never seen it before a few days ago. I don’t know what it means. Maybe it is a symbol of the Inner Circle.”


  “The Inner Circle,” I said, absently biting my nails. “We’ve got to stop them, you know. We’ve got to get ahold of that evil tulpa and destroy it. We can’t just keep living our lives like nothing is happening.”


  He looked at me with rank irritation. “That is a Fae matter, as is the tulpa. You needn’t involve yourself.”


  “Are you really going to tell me that?” I rolled my eyes. “I’m involved whether I want to be or not. And I’ve got to find a way to get rid of that thing before it slips past you guys and eats me.”


  He shot me a cunning look as we pulled up to the back of the coffee shop.


  Stretching, he gave a loud, obnoxious yawn.


  But I cut him short.


  Swallowing hard, I pointed to the rooftops. I could still make them out, even in the light of day: bright glowing eyes.


  “They’re still here,” I said. “The Mesmers.”


  
Chapter Five – A Secret Weapon


  To my surprise, Jareth got out of the car and shouted, “Enough of these games! If you wish to speak, then come. But I’ll only do this once.”


  Immediately, one of the Mesmers broke away to slink down the brick wall, head first.


  It was Blondie.


  He jumped onto the hood of the car. I could hear his nails and spikes scratching the metal. It sounded like someone dragging their fingernails over a chalkboard.


  I winced.


  “You have the blood of kings. You walk in the bodies of our past,” Blondie addressed Jareth. “How is this so?”


  “I don’t have a clue,” Jareth replied, fixing his mouth into an arrogant sneer. “Are we done?”


  “Yet you carry the light of the Fae and dream as a human,” Blondie continued in a deep, guttural tone. “We have seen your dreams in our homelands.”


  Jareth’s nostrils flared in contempt as he smacked his hands together in a single loud clap. “I’m done here. Nice talking to you, but it won’t be happening again.”


  As he spun on his heel, Blondie leapt.


  I don’t know why I did it. After all, Jareth hardly needed my protection. But I bolted out of the car and ran around to stand in front of him.


  Blondie was crouched on the car roof, looking ready to attack.


  “Go away!” I ordered him fiercely even as I felt the cold fingers of fear closing in on me. Jamming my fingers into my sweatshirt pocket, I clenched Jareth’s protection rune tightly in my fingers. The stone was almost too hot to touch, but I didn’t exactly care about that right now.


  Blondie tilted his head sideways and regarded me with beady eyes.


  One look and I began to panic. Recalling how I’d broken away from him before by filling myself with thoughts of love, I desperately summoned those thoughts.


  “You do not know what true love is, foolish human.” The Mesmer’s lips peeled back in an unholy grin. “You never will.”


  “Enough,” Jareth interrupted, shoving me aside. “I’ll not let you harm her.”


  “Humans are so easy to distract.” Blondie gave an evil cackle. “So biddable to suggestion.”


  “Be gone,” Jareth thundered. “And do not bother Sydney again.”


  Blondie didn’t appear too intimidated, though he did inch back a little. “Is your existence here enough for you, Jareth? Is it enough to simply see the human tulpas without tasting them?” His tongue flicked out like a lizard.


  “I’ve no desire for such things,” Jareth replied angrily.


  Blondie’s voice dropped into a low rumble of a laugh. “You are putting up a valiant fight. But there is no avoiding it. You will join us in the end. You are on the path already.”


  “I’ll listen no more.” Jareth spat the words with such contempt that I thought Blondie just might attack him in retaliation.


  Somehow, Blondie was pushed off the car, as if by unseen hands.


  He rolled down the hood, making banging and scratching noises, but right before he hit the pavement, he flipped to land on his feet.


  “Well done, lizardling.” Blondie laughed in evil delight. “Accept your powers, use them and never forget that you are one of us!” His deep voice carried clearly on the wind.


  My mouth dropped open at the implication. Could Jareth really move something with just his thoughts?


  Unbidden, the memory of Halloween flashed through my mind. It seemed so long ago; I’d just met him then. He’d been angry and had seemingly made scissors flow through the air and embed themselves into the carpet.


  “I will no longer hear your voice,” Jareth announced imperiously. “You are invisible to me.”


  Blondie revealed his teeth in an overt threat. “Then, if you do not join us, you are too dangerous. We will take what is ours.” He let his gaze rove over Jareth from head to toe, and I knew that he meant that they would take Jareth’s body.


  The back door of the coffee shop opened, and Samantha poked her head out.


  Catching sight of her, Blondie drew back with a hiss.


  “Is that mangy raccoon out there again, Sydney?” Samantha asked briskly. “Should I get the broom?”


  Blondie hesitated only a moment before slithering under the car.


  I was shocked. Samantha did have an impressive temper, but I was astounded that even a Mesmer might think so.


  Taking heart, I grabbed Jareth’s sleeve and hurriedly yanked him into the coffee shop.


  I felt safer inside, especially in Samantha’s company.


  She didn’t say anything as I dragged Jareth through the maze of boxes towards the front. She was too busy dialing up Animal Control.


  “That mutated armadillo-raccoon thing is here again,” I heard her complain sharply as I guided Jareth through the door and into the front of the shop.


  “Sit down,” I ordered him, pushing him into one of the overly-stuffed chairs.


  He didn’t resist. He slumped down obediently, but he did take the time to deliberately prop his boot onto one of Samantha’s precious coffee tables. But the gesture seemed somehow forced.


  He was clearly shaken.


  I got him a blueberry muffin, and having a few minutes before my shift started, I sat down opposite him. I didn’t know how to make small talk in a situation like this, so I didn’t even bother trying.


  “What did he mean about you seeing tulpas?” I asked quietly.


  Jareth dropped his head into his hands. “I see them,” he admitted. “I always have. It took me awhile to realize that no one else could.”


  I found that disturbing. “Is that how you read my mind?” I asked.


  “I don’t read your mind!” He scowled at me, knitting his brows together in a line. “For you, it’s written plain on your face, anyway.”


  I returned his scowl.


  “I do see the emotions you are creating,” he explained, relenting a little after that. “And it isn’t hard to figure out why you’re generating them. I can’t read your mind, but the tulpas you create give big hints.”


  So he had kind of been reading my mind this entire time. I wondered if he could read Rafael’s.


  He snorted and rolled his eyes. “And I can tell from the new tulpa you’re creating right now that you’re thinking of Rafael, so you must be wondering if I can see his thoughts, too.”


  I blinked, chagrined.


  “The Fae can’t create tulpas,” he said shortly. “They can’t dream.”


  They. The word stuck out like a sore thumb between us. The way he’d said it was as if he didn’t really consider himself one of them. Did that mean that he felt he might be part of the Brotherhood?


  He’d clearly seen the tulpa that thought had created, because he suddenly sat up and slammed his fist down hard on the coffee table.


  The plate rattled and everyone in the shop looked our way.


  Smiling woodenly, I sent them a cheery wave, and when they’d returned to their own business, I shifted my gaze back to Jareth.


  He was watching me coldly. “We’ve established by now that there’s something wrong with me, have we not?” he asked sarcastically. He dropped his voice, “Maybe … just maybe I am one of them.”


  “Impossible!” I disagreed vehemently even as I tried to prevent myself from thinking of the lizard scales that I’d seen on his skin.


  He cast me a churlish glance. “Exactly,” was all he said.


  A new thought popped into my head. “So, that’s how I, merely thinking of numbers, can summon you. You can sense the tulpa that my thoughts generate?”


  “I’m not one of them, Sydney,” he said, ignoring my question. “I don’t belong to the Brotherhood.”


  “Of course you don’t,” I agreed, but I wasn’t super confident.


  He seemed desperate to believe it. I couldn’t blame him. Yet, everything was getting so mixed up.


  I was downright relieved that my shift was starting, and telling him that I’d catch up later, I left.


  I don’t think he even noticed.


  Samantha put me to work steaming milk for the baristas. I actually didn’t mind, because from that position, I could still keep an eye on Jareth.


  I was worried about him.


  He had wadded a bunch of napkins into a single ball and had absently begun to toss it against the wall and then to catch it again with one hand.


  “Keep an eye on that one, will you, Sydney?” Samantha asked curtly as she swept by with her arms full of her pastry-order books. Groaning, she sat down, looked at the pile, and murmured, “I’m going to have to expand at this rate.”


  Jareth didn’t do much. He just sat there, as if lost in thought.


  A little bit later, a rail-thin woman with penciled eyebrows arrived with a squirming toddler in tow. After collecting her latte, she took the seat behind Jareth’s and began chatting loudly on her phone about her latest diet.


  The toddler wandered off.


  Samantha raised a brow as the little boy zeroed in on the Christmas tree and began pulling off the ornaments one by one. With a tightening of her lips, she asked me for a plate of cookies. Armed with sugar, she corralled the little boy and escorted him back to his mother—who hadn’t even noticed he’d left.


  The cookie solution didn’t last long.


  As soon as Samantha sat down, the little boy got tired of eating them and began lobbing the cookies at various customers.


  His mother continued chatting on her phone, making several loud, snarky comments about how much weight one of her other “friends” had gained.


  One of the cookie pieces zinged past Jareth’s ear.


  It shook Jareth from his stupor. Expelling a long, dramatic breath, he turned to glare at the little boy.


  The toddler paused and stared back at Jareth with his finger up his nose. He grabbed another cookie and hurled it straight at the rock star’s face.


  Jareth’s reflexes were amazing. With two fingers, he caught the cookie in midair and flung it back like a Frisbee onto the plate. He then reached over and plucked the phone out of the woman’s hand.


  Snapping it shut, he said in a voice riddled with annoyance, “Control your offspring!”


  Samantha frowned.


  The woman’s mouth dropped open.


  The toddler picked up the cookie plate and with a loud squall, dashed it onto the floor before zipping off to the Christmas tree once more.


  “That thing isn’t human.” Jareth’s voice carried through the entire shop. “It’s clearly a demon, zipped into a baby suit.”


  We were all thinking it.


  I saw more than one customer grin.


  The mother’s breath came in one huge, sucking gasp.


  Samantha turned the full force of her shrewd eyes on me. She waved at the situation and silently ordered me to handle it.


  “I beg your pardon?” the mother’s voice rose in a shrill crescendo.


  Dropping everything, I hurried toward the out-of-control toddler. After all, he would be much easier to deal with than a cranky Samantha. Being on the receiving end of her displeasure was worse than being roasted alive.


  Reaching him, I held out my hand. “Why don’t you come back over here to your mom,” I offered with a bright smile.


  He responded by kicking me in the shin.


  I glared down at him. Maybe he really was a demon. Picking the squirming kid up under the shoulders, I lugged him towards his mother as she sputtered at Jareth.


  “And just who do you think you are?” she was asking him. Without giving him a chance to respond, she turned and yelled at me. “What kind of place is this?”


  I gaped at her audacity but then took control of the situation. “Would you like me to help you move to a different table, somewhere nicer?” I offered.


  She stood up with a huff. “My latte’s cold now,” she complained, waving at the cup she’d been ignoring while chatting on the phone.


  “I’ll get you a nice, fresh one,” I volunteered with a smile as a plan formulated in my head. “Just come this way.”


  Sending Jareth a dark glare, the woman followed me across the shop.


  I chose the empty table next to Samantha.


  After all, if the rest of us were afraid of her, the toddler probably would be, too.


  It worked like a charm.


  The instant the little boy took one step away from his mother, Samantha looked up at him from her pastry orders, and he stopped dead in his tracks. This repeated several times before he resorted to hanging onto his mother’s leg and staring up at Samantha with a finger jammed up his nose.


  The situation had stabilized, so I decided to return to the pastry counter.


  With a loud yawn, Jareth stretched and getting up, joined me to lean against the glass in a creak of leather. “Well done, Sydney,” he said.


  I scowled at him. “You’re hardly any better than that kid,” I warned testily. “Go sit down before I put you next to Samantha, too.”


  He drew back at that and gave a hiss.


  The baristas smothered giggles.


  “More Jareth antics?” Samantha questioned from her table. She must have heard the exchange, but I could tell she wasn’t too displeased.


  “Go sit down,” I ordered Jareth again.


  He returned to his seat.


  I watched him, concerned. Underneath it all, I could tell that he wasn’t his usual smug cocky self. When no one was looking, he appeared downright miserable. And I could understand why, but I didn’t really know how to help him.


  And I wasn’t the only one who had noticed his depression.


  With a keen eye of appraisal and a slight reproving smile, Samantha watched him for a time, tapping her pencil on the table. At his third heaving sigh, she took that as her cue, and putting on a professional smile, clapped her pastry book shut and walked over to him.


  “Dragon,” he greeted her with a mocking lift of the brow


  “You’re such a charmer, Jareth,” she observed in reply and then asked in her no-nonsense voice, “And why the long face today?”


  “You should leave, dragon,” he said darkly. “I’m not in a good mood.”


  Samantha took that as an invitation. Sitting opposite him, she crossed her legs and laced her fingers around her knee. “Everyone has a time of trial,” she said.


  “A time?” Jareth rolled his eyes. “I see only trial upon trial.”


  His tone was so genuine that even Samantha took note, and for a brief moment, a flash of sympathy crossed her angular face. But only for a moment.


  “Pish!” She clucked, shaking her head. “It can’t be that hopeless. Keep on moving, that’s my motto. Look up from any hole you’ve fallen into and pick a star in the dark sky above. As long as you keep climbing one foot and then another, you’ll soon find yourself out.”


  “And then you’ll just fall into another hole,” Jareth responded acidly. “And then again. Failures are assured.”


  Samantha huffed. “Failures?” she seized the word. “Then I’d say don’t judge yourself by failures but by how quickly you get up to try again. Your story isn’t over yet, Jareth. You’re too young to have failed. You’re a talented kid.”


  “Yes, you have to be born with talent like mine,” he replied sarcastically.


  I knew that he was referring to his possible lizard DNA. And while everyone else probably thought he was being arrogant, Samantha apparently sensed his despondency, too.


  Moving to the pastry case, she put a fresh blueberry muffin onto a plate and returned to him. “When all else fails, a good muffin usually helps,” she said. “Here, eat one of these, you’re always dying for one.”


  Jareth stared at it.


  We all held our breath, wondering what Samantha would do if he insulted her.


  But I guess even Jareth knew better than to do that. Taking the plate, he replied, “I wouldn’t die for it … but it might be worth fainting for.”


  Samantha smiled. A real honest-to-goodness smile that actually revealed her perfect teeth.


  Even Jareth was surprised. He almost dropped the plate.


  “You, of all people walking this Earth, should know that life is all about attitude,” she said, giving him a crisp pat on the head. “Dream your dream and make it happen. No one can stop you.”


  With that she left him and returned to her table, but not before stopping to whisper in my ear, “Keep an eye on that one, Sydney. You’re so good at managing our most troublesome customers.”


  She graced me with a hard-won nod of approval, and then collecting her pastry books, disappeared into the back.


  The day past uneventfully after that. Jareth came and went. I spent most of my thoughts worrying about him.


  As my shift ended, Jareth suddenly appeared again and offered me a ride home.


  To my relief, there wasn’t a Mesmer in sight outside the coffee shop.


  Jareth was silent all the way home, and my attempt to talk of my plans went rebuffed.


  After dropping me off, he zipped the car around and backed into Rafael’s garage so fast that I thought he’d go right through it, but he stopped just in time. Barely.


  Everyone was in the kitchen when I came through the front door just in time to hear Betty say, “No dear, I’m not turning the house into a giant chicken coop.”


  I hesitated. I knew he was talking about a Faraday cage. And I really wanted Al’s help. I had to protect them all somehow. Fortunately, circumstances saved me from having to weigh in.


  “Oh my!” Betty threw her hands up in the air as she caught a whiff of smoke. “I’ve burnt the meatballs!”


  She hurried to the stove and pushed the pan onto a different burner. We looked over her shoulder at the singed meat.


  “Don’t worry, Mom,” Grace inserted with a grin. “Tigger’ll eat them.”


  “I couldn’t do that, honey.” Betty’s eyes softened at the mention of the old hound dog. “He’s done so well on his new diet. I think he’s lost a pound.”


  Grace and I exchanged disbelieving glances, but Betty caught us and gave us the job of scraping the meatballs as punishment. We managed to save most of the insides. The outer bits were so burnt that even Tigger didn’t recognize them as food.


  And as we took our seats at the table, Grace asked, “So, what’s up with Jareth? Is he your boyfriend now?”


  I rolled my eyes. “That would never happen. He’s like a … a …” I couldn’t think of the right word.


  “Brother?” Grace asked curiously.


  Brother. That was a new concept for me. I didn’t answer, but I thought about that for most of the dinner. And the more I thought about it, the more I was actually surprised to discover I cared for him.


  On some level, anyway.


  It was nothing like a romantic love. He annoyed me. I thought he was obnoxious. Yet I knew to my very bones now that I could count on him. And if we weren’t in such a messed up situation, I bet we could actually have some fun. Was that what a brother was?


  “Al, did you give Sydney her present?” Betty’s voice cut through my thoughts.


  I looked up.


  “Ah yes!” Al smiled, pointing to a small paper bag sitting on the edge of the table. “Merry Christmas, kiddo.”


  Grinning like a fool, I grabbed the bag and peeked inside.


  It was a cellphone. And a nice one. Much fancier than the one I had before.


  “Thank you,” I whispered.


  “This one’s got a techy-pet, just like mine,” Grace said with a wide grin, and grabbing my phone from my hand, she hit a few buttons and showed me the screen.


  It was some kind of fuzzball thing. It stared at me and zipped across the screen for a bit before leaving a pile of digital poo in the corner.


  Grace snorted a laugh. “Mine’s potty trained now,” she said, showing me her phone with a bright orange fuzzball at the bottom of her screen, dutifully hovering over an itsy-bitsy litter box.


  But then she got a text from one of her friends and began jamming on her keys in reply.


  Shortly after that, Betty and Grace’s show started, and they stood to take their plates to the family room. But before they left, Betty gave Al a quick peck on the cheek. “Remember now, dear.” Her voice took on a gentle sternness. “I’ll not be seeing this house turned into a chicken coop.”


  Al seemed to be struggling to hold back words. “Right, Betty.” There was a clear note of reluctance in his voice. But then he added, “It just don’t make sense—”


  “’Doesn’t’, dear,” she corrected with a bright smile and left.


  Al’s shoulders slumped.


  I suppose he’d been holding out hope until now.


  No sooner had they left than he said with pronounced regret, “Betty’s not too keen on the chicken coop wire.” He pointed a warning finger at the microwave. “That thing’s dangerous. Betty should quit using it, especially since this house isn’t protected. And the danger is far more widespread than you think. There are many cases of missing time that people should be investigating. The government’s up to something. Big.”


  I could only agree with him. The lizard people were everywhere, and that probably included congress.


  “Wi-Fi, baby monitors, games consoles, security systems…” Al squared his shoulders. “Jack says they’re using all of those devices to manipulate human minds.” He scowled so hard that his brows almost met in the center of his forehead.


  “We can’t give up,” I said. I couldn’t have Al bailing out on me. I counted on him to help me. Suddenly, I remembered my research. “What about hats? Foil hats?”


  He stared at me and then smacked his palm on his forehead. “You might have a whopper of an idea there, Sydney!” He blasted a great laugh. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of it. That’s worth a call to Jack right now.”


  I smiled, pleased with myself as I watched him disappear down the hall to phone Jack.


  I’d just finished helping to clear the table when Betty called from the other room. “Sydney, would you mind putting the chickens to bed for me?”


  “No problem!” I answered, patting my pocket to make sure Jareth’s rune was still in there. It was. Right next to my shiny new cellphone.


  I knew the Mesmers could reach me anytime, night or day, so logically there was no reason to fear the dark especially. But honestly, it was a little hard to believe it as I eyed the dark night outside the window.


  Arming myself with a fork from the drawer and Al’s night-vision goggles, I went to the back door and pressed my head against the frosted glass. I couldn’t see any movement through the goggles, and after a few minutes, I deemed it safe.


  Someone had accidentally left the chicken coop light on. Several of the hens were still awake in their nests. They were crazy-looking hens, a Polish variety, with feathers sprouting from their heads like afros. Except that the feathers blocked their vision so they couldn’t really see. But that didn’t stop them from going after me as I slipped my hands under them, searching for eggs. A couple of them got in a good peck before I could jerk my hand away. I only got one egg.


  Sticking the warm egg into my pocket, I drew the bolt and locked the chicken coop door. I jiggled the handle to make sure it was secure, and I’d just turned back towards the house when a dark shape materialized out of the darkness.


  I choked on a scream, but before it could escape my lips, I recognized Ajax’s pointy snout.


  “Ajax!” I snapped at him. “Are you trying to kill me?”


  He gave a sharp yap of a bark and pawing the snow, turned to peer into the greenbelt for a few seconds and then back at me.


  “No way,” I scowled.


  He stamped his foot and glanced back at the greenbelt, clearly wanting me to follow him. His ears were standing at attention.


  “I’m not going out there,” I told him stubbornly. And jamming my hands into my pockets, I headed for the house.


  But as I pressed forward, he stood in my way. Placing his shoulder against my knees, he pushed back, forcing me to stop.


  Whipping out my cellphone, I stole a page from Samantha’s book and said sternly, “I’m calling Animal Control right now and telling them there’s a rabid Doberman trying to kill our chickens!”


  If dogs could roll their eyes, I believe he would have. He obviously didn’t believe me.


  But then he switched tactics and lying down in the snow, he began to whine.


  I hesitated.


  Maybe Rafael wanted to see me?


  I have to admit, my heart began to quicken at that, even though I knew full well it could be Melody, or even Marquis, hiding in the greenbelt.


  Knowing that he’d won, Ajax leapt to his feet and pranced to the edge of the yard.


  “Just a few feet,” I grumbled, letting curiosity get the better of me and added, “Just know I have my fork!” I knew that didn’t really matter. The Fae could disable me with their trions long before I could poke them with a fork.


  Figuring that I’d probably regret it, I stepped onto the path and ventured down the trail, my shoes slipping over the wet twigs and soggy leaves. The snow was partially melting, and it was slippery.


  I made a lot of noise.


  In the patches of the light ahead of me, I could see Ajax wincing, and he shot me more than one annoyed look. Finally, he returned, and I got the message that he wanted me to be quiet as he crouched low and slunk forward as silent as a cat.


  I slowed down and did my best to mimic him.


  “Are you taking me somewhere nasty?” I couldn’t resist asking in a hushed tone, suspicion creeping into my voice.


  I weighed the thought of dashing back home when he veered sharply to the right towards a park with a barbecue area and a few covered gazebos.


  It was eerily dark.


  I frowned, figuring it was just like Ajax to lead me out here and then desert me. I shuddered, wondering if the Mesmers were watching me even now. But Jareth’s stone was cool.


  A twig snapped behind me, and I whirled.


  Ajax was there in a flash, standing between me and the sound with his lips drawn back from his teeth in an inaudible growl.


  But it only turned out to be another dog. Ajax snarled in warning, and the other dog loped away. After that, the Doberman trotted closely by my side.


  Leaving the path, he crept through the dead ferns towards the gazebos. I hardly dared to breathe as I followed him.


  A branch swiped my cheek.


  We’d arrived at one of the gazebos. Hearing voices, I hugged the wall and inched forward slowly to peek around the corner.


  There were some bushes in my way, but through a gap between them, I could see several tall shapes moving about in the dim light of what looked like a fire.


  They were Fae.


  At my side, I could see Ajax’s dark eyes watching me, but he made no move to betray my presence. He clearly wanted me to witness something. I could only wonder why. Sending me a fierce look and showing his teeth, Ajax hurtled past me to join the Fae.


  He obviously didn’t want me to follow.


  Slowly, I crept a little closer.


  I recognized Melody first. She looked as menacingly evil as I’d always felt she was. I couldn’t suppress a shudder.


  And then I saw Rafael, clad in white and holding the white-feather mask emblazoned with intertwining circles in his hand.


  He looked downright dangerous.


  And incredibly handsome.


  Several other Fae stepped into the light. I didn’t recognize them. They were also dressed in white and had the intricate Inner Circle symbols painted on their hands. I’d seen those same symbols painted on a Fae before, the Fae that had helped us get into the Queens’ Castle in Avalon.


  So, Rafael had been controlling everything, even then.


  He stepped forward suddenly and held up his hand. “Soon, the bloodlines will be purified,” he announced as he surveyed those around him with a condescending smile.


  Goosebumps sprouted on my arms.


  “The Mesmers will soon outlive their usefulness,” Rafael continued in a cool tone. “We must not let their mutant tulpa divert us from our true purpose. We must focus on our fatal blow.”


  “And the Dark Fae, my prince?” someone asked.


  Rafael looked up sharply. “We will carry on as planned with them.”


  At that, Melody stepped forward. “There may be a better way, my prince. A certain way to purify the bloodlines.”


  Rafael held still. “And what is this way?” he asked.


  “A … secret weapon,” she answered, but the hesitancy in her tone was apparent.


  “Weapon?” Rafael turned upon her and his voice deepened. “Tell me of this secret weapon.”


  Melody clenched her hands tightly. “For many years, I have been developing it, and it’s almost ready. But, it’s not ready to be revealed. Not yet.”


  Rafael folded his arms and towered over her. “I would see this weapon of yours now.”


  “Soon, my prince. Soon.” She bowed deeply.


  Silence fell.


  Rafael lifted his hand. His voice was confident and strong. And there was no sign of mercy upon his face. “Tread softly, Melody,” he warned. “Do not forget who I am, and who you are.”


  The contempt in his voice was clear.


  Melody jerked a little, but she forced a smile upon her lips. “Never, my prince,” she swore.


  Their gazes locked and hardened in challenge, but as the other Fae began to edge behind Rafael, Melody was the first to glance away.


  Rafael was calm. Too calm. With an expressionless face and unreadable eyes, he turned upon the other Fae.


  “And why are you still here?” he asked, his voice composed and deadly.


  They shifted in one instant.


  He followed them in the next.


  With dread twisting my stomach, I left the cover of the bushes and ducked behind the adjacent gazebo, forcing myself to take deep, calming breaths.


  “What the heck was that?” I muttered to myself. A weapon? What kind of weapon? And what was it going to be used for?


  I took one step forward when Ajax appeared before me once again and knocked me back against the gazebo. I tripped, landing in the wet snow.


  Startled, I held still as he stood in a protective stance over me, his ears pricked to high alert, and his eyes locked to the side.


  Slowly, I turned to follow his gaze.


  And gulped.


  Melody had reappeared.


  And she wasn’t alone.


  She was supporting a tall figure. Whoever it was, he looked drunk. He leaned heavily against her as she guided him to the side of the gazebo and propped him against it as he collapsed to one knee.


  It was then that I gained my presence of mind.


  I needed to be documenting this. I just might have to study all of this later for additional clues.


  As Melody fumbled around in her white cloak, I silently grabbed my cellphone and hit record.


  It was dark, I wasn’t sure how good the video would be, but then Melody solved my problem by creating a ball of light and sticking it to the side of the gazebo wall.


  It was then that I saw who she had with her.


  It was Jareth.


  And that fact had barely registered before I saw her raise her hand and drive a needle deep into the side of his neck.


  
Chapter Six – “Leave Me Alone”


  I stifled a gasp as Melody held up the needle and vowed, “I will succeed with or without Rafael’s aid. I will see Avalon purified and the vermin of the Brotherhood and Earth eradicated from existence!”


  Suddenly, she disappeared, leaving behind only the trademark puff of mist.


  I didn’t hesitate. As soon as she’d gone, I scrambled to my feet and ran towards Jareth, slipping on the wet soggy leaves and melting piles of snow.


  He looked just like he had before, when I’d discovered him collapsed against the wall on my first Neighborhood Watch walk.


  “Jareth!” I shook his shoulders.


  He winced up at me, barely conscious.


  It took some effort to get him onto his feet. He was heavy. I managed to go a few steps with him, but we didn’t get far before he collapsed into the snow.


  Pulling my cellphone out, I was just about to call Ellison when Ajax suddenly bounded to my side, and I whirled to see Rafael. I could barely make out the pale blur of his shirt in the darkness as he advanced with the slow tread of a stalking cat.


  “What happened?” he asked, stepping into the circle of dim light.


  He’d shed his Inner Circle garb and was now dressed in jeans and a brown leather aviator jacket.


  “You tell me,” I said. I was pretty sure that Melody had acted alone here, but then Rafael had his own share of secrets.


  Rafael’s gray eyes narrowed. “Did you just find him like this?”


  I was torn between showing him my cellphone video or just pretending I didn’t know anything. I chose the latter. While my heart screamed I should trust Rafael, my brain wouldn’t let me.


  “Yeah, I just found him here like this,” I muttered.


  Ajax pricked his ears at that, and I felt stupid. No doubt, Ajax had already told Rafael the entire story.


  My lie hung heavy in the air between us, but Rafael didn’t say anything. Although his lips did tighten in the corners.


  “Let’s get him back to the house,” he said.


  We each took one of Jareth’s arms and hefted him onto his feet again. He was becoming more conscious by the moment and helped this time. As much as Jareth normally cooperated, anyway.


  I slipped my arm around Jareth’s waist as Rafael did the same. His hand touched my skin, and a shiver rippled through me. Rafael alone had the power to make me feel that way, even after everything that had happened. I wondered what that said about me.


  I jerked my hand back.


  Rafael didn’t move. “Shall we?” he asked, leaning forward a little so our eyes met.


  I stared at him, wanting to ask him what was really going on, what he was really doing. For some reason, I was sure he would tell me at that moment, but then my cellphone rang.


  It was Betty. She was worried and wanted to know where I was.


  “Ajax hurt his paw.” I said the first thing that came to mind. “It took me a bit to find Rafael. We’re taking him home right now.”


  After assuring Betty that I would be home soon, I turned my phone off.


  “What happened?” Jareth asked in a groggy tone. It took him a moment to realize that someone else was supporting him, and he swiveled to see Rafael. He reacted by shoving him back. “What’s this? What are you doing?”


  “Helping, actually,” Rafael supplied in a cool tone.


  “Get out of here,” Jareth rasped in response, weaving unsteadily on his feet a bit. He seemed to have trouble focusing his eyes.


  “You need help,” Rafael began.


  But Jareth wasn’t about to listen. “Then if you don’t go, I will,” he snarled.


  And before I could do anything, he shifted.


  “This is getting tiresome,” I said acidly, waving my hand at the puff of mist he’d left behind. “Instead of dealing with things, you guys just disappear at the drop of a hat.”


  “And how does an article of apparel equate to shifting?” Rafael repeated quizzically, sliding his hands into his coat pockets.


  I glanced up, startled into a smile. He was seriously asking, but upon seeing my amusement, an answering smile sprang upon his lips.


  Somehow, that smile made me forget everything but the present. With a beating heart, I watched his expression alter into one that made my heart soar.


  He was going to kiss me again.


  And I wanted him to, but suddenly I became nervous. And when I get nervous, I babble. Waving my hand in the direction of the gazebos, I asked, “So what was that all about? What were—”


  But I didn’t get anything else out as Ajax leapt between us. Raising his fur, the Doberman bared his shiny white teeth and snarled right at me.


  I took an involuntary step back.


  Rafael frowned. “What’s this?” His voice turned cold and his expression grew distant all at once.


  “I don’t know,” I snapped, a bit shaken. “He’s your dog.”


  Rafael’s jaw clenched tightly as he nodded at Ajax. “He says you were fighting with Jareth in some … lovers’ quarrel.”


  I was surprised. The only word that escaped my lips was “huh?”


  Obviously, Ajax didn’t want Rafael knowing I’d spied on them. Apparently, even he had his own secrets. But I didn’t appreciate his method of protecting his secrets. I reached down and pinched his pointy little snout. Hard.


  He flattened his ears in response.


  “Ajax misunderstood,” I began, but Rafael cut me off.


  “You shouldn’t wander around by yourself at night,” he said curtly. “I’ll see you back home.”


  He didn’t wait for me to respond. He turned on his heel and headed off through the darkness towards Al’s house.


  I followed.


  Maybe it was something else, but I couldn’t help but think that Rafael was jealous. He sure acted like it. It was a thrilling thought for all that it implied. And even though I knew I should really be pressing him for details about his dealings with the Inner Circle and what they were doing with the mutant tulpa, I suddenly had to let him know that I didn’t have any romantic interest in Jareth.


  Skipping to catch up with him, I nearly slid in the snow and grabbed his arm to anchor myself.


  “Ajax is crazy,” I said breathlessly as he instinctively reached out to steady me. “Yes, I care for Jareth, but you know, he’s like a brother to me.” I gave a little laugh and added, “You know, like a really annoying obnoxious brother that you’re stuck with. Maybe that looks like something else from a dog’s point of view.”


  I wasn’t going to let Ajax off the hook. I was going to give him a nice talking to at some point. But not now. Not when I had Rafael’s full attention.


  His gray eyes bore into mine. I couldn’t tell if he believed me or not.


  Reaching up, I did something that surprised even me. I grabbed his head, and standing on my tiptoes, pulled his lips to meet mine.


  It started as an awkward kiss. I didn’t have much experience, but it didn’t really matter. With Rafael, I knew I wasn’t being judged.


  He responded at once, and his lips parted to meet mine with a sweet tenderness that stole my breath. I shivered as a deep thrill surged down to each nerve ending.


  Suddenly, he pulled back, his lips hovering millimeters from mine. “This won’t work,” he warned softly. “No, this can’t happen, Sydney.”


  “Can’t?” I repeated, but then I remembered.


  Of course. The Tree of Life thing. The fate line that said if Rafael was to love me that he’d bring about the destruction of the dimensions.


  I frowned.


  He was the only guy that I’d ever really had an interest in. But there were so many cards stacked against us, I really didn’t see how it could work either. After all, the fact that he was a royal fairy prince from another dimension, embroiled in some kind of conspiracy, was probably a game-ender anyway.


  Embittered, I turned away. “Forget it,” I said. “Sorry.”


  “Sydney!” he called after me.


  But I just ignored him, and bursting out of the greenbelt, took refuge in Al and Betty’s house. Waving at Betty so she wouldn’t worry and putting the egg in the fridge, I escaped to my room and peeled off my wet, muddy jeans and slipped into a comfortable pair of sweats.


  I had to stay focused. I couldn’t let myself think of Rafael. It was too painful.


  With grim determination, I focused on the problems at hand.


  I watched the video of Melody several times before making up my mind. I would show it to Jareth—whenever I could get him to sit still long enough to watch it. We would have to figure out what Melody was doing to him.


  I dug my notebook out and added it to my list of issues to resolve, and then quickly glanced over the other topics to see if I’d made any progress. I drew a line down the page to make a column and titled it ‘Update’.


  First of all were the Mesmers.


  Jareth’s rune seemed to be working well, and they were obviously steering clear of the house since he’d burned his symbols in the garage. And Al was working on the Faraday idea, so I felt that everything was progressing ok. Enough so that I could work on something else for the moment, anyway.


  I stared at the next words of “Inner Circle” and glanced away.


  Rafael kept sidetracking me. It was hard to play the spy when my emotions were wrapped up at such a deep level. Grimly, I pinched myself and promised that I would be more focused the next time I saw him. “Ask about the tulpa” I wrote in tiny letters in the update column.


  That brought my attention back to the evil tulpa.


  I frowned.


  I was on my own here. But then, being a human, maybe I really was the best person for the job. I drummed my fingers on the page, wondering how to get it back from Rafael and destroy it.


  Thankful that Al had given me a phone with a data plan, I dove under the covers and began to search the web.


  I didn’t learn much.


  There weren’t any eHow articles describing how to destroy evil tulpas.


  I finally gave up and lay in bed, wondering if it would be possible to create a good one, as kind of an agent, to destroy the bad one. The more I thought about it, the more I liked the idea. Not really sure how to intentionally create a tulpa, I just settled for imagining something beautiful and before I knew it, I’d started to drift.


  I woke to Grace giving my shoulder a friendly shake.


  It was morning. A weak ray of sunlight streamed in through my bedroom window.


  “Ellison’s here to take you to work,” she said. “I’ll keep him entertained while you get ready. Hurry up!”


  I was ready in five minutes, shower and all. Ellison shot me a mile-wide grin when I dashed into the kitchen, and then we were flying to work in his Volkswagen. The thing I liked most about Ellison was the fact that I could totally be myself around him. I didn’t have to chit-chat if I didn’t feel like it. Neither of us said a word the entire trip.


  And when I walked into the coffee shop, I found Jareth already there, dressed in a maroon shirt, black leather pants, and chains. He was lounging in an overstuffed chair with his boot propped up on Samantha’s coffee table.


  Samantha herself was standing over him with a bright red scarf draped over a trench coat. She’d apparently just come in.


  “I’m not responsible for the fact that people around me feel a sense of inferiority.” Jareth was saying. “I can’t help it if I’m perfect, even though it does get a bit tiresome.”


  “I’m guessing you haven’t been diagnosed yet,” Samantha responded, reaching down to whack his boot off her table.


  Jareth gave her a wide grin and then spying me, lifted his hand in a cheerful wave.


  The coffee shop was a madhouse that morning, filled with teenage girls snapping pictures and sending Jareth doe-eyed looks. They had all frowned when I walked in.


  But Samantha was pleased to see me. With a crisp nod of greeting, she pointed at Jareth. “He’s all yours, Sydney. Make him behave.” And with that, she sailed into the backroom.


  Jareth shot me another cocky grin.


  I hesitated. He was clearly in a good mood. But I knew I had to show him the video. And now, before he disappeared again.


  Approaching him, I thrust my phone into his hands.


  “What’s this—” he began, but then his brows rose to his hairline and a horrified expression crossed his face as his eyes locked onto the tiny screen.


  He watched it several times. I could hear Melody’s voice squeaking in the earphones dangling from the phone. He glanced up at me, looking sick.


  “It’s ok,” I said in a feeble attempt to cheer him up. “We’ll find out what she was doing and—”


  But he cut me off with a chopping motion and abruptly stood up. “It’s far from ok, Sydney.”


  “Wait,” I said, holding onto his arm. “We aren’t going to get anywhere like this. You have to quit walking off. We’ve got to get organized—”


  “I am,” he said darkly. Shaking me off, he pushed his way through the throng of girls and left the coffee shop.


  “I’m really getting tired of this,” I muttered, picking up my phone where he’d tossed it. It buzzed in my hands.


  Glancing down, I saw the words, “We should talk, Sydney.”


  I looked up and saw Rafael sitting in the corner near the Christmas tree. My stomach dropped as our eyes locked for a moment, but then I turned away. I couldn’t talk to him right now. It hurt too much.


  And even though I knew I should pretend to be, at the very least, friends, so I could gather information, I just couldn’t.


  With a frown, I texted, “Leave me alone.”


  My new phone was annoying. I wasn’t used to autocorrect. It kept wanting to change “alone” to “along”, but at last I succeeded and headed to the backroom to put my things away and collect my apron.


  I was going to have to find a different way to get information about the mutant tulpa and the Inner Circle. I just couldn’t use Rafael for that. I was discovering that my heart wouldn’t let me play games with him.


  Rafael took so long to respond that I thought he wasn’t going to. I’d just tossed my phone into my locker when it buzzed his reply. “Of course!”


  I raised a brow. It was kind of a snippy response. But then, I guess my message had been a tad sharp too. Putting my phone away, I went to work.


  I stayed in the storeroom, unpacking boxes and mentally complaining to the universe how unfair and difficult life was getting, until Ellison arrived with a mischievous look on this face.


  “You’re going Christmas shopping with me and Grace tonight,” he announced, giving me a playful punch on the shoulder. “We’ll wait for you after work.”


  “Oh?” I asked with a fake smile. I wasn’t in a shopping mood. I had Al to push and tulpas to research. And Rafael to be depressed about.


  “You don’t have a choice,” he said cheerfully. “And you better get up front. Samantha wants foamy butterflies out of you. Ten of them.”


  Reluctantly, I followed him to the front counter. To my relief, Rafael was gone. I folded my arms on the granite countertop and buried my head a moment, illogically upset that he really was leaving me alone.


  But only a moment later, a fellow barista named Denise whacked me on the top of the head with a rolled up newspaper and ordered me to get to work on the espresso machine. I tried to listen to her instructions. But I was just too distracted. I couldn’t shake Rafael from my thoughts, and it only got worse by the minute.


  “Let me taste it,” Denise ordered in her best Samantha imitation.


  Shaken from my thoughts, I blinked a little and handed her the drink.


  She wrinkled her nose as if the smell offended her.


  I guess it did.


  “What is this?” she asked in a disdainful tone. “Some kind of science experiment?” Slamming the cup onto the counter, she turned away.


  I squinted at the cup. I didn’t care for coffee. Or at least the concoction that I had made. I took a sip and gagged. It tasted like a mixture of chocolate and canker sore medicine.


  Denise set me to practicing for an hour, twirling hearts and ferns into the frothy, silky foam and placing marshmallows “just so” in the cups. It was hard, especially when she watched my every move with a critical eye. She was actually much worse than Samantha.


  Samantha herself wandered by at times to watch. And every time she left, she told me, “Remember, Sydney. Everything we do is about flavor!”


  As the afternoon progressed, the shop emptied and gray clouds covered the sky. A light drizzle began to fall.


  Grace showed up shortly before our shift ended.


  “Going Christmas shopping with us after work, Sydney?” she asked as she ordered a latte.


  “Yeah, Sydney,” Ellison chimed in as he sent me a pleading puppy-eyed look. He reached over and swatted my arm. “You can’t say no.”


  They were clearly teaming up.


  “I dunno,” I said, thinking it just might be a good idea. I was getting exhausted from the continuous swarm of thoughts whirling around in my head. Maybe Christmas shopping would be a good distraction.


  Our shift ended. Tossing my disposable gloves into the trash, I untied my apron and headed to the back to collect my things.


  Grace and Ellison were waiting for me. Each descending upon one side, they locked their elbows through mine.


  “You’re going,” Grace said. “You don’t have a choice.”


  “Fine,” I said, giving in. It was nice to have friends. I certainly could use a good distraction.


  I followed Grace to the parking lot to wait for Ellison to bring up his car. I glanced around, but there was no sign of Mesmers.


  It was a little strange, almost as if they’d suddenly lost interest in me.


  Or maybe it was a new fear tactic.


  I refused to let that thought take hold and instead watched Grace karate-kick and punch the air. She was certainly built to be a cop. I wondered if she was serious about it, and then Ellison arrived before I could ask.


  The ride to the mall was a short one. Grace and Ellison chattered the whole time, and I was left alone with my thoughts. I liked that.


  The Town Square Mall was filled with holiday shoppers. I watched lines of people stream into stores. I wasn’t really eager to join the crowd, but Grace and Ellison forged fearlessly on.


  I followed, sidestepping a bickering couple lugging bags and nearly ran into an elderly man pulling a portable oxygen tank. I smiled apologetically and held the door open for him. He patted me on the head as he passed by.


  The gesture filled me with a strange longing. I wistfully watched him go, wishing that I had a grandfather. What would it be like to have a Christmas with a fireplace and a laughing family?


  “Are you coming, Sydney?” Grace was watching me curiously.


  “Sorry,” I mumbled, hurrying after them.


  “Well, I’m not going to name any names, but look who’s here,” Ellison said, coughing to cover a laugh as Grace dissolved into a fit of giggles.


  I followed his gaze to see Rafael a short distance away, leaning against the wall with his brown leather jacket casually tossed over one shoulder and his hands tucked into his designer jeans.


  He looked ridiculously handsome.


  And he was looking directly at me. This time, his gray eyes were rimmed with only a light application of black eyeliner and nothing else. Briefly, I wondered at the change, but then he was moving towards me and I panicked.


  It was the look in his eyes. A look that spoke volumes. A look that promised words I wanted to hear.


  This was how he was leaving me alone?


  It was then that I knew the truth. With Rafael, I couldn’t pretend to be something I wasn’t. I was useless as a spy.


  I knew I had to escape.


  If I let him catch me, I was going to turn into a useless mush of feelings and probably end up kissing him all night. And while that was tempting—oh sooooo tempting—I knew that I had to stay focused.


  There was just too much at stake.


  Turning away, I dove into the sea of people, weaving through the throng of shoppers, but Ellison ran after me and caught my sleeve.


  “Hey, you should really talk to him,” he said.


  “Yeah, just talk it out.” Grace came up behind us. Adopting an innocent expression, she added, “Love. The more you resist it, the more it grows.”


  I scowled at them both. “Did you bring me here on purpose?”


  “He asked me to this morning,” Ellison admitted sheepishly and hiked a thumb over his shoulder to where Rafael had paused to wait.


  And then Grace was putting Ellison into a headlock and dragging him away. I was only partially sorry to see them go.


  Rafael took that as his cue to sweep in, but I wasn’t so easy.


  Heading back into the crowd, I navigated through the corridor and skipped up the escalator to take refuge behind a group of potted trees decked out with Christmas ornaments.


  Below me, I could see Rafael walking through the crowds. He was easy to find as he was taller than almost everyone else. Several times, he passed by a mirror. Strangely, he ignored his own reflection. It was the first time I hadn't seen him stop to check out his hair.


  As the crowd swept him away, I realized it was my chance to leave.


  Pulling my phone out, I texted Grace that I’d see her at home later, and then tucking my phone back into my sweatshirt, I turned.


  And ran straight into Rafael’s muscular chest.


  “You can try running from me, little pixie,” he said in a low voice. “But it will never work.”


  ‘Pixie’. My knees went weak. He hadn’t called me that in some time. It was hardly fair to start calling me that again right now. “What are you doing here?” I asked sharply.


  But instead of answering, he gave a sudden, sharp intake of breath and yanked my wrists, pulling me behind the potted plants as he covered my mouth with his hand.


  His strong arms encircled my waist, and I felt his hard chest against my back. I was too stunned to react.


  Suddenly, I saw Marquis pass by, his head swiveling from side to side.


  I froze.


  Marquis paused for several interminably long moments, and then slowly, he turned away and headed down the stairs.


  Once he’d disappeared from sight, Rafael removed his hand from my mouth and pulled me forward.


  I didn’t resist.


  I let him guide me through the maze of shoppers, his hand firmly locked over mine. I knew I was safe with him. But as we stepped out into the cold air, I rounded on him and forced him to stop.


  “What’s going on?” I asked, nodding back at the mall. “You aren’t really one of them, are you?”


  There was a haunted look in his eyes as he replied, “I’ve always been part of the Inner Circle, Sydney. Since childhood.”


  “But you aren’t bad,” I insisted. “You keep saving me. Protecting me.”


  “Did you really think I wouldn’t?” His gray eyes were alive with feeling.


  My heart hammered against my ribs.


  He guided me across the parking lot to his Bentley. In silence, we got into the car, and I watched him pull out onto the street and effortlessly navigate through the Christmas rush. His jaw was firm, his eyes riveting whenever they strayed across mine, but for the most part he kept his gaze focused on the road.


  He didn’t speak until he’d pulled into Al and Betty’s driveway. Leaning against the steering wheel, he said in a low voice, “Fate isn’t something you can fool, Sydney. I should have known that.”


  I could barely make out his stricken expression in the dark. Abruptly, he abruptly struck his fist against the window.


  “And in spite of the fact that you’re making this even harder, I have only myself to blame for this whole situation,” he said with a wince. “I’ve already failed.”


  “Making it harder?” I repeated, my brows lifting in surprise.


  “Your message this morning,” he said, lowering his voice.


  I frowned in confusion. “Asking you to leave me alone? What are you talking about?”


  He stiffened and then gave me a long steady look. “Leave you alone?” Nodding sharply, he waved at the house. “You’re home now. You can leave.”


  “I don’t get it,” I said. I wasn’t about to leave. “What—”


  “Go, Sydney,” he said abruptly. Closing his eyes, he whispered, “Please, just go.”


  Each syllable was cold and felt like a dagger through my heart.


  Suddenly hurt, I reacted by doing just as he suggested. I kicked the door open and jumped out. And as soon as the car door slammed shut, he tore out of the driveway, zoomed down the street, and was gone.


  “Psycho!” I scowled.


  Grabbing my phone, I dug up our conversation from that morning and read it again.


  My heart stopped.


  I’d meant to type “Leave me alone”. Autocorrect had changed it to “Love me alone”.


  Stunned, my eyes locked onto his reply.


  Of course! Of course, he would love me alone.


  I closed my eyes.


  Suddenly, the implications were horrendous.


  It had all been hypothetical before, but now I really internalized just what it would truly mean if Rafael were to love me.


  It meant that he would suffer. He’d carry an unbearable burden the rest of his life, the knowledge that he was responsible for destroying the Tree of Life.


  I couldn’t let him love me. I loved him too much to hurt him in that way.


  I wanted to cry, but tears refused to come.


  “Are you coming in, kiddo?” Al’s voice asked in the darkness by the garage.


  “I’m scared, Al,” I said, rooted to the spot. My voice was shaky.


  I heard his footsteps crunching down the driveway towards me. “What’s happened—” he began.


  But I lunged at him and hugging him tightly, buried my face in his solid, warm shoulder. “I think I’ve done something really wrong,” I said, my voice wobbling. “I think I made Rafael fall in love with me.”


  Al patted me on the head. “No one can make someone fall in love, kiddo,” he said. “If he’s in love with you, it’s his own choice.”


  “But he can’t,” I whispered, horror-stricken.


  “Why not?” he asked. “You’ve got feelings for that kid, too. It’s plain on your face every time you look at him.”


  I didn’t know how to tell him, so I settled for saying, “It can’t end well. I can’t let it happen.”


  “Real love won’t be denied, Sydney,” Al said with a laugh. “You can pretend you don’t feel it, but that won’t make it go away. That’s one of the ways you know it’s real.”


  I lifted my chin stubbornly. “We’ll see about that,” I said.


  “Sure thing,” he said, reaching over to pat me on the head again. “Why don’t you help me take in the trash since you’re out here?”


  We didn’t say anything else as we dragged the trashcans back to the garage, and feeling miserable, I slipped into a comfortable pair of sweats and an oversized T-shirt and went directly to bed.


  It was a horrible night.


  I couldn’t sleep. I’d never felt more depressed in my life.


  I tossed and turned, feeling absolutely hideous inside.


  At some point, I fell asleep, because all I recalled was being startled awake with a jerk and a sudden sense of falling.


  For a moment, I stayed as I was, eyes closed, flat on my back.


  But then I knew I wasn’t alone.


  A blanket of fear and depression settled over me, so strong I could hardly open my eyes.


  And then I saw it.


  Close to the ceiling, hovering over Jerry’s cage, with its long, black, snake-like appendages, was the mutant tulpa, reaching out for me.


  
Chapter Seven – The Mutant Tulpa


  I wanted to scream, but I couldn’t. My body was paralyzed. I could only watch as the tulpa’s black feelers insidiously stretched out in all directions. Several black, oily coils protruded from what seemed to be its head, and as one of its black legs touched the top of Jerry’s cage, the tulpa instinctively jerked back as if it had been burnt.


  And then it moved.


  It began to slink my way, its long spindly legs reaching out for me. It was a hideous thing to see and even worse to feel. The full weight of the fear it exuded overwhelmed me, physically pushing me down into the bed. Immediately, I wanted to give up. I didn’t see the point of fighting. It would just be easier to let the fear consume me and to let it turn me into itself.


  Jerry’s wheel squeaked.


  From the corner of my eye, I saw the tiny mouse sitting on his haunches. His little black eyes, always so wise, were riveted upon mine.


  And somehow, that was enough. Enough for me to desperately start recalling Jareth’s numbers.


  Slowly.


  One by one.


  It was torturous. I could hardly breathe. I was so consumed with all-encompassing fear that I could scarcely remember the next number in the sequence. But I focused my gaze on Jerry’s pink little nose and ignored the mutant tulpa as it began to descend from the ceiling.


  The tulpa was only inches away from me when I remembered the last number.


  I squeezed my eyes tightly shut. If Jareth didn’t come, I didn’t want to see the tulpa as it ate me.


  But Jareth did come.


  Instantly.


  One moment, I was lying on the bed, preparing to be assimilated, and the next I heard Jareth swearing, and then he’d shifted me away. Suddenly, the heavy weight of fear was gone, and I could breathe again.


  I heard Ajax barking loudly. If you could call his vicious combination of snarling, growling, and roaring that. It jolted me out of my lethargic state.


  Opening my eyes, I shot upright, bumping my forehead directly into Jareth’s nose, but he hardly seemed to notice.


  Savoring the ability to simply breathe again, I glanced around, recognizing at once that I was sitting on the floor in Rafael’s living room.


  Ajax was staring out of the window in the direction of Al and Betty’s house. He was on the alert; every muscle in his lean body was rigid as he savagely screamed at the top of his lungs.


  Over our heads, Jareth’s white pigeon, Galahad, was flying in circles and making noises I didn’t know pigeons could make. A chilling sort of squawking shriek.


  Jareth rose from my side, and his eyes focused to something on the other side of the living room.


  “Who told you to come?” he asked acidly.


  Scrambling to my feet, I whirled to see Rafael step into the room.


  He was pale, and his face was filled with concern. Ignoring Jareth, he was at my side in an instant, pulling me to his chest in a comforting embrace.


  I knew I shouldn’t, but I couldn’t stop myself from holding onto him tightly. I was just glad he was there. It felt so right to be cradled in his arms. The touch of his skin was warm and comforting, and for a time, I didn’t care about anything but staying there.


  He kissed me lightly on the top of the head and stepped away. 


  He turned on Jareth then. And he wasn’t pleased.


  “They almost succeeded,” he said in clipped tones. “You’re not keeping a close enough eye on this!” He struck his fist against the wall.


  “What?” Jareth asked, astounded. “How can you—”


  But Rafael ignored him and turned back to me. Gently cupping my chin in his hand, he forced my eyes to look into his. “Your fear is only making them stronger. You must learn to control it, Sydney. You have to.”


  I just stared at him, unable to see how I’d ever be able to control anything when utterly terrified.


  His expression softened. “Take Ajax with you. Please.”


  I managed a nod.


  His hand dropped, and his eyes slid from mine back to Jareth. “They let that tulpa loose again, and they’ll make another move soon,” he warned. “They know their time is running out.”


  “I’ve heard. It’s all they chatter about,” Jareth replied, folding his arms and appraising Rafael with a wary eye. “They keep talking about the portal. Do you know where it is?”


  Rafael’s jaw clenched. “I had hoped you would know.”


  They stared at each other, untrusting.


  Rafael tilted his head to the side. “Melody is coming. Leave. At once.”


  Jareth didn’t need to be told twice. But he did mutter, “It’s uncanny how you know that, especially since the Queens banished your light.”


  A moment later, Jareth and I were standing back in my room, along with Ajax and Galahad.


  Jerry was sitting in his wheel, giving himself a bath. He looked up when we arrived. I ran to his cage and rested my cheek against it, glad the little mouse was safe.


  Holding his hand up for silence, Jareth lifted his trion, and a spark of light shot out to form an expanding bubble that eventually encompassed the entire room.


  “There,” he said with a nod of satisfaction. “It’s safe to talk now. No one can hear us.”


  I licked my dry lips. I didn’t like being back in my room. I scanned the ceiling for signs of the evil tulpa as Ajax began to sniff the area, and Galahad flew to perch on the curtain rod.


  Suddenly, Jareth turned on me and ordered, “Say something, Sydney. It’s scary when you’re quiet.”


  I swallowed. Finally, in a hollow voice, scarce above a whisper, I said, “I’ll never be able to sleep in here again.”


  Never.


  That tulpa had tried to kill me twice in that room.


  Jareth’s gaze swept the ceiling. “It isn’t the room, Sydney,” he replied. “It’s you. It’ll find you anywhere.”


  That response was the worst I could‘ve imagined. I dug my nails into my palms to keep myself from screaming out in terror.


  “What were you doing?” he asked. “Whatever it was, it was practically an invitation.”


  “I was just sleeping …” I began. My voice trailed off as I recalled the overwhelming depression I’d felt before falling asleep. The loss of having to walk away from Rafael. And the pain of having to hurt him so that he would walk away.


  Jareth’s dark eyes widened, and I knew he was half-reading my mind.


  Gripping my arm, he led me to sit at the foot of the bed and then sat down next to me. “You know, it won’t work, Sydney,” he commented conversationally. “You can’t fool fate.”


  I didn’t feel like having this talk, so I stole a page from Rafael’s book and just switched subjects.


  “How do we stop this thing from coming back?” I asked, suppressing a shudder. Grabbing my pillow, I hugged it to my stomach for comfort.


  Jareth just looked at me grimly. “I don’t really know, Sydney. I’m not sure it can be stopped.”


  I scowled at him. He hadn’t said one hopeful thing yet.


  Jerry’s wheel squeaked, and we both glanced up at the sudden sound. But it wasn’t the tiny gray mouse that caught my attention.


  It was Galahad.


  The pigeon had descended from the curtain rod to perch on top of Jerry’s cage. His head was twisted to one side, and his eyes were glued upon the mouse.


  “What is it, Galahad?” Jareth asked curiously.


  The bird ruffled its feathers and then sailed over to lightly land on Jareth’s shoulder.


  Jareth frowned and whistled under his breath.


  “What is it?” I asked uneasily. I’d always found Galahad to be a little creepy.


  “Jerry’s not an ordinary mouse,” Jareth murmured, advancing upon the cage.


  I leapt to my feet and rushed to his defense. “He’s not evil.”


  “Psht.” Jareth made a disgusted sound at me. “That’s obvious. But he’s not normal. Galahad says he’s old—older than time.”


  I frowned and turned to look into Jerry’s wise black eyes. It was odd. I’d felt that he was ancient and wise myself often enough.


  But then Jareth shrugged. “Galahad’s been wrong before,” he said.


  Galahad apparently understood that because he reached over and nipped Jareth’s ear. Jareth responded with a dark look and flicked the bird’s beak with his finger.


  A little edgy, I returned to sit cross-legged on the bed. “What’s this portal you were talking about with …” I let my voice trail away. I couldn’t even say Rafael’s name. It was too painful.


  Jareth frowned, but he did answer. “It’s the only thing the Brotherhood talks about. Continually. They’re coming, Sydney. This portal will let them come from the second dimension back to Earth.”


  I shuddered. “Then we’ve got to destroy it!”


  Jareth expelled a long breath. “No kidding. What do you think I’ve been trying to do?” He looked at Ajax still sniffing around the room and added softly, “And it looks like Rafael has been trying to do it, too.”


  I glanced up at him. “You’re saying Rafael is on our side for sure, then?” I asked.


  Jareth grimaced. “Oh, he’s definitely walking his own path, apart from the Inner Circle,” he admitted somewhat reluctantly. “A path Melody’s not pleased with.”


  At the mention of Melody’s name, I recalled the video on my phone.


  Jareth easily followed my thoughts. He scowled. “No, I haven’t discovered what she’s doing to me or how she’s doing it,” he answered my unspoken question. “She’s not easy to spy on. And what you did was exceedingly dangerous. Don’t do it again. She wouldn’t think twice about killing you, despite Rafael.”


  Suddenly unable to sit, I sprang to my feet. “Why are we just sitting here?” I asked, wringing my hands. “We should be out fighting or investigating or something.”


  Jareth snorted. “I am investigating,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Why else do you think I’m here?” Pointing to the ceiling where the tulpa had first appeared, he said, “This is where it came in and that is where it left.” He nodded at the window.


  I just watched him as he moved about my room for a time, and then my thoughts wandered to what he’d said about me having invited the tulpa.


  The emotions of losing Rafael had been powerful. Had those been the invitation? Emotions?


  I wondered in what ways the tulpa might respond to other types of emotions. Perhaps it was possible there were emotions which could be used to fight them. I was thinking of what they might be when Jareth suddenly whirled upon me.


  “What are you thinking, Sydney?” he gasped, startled. “Tell me!”


  I blinked, surprised.


  His hands flew to his temples, and he fell to his knees. The color of his skin had gone deathly white.


  “What is it?” I gulped, rushing to his side. “Are you ok?”


  He collapsed completely.


  Ajax leapt to stand guard over him, a mass of rigid muscle as Galahad took flight and began to circle the perimeter of the room.


  But I didn’t really have much time to panic because Jareth’s dark lashes fluttered, and he looked up at me in confusion.


  “What happened?” he asked in a weak voice.


  “I don’t know,” I answered in a shocked voice.


  I glanced around for any sign of the tulpa, but there was none.


  Galahad then fluttered back to the curtain rod and began to preen his feathers, and Ajax jumped onto the bed, laid his head down on his paws, and stared out the window.


  Apparently, they no longer sensed a threat.


  Jareth sat up, wiping his face with his forearm. “You were doing something, Sydney. Weren’t you?” he panted, wincing as if in pain. “The Brotherhood… the Brother…”


  His skin began to turn white again.


  It was almost as if they were controlling him somehow, torturing him to prevent him from hearing what I had to say.


  “I don’t know what I was thinking,” I lied quickly.


  His frown deepened, but the color in his face began to return.


  I wouldn’t let myself think about it. I couldn’t. Not until I could figure out how to prevent the Brotherhood from reading my thoughts.


  An idea sprang across my mind.


  The chicken coop.


  Al had lined the inside of the shed with chicken coop wire. It was the perfect Faraday cage, all ready to try!


  “Let’s get out of here,” I said, yanking Jareth’s hand.


  He was clearly rattled. He didn’t resist as I pulled him out of my room. Ajax and Galahad followed closely behind.


  The bubble Jareth had created traveled with us. Rushing through the family room, I pushed Jareth out the backdoor and across the yard towards the chickens. Unlatching the door to the coop, I shoved Jareth inside and then closed the door firmly behind us. The bubble brightened a little to illuminate the interior. I could see the chickens still asleep in their nests and in the rafters.


  Galahad flew around the coop several times before settling in the corner and giving me a baleful glare. I didn’t understand what the look was for. He seemed to hate me just on principle.


  Crossing my fingers and hoping my idea would work, I hissed uncertainly, “Jareth? Do you want to know what I was thinking?”


  I searched his face.


  He didn’t flinch. In fact, he was looking more like himself by the moment.


  Lifting his nostrils, he glanced around. “What are we doing out here?” he asked, suddenly irritated. A look of confusion crossed his face, and he patted his sleeves before looking at me in astonishment. “How did I get out here? It’s nasty.”


  “You walked,” I said, gaining confidence in my Faraday cage theory. “You turned deathly white, asked me what I was thinking, and then started acting strange.”


  “Thinking?” He was clearly puzzled. His lip lifted into an arrogant sneer. “Why would I care what you were thinking?”


  I folded my arms and tapped my fingers thoughtfully. I must have been on the right track. Otherwise, the Brotherhood would never have done whatever it was they had done to Jareth.


  And for the first time, I felt a real honest-to-goodness thrill of hope. Maybe it meant I could destroy the evil tulpa after all. Destroy it with a simple emotion!


  I bit my lip and looked around apprehensively, half expecting the coop to be torn down around us by the Mesmers.


  But nothing happened.


  Jareth was watching me, his brows furrowed into a frown.


  Clearly, he was seeing something of my thoughts, but I wasn’t about to share anything voluntarily with him. Not until I figured out what was wrong with him.


  “What have you discovered, Sydney?” he asked in a hushed voice.


  “I can’t tell you,” I replied honestly. “Not until we figure out how you’re connected and why you’re fainting … and things.” I didn’t want to mention Melody’s needle.


  He hesitated. I thought he was going to protest. But then he just shrugged and replied gamely enough, “All right. What’s next?”


  I stared at him. What was next? I didn’t have a clue.


  And then I thought of Reese. I don’t know why. I suppose it was because Melody had used her as a cover, living with her as an ancient decrepit aunt for a while.


  “As soon as it’s light, you’re going to take me somewhere,” I said. Melody had been messing with Jareth for quite some time. Maybe she’d inadvertently left some clues behind. I didn’t know if it was a good idea, but it felt right to try something rather than to just wait around for the Brotherhood to make their next move.


  Jareth lifted an irritated brow. “And we’re just going to stand out here in this filthy chicken coop until then?” he asked crossly.


  “Glad you’re feeling better.” I scowled in response.


  I supposed we’d have to take our chances outside the Faraday cage eventually, might as well be now. In any case, I’d made a monumental discovery that I felt optimistic about, although I couldn’t share it yet.


  “Let’s go,” I said, unlatching the door.


  With a mock salute, Jareth stalked after me.


  I trudged across the yard in the darkness. The bubble followed us, blanketing our movements. It was around 3:00 A.M. Not knowing what else to do, I escorted Jareth into the family room and sat down on the couch.


  Ajax was glued to my side, and I was glad he was there. A little timidly, I reached down and ran my fingers along his spine, feeling his soft, silky fur.


  To my utter astonishment, he leaned over and rested his chin on my knee. It was for a brief moment only, but long enough to make my mouth drop open.


  “We’ve several hours still before dawn,” Jareth grunted through a large yawn. Settling into Al’s easy chair, he clasped his hands behind his neck and propped his foot up on the coffee table as Galahad flew to perch on the back of the chair.


  “We can plan,” I suggested. “Maybe I should get my notebook.”


  But my words were met only by silence, and when I glanced over, I saw that Jareth had fallen asleep.


  I just stared at him, astonished. How could he possibly sleep after all that had happened? I was tempted to wake him up when I thought maybe he wasn’t feeling well and needed to recover from whatever the Brotherhood had done to him.


  I sat on the couch for a while, just watching the hands revolve around the clock and listening to the ticking sound it made. Would I ever get another uninterrupted, blissful night of sleep again?


  Since we were no longer in the Faraday cage, I knew I shouldn’t let myself plan anything, but it was hard. I found it was difficult to control my thoughts. In an attempt to distract myself, I flipped on the TV and continually changed the channel.


  It seemed like days before the sun rose, but what a difference it made when it finally did. As the first rays streamed through the window, the terror of the night was somehow dispelled, and I found myself filled with a lot of hope and a strong sense of purpose.


  Moving over to Jareth, I gave his chair a little shove with my foot.


  “Wake up,” I said.


  He didn’t budge, but Galahad, perched on one foot, opened a single eye.


  “Sorry, Galahad,” I muttered. I kicked the chair harder and repeated, “Wake up!”


  With a loud groan, Jareth sat up. “What is it?” he grunted crossly.


  Behind me, Grace let out a little squeal.


  I spun around, afraid she’d seen Jareth’s bubble of light, but it had disappeared.


  “What’re you doing here, Jareth?” she asked, bringing her phone up to snap his picture.


  Jareth sent her a sour look. “Don’t you have enough pictures by now?” he asked.


  “Nope,” she said with a laugh and snapped another one.


  “Jareth needs to take me somewhere,” I said, heading towards the kitchen. “But let’s grab a quick bite first.”


  Running around in the middle of the night had made me hungry.


  A little bleary-eyed, Jareth stumbled after me. “What am I, your personal chauffer?” he asked with a petulant grumble as he entered the kitchen.


  “Yes,” I answered. “But I’ll tell you where we’re going after you get in the car.”


  He didn’t seem to mind. Tying his dark hair into a simple ponytail, he sat down heavily at the kitchen table and gave an overly loud yawn.


  “Cereal?” I asked, jiggling the box of generic cornflakes in his face.


  He didn’t say anything. He just watched as I poured a bowl for him and then stared at it. Galahad hopped down from his shoulder and perched on the edge of the bowl. The bird pecked at a few of the flakes before abruptly fluttering away.


  Apparently, neither of them cared for cornflakes.


  I ate mine, watching amused as Grace continued to take pictures of Jareth.


  He sent her a frown of warning, and then a growl. But she ignored him. Humming a happy song, she snapped away.


  After a while though, Jareth’s brows crooked up, and he sent her an even darker glare.


  I could tell that he’d had enough, but before I could stop him, he flipped his trion through his fingers and whispered something unintelligible.


  I gasped.


  They both looked at me in surprise.


  But then Grace’s jaw dropped. Clutching the phone in her hand, she stared at it in shock. Peering over at her phone, I could see her techy-pet was eating all of her photos one by one and leaving little piles of digital poo on the screen.


  “Your pet must have a virus,” Jareth said dryly, looking quite pleased.


  “Huh?” Grace asked, whipping her chin up to look at him.


  I frowned at Jareth. He was getting sloppy. He couldn’t even see her screen from where he was sitting.


  He just smirked and picking up a coin, began his infernal flipping.


  “Let’s go, Jareth,” I said, shoving my arms into the sleeves of my jacket.


  He followed me without a word, and Grace just watched us go, obviously still in shock over her phone.


  I waited until he’d started the Bentley before announcing where we were heading. “We’re going to see Reese.” I’d looked up her address in the school directory.


  “Reese?” he repeated in astonishment, hanging his arms over the steering wheel. “Why?”


  “Just go,” I said, not wanting to explain too much.


  But he figured it out anyway. “Melody isn’t one to leave behind crumbs,” he scoffed.


  I watched him closely. He didn’t show any sign of turning pale or fainting.


  “Why are you staring at me like that?” He scowled.


  I just shrugged. Apparently, the Brotherhood wasn’t interested in this conversation. “She might have left a clue,” I said. “She was ill, almost dying, right? She might have gotten sloppy. You guys aren’t perfect, you know.”


  He didn’t answer. He just sent me a dark look. But he backed the car out of the driveway and headed towards Sammamish, the town where Reese lived.


  We were silent the entire trip and soon enough, we were pulling up the tree-lined driveway of Reese’s house. It was a huge brick house with an entrance tall enough for an elephant to walk through.


  Jareth drove up to the front, and then turning off the engine, settled back into the seat comfortably. Folding his arms, he closed his eyes as if preparing for a long nap.


  “What’re you doing?” I asked, punching him on the shoulder.


  “What do you think?” He cocked an irritated brow my way. “You kept me up all night. I need my sleep.”


  “Oh no!” I scowled at him. “You’re coming in with me.”


  He just snorted and stubbornly closed his eyes.


  I glared at him, but when he deliberately began to snore, I got out of the car and slammed the door shut as hard as I could. Rubbing my own sleep-deprived eyes, I stomped up the sidewalk and around a group of manicured shrubs to ring the monstrous doorbell.


  To my relief, Reese herself answered the door. As usual, she looked as if she’d stepped straight out of a fashion magazine. Her long dark hair fell over her shoulders in a perfect wave.


  “Sydney?” Her mouth formed a round ‘O’ as her nostrils flared in disgust. “What are you doing here?” Her words couldn’t have sounded more contemptuous.


  “Can I just ask a few quick questions about your aunt?” I began, getting directly to the point.


  I winced. It sounded strange. I hadn’t planned it this way. I’d figured Jareth would just work his charm, and she’d blurt out everything that we needed to know. But that plan didn’t work with Jareth snoring in the car.


  She stood there, pretending to think, and then with a smirk she practically spat, “Are you drunk? I have better things to do.” With an exaggerated eye roll, she began to close the door


  “A pity,” Jareth said, stepping out from behind the manicured shrubs. “My tortured soul could use a bit of friendly company.”


  He looked a little pale. It worried me. I was about ready to take him back to the chicken coop when Reese gasped.


  “Jareth!” She giggled.


  I watched, acidly noting the difference in greetings.


  Batting her lashes, she practically bowed. “Come in, Jareth, please come in.”


  She stood to the side and let him pass, sucking her bottom lip in some gesture that she apparently thought was cute. Grabbing his arm at the first opportunity, she asked with a coy smile, “And what can I possibly do for you?”


  “We met this longtime friend of your aunt’s at the coffee shop,” I inserted quickly. “Anyhow, she mentioned there’s this notebook your aunt left behind which belonged to her, and I told her I knew you, so …”


  Reese frowned at me, clearly irritated that I still existed.


  “Just let Sydney look at her things,” Jareth suggested in a deep voice, folding his arms and slouching against the wall in the same way he did for all of his promotional pictures.


  It worked perfectly, just like I’d wanted it to.


  Reese nearly fainted, after giving him the once over, of course.


  “There isn’t much,” she said, flipping her hair over her shoulder and sending Jareth a sultry look. “But I can show Sydney the room. Wait here a minute, while I show her where it’s at.”


  Squinting her eyes at me, she ordered for me to follow. “Hurry up, Sydney,” as if I were seriously slowing her down.


  But then maybe I was.


  “This was her room,” Reese announced curtly, opening the door of an airy and spacious room before turning to rush back to where she’d assumed Jareth would be waiting for her. But she nearly crashed right into him at the door.


  Clearly disappointed that he’d followed us, Reese sent me a vicious look. Her nostrils flared a little too wide, and she suddenly reminded me of a cow.


  “Charming,” Jareth muttered in a sarcastic drawl, also catching the look.


  I kicked his shin. “Keep her entertained,” I hissed under my breath.


  Muffling a curse, he rubbed his leg and hobbled to the nearest chair.


  I knew he was exaggerating, but it gave Reese the perfect excuse to rush to his side and to coo over him. It was kind of amusing to watch Jareth get so annoyed. I felt like taking my time just to prolong his torture.


  But then, I didn’t like the pale cast to his skin.


  Glancing about the room, I looked for any sort of clue, but the room was practically empty.


  But, there was a picture. I wandered over to a dresser, on top of which rested a small silver-framed photo of Melody sitting in her wheelchair.


  Catching Jareth’s eye, I pointed to it.


  With a shrug, he dismissed it as irrelevant, but I had a gut feeling that he was wrong.


  I picked it up and peered closer. Melody sat hunched to one side, looking helpless and ancient with crinkly-paper skin and crooked, arthritic hands. My mind strayed back to when I’d first seen her.


  I’d made the biggest mistake by helping her out then. I’d helped to rescue evil incarnate.


  Jareth engaged Reese in conversation, and I took advantage of her distraction to slip the photo out of the frame. There was something written on the back in a shaky, spidery script.


  It was an address in New Mexico.


  Slipping the photo into my pocket, I quickly searched the dresser, but the drawers were empty.


  There was nothing else to be found.


   


  I turned back to Reese and found that she was practically climbing all over Jareth.


  He looked as if he were about to scream.


  “All done?” he asked me, clenching his jaw.


  “All done,” I said with a nod.


  Without a word, Jareth rose to his feet and stalked out of the room.


  Reese ran after him.


  She watched us go, outright drooling with envy as I climbed into the Bentley. I forced Jareth to wave at her, just in case we needed her help in the future. I could feel her jealous eyes boring through the back of my head as we zipped away, but I didn’t find it gratifying in the least. I just wanted to go.


  “What did you find?” Jareth asked as we pulled out of her driveway.


  “An address,” I said, waving the photo in his face.


  He pulled the Bentley over and parked at the curb. “Simple enough to check out,” he said, grabbing the photo from my hand.


  “I’m going with you,” I said, locking my fingers around his arm.


  “Fine!” he growled.


  We shifted.


  We were standing in front of an old rundown house with various rusty car bodies cluttering the yard. The sunlight was bright, and the air pleasantly warm. I looked around but couldn’t see much other than miles of endless desert and the odd cactus here and there.


  With his trion at the ready, Jareth strode onto the creaking porch and kicked the door in.


  He froze.


  I rushed to his side and standing on my tiptoes, peered over his shoulder into a room lined with tables stacked with paper.


  But it was the tall form standing in the corner, leafing through sheets of loose paper that caught my attention.


  It was Rafael.


  
Chapter Eight - Bloodlines


  “You’ve been spying on us this whole time,” Jareth accused, striding into the house. “And how did you get here? You can’t shift. The Queens banished your light.”


  Rafael lifted a cool brow. “There are mirrors everywhere, and more than one Fae would be willing to bring me here,” he replied calmly.


  “You’re lying,” Jareth retorted, tossing his head.


  I hung in the doorway to collect my thoughts.


  I hadn’t expected to see Rafael so soon. Just a few short hours ago, I’d clung to him. I hadn’t walked away like I knew I should.


  Thinning my lips into a line, I scowled, annoyed with myself.


  I had to stick to the plan. I couldn’t let him love me. I was going to have to drive a wedge between us, no matter how much my heart said otherwise.


  Jareth and Rafael continued to trade barbs as I stepped inside.


  “You’re not acting in the interests of the Inner Circle,” Jareth was saying.


  “Oh?” Rafael’s voice was cold. “You forget that I am the Inner Circle.”


  Jareth sent him a searing look. “And what would Melody say if she were to discover that you’re spying on her?” he asked in challenge.


  Rafael tossed the papers he was holding back onto the table. “There’s nothing here anyway,” he said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “These are merely research papers on the reptiles of the world, nothing more.”


  Jareth stepped forward to inspect them himself.


  Rafael turned towards me.


  I quickly looked away. Was I capable of deliberately breaking his heart, even if it was for the greater good? Could I look into his magnetic gray eyes and tell him that I didn’t care even though it was an outright lie?


  Feeling like a fool, I bolted into the next room.


  “Great job, Sydney,” I muttered to myself, glancing around.


  I was standing in a musty kitchen. It obviously hadn’t been used in years. A thick layer of dirt and grit covered every surface. There was a rusty sink under a window, which held only a single shard of glass in its rotting frame.


  The place was creepy.


  I shivered.


  I was just about to return to the living room when a shadow slipped down beneath a cupboard. Frozen, I could only watch as it lengthened and grew taller, forming into the man with the black top hat.


  “Look here, Sydney,” the apparition whispered, pointing to another cupboard.


  His voice was clear this time, more than it had ever been before. Suddenly, a gust of wind rattled the window and blew him apart, scattering him in various directions until he was simply gone.


  I stood there, shaking, trying not to be afraid and desperately reminding myself that the man in the top hat had to be good. After all, he’d warned me of imminent danger before.


  But still, it was spooky to have seen him, and I couldn’t force myself to go look into the cupboard as he’d suggested.


  “What are you doing, Sydney?” Jareth growled from behind me.


  I licked my dry lips and pointed to the cupboard. “There,” I said. “Look in there.”


  He scowled at me, and I could tell he was weighing with the temptation of brushing me off. But there must have been something in my voice that made him think twice.


  Acting extremely put out, he stalked over to the cupboard and flipped it open.


  Inside was a small box.


  Raising a brow, he picked it up and hefted it with one hand.


  “What is it?” I asked.


  Jareth didn’t answer. He just set the box onto the counter and stared at it in astonishment.


  Curious and feeling safer, I moved to join him just as I heard Rafael enter the kitchen as well.


  I didn’t look his way, but I knew he was close. Too close.


  “That’s a Bloodline Box,” Rafael stated. His deep voice sounded next to my ear.


  Seeking to distract myself from his overpowering presence, I peered around Jareth’s arm and focused my eyes on the box instead.


  I blinked in surprise.


  The box looked like it was made of intricately carved silver, and the top was emblazoned with the same symbol that I’d seen on Marquis’ ring. The symbol glowed as if it were on fire.


  “That’s Marquis’ emblem,” Jareth said in a strangled voice. “Only those of his bloodline can open that box.”


  “Strange,” Rafael commented. His voice sounded distant and cold. “I haven’t touched it. How did it activate?”


  There was a strained silence, a silence I didn’t quite understand.


  And then Rafael spoke. “Sydney, please touch the box.”


  I eyed it apprehensively a moment before gamely touching the edge with a fingertip. The metal was hot but not enough to burn. As soon as my skin made contact, the symbol faded entirely, and the box morphed into what looked like a simple block of gray-painted wood.


  “Weird,” I said.


  I could feel Rafael moving behind me. His chest brushed lightly against my back as his hand reached over my shoulder to touch the top of the block.


  The symbol blazed to life as the box once again changed into silver.


  “If you wouldn’t mind, Sydney,” Rafael murmured into my ear. “Please touch the box again.”


  Trying my best to ignore Rafael’s nearness, I quickly tapped the top and as expected, the symbol immediately disappeared.


  There was a longer silence this time. A long time in which I was keenly aware of Rafael’s hard-muscled chest and arms just millimeters away. In the effort to distract myself, I turned to Jareth.


  “What is this—” I began, but my words faltered at the expression of horror on his face.


  Rafael leaned forward expectantly and commanded, “Open it, Jareth!”


  Jareth didn’t move. His face was white.


  “Open it!” Rafael thundered again.


  “You know … I can’t,” Jareth replied, but he sounded even more uncertain than he looked. “The lid must have been opened already. Or maybe it’s Sydney…” his voice trailed away into silence.


  “Me?” I asked, confused. “I didn’t do anything.”


  In a lightning-quick movement, Rafael gripped Jareth’s arm and twisting it back, forced his hand against the box.


  As Jareth’s hand collided with the gray block of wood, the symbol sprang to life and the top of the box flew open. What looked like a handful of gray sugar-cubes flew in all directions.


  Rafael gasped and Jareth choked.


  I glanced at them in surprise.


  “I don’t even need to see what’s on those cubes,” Rafael whispered in a hoarse voice.


  Jareth stood there, frozen. Rafael looked ill. In fact, they both looked sick.


  When neither one of them spoke for a bit, I said, “I really don’t get it.”


  Finally, Rafael cleared his throat. “Jareth’s father must be …” he hesitated, and then mouthed, “Marquis.”


  My mouth dropped open. “That would mean that you’re … brothers?”


  Neither one of them answered me. They just stared at each other, stunned, with expressions of disbelief etched upon their faces.


  Jareth choked. “No. This is some kind of trick.”


  Grabbing the cubes from the box, he strode into the living room where a large, dusty mirror hung on the wall behind the tables. Flicking the cubes open, he released sparks of light and flung them into the mirror.


  A jumble of images began to play, images of Melody experimenting on various animals, spraying them with Lysol. Armadillos. Coyotes. Snakes. Dinosaur bones. And then she was standing triumphantly over something, and when she drew back, I could see it was a Mesmer.


  I gasped.


  “Melody created the Mesmers,” Jareth whispered the words we were all thinking.


  “This makes little sense,” Rafael said with a trace of wariness in his voice. “Why would she develop parasites for their use?”


  They both fell silent as the mirror displayed Melody dressed in a white cloak, taking blood from Marquis and mixing it with various concoctions before playing what we’d seen in the Hall of Mirrors, the images of her injecting a needle with strange contents into the dark-haired Fae who had given birth to Jareth.


  Jareth appeared in the mirror as an infant with scales covering his skin. Melody stood in the background nodding in satisfaction as Marquis hovered over him, laughingly calling him ‘son’.


  “Then … I do carry his … blood.” Jareth swallowed, breathing hard.


  Rafael seemed to be having difficulty breathing as well. “It explains … much.”


  But Jareth wasn’t listening to him. “I’m an experiment,” he whispered hoarsely, pointing to the papers on the table. “But created for what purpose?”


  I licked my dry lips as he began to pace, but before I could say anything, he slammed his fist on one of the tables and simply disappeared.


  “Not again,” I snapped, immediately thinking of his number sequence. I was going to have to talk with Jareth. He couldn’t keep running away every time something happened that he didn’t like.


  This time, Jareth didn’t respond to my summons. I supposed I couldn’t really blame him, considering what we’d just seen.


  “How did you find the Bloodline Box?” Rafael’s cool voice intruded upon my thoughts.


  I whirled to face him, startled.


  How had I forgotten he was there? He was just a few feet away.


  Abruptly, I stepped back.


  He raised a brow at that, and then he slowly walked around me in a circle before moving off to lean against the doorway and fold his arms across his muscular chest.


  I stood there silent, watching his pulse beat in the hollow of his throat. How was I going to make him mad enough to walk away?


  “Do you have something to say to me?” he asked suddenly.


  His eyes churned with emotion. He was even more dramatically handsome than usual. I glanced away. He certainly wasn’t making it easy, but now was my chance. And I took it.


  With a stubborn lift of my chin, I said, “I meant it. Leave me alone.”


  He didn’t turn away or run off mad like I’d expected him to.


  He didn’t even look insulted.


  He merely lifted a brow and asked, “Really?”


  “Absolutely,” I replied with what I hoped was conviction.


  Spinning on my heel, I walked back towards the kitchen, but I didn’t go in. I didn’t really want to see the man in the black hat again.


  “Where are you, Jareth?” I muttered under my breath as I punched his numbers into my cellphone and hit ‘send’.


  It didn’t work. It wasn’t a valid phone number.


  Rafael’s hand fell on my shoulder. His touch was like a jolt of energy and a flood of emotion ran through me.


  I had to hurt him, and quickly before I lost my resolve.


  Clearing my throat, I faced him and said, “Leave me alone. Ajax was right, you know. Jareth’s more my type.” To seal the deal, I added, “I love him.”


  Rafael’s clear gray eyes were steady and cool as he studied my face. And then he said the last words I expected to hear, “I feel like kissing you.”


  I gaped up at him, furious with myself that in spite of everything, I felt the same way. But I forced my lips to say the opposite, “Don’t you dare. I love Jareth.”


  He leaned closer, bringing his face within inches of mine.


  I swallowed. Why was he making this so hard? He should at least participate by getting insulted. Frowning, I ordered, “Take me back to Seattle.”


  “I can’t,” he said, looking somewhat amused. “You were there when the Queens took my light. I can no longer shift.”


  I took an involuntary step back. He followed and took the opportunity to move even closer. I scowled. He was too confident. Did he know the effect he had on me? One look into his enigmatic eyes made me pretty sure that he did.


  “Why are you trying to run, Sydney?” The corner of his lip twisted as if in amusement as he focused his gaze above my head.


  Suddenly, I figured out what he was doing. “Are you reading my fate lines?” I asked. That was close enough to mind-reading in my opinion. “Stop it. You don’t have my permission.”


  He lifted a querying brow. “Why, what are you trying to hide?”


  “I don’t owe you any answers,” I said, shooting him a mutinous look.


  He moved a step closer.


  I tried to look away. I really did. But it was hard. I was inexplicably drawn to him.


  Summoning one last effort to resist, I put my hands on his chest to push him back.


  That was a big mistake.


  I immediately became distracted by the hard muscles under my fingers, and he knew it because he smiled with a suggestive lift of his brow. He moved his hand to lightly cup my jaw.


  All it took was that one touch, and I forgot everything else but the warmth of his skin.


  “There isn’t a choice anymore,” he whispered, forcing my chin up with his thumb to look me straight in the eye. “For either of us. Fate can’t be fooled.”


  Leaning down, he lightly kissed my cheek, and it wasn't until then that I realized I had been holding my breath. Any protest I would have uttered dissolved in my throat. I closed my eyes knowing that I wasn’t strong enough to walk away from him.


  At first, it was just a brief brush of the lips. I didn’t move. I just thought about how soft and gentle his lips were. He swept me against his hard chest. I could feel every inch of him.


  And then, the kiss that had started out so tender and feather-light deepened into a bold statement of passion. My hands slid up his chest to lock behind his neck as his fingers tangled through my hair.


  But as his lips moved to the side of my neck, I shivered and abruptly pulled back.


  I couldn’t let him continue, no matter how much I wanted him to. I had to be stronger.


  Spinning a lock of my hair between his fingers, he looked down at me as I gathered my scattered wits. And swallowing against the sudden dryness in my throat, I managed to croak, “I don’t know why I did that. It won’t happen again. It can’t.”


  He didn’t reply. He just studied my face, a little sadly. After a moment, he pulled back, letting his hand trail down my neck and shoulder.


  We stared at each other in a strange, dreamlike way, and I probably would have kissed him myself if Jareth hadn’t chosen that moment to suddenly reappear.


  Jareth took one look at us and then asked in a voice thick with sarcasm, “Missed me terribly while I was gone, did you?”


  I darted out from under Rafael’s arm and ran up to Jareth.


  Now was my chance to convince Rafael that I didn’t care for him. All I had to do was kiss Jareth. I stared up at him.


  He apparently caught enough of my thoughts because his eyes widened in surprise.


  I stood there, fully intending to kiss him. But I couldn’t.


  Instead, I settled for hanging onto his arm and saying, “Come on, Jareth. Let’s go. I don’t want to be here anymore. I want to be with you.” But it didn’t come off nearly like I’d wanted it to.


  Boldly, I forced myself to look at Rafael, but I could tell with one glance that he wasn’t falling for it.


  All he said was, “Take good care of her, Jareth.”


  And then Jareth was grumbling and we shifted, and a split second later we were standing in the greenbelt outside of Al and Betty’s house.


  Jareth instantly released his grip on my wrist and stepped away as I took a deep breath of the cold, biting air.


  “You can’t fool either of us, Sydney,” he said tightly. “We’re Fate Trackers. It’s obvious that your fate line is entwined with Rafael’s. And even if he can’t read his own lines, he can most assuredly read mine. He sees that you and I are walking different paths. He’s never going to believe that you’ve fallen in love with me.”


  I clenched my jaw. “But I’m a human,” I said stubbornly. “I can dream. I can change things.”


  Jareth just snorted and rolling his eyes, looked away. It was a gesture that I’d seen so many times before. But there was a sadness about him this time that tugged at my heartstrings.


  Reaching out, I touched his arm. “I’m sorry about everything,” I said.


  He jerked away. “I don’t need your pity,” he replied. His tone was barely civil as he looked at me with unblinking dark eyes.


  “You’re brothers,” I said, shaking my head at the thought. “It’s hard to believe.”


  “Not really.” Jareth’s lip curled in outright disdain. “I’m an experiment. Nothing more.” His jaw was taut and his hands were clenched tight. “But I’m curious. How did you know the box was there?”


  Rafael had asked me the same thing. I hesitated, not really wanting to talk much if the Mesmers were eavesdropping, but then, they’d already seen the man in the black top hat several times anyway.


  “I keep seeing him,” I admitted. “The man in the top hat. The same man we saw in the Hall of Mirrors. He pointed at the cupboard and told me to look.”


  Jareth whistled through his teeth. “There are many tales of the Shadow People,” he said. “They’re not necessarily benefactors.”


  I shivered a little, and when he fell silent, prompted, “And?”


  He looked at me, startled, and shook his head as if to clear it. “We only know that they banished the lizard people from Earth. Some say because they wished to protect humanity. Others believe they wanted the humans for themselves.”


  I wasn’t sure what his momentary distraction meant, but I took no chances. Linking my arm through his, I pulled him down the path towards the backyard. I wasn’t going to say anything important until I was in the chicken coop.


  “Maybe the Shadow People are just like everyone else,” I said. “Some good, some bad. I just know that the guy with the top hat has only tried to help me.”


  He shrugged. “Who’s to say?” And then he added bitterly, “Just ask yourself why someone helps, that’s all.”


  “I could ask the same about you,” I replied sarcastically. “Why do you help me, Jareth?”


  “I’m obviously a fool,” he answered with a glare. “You’re only trouble. I should have never given you my number to begin with.”


  I glared back and guided him towards the chicken coop. He didn’t resist. Well, not until I tried to get him inside, and then he balked at the door.


  “Are you insane?” he asked testily. “Why are we coming back here?”


  I just shoved him in and slammed the door shut.


  “We can’t have the Mesmers listening in,” I said, indicating the chicken coop wire tacked to the walls.


  Jareth frowned, but he apparently followed my thoughts. “Interesting idea … if it works,” was all he said.


  “Works better than your bubble!” I replied.


  Jareth snorted, but didn’t reply.


  Tapping my fingers against the wall, I let myself freely wonder what to do next.


  I’d found out information today, that was certain. But I still didn’t know what Melody was up to with Jareth or how she or the Brotherhood were controlling him.


  And I hadn’t made any real progress discovering what kind of emotion would stop, much less destroy the mutant tulpa. It was going to be hard to do all my thinking and planning in the chicken coop. I was going to have to get Al to move faster on a better Faraday solution.


  Jareth wandered to the window and was staring out, lost in thought. His shoulders were tilted down, and his expression was sad.


  Walking up to him, I grabbed his hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “We’ll figure out what’s going on,” I promised.


  Jareth eyed me in irritation. “You’re just a human. How could you possibly help me?”


  I scowled back at him. “As your friend, it’s my job to ignore your attitude right now. If I’d just discovered what you did today, I’d probably be lashing out, too.”


  He didn’t reply. He just stood there before he buried his face in his hands and asked me in a tortured voice, “What kind of experiment am I, Sydney? Everyone is playing some kind of game here. The Mesmers. Marquis. Melody. Rafael.” He seemed drained of all hope and energy.


  “Should I tell you what I think, or what you want to hear?” I asked honestly.


  His lips curled slightly as he tilted his head back, and his black hair fell over his face. “What do you think I want to hear?” he asked in a snide tone.


  “That you’re in control of it all,” I replied bluntly.


  He blinked, and I knew that I was right on target.


  “But what you should hear is this,” I continued, grabbing his arm in case he wanted to shift away before I could finish. “We’ve all got to start working together, and we should trust each other. We can’t keep on trying to do this alone. That means you, me, and …” I paused and twisted my lip before adding, “And Rafael.”


  I could feel Jareth’s muscles tense under my arm.


  Wiping the smirk from his face, he growled, “You’re a nuisance, Sydney.”


  But he didn’t say anything else, and I knew that was some form of tacit agreement.


  “You’re right,” he said after a while. “Rafael may be part of the Inner Circle, but his fate line runs a far different path than Marquis and Melody’s. He’s clearly not on their side. I’ve … always seen that.”


  I knew Rafael was good, but I still felt relieved to have Jareth confirm it. But my relief was replaced by concern. “But Melody, what will she do to him—” I began.


  “Melody can’t tell that their paths are not aligned,” Jareth supplied. “Not any longer, anyway. There are only three Fate Trackers left. Rafael, Melody, and myself. And you already know that she can’t read her own fate.”


  The chicken coop door opened, and Grace poked her head inside. “What are you guys doing in here?” she asked curiously.


  “Nothing,” I answered lamely, unable to think of a plausible excuse.


  As Jareth pushed past me to slouch away, Grace ran after him.


  At the garage, she paused to yell over her shoulder, “Samantha called. She wants to know if you can cover an evening shift tonight. A barista’s sick.”


  I stayed in the chicken coop for a few minutes, finalizing my plans. And I was just preparing to leave when I spied a small roll of loose chicken wire in the corner. Grabbing it, I tucked it under my arm.



  With my hand on the latch, I began to visualize my first tulpa. I still didn’t officially know how to create them, but I knew that they had to be based on emotion. An emotion opposite of fear.


  I decided to start with happiness, and that made me think of watching Saturday morning Pokémon cartoons as a kid. Thinking of Pikachu, I imagined the little yellow creature floating around me with a happy little smile on his chubby face.


  Holding onto that image, I tore out of the chicken coop and ran to my room.


  I only had the courage to enter the place because Jerry was in there. After kissing his fuzzy head and feeding him, I kicked the chicken wire under the bed and grabbed my clothes.


  I kept Pikachu firmly in my mind the entire time that I showered and changed into a clean Bean There, Baked That T-shirt and jeans. And as Betty gave me a ride to work, I whistled the Pokémon theme song under my breath and visualized Pikachu dancing alongside us.


  If nothing else, it put me in a better mood, and when we arrived at the coffee shop, I gave Betty a cheerful wave and disappeared inside.


  Once inside, I felt comfortable enough with Samantha’s presence that I temporarily set my Pikachu experiment aside. It was exhausting to concentrate that hard on something for so long.


  Donning my apron, I trudged to the front room to clean tables.


  The place was relatively empty, except for Reese squealing and giggling with several of her friends around a table near the Christmas tree. She kept looking over her shoulder and continually flipping her long black hair in a way that I knew meant she must be trying to catch some guy’s attention.


  The guy turned out to be Jareth. He sat several tables away, chatting with Samantha.


  “Perhaps you should start making yourself useful around here, Jareth,” Samantha was saying. “As it appears that you’ve moved in.”


  “Physical labor isn’t my forte,” Jareth replied, cocking a brow. “Just keep sending muffins this way, dragon, whatever amount you think is worth the rent.”


  Samantha glanced up and graced me with a cordial nod. Turning back to Jareth, she wiped her hands and said, “Ah yes, your babysitter has arrived. I’ll be leaving now.”


  Jareth laughed as she walked away, but then the front door opened, and all signs of amusement fled from his face.


  I followed his gaze.


  It was Rafael, and his arm was firmly planted around Raven’s waist.


  
Chapter Nine – A Farewell


  I was instantly consumed with jealousy.


  Both Raven and Rafael looked as if they’d stepped straight off a fashion runway, Raven with her platinum-blonde chic hair and a red form-fitting dress on her perfect willowy figure. And Rafael. Well, he always looked stunning, eyeliner and all. But the gray jacket and the light lemon-colored casual shirt underneath were particularly flattering.


  Melody stepped up right behind them, dressed from head to toe in a leopard-print dress and six-inch pumps. Her high cheekbones were heavily bronzed, and her lips were painted a bright ruby red. She looked directly at me and smiled.


  There was a distinct touch of malice in her smile.


  Why, oh why, had I ever helped to save her?


  As they settled at a table near the window, I watched Reese and her friends glance curiously their way.


  Reese’s eyes briefly ran over Melody with no sign of recognition, and she deliberately ignored Raven. But the moment she recognized Rafael, she reached into her hobo bag and pulled out a makeup pouch. Refreshing her lipstick, she pouted and patted her lips with a napkin and turned to bat her lashes at him.


  She still hadn’t given up on him.


  Catching myself staring, I scurried back to the counter and hurriedly stacked the tray of dirty cups and plates. I didn’t care if there were no other employees up front. I fully intended on hiding in the back.


  But then Ellison chose that moment to appear.


  “Samantha said you have the register,” he said, snagging the tray from me. “And the bar ‘till I’m done.”


  “I’ll trade jobs with you,” I said, reaching for the tray.


  “Nope,” he disagreed with a shrug. “I’ve got to talk to Samantha before she leaves.” He nodded at Rafael and added, “They’ll just want hot chocolate, anyway. You’ll do fine.”


  And with that, he disappeared in the back.


  Reluctantly, I approached the cash register.


  And of course, it was then that Raven decided she wanted something. Keenly aware that we were all watching her, she swayed up to the counter. She was hauntingly beautiful. And she knew it. With a superior smile dancing on her lips, she tapped a long fingernail on top of the pastry case.


  “We’ll be leaving soon,” she said. “I can’t say that I’ll miss this …” She paused and looked around before continuing, “… this primitive civilization.”


  “Have fun,” I replied, wanting to be rid of her as soon as possible. “Would you care for something to drink?”


  She looked at me as if I were stupid and then explained slowly, “We’re leaving. Permanently. After tonight, you won’t be seeing Rafael again.”


  I’d like to pretend I didn’t fall for her trap and that I instead shot her a look of disdain. But I didn’t. My lips parted in surprise, and my mouth went dry. The thought of never seeing Rafael again was a devastating one.


  Surely, he would have told me himself.


  Wouldn’t he have?


  “Don’t worry.” Raven smiled and lowered her impossibly long lashes. “I’ll take good care of him. I always have, you know. We were together for quite some time. It’s destiny. We’re meant for each other.”


  I couldn’t think of a clever comeback. I desperately wanted to. I could have pretended not to care, or I could have said something about my mom was getting out of rehab and leaving soon, too, and that I’d probably go with her.


  But I didn’t.


  I just stood there in my jeans and T-shirt, feeling awkward in the presence of an elegantly dressed femme fatale. Self-consciously smoothing the creases of my apron, the only thing I could think to do was ask, “Did you want hot chocolates?”


  Raven just watched me with a secret smile, pleased as punch that she’d upset me as she said, “Bring the drinks to the table.”


  I just turned away.


  I heard her heels click back across the floor, and from the corner of my eye, I watched her cuddle up to Rafael and rest her cheek against his shoulder.


  I scowled, and thinking of Pikachu, I imagined him zapping her a few times. And Rafael, too, for going along with whatever she was scheming.


  I dragged my feet as long as possible in making those hot chocolates. I kept waiting for Ellison to return so I could make him deliver them, but he didn’t show up. Finally, I decided I shouldn’t be such a wimp and carried them over myself.


  Raven’s arms were draped around Rafael’s neck, and she was resting her chin on the top of his head.


  As I approached, she began to run her hands over his chest.


  I pretended not to notice even though I was furious that he was letting her do it. Avoiding eye contact with any of them, I set the hot chocolates on their table and turned to go.


  “Wait,” Melody said, reaching out to lay a light finger on my arm.


  My flesh crawled at her touch, but I glanced over and gave her a fake smile.


  But she returned it. “I’ll be working closely with you now,” she announced with relish.


  “Yes, working closely,” Raven parroted.


  I twisted my mouth into a grim line. “I don’t think so,” I said as I walked away.


  I wasn’t about to kiss up to Melody. I just couldn’t do it.


  And Rafael. I wasn’t sure what game he was playing right now, but it didn’t matter. I was mad at him for playing it.


  I passed by Jareth’s table and caught him grinning at me, but I didn’t reciprocate. I wasn’t finding the situation the slightest bit humorous.


  “Two more hot chocolates, please,” Jareth called out.


  Actually grateful to keep busy, I set about making them. Where was Ellison? I was going to give him about two more minutes before I charged back there and demanded that he come up front.


  Reese and her friends were still giggling in the corner. I could tell by the tones of their voices that they were convinced they were the center of attention. It was actually kind of pitiful because I knew that neither Jareth nor Rafael had even noticed them.


  Dolloping on the whipped cream, I carried the hot chocolates over to Jareth.


  “Sit,” he said, shoving the seat opposite him with his booted foot.


  “I’m working,” I snapped irritably.


  His dark eyes moved in a rapid circuit of the room. “There’s no one here,” he said.


  I smiled a little but shook my head.


  As I turned to leave, he reached for my hand. I batted him away, but he grabbed my wrist anyway.


  “Raven is vile,” he said with a shrug. “She’s not even worth thinking about, Sydney. Perhaps if we quit acknowledging her, she’ll cease to exist. I’ve been trying to get rid of her for years.”


  I looked at him, knowing he was trying to make me feel better. It really wasn’t a surprise. I already knew Jareth was a nice guy, underneath all of the obnoxiousness.


  His lip crooked into a smile as he caught the nature of my thoughts. “I know,” he said with an arrogant toss of his head. “I’m perfect.”


  Way underneath all of the obnoxiousness, I amended.


  “I liked that little yellow ball fellow earlier,” he said, still holding onto my hand. “The one that was trying to zap them.”


  “You saw that?” I asked, astonished.


  “It was sickly looking, and it only had one foot, but it wasn’t too bad as far as tulpas go,” he answered. “It didn’t last long though.”


  A tulpa. I’d really created a tulpa. I didn’t let myself think of the ramifications. I had to save that later for when I was back in the chicken coop.


  “You know, it’s easy enough to get even with Rafael,” Jareth murmured in a low tone. “Watch this.”


  He yanked my wrist and losing my balance, I fell straight into his lap.


  Holding onto my arm, he anchored me there and said, “I don’t even have to look at him to know he’s getting upset.”


  I have to admit that I stole a glance in Rafael’s direction. He was watching us, but he looked quite calm.


  I was flooded with disappointment.


  Laughing as if he were deeply smitten with me, Jareth pulled my head close and whispered, “Rafael always taps his thumb when he’s upset.”


  I stole another quick look.


  Rafael finished his drink in one gulp. Banging the cup down, he began to tap his thumb lightly on the table.


  Jareth glanced at me in silent victory, but it didn’t feel very victorious to me.


  I stood up. I didn’t want to play games with Rafael anymore. And even though I knew that I should be letting him go, I didn’t want to. I wanted to tell him straight out that I didn’t like what he was doing.


  “I have to go back to work,” I said.


  “You’re like an active volcano,” Jareth replied as a wide grin spread across his face. He picked up a hot chocolate and then pressed the other into my hand. “First, a toast, Sydney.”


  I watched as he clinked his hot chocolate against mine, or they would have clinked if they hadn’t been Styrofoam cups.


  “A toast,” he said with a laugh. “Let’s wish he finds misfortune soon."


  I hesitated and said, “It depends on what kind of misfortune.”


  He gave a dark laugh, “Don’t ask for my opinion. I’d be harsh. But maybe we could agree on at least enough misfortune to cause annoyance. A lot of annoyance.”


  I looked into Jareth’s dark eyes and smiled. “A lot of annoyance,” I agreed.


  The smile he flashed me in return was a genuine one.


  “I think you’re just trying to make me feel better,” I said.


  He lounged back in his chair with a low chuckle. “It’s working.”


  “Can I get some service over here?” Reese’s shrill voice interrupted.


  I hurried back to the register. Strangely, I did feel a bit better.


  “Aren’t you supposed to be working instead of flirting with the customers?” Reese asked, her nostrils flaring wide again.


  I opened my mouth to protest, but then thought better of it. With an apologetic smile, I took her order.


  It was just water with ice.


  She walked by Jareth’s table at least three times, getting straws and napkins.


  He didn’t even look up at her.


  Ellison emerged from the back with the window squeegee and a bottle of solution. “I’ll take over after cleaning the windows,” he promised.


  “Hurry up,” I said. I’d never meant it more, especially since I heard Raven’s heels clicking back towards the counter.


  Suppressing a groan, I plastered a smile on my face. “More hot chocolate?” I asked.


  “Honestly, I just don’t want you to concern yourself with Rafael’s well-being,” she said, matching my fake smile with one of her own. “Most likely, we’ll be wed soon, and I will take good care of him.”


  Someone snorted behind me, and I turned to see Jareth had joined me behind the counter.


  “You shouldn’t be back here, Jareth,” I said, shoving him a little.


  But he completely ignored me. Leaning forward to rest his elbows on the counter, his dark lashes dropped to veil his eyes. “Are you really that foolish to believe he’s simply going to leave because you want him to?” he asked Raven in a voice rife with amusement.


  Raven’s icy blue eyes turned angry in an instant. “Why are you even here still, Jareth?” she asked. “Melody will handle the Blue Threads now. She’s far more experienced.”


  I felt a ripple of alarm at that. No doubt, Melody was itching to take over. She’d probably already planned how to get rid of me as soon as possible.


  “Raven, you should really keep your mouth shut,” Jareth drawled. “A wise human once said, it’s better to keep your mouth shut and be thought a fool than to speak and remove all doubt.”


  “You are the fool,” Raven retorted angrily. “You’ll soon see.”


  “Oh, some secret Inner Circle plan?” Jareth gave a loud laugh, and then he lowered his head and said, “Do you really want to see what makes Rafael run?”


  She looked at him, flustered for a second but soon recovered. “I simply have to call,” she answered.


  “Oh?” Jareth chuckled. “Then call him.”


  Raven hesitated, her eyes burning with restrained anger.


  I didn’t understand why she was so upset. She had nothing to fear. She was stunningly beautiful.


  “Not all that confident, are you?” Jareth prodded.


  “Confident?” Raven smiled at me as if terribly amused. “I can have any male that I want.”


  Jareth’s snort was disdainful. “Right.”


  Raven’s eyes zeroed in on Jareth, and looking extremely put out, she turned and waved her hand at Rafael. “Come,” she ordered in a condescending tone.


  One of Rafael’s brows shot up in curiosity, but he made no move to join her and turned his attention to Melody.


  I found his response secretly gratifying.


  “Watch this,” Jareth told Raven.


  With a dramatic sigh and a devilish grin, he tilted my chin up, and before I could respond, planted a kiss full on my lips.


  The first thing that crossed my mind was the fact that kissing Jareth was still like kissing a fish.


  He smiled, and I knew he’d caught the thought.


  But then, I thought of Samantha and how upset she’d be over such antics, and I abruptly pulled away.


  “Stop it.” I scowled at Jareth. “I’m working. Go sit down.”


  But he was looking over my shoulder. “As expected,” he said smugly.


  I glanced over to see Rafael approaching.


  Behind him, Ellison was outside cleaning the windows but watching the events unfolding inside. He caught my eye and drew a question mark on the window with the squeegee.


  I turned back to Jareth. “Sit down,” I said. “You’re messing with my job here.”


  But my words fell on deaf ears.


  Jareth was grinning at Raven.


  And Raven was furious. She looked like she wanted to roast Jareth alive. But the moment Rafael stepped up to her side, she slid her arm around his waist and slipped her hand into his pocket.


  Rafael didn’t move away.


  “Rafael has me now,” Raven purred with a sickening smile. “He’ll soon forget this place and … everyone in it.”


  “There’s nothing to forget,” I replied acidly, refusing to look at him.


  But Raven had apparently decided to wax philosophical. “The Fae do not love as humans do,” she announced. “We get bored easily.”


  She stood there, smirking and running her hands along Rafael’s well-muscled arm. And I decided that no matter what game he was playing, that I’d had enough. Looking right at him, I said, “Then you clearly don’t know humans very well. We get bored easily, too. And we have no problems moving on.”


  Rafael’s brows rose a fraction of an inch. Without breaking my gaze, he removed Raven’s hands and ordered in an arch tone, “Raven, go sit with Melody.”


  Raven drew back. “It’s time for us to go—”


  “Now.” He cut her short.


  Looking like she’d much rather pull her own teeth out than leave him alone with me, she turned in a cloud of perfume and retreated to Melody’s table. They both watched with venomous expressions.


  Draping an arm around my shoulders, Jareth asked Rafael, “Why did you bring them along? I wanted to speak with you alone.”


  “It’s too late,” Rafael replied cryptically.


  “Then you’re leaving,” I stated, torn between anger and confusion.


  “Melody is escorting me back,” he answered. “We’re leaving shortly.”


  I couldn’t bear to look at him.


  Rafael leaned close to Jareth and kept his voice low. “Melody has a weapon she’s planning to unleash on the Brotherhood soon. It’s related to you in some way, though I can’t determine how. Be wary.”


  Jareth frowned. “The Brotherhood do not fear her,” he answered in hushed tones. “They’re convinced their portal will be open soon.”


  I scowled, not really in the mood to share information. Rafael was leaving. Had he even planned on telling me?


  Ellison came inside, and I used the opportunity to twist free from Jareth and escape to the back.


  Picking up several bags of trash, I headed outside to clear my head. Breathing the cold air deeply, I darted through the fat droplets of rain splattering down from the dark sky while keeping a cautious eye out for Mesmers.


  I’d just tossed the last bag into the dumpster when I turned around and ran right into Rafael’s lean muscular body.


  
Chapter Ten – Faraday Caps


  “A moment,” Rafael murmured, catching me by the arm.


  I tried to pull away, but he wouldn’t let go.


  “Never forgive me if I’ve done something wrong, Sydney—” he started to say.


  I cut him short. “So you’re going to tell me it’s not your fault that Raven was hanging all over you.” I knew I sounded jealous. I was.


  Rafael’s eyes pinned mine. “Raven means nothing to me.”


  “Maybe you should tell her that,” I snapped. Twisting free, I sidestepped him, but I’d only taken about two steps before Jareth emerged from the back door of the coffee shop.


  “I can make this simple, Rafael—” he began.


  “I can, too, Jareth,” Rafael interrupted curtly. “Leave.”


  Jareth’s eyes widened a fraction, and then to my surprise he stepped back inside.


  “Huh?” I blurted, feeling betrayed.


  Rafael cleared the space between us in a single step. Catching my chin in his hand, he forced me to look at him. “Patience, Sydney.”


  “Patience?” I repeated, still annoyed. “Were you ever planning on telling me that you were leaving?” My eyes flashed angrily.


  He dropped his hand and let his fingers trail down my arm, skimming an inch above my skin as one side of his mouth lifted into a half-smile. “So Raven and my leaving bothers you?” he asked softly.


  “I’ll get over it,” I promised tartly. I didn’t tell him how depressing it would be. I guess I didn’t have to. He probably saw it on my face.


  His fingers closed around mine, and the look he gave me was a long, steady one. One that I knew would melt my resistance if I were to stare back at it any longer.


  No, I really couldn’t let him pull at my heart anymore. There were so many reasons I had to let him go.


  Summoning every ounce of strength that I had, I told him, “We both know we can’t be together, and I don’t want to do the wrong thing. So I’m going to walk away. Goodbye.” Each word ripped my heart out.


  And with that, I ran into the coffee shop.


  I stayed in the back for the rest of my shift, and to my relief, everyone left me alone. Ellison dropped by to say that they’d all left, even Jareth.


  I washed the dishes, cleaned the storeroom, and tried my best not to think of Rafael. Instead, I tried to focus on my tulpa experiment, but it was really hard to summon the emotion of happiness and to think of Pikachu when all I really wanted to do was cry.


  Finally, my shift was over.


  Grace and Ellison had another date after work. They offered to let me join, but I didn’t really like being a third wheel. Besides, I had to get my Christmas presents. I’d lost track of time. Christmas was tomorrow, and I hadn’t gotten a single present.


  I looked up the bus schedules on my phone and found one that suited my purposes. And if worse came to worst, I figured I could call Jareth. With all of the craziness of late, I reckoned there was a fairly high chance he’d show up.


  Hopping onto the bus, I checked Jareth’s rune several times. It was cool to the touch, and I took that to mean that the Mesmers were busy doing something else right now instead of watching me. I wasn’t sure if it was an absolute indicator, but it made me feel better, anyway.


  After a short ride, I arrived at the department store where I had made that foolish mistake of shoplifting. Rafael had rescued me then. It seemed so very long ago.


  I couldn’t help but think of him the entire time I picked out the presents.


  I’d never bought Christmas presents before, so it kind of cheered me up a little, and exiting the store with shopping bags in one hand and Jareth’s rune clutched tightly in the other, I ran for the bus stop at the far side of the parking lot.


  It was already dark. In Seattle, it was dark before 5:00 PM in the wintertime, but I really didn’t mind it. In fact, looking up and down the street, I thought it helped to make everything look super Christmas-y. Red, green, and white lights twinkled in all of the store windows and even on the streetlights.


  I’d almost reached the bus stop when I saw him.


  At the edge of the parking lot, I drew up short to see Rafael’s tall figure leaning against his car, his hands in his pockets. The mist surrounding the car betrayed the fact that it had just been shifted.


  Rattled, I said the first thing that came to my mind and pointed to the car, “I thought you couldn’t shift.”


  He chuckled deeply in reply. “There are plenty who will do it for me.”


  I supposed that was true enough. He was a prince and a pureblood. He had no lack of devotees. It was moments like this that really highlighted the differences between us.


  Over his shoulder, I saw glowing eyes staring at me from the dark branches of a tree.


  I gasped.


  Immediately, Rafael pushed off of his car and moved swiftly my way, looking every inch the soldier.


  But following my gaze, he relaxed and said, “It’s only a cat.”


  As I watched, the cat jumped down and slowly walked away.


  I felt a little foolish.


  “Let me take you home,” Rafael offered, holding out his hand. “I’m going back there now anyway.”


  As I hesitated, Ajax popped his head out of the window and practically smiled in invitation.


  Feeling like a fool who enjoyed self-torture, I walked to the car and slid in, stuffing my bags of presents around me.


  Ajax actually wagged his two-inch Twinkie-stub of a tail in greeting.


  “What have you done with the real Ajax?” I asked him a tad sarcastically, but I couldn’t help but smile a little.


  He widened his grin to show more of his teeth, and suddenly I wasn’t really sure he was smiling anymore.


  “Ah, there you are,” I said, deciding against petting his head.


  And then Rafael got in, and we were off.


  Neither of us spoke. Not until we pulled into Al and Betty’s driveway.


  “You’re right,” Rafael said abruptly, before I could even open the door. “I’ve been foolish with you, Sydney, and I can do nothing now but claim responsibility. It’s all my fault and my fault alone. You’ve done nothing wrong.”


  I held still, not daring to look at him. I felt his finger trace a light caress along my cheek, and his voice dropped into a hoarse whisper. “I’m leaving now, and I really shouldn’t … come back. I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything.”


  I wanted to ask Rafael about the Inner Circle, and the mutant tulpa, and why he was just leaving when everything seemed to be escalating into a big mess.


  But I didn’t.


  I just bolted out of the car, bags and all, and dashed into the house with the last words Rafael would ever say to me ringing in my ears. I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything.


  I closed the door behind me and leaned against it.


  I wanted to cry, but I hurt too badly.


  So instead, I did what I’ve done my entire life. I pushed the thoughts away. I bottled them up to be dealt with later. I didn’t even let myself acknowledge that most of the time, later never came.


  Suddenly, I heard Al singing in the kitchen.


  Seizing the distraction, I set my bags of Christmas presents down and walked into the kitchen to see what he was up to.


  The table was covered with an array of chicken wire, paper clips, a variety of wire clippers, and a stack of baseball caps.


  Al was on the floor, kneeling next to Tigger. He was stapling paper clips onto the old bloodhound’s collar.


  “What’s up?” I asked curiously.


  Al stopped mid-song and glanced up at me with a wide grin. “Just a precaution,” he replied congenially. “Jack says that pet microchips are really devices the government’s been using to spy on humans. It’s all part of the plan.” He tousled Tigger fondly on the head. “I figure these paper clips will wreak a bit of havoc on the signals in case they decide to tune in.”


  I blinked in surprise and wondered if I should do a bit of research on pet microchips myself. It might be something the Brotherhood had dreamt up.


  Sitting down heavily in the kitchen chair, I picked up one of the baseball caps and twirled it on my finger. “What did Jack have to say about foil hats?” I asked.


  Al’s face lit up, and he got up off the floor to sit across from me. “Looks like there’s been a big conspiracy to phase out real tinfoil and replace it with aluminum,” he replied, his voice straining to stay in a whisper.


  “Why, what’s the difference?” I asked.


  “Oh, aluminum foil won’t work,” Al said, his brows coming together in a frown. “There’s been some research on that, kiddo, but they’ve tried to quash it so the word don’t get out.”


  “Doesn’t,” I corrected automatically and then asked, “Word about what?”


  His blue eyes were bright as he whispered, “Aluminum actually helps transmission. They’re tricking everyone with foil hats into thinking they’re protected when it’s just the opposite.”


  I stared at Al. It sounded exactly like something the Brotherhood would do. “I bet you’re right,” I agreed wholeheartedly.


  Al rubbed his hands together. “But we can get around it easily enough. We can use chicken wire. I’ve almost got this one finished.”


  He picked up one of the baseball caps and turned it over. I could see that chicken coop wire had been attached to the inside and secured in place with staples.


  “Any metal grid is going to make a Faraday cage,” Al explained as he pointed inside the cap. He cocked a humorous brow. “For example, you don’t have to worry about Jerry falling victim to any mind control. He lives in a Faraday cage.”


  The way he said it made me suddenly recall how the mutant tulpa had drawn back from Jerry’s cage. Had it been because of the Faraday cage or something else? I was so distracted that I missed some of what Al was saying and tuned in at the last second.


  “And we should really be prepping the house as well,” he said, tucking the last bit of wire into another cap. “But we’ll have to make do with these for now.”


  I knew that for Al, he was showing remarkable restraint. I was surprised he hadn’t figured out a way to turn the house into a big Faraday cage, despite Betty. But I did wonder how I could use the roll of chicken wire under my bed to at least protect my bedroom.


  Al gave a nod of satisfaction and held up the hat. “Finished. What do you think, kiddo?” he asked.


  I grabbed it and stuck it on my head. I didn’t care how I looked in it. I needed some way of protecting my thoughts other than standing in the chicken coop.


  “I want this one,” I said. And looking earnestly into his eyes, I added, “Let’s do one for you now. And promise me that you’ll always keep it on.”


  “I will.” Al looked at me with a shrewd gleam in his eye. “You know, I think you’ve been right all along, Sydney. I think we’re dealing with the supernatural here.”


  I nodded vigorously in agreement.


  But then he added with a chuckle, “Not that the government isn’t in on it, too.”


  I wasn’t so sure about that, but it wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility, I supposed. Resting my chin on my hand, I watched him cut more wire.


  I adjusted the baseball cap on my head, relieved I could think without the fear of being overheard anymore. Or at least I hoped that was true. I needed every advantage I could get since I figured I was on my own where this mutant tulpa was concerned.


  Rafael … well, I couldn’t think about him right now.


  And Jareth. I knew he meant well, but I couldn’t trust him completely right now since Melody seemed to have some sort of control over him. Not to mention his connection to the Brotherhood. They might be able to make him do things against his will, too.


  Thinking about the Brotherhood of the Snake, I helped Al clip bits of wire.


  “How do you deal with snakes, Al?” I asked as we worked on his hat.


  Al hardly blinked. “The number one snake safety rule is to avoid them, but if you can’t, remember sudden moves make them attack.”


  Avoid them. How I wished I could avoid the Brotherhood of the Snake.


  “Why don’t you get us some ice cream and have a look through my Wilderness Safety notebook, kiddo,” Al suggested. “It’s the red notebook in the drawer over there.”


  After dishing out two bowls of Neapolitan ice cream, I found the notebook, returned to my spot at the table, and began flipping through it.


  “Don't assume just because birds and other animals eat it, that it’s safe,” I read aloud. “In a forest fire, the smoke will show you which way the wind is blowing, and that‘s the way the fire is moving. Fire travels faster uphill, so don’t make for high ground. Take refuge in a river if you can.”


  That was interesting, though I wasn’t sure how useful it was to me.


  I took a bite of ice cream and continued, “Always remember that earthquakes can trigger tsunamis. If the water recedes from the beach, a tsunami is on the way, and if you’re close enough to see one, you’re too close to escape it. The only way to save yourself from a moving wall of water is to get to higher ground.” Written in big red block letters, there was an additional note. “Don’t return to the danger zone after the first wave, tsunamis are not a one-shot deal, they come in packs.”


  Packs of tsunamis. I knew that was an original Al statement. I looked over at him, contentedly attaching the chicken coop wire to his baseball cap.


  “Where did you learn all of this stuff?” I asked.


  “Just a lifetime of curiosity, kiddo,” he answered with a wide smile. “Keep on reading. I could use a refresher.”


  I scanned the pages, reading that handheld flares can get hot when they burn down, so you should never hold one in your hand while in an inflatable raft, as you could accidentally drop it and burn a hole in your boat. I also learned that when you boarded a helicopter, you were supposed to wait until the pilot dropped a grounding cable in order to avoid getting an electrical shock.


  A couple of things seemed particularly useful, like how to give yourself the Heimlich maneuver by pushing up against the back of chair, and the tourniquet points to stop arterial bleeding—namely, the joints, the crook of the elbow, the upper side of the knee, and the front of the ankle.


  There was a tiny note on the margin of the page that said if body heat is lost slowly, then rewarm slowly, and if it was lost rapidly, rewarm rapidly.


  I came across a page titled ‘Snakes’.


  “Here it is,” I said, hoping to find something useful to thwart the Brotherhood. “Don’t put your hands and feet in places you can’t see since most snakebites are on the arms, or the unprotected legs. And don’t suck snakebites or apply a tourniquet to the wound, just immobilize it with a splint, apply pressure, and hold still.”


  That was it.


  I frowned.


  “There aren’t any poisonous snakes in Seattle, kiddo,” Al said, catching my expression. “What were you looking for?”


  “I don’t know,” I admitted, closing his notebook and carefully putting it back in the drawer. “I guess some way to keep them away from me.”


  He put his wire clippers down and scratched his chin thoughtfully, his expression sobering.


  I watched him, thinking that what I liked about Al the most was the fact that he really listened. No matter how crazy or silly something sounded, he always respected me enough to really listen to what I was saying, completely and without judgment.


  “Well, if you can’t avoid them, then grab them by their weak spots," he said. "Those snake wrestlers on TV sure know how to do it.”


  I imagined grabbing Blondie by the back of the neck. “No,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t think these snakes have any weak spots.”


  “Nonsense,” Al said with a chuckle as he turned back to his hat. “Everything has a weak spot, snakes included.”


  With a last twist of the wire, he patted his hat and slapped it on his bald head. Looking down at me, he winked. “This hat stays on as promised, Sydney.”


  I smiled at him and held out my pinky.


  “Pinky-promise.” He beamed as we locked pinky fingers.


  We had just finished another Faraday cap when Ellison’s Volkswagen pulled up into the driveway and he, Grace, and Betty piled out.


  “What’s this, honey?” Betty asked as she came in and set a bag of groceries down onto the kitchen counter.


  “Oh, just an experiment Sydney and I came up with,” he said, pride evident in his voice. “Actually, more her idea. This kid has quite the brain on her.”


  I smiled. His approval made me feel warm down to my toes.


  As they all began to chatter, I escaped to the family room with my bags in order to wrap my Christmas presents.


  Al and Betty didn’t have much of a tree, but they did have one of those tiny ones with a flapping mouth that blinked its eyes and sang once you hooked it up to an MP3 player.


  I’d just finished arranging my presents around it when everyone came into the family room.


  Grace deflated onto the couch and heaved a loud sigh. “It’s Christmas tomorrow,” she said with a grin. “We can watch the Christmas Day Parade.”


  “And play Monopoly,” Ellison added.


  They traded fist bumps as Al settled into his chair and fiddling with the remote, switched the TV news on.


  The news anchors were talking about some famous reporter who had made a mistake, live, on national TV.


  Al fixed his gaze on the television and frowned deeply.


  But as his frown intensified, I turned my attention to the screen.


  “Let’s take another look,” the news anchor said and sat back.


  Footage began to play of a TV reporter standing in front of the huge Christmas tree in New York Times Square. She was talking about the enormous Christmas crowds when suddenly all of her words came out garbled and a look of confusion crossed her face.


  The news anchor came back on to confer with some neurologist who explained that the reporter had suffered some kind of sudden migraine on camera.


  “Look at that,” Al said, shaking his head. “I think I’ll give Jack a call.”


  Grace and Ellison grinned, but I didn’t share their skeptical humor. I, too, wanted to know what Jack thought.


  Oblivious to their amused looks, or at least pretending to be, Al disappeared into the kitchen.


  I followed.


  I hung around, petting Tigger and washing dishes as Al chatted with Jack.


  After a few minutes, he hung up the phone.


  “Jack says there’s dozens of these cases,” he informed me, crossing his arms emphatically to make the point.


  “This has happened before?” I asked, surprised.


  He leaned forward and answered in a hushed tone, “They’ve been testing what they have lately. Jack says these TV reporters speaking gibberish are all dry runs.”


  I believed him, except for one thing. “I don’t think it’s the government doing it, Al,” I said.


  I was sure it was the Brotherhood. Maybe it had something to do with the portal they were trying to open.


  “It’s time to do some research,” Al said, his keen eyes narrowing. “Come on, kiddo.”


  I followed him to Betty’s computer and pulling up a white plastic chair next to his, sat down as he clicked on a folder titled ‘Top Secret’. In it were a handful of links.


  But we didn’t get far. Almost immediately, we were interrupted by the doorbell, followed by Betty’s shriek.


  I jumped out of my chair in alarm, knocking it back onto the floor.


  But then I heard Betty laughing, and a tall man dressed in fatigues stepped through the door.


  Giving me a reassuring pat on the head, Al righted the toppled chair and then joined Betty to hug the newcomer.


  “Sydney, come meet Louis,” Al called from the entryway as Grace ran squealing from the family room to give the man a hug.


  Louis, it turned out, was Al and Betty’s son, home from the army, just in time for Christmas. He was a big, burly guy with freckles and bright red hair.


  I didn’t think he looked anything like Al or Betty, but he was just as big-hearted and loving. He gave me a hug and called me ”little sister”, and then shouldering his duffle bag, headed to the family room to “make camp”, as he called it.


  I hung around the door, listening to everyone talk, and then Betty decided to clear the corner of the living room for Christmas. We all pitched in, moving EBay boxes filled with things like pet vacuum cleaners and devices to exercise double chins away until we’d revealed a fireplace that I never knew we had.


  It was fun, and they were all laughing pretty hard. I watched them all, a little jealous. It had been a long time since I’d really laughed.


  Al brought several logs in from the garage and had a fire crackling in no time. It bathed the room in a cozy orange glow as Grace ran into the room with a large package of marshmallows and a few sticks. Gathering around in a circle, we speared the marshmallows on the sticks and roasted them.


  I’d just had my third marshmallow when the doorbell rang again and another man arrived. Another son named Alec, fresh out of boot camp.


  He didn’t look like Al or Betty, either.


  I watched him wrap Betty in a great big bear hug, and then suddenly feeling like an intruder, I escaped to my room.


  I really wasn’t too excited to be there. After all, I still hadn’t recovered from my visit from the evil tulpa. But the first thing I noticed was Galahad perched on the edge of the curtain rod.


  He had a piece of paper in his beak, and he spat it at me as I entered.


  Catching the fluttering scrap, I read the words, “Your babysitter.”


  I smiled a little at Jareth’s thoughtfulness even as my heart tugged at the thought that Ajax would no longer be there because Rafael had gone.


  Frowning at myself for thinking of Rafael yet again, I pulled the baseball cap securely down on my head and glanced up into Galahad’s creepy unblinking eyes.


  He looked super grumpy, and I wondered if all Fae animals were ornery and anti-human, at least at first. Ajax had warmed up to me towards the end.


  The end.


  I scowled and refused to think of it.


  Turning to Galahad, I extended the olive branch of peace. “I can tell you don’t like being here,” I said. “But thank you, anyway.” I bowed a little.


  Galahad just looked at me and ruffled his feathers.


  I didn’t know what it meant, but I pretended it was a bird-version of “thank you, I like you, too.”


  Kicking my shoes under the bed, I played with Jerry a little before plopping down on my mattress. But I was restless, and I didn’t want to fall asleep. I didn’t want the tulpa to come back.


  I still had Al’s night-vision goggles on my dresser. Taking them up, I peered out the window. I didn’t see anything. I wondered if that meant the Fae had truly gone.


  It was beyond depressing to think that Rafael was no longer here and that I’d never see him again. For a brief moment, I thought I saw him, an impressive sight dressed in black body armor. But then he was gone, and I was left wondering if I had seen only what I’d wanted to see.


  I put Al’s night-vision goggles away and sat back on the bed.


  I knew better than to even try to sleep when feeling depressed. Apparently, that had drawn the mutant tulpa straight to me.


  But then, I hadn’t been wearing Al’s Faraday cap.


  Pulling the cap even more down over my ears, I laid down and attempted to work on my Pikachu tulpa.


  It was very hard, and gradually, my eyes grew heavy.


  Scooting down under the covers, I drew a blanket over my head. The Brotherhood might be sending the mutant tulpa my way, and I might not be able to stop it. But I sure didn’t want to see it.


  Morning couldn’t come fast enough for me.


  Finally, pure exhaustion overcame me, and I closed my burning eyes.


  My heart was heavy.


  Already, I missed Rafael. I knew that I’d never recover from losing him. There was no doubt that I’d carry a great big hole in my heart for the rest of my days.


  And then I felt it. A feather-light kiss on my cheek.


  Tiredly, I opened my eyes.


  For one glorious moment, I saw Rafael bending over me, tall and handsome in his black body armor.


  I felt a heady rush of feeling.


  Raising two fingers to his cheek in farewell, he disappeared in a mist.


  I knew then that it had to be a dream. He couldn’t shift.


  Depressed, I turned to face the wall. Right now, I didn’t care about anything else but how much my heart was hurting.


  It was a long night. I only slept in fits and starts, and when the next morning came, I straggled into the kitchen, feeling exhausted.


  Another newcomer had arrived during the night. David.


  “I didn’t know you had so many brothers,” I mumbled to Grace. It was strange. They all looked about the same age, and I couldn’t see any family resemblance. I wondered if they were kids from previous marriages.


  But then Grace broke into my thoughts.


  “Yep,” she said over a mouthful of cereal. “I’ve got three brothers. Louis just got out of the army, and Alec and David just joined.”


  Alec was short with dark brown hair, and David was blond and lanky.


  I figured they must be adopted, but then Betty must have seen the curiosity on my face because she gave me my answer.


  “I could never physically have children, you see,” she explained with a warm smile. Her eyes misted as she surveyed the three men towering around her. “All of my kids arrived in unique ways, but they’re my kids all the same.”


  My brows lifted in surprise, and then I looked at Grace. I’d always thought she was a biological kid.


  “I’m adopted,” she said, chomping down her last bite of cereal. “One of those foster-to-adopt deals.” She gave me a wide grin.


  “I wanted a girl,” Betty explained, looking a little embarrassed. “Not that I don’t love you boys. All three of you.”


  Their laughter made the kitchen floor vibrate.


  And then Betty started flipping pancakes and everyone pitched in to help.


  I watched Betty and her kids, and I was awed by the love in the room. And suddenly, I was a little jealous.


  I think Betty saw it on my face.


  Glancing over at me, she said, “We still have room in our family. I’ve always thought ten kids would be a good number.”


  Al just laughed.


  “I certainly wouldn’t mind having two daughters,” Betty continued, giving my arm a gentle squeeze. “I know you have a mother, honey. I’m not trying to take her place. But if you want, you can always think of me as a backup.”


  My throat tightened with emotion. I managed a sort of garbled shy laugh. “Who says you can’t have more than one mom?” I asked, tightly squeezing her hand.


  I’d called her “Mom” to myself already, but I couldn’t bring myself to tell her that.


  As Ellison’s Volkswagen rumbled up the driveway, Grace bellowed, “Time to open Christmas presents!”


  It was a madhouse, but a happy madhouse. Presents were launched through the air like footballs, and soon I found myself surrounded by a pile of brightly colored bags and boxes.


  I’d never had so many presents before. Betty gave me an insanely comfortable sweatshirt, Grace had made me Christmas socks, and even though Al had already given me a cell phone, he handed me a box. In it was an EMF meter to measure paranormal activity.


  I wondered if an EMF meter would be able to sense the mutant tulpa.


  Tigger’s present was an entire package of generic hotdogs. He greeted it with wild excitement. Well, Tigger’s version of wild excitement: a semi-rapid thump of the tail. And after downing the entire package, he curled up under the table for a nap. Apparently, eating that many hotdogs was exhausting.


  I sat on my knees next to Al as he watched everyone chattering in the room. His face glowed with paternal pride. And I felt the love in the room. Though each one had come from an entirely different background, they were a family.


  Reaching back, Grace pulled me into the circle, and for the first time, I felt like I truly belonged. I looked around. It was funny that I’d come to think of that obnoxious, blue-painted rambler as home.


  There was no denying it. In spite of everything that was going on, I felt like it was the perfect Christmas.


  After lunch, I volunteered to feed the chickens the scraps, and slipping into my new sweatshirt, I walked slowly through the newly fallen snow.


  I’d learned something interesting that morning.


  You could find a family later in life. It didn’t really matter that I hadn’t had them all along. I’d found them now.


  After taking care of the chickens, I darted back inside the house, but the mood had changed.


  There was a decided hush in the room.


  And then I heard Maya’s voice.


  “There you are, Sydney. Go pack your things. I’ve met the most wonderful man, I can’t wait for you to meet him! He’s a truck driver, and he wants to take us to Denver with him right now.”


  
Chapter Eleven - Caught


  My mother Maya stood just inside the door. She was wearing a black skirt with matching boots, and her dark hair was combed into a topknot.


  I just stared at her, stunned. The only thing I could think of to say was, “Merry Christmas, Maya.”


  Maya just looked at me, confused.


  There was an awkward silence.


  “Well, are you coming?” she finally asked.


  “Do I have a choice?” I choked a little. I’d always gone wherever Maya wanted. But now I was eighteen. Did I have a choice?


  The question must have been written on my face because Betty suddenly stepped up and put a comforting arm around my shoulders.


  “You have a choice, honey,” she said. “You can stay here as long as you like.”


  “Yessiree,” Al boomed.


  “It’d be hard to switch schools in the middle of your senior year,” Grace chimed in and then got a little embarrassed and backpedaled a bit. “Not that I’m trying to tell you what to do or anything…”


  “Why don’t we give Neelu a call?” Betty suggested. “Maya, can I get you some tea?”


  I looked over at Maya.


  She didn’t look particularly upset. She was adjusting her skirt and inspecting her nails. “Well, make up your mind,” she said to me, ignoring Betty. “Matt’s waiting for me, you know. He’s really quite the catch, Sydney. I really think he might be the one.”


  How many times had I heard her say that?


  I suddenly didn’t want to hear it anymore.


  And I most certainly didn’t want to go. I belonged with Al and Betty, and I just knew that they genuinely wanted me far more than Maya ever had.


  Betty kept patting my shoulder as Al hovered nearby. And every time I looked at him, he gave me an encouraging nod.


  “We’d love to have you stay, kiddo,” he said.


  I closed my eyes.


  I couldn’t leave them. The mere thought was upsetting. Far more upsetting than telling Maya good-bye and wishing her well.


  “Can we call Neelu?” I asked, clearing my throat.


  But Maya didn’t like that. I could tell by the way she was frowning. “Matt’s waiting for me,” she said. Giggling a little, she turned to Betty. “Well, Betty. Oh my, it is Betty, isn’t it? That’s your name?”


  Betty just smiled warmly and nodded.


  “It looks like Sydney wants to stay here and finish school. I’m not sure about the paperwork, do I need to sign anything?” She smoothed her skirt over her hips and continued, “I really need to hurry. I don’t have time to call the social worker.”


  Betty assured her that everything was fine and that nothing needed to be changed that day. And she promised to contact Neelu herself to let her know what was going on.


  I wondered if Neelu even knew that Maya was showing up out of the blue.


  Maya was obviously relieved. Grabbing my hands, she did a little dance. “Oh, I’m off on an adventure then, Sydney. Off to Denver. I’ll call you when I get there, and you can visit if you want.” She looked downright giddy.


  “Sounds great, Maya,” I said woodenly.


  “Matt’s waiting, so I’m going to go now.” Maya squeezed my hands and then with a wave and another giggle, she left.


  I stayed there for a few minutes, part of me was surprised at how fast she’d disappeared. It made me feel like she’d been waiting for me to turn eighteen my entire life so she’d finally be free.


  And that made me wonder how fast Al and Betty expected me to move out. I supposed it was as soon as I graduated high school. Or was it before? Technically, I was eighteen, capable of taking care of myself.


  “Would you like some tea, honey?” Betty asked, her arm still around my shoulders.


  “Maybe I should call Neelu,” I said, focusing my eyes on the door. “You know, to find out when I’m supposed to leave here.”


  “Leave?” Al repeated. “No one’s telling you to leave, kiddo. You’re part of the family now.”


  I scowled hard in order to keep the tears in check. Clearing my throat, I asked, “So, do I have the rest of the school year before the government checks run out?”


  Al and Betty exchanged a glance before she drew me into the kitchen and said, “We’ve got something to show you.”


  I leaned against the counter as she took out a manila folder from one of the cabinets. There were a bunch of papers in it from Child Protective Services and a small bankbook. Betty handed the bankbook to me.


  “We don’t spend your money, Sydney,” she said, opening it. “The check we get every month goes right in here for you. We’re hoping it’ll help for college or whatever you plan to do with your life.”


  I just stared at her and then glanced down. I could see entries for each month.


  “So you see, we’re not waiting for you to move out. You can stay for as long as you like,” Betty finished with a warm hug. “We aren’t doing this for money. When Neelu told me your story, I just couldn’t help it. I wanted to bring you here.”


  It was overwhelming. My throat closed up with emotion. I didn’t know what to do.


  Grace was leaning against the countertop. She shot me a sympathetic look.


  Al switched on the radio and began to sing Christmas carols, and the zany coziness of the house resumed.


  Over the next hour, each of Grace’s brothers made it a point to welcome me into the family, and each of them told me tidbits of their own troubled and unstable lives before Al and Betty had found them. They’d all been foster kids, coming to Al and Betty’s house in their teens.


  I swallowed a lump in my throat. Every single one of Betty’s foster kids called her “Mom”.


  Turns out Grace’s story was pretty sad, too. Both of her biological parents were in prison and weren’t getting out anytime soon. They’d given her to the state when she was eight, and none of her relatives had wanted her because of her behavioral issues. She’d arrived at Al and Betty’s on her thirteenth birthday. And as they say, the rest is history.


  All of their stories made my life seem pretty tame, and it definitely was a bonding experience. Afterwards, I knew that I’d truly found a home.


  By the time we’d all finished, it was getting pretty late.


  I had to work the next day, so I told everyone goodnight and escaped to my room.


  Galahad was right where I’d left him, perched on the edge of the curtain rod.


  I hadn’t had much time to think of him, or tulpas, or Jareth, or Melody.


  Or, of course, of Rafael.


  My dream the previous night had seemed so real. I supposed I’d imagined him because I really did love him, and I didn’t want to give him up.


  He was right.


  I really couldn’t fool fate. I could pretend I didn’t care for him. And even though I might never see him again for the rest of my life, I knew that I would still love him.


  Fate would know that.


  I closed my eyes, and not wanting to feel any more pain, I refused to let myself think of him any longer.


  I rubbed my temples. I had a splitting headache.


  In the kitchen, I could hear Al singing and the laughter of Grace’s brothers. They all sounded so happy.


  Trying to think only happy thoughts—after all, it was Christmas—I tickled Jerry’s stomach and then decided to clean his cage.


  I didn’t let Jerry loose on the bed like I usually did. After all, I had Galahad there, and I didn’t quite trust him where Jerry was concerned.


  After seeing Jerry’s cage clean and his dish filled with seeds, I grabbed the plastic bag of dirty litter and headed outside to dump it into the trash.


  Everyone was in the family room watching TV, except Al. He was sitting at the kitchen table writing in a notebook. He gave me a friendly wave as I passed by. I smiled. He was still wearing his Faraday cap.


  It was snowing as I stepped outside. The weather had turned cold.


  I darted across the yard and tossed the bag into the trashcan next to the garage. And I was about ready to run back into the warm house when a flicker of light caught my eye.


  It was coming from Rafael’s house.


  I hesitated. I’d thought he’d already left.


  For a moment, I was tempted to run over and knock on the door, but then I thought better of it. It could very well be Melody over there.


  Dashing back into the house, I ducked into my room.


  I sat down on the bed, feeling strangely unsettled.


  For a brief moment, I thought about making Tigger sleep in my room, but he had looked so comfortable snoring under the kitchen table with his paws twitching and his tongue hanging out that I didn’t have the heart to disturb the old dog.


  Besides, I reminded myself, I still had Galahad. The white pigeon was still perched on the edge of the curtain rod with his head tucked under his wing. He appeared to be sleeping, but I figured it was just a pretense. I was pretty sure he never slept and never missed anything.


  Going out to borrow Betty’s radio, I returned to my room, and with Al’s baseball cap firmly on my head, I collapsed into bed.


  Tuning the radio to a station which played soft Christmas music, I thought it set the right kind of mood for me to work on my Pikachu tulpa.


  Tomorrow, I was going to pin Jareth down and pry information from him. I needed to know what Blondie was up to and learn more about the Brotherhood’s portal.


  I pulled Al’s cap closer about my head. It was uncomfortable, but I felt more comfortable with it than without.


  I genuinely tried to work on my Pikachu tulpa for a while. But it was hard to summon happiness. I kept trying to envision Pikachu happily dancing along, but I could only succeed for about three seconds before I would start thinking of Rafael.


  After a time, I gave up entirely and just closed my eyes, listening to the Christmas music mingling with the squeak of Jerry’s wheel. Finally, I switched off Betty’s radio and collapsed back into bed.


  Galahad was still perched on the curtain rod above me. He hadn’t moved.


  I was just about ready to tell him good night when I heard a soft whisper coming through the radio.


  I frowned. I could have sworn I’d turned it off.


  Annoyed with myself, I sat up. But as I reached for the switch, a chill crept down my back.


  The switch was already off.


  Then I heard a voice ricocheting through the room. “Sydney, it is time!”


  I froze, stunned into inaction.


  “Sydney!”


  A shadow rose behind Jerry’s cage. It started out as a long line, growing taller and wider and eventually turned into the man with the top hat. He was much clearer than ever before.


  I opened my mouth to scream, and as I lunged for the door, he slipped in front of me, blocking my way.


  I didn’t think twice.


  Running to the window, I yanked it open. I have no recollection of climbing through. I just know that I was standing in the cold snow, and my socks were getting wet.


  Frantically, I thought of Jareth’s numbers.


  But this time, he didn’t come.


  The man with the top hat floated to the window, and I heard his voice whisper through the opening, “You are very strong, Sydney, but not yet strong enough.”


  I didn’t know if it was a criticism or a compliment.


  And I didn’t stay to find out. I made up my mind in an instant. If Jareth wasn’t coming, I was going over to him.


  I set out at a dead run, cutting across the street and slipping on Rafael’s front porch in my wet socks.


  I banged on the door, shivering in the icy wind. But on my third knock, the door swung open ominously.


  I hesitated, and after calling Jareth again by whispering his numbers in a shaky voice, I finally stepped inside and quickly scanned the darkened room.


  It was empty. Completely empty. Void of furniture.


  They really had moved away.


  Perhaps the flicker of light that I’d seen was the last Fae leaving.


  And suddenly, I was utterly devastated. Shattered. I guess until that moment, I hadn’t really believed that Rafael was leaving.


  Hot tears threatened, and I sank to the cold floor, shivering. But I was too miserable to even cry.


  I don’t know how long I was there on the floor, cringing, but gradually, I became aware of footsteps shuffling overhead.


  I held my breath.


  Was it Melody?


  I waited, listening. 


  I heard a deep voice speak and another answer.


  Taking a deep breath, I got to my feet and tiptoed to the stairs, pausing to listen.


  The voices were a little louder. Male voices.


  A shadow moved, but before I had a chance to even be scared, Ajax bounded down the stairs to greet me.


  My heart leapt with joy. The fact that Ajax was there meant that Rafael was as well.


  I found myself grinning.


  Ajax flattened his ears. Nudging me with his shoulder, he crouched low and crawled up a few steps before turning around to look at me.


  I knew he was trying to tell me to follow him quietly. He hadn’t betrayed me before. I looked into his dark eyes and decided to trust him again.


  Feeling safe with Ajax as my guide, I tiptoed silently up the carpeted steps after him.


  Once upstairs, Ajax paused in front of a door at the end of the hall and stood alert, tense with stifled energy. The fur along his spine bristled.


  I stopped.


  The voices were louder. I was certain one of them belonged to Rafael.


  Ajax stood where he was, regal, silent, and then with a dangerous glint in his eye, he pushed the door open.


  It let out a loud squeak.


  The voices stopped immediately, but after a few seconds, they resumed as Ajax disappeared inside.


  I waited, but when Ajax didn’t reappear, I inched forward on my stomach like a marine scrambling through the jungle underbrush.


  A dim shaft of light fell from the narrow crack of the open door. Holding my breath, I peered into the room.


  I couldn’t see anything at first. But when my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I saw Rafael sitting cross-legged in a chair, clad in pure white with his feathered mask at his feet.


  I gasped.


  For a brief moment, Rafael glanced in the direction of the sound.


  Ajax held still.


  I held my breath, not daring to move, but my heart sang. Rafael hadn’t left me after all.


  With a shrug, Rafael turned away and gritted his teeth into a smile. “You broke our agreement. You let the mutant tulpa loose for your own purposes, did you not?” he asked coldly. “I can no longer trust you.”


  “But we can share purposes,” Marquis replied, stepping into view. “Join us, my son. To be one with the Brotherhood is a relationship like no other.”


  Ajax’s fur rose as Blondie’s dark whisper of malice slithered through the room, “Join us, Rafael, and we will aid you in your quest of cleansing the Fae.”


  With each word, Blondie’s voice deepened. But for the first time, the lull of his voice had no power over me.


  I was cautiously optimistic that Al’s hat was working.


  To my absolute horror, my phone rang. The sound echoed loudly through the empty house.


  I couldn’t believe that I’d neglected to silence it.


  Knowing it would be the end of me if I were caught, I leapt to my feet and dove for the stairs, trying to silence my phone along the way.


  I’d just reached the bottom, and the front door was in sight when my feet were knocked out from under me.


  My phone flew out of my fingers as I hit the ground. Hard. The wind was knocked from my lungs.


  Unable to breathe, I looked up into Marquis’ sneering face.


  “What have we here?” he asked, grinning from ear to ear.


  He blinked in rapid succession, but not fast enough to prevent me from catching a brief glimpse of his vertical pupils. With a wild-eyed and cruel expression, he grabbed me by the back of my neck and hauled me to my feet.


  Managing to catch my breath, I kicked him then, thrashing around wildly, but he was much stronger than I was.


  Cruel fingers squeezed my arms, and then I was slammed against the wall.


  I felt something crack and a sharp pain seared through me, rendering me unable to move. My legs gave out, and I collapsed to the floor.


  “You’re an unexpected bonus,” Marquis said with a laugh, squeezing my arm in a punishing grip as he proceeded to drag me back up the stairs.


  I’d seen people dragged in movies, and I always figured it would hurt, but in reality, it was beyond excruciating. He seemed to delight in banging me into every corner and wall as he pulled me back to the darkened chamber.


  Tears of pain clouded my vision, but I saw Melody clear enough.


  She was standing in the middle of the room, and Marquis picked me up to throw me to the ground at her feet.


  I couldn’t move. I hurt too badly. I just stayed as I was in a pathetic huddle as she looked down her nose at me.


  I wasn’t sure what was worse. Seeing the mutant tulpa or being alone with Melody. They were pretty close. I managed to avoid eye contact as long as possible, but I finally looked into her eyes, I was surprised at the murderous rage simmering in them.


  “It is time for you to die,” Melody told me with shocking fierceness. A cruel smile formed on her lips.


  There was no way to defend myself. I couldn’t even move. And honestly, with the amount of pain I was in, I was surprised that I was still breathing.


  Rafael swam into my field of vision. His jaw was clenched tight, and his face was hard. “Free her,” he ordered.


  I watched the smile drain from Melody’s face.


  “Why risk many when one will suffice?” Melody hissed. “Let me kill her and have done. I fear that your heart is not with us, my prince.”


  She attacked. As her fingers closed about my throat, from somewhere, I found the strength to fight back like a madwoman, kicking, twisting, and biting. Judging by her shrill curses, I found my target more than once.


  Abruptly, she was knocked back, but she took me with her, maintaining her grip on my throat as my breath came in short, shallow gasps. I could feel my consciousness beginning to slip away.


  Dimly, I heard Rafael roaring, “Do not harm those precious to me. I will protect them!”


  “You find this human precious?” Melody shouted back, astounded.


  He responded with a single word of “Yes!”


  And with that single word, he struck Melody back.


  She dropped me at once. The cold fresh air burned my lungs as I dropped to my knees.


  Pandemonium ensued. As Blondie jumped towards me, Ajax became a muscle-bound brute of a dog, turning into all teeth and raised fur as he launched himself at the Mesmer like a missile.


  Blondie squealed, a high-pitched shriek.


  Marquis was in the corner, wrestling with Rafael and Melody. I wasn’t sure who he was trying to help, if either of them, but then Rafael shoved him roughly to one side and he fell to the ground.


  In two giant steps, Rafael was at my side, spreading his arms wide to shield me with his body.


  Suddenly, Melody appeared behind him.


  I couldn’t even warn him. My chest hurt too much. My ribs were broken, and I knew I was critically injured. My breath was little more than a choking rattle.


  Helplessly, I watched Melody draw a slender knife from her belt. I saw her hand rise and then fall as she plunged the weapon into Rafael’s back.


  Rafael gasped, and turning white, fell to the floor writhing in pain.


  
Chapter Twelve – The Hall of Judgment


  With a look that could strike fear in the heart of anyone, Melody hovered over Rafael and spat in a low voice, “Those who succumb to feelings of love will never be powerful. You know this.”


  “That is your belief, not mine.” Rafael gritted his teeth. The pain was heavy in his voice.


  I could see the knife handle protruding from his shoulder, and although he was bleeding, the wound itself didn’t seem mortal. I knew the real danger lay in the slim iron blade, releasing lethal poison into his body and causing excruciating pain.


  I wanted to help him, but I couldn’t move. In fact, I couldn’t feel my legs anymore, and it was all I could do to stay conscious.


  Slowly, Melody straightened. A malicious smile formed on her sharp face as she turned aside and raised her hand.


  Ajax’s barking—that I suddenly realized had been a continual background noise— abruptly ended in a high-pitched squeal.


  I closed my eyes, knowing that it wasn’t good. Desperately, I summoned Jareth once again. But still, he didn’t come.


  Where was he when I really needed him?


  Marquis returned. Taking in the extent of our injuries, his eyes flashed a startling bright yellow that revealed pupils narrowed into razor-thin slits.


  He drew his brows into a frown. “Do not let them die,” he said, sounding quite alarmed. Prodding me with a toe, he added, “The human body is too frail.”


  He stepped forward and stretched his hand out in my direction, but Melody drew him back sharply.


  “Leave her be,” she ordered crisply.


  Marquis hesitated. He appeared uneasy. And as he spoke this time, his voice vibrated into the impossibly low bass of a Mesmer.


  “Do not let them die, Melody,” he repeated in deep, reverberating tones.


  But Melody’s only response was an arrogant toss of the head. “Do not even think to mesmerize me,” she grated harshly. Pointing at me, she added, “It’s better if Sydney is no longer here.” Fishing in her pocket, she pulled out her trion.


  At that, Rafael gave a hoarse cry and lurched to his feet. Reaching back, he twisted the iron knife free and flung it aside.


  It happened so quickly that Melody had no time to react until it was too late. Falling back an unwitting step, she gasped, “Iron should immobilize you!” Her voice held a note of rising panic.


  Rafael’s gray eyes narrowed threateningly, and there was a hard edge to his voice as he replied, “Purebloods have more secrets than even you know of, Melody.”


  A look of fear mixed with horror crossed her face. Apparently unwilling to take chances, she shifted, instantly disappearing into a cloud of mist.


  If I could have, I would have breathed a sigh of relief.


  Marquis actually did. With his delicate mouth splitting into a wide grin, he said, “Then you are joining our side, at long last, my son.”


  Rafael’s gray eyes swept him from head to toe. “Never!” he swore emphatically.


  Marquis’ nostrils flared. “But have you not just made an enemy of Melody? Why if not to join our cause?”


  “I may be an enemy of your enemy,” Rafael replied coolly. “But I will never be your friend.”


  That wasn’t what Marquis wanted to hear. His mouth twisted in raw anger. “Then you now stand against us?”


  With a contemptuous toss of his head, Rafael answered him, “Marquis, I never stood with you.”


  The vein on Marquis’ temple began to pulse. He tapped his foot and, glancing down at me, shook his head. “Why risk all for a mere human?” he asked. “You can live without her. You don’t need her like we do.”


  At that, Rafael closed his eyes, and I could barely hear his reply. “Not so,” he whispered. “I need her more.”


  “Can you walk away from eternal life? From a relationship deeper, closer, and far superior to even that as a lover?” Marquis voice took on a tantalizing tone. “Listen to me. I’m your father, and I—”


  “Marquis may be my father, but this relationship ends here,” Rafael said quietly. “My father died when I was a child.”


  “Not so,” Marquis objected, striking his chest, “Marquis is still here.”


  Rafael said nothing. He simply turned his back upon him.


  But clearly, Marquis wasn’t finished yet. “To become one with the Brotherhood is ecstasy and wisdom beyond measure!” he shouted.


  “You are dead to me,” Rafael said in a voice scarcely above a whisper.


  Upon hearing those words, Marquis drew back in outright alarm and then from nowhere, Blondie appeared, dragging himself into view. His body was broken and bleeding. His injuries were severe.


  It was obvious that Ajax had nearly finished him.


  “They’re coming,” Blondie wheezed between rattling breaths. “Leave. Must leave.”


  Marquis let loose a string of curses, and leaning back, slammed his fist against the wall several times. But then bending down to scoop up Blondie into his arms, he warned, “This isn’t over yet. This is only the beginning.”


  With that, they too disappeared in a cloud of mist, and we were left alone.


  Rafael knelt at my side in an instant.


  I looked up into his handsome face. I wanted to smile, but everything was starting to get dark. I couldn’t really control my body anymore, and the lack of feeling had crept into my arms.


  Rafael sent me a comforting smile. “Hold on, Sydney. You’ll feel better in a moment,” he promised as he brushed my hair back with his hand.


  I looked up into his unwavering gray eyes and silently tried to tell him that I loved him. I wanted him to know that. Just in case.


  His eyes softened as he placed his hands over my chest, and as I watched, his fingers began to glow. After a few moments, sparks shot out of his hand to form into a ball of pure white light that expanded to cover us both.


  The first thing I noticed was the pain in my arms and legs. It was like the ants you feel when you first move after your limbs fall asleep. Only multiply it by one hundred. Thankfully, the sensation didn’t last long.


  Afterwards, each breath suddenly became easier. The bubble disappeared with a slight pop, and I sat up on my own to suck in huge gulps of precious air.


  I’d come perilously close to dying, and now with my sudden new lease on life, the only thing I wanted to do was to hug Rafael and tell him that I loved him.


  But the instant I saw his bloodstained shirt, I panicked.


  “You’re hurt,” I gasped.


  I was surprised how weak my voice sounded, and my fingers shook as I reached out to touch his arm.


  “It’s nothing,” he responded tiredly, catching my fingers in his hand and bringing them to his lips. “It will take some time for your strength to return. Your body is still healing. Rest here while I tend to Ajax.”


  Brushing my cheek with a light fingertip, he moved to the dark blur of fur lying still on the floor a short distance away.


  I gulped.


  It was Ajax.


  I tried to get up, but I was still too weak to actually stand. So I settled for crawling.


  As I made my way over to them, Rafael lifted the Doberman in his arms. Again, the bubble of light formed around them, but by the time I’d actually reached them, the bubble was beginning to fade away.


  Relief flooded through me as Ajax wriggled to his feet.


  I didn’t care what that dog thought, I just lunged at him and hugged him as tightly as I could.


  To my delight, Ajax didn’t object. He sniffed me carefully in return, as if to be sure that I was unharmed, and then satisfied, he turned for a similar inspection of Rafael.


  Rafael just patted him tiredly on the head.


  “Can’t you heal yourself?” I asked, wobbling towards him.


  I was worried. He was too pale.


  An expression crossed Rafael’s face, one that I couldn’t interpret, and then he said, “It was the iron that was deadly, not this small wound.”


  I wasn’t sure if I believed him, and he must have seen it because he smiled, and pulling me close, he wrapped me in a comforting embrace. I pressed my face against his chest, unable to believe that he was really still there, and that we were safe.


  For the moment, anyway.


  Recalling that the Queens had taken away his light, I drew back with a frown. “How did you heal us? I thought they took your light—” I began.


  He silenced me with a gentle finger on my lips. Tilting his head to one side, he rose swiftly to his feet as several Fae Protectors appeared, dressed in full body armor and wearing the white cloaks of the Light Queen.


  But they weren’t friendly. Their trions were already drawn and trained upon us.


  “Your Queen expects you in the Hall of Judgment,” they announced curtly. “At once!”


  Holding out his hands, Rafael simply said, “I am ready.”


  The Protectors eyes flickered to me. “The human comes, too,” they replied.


  At that, Rafael’s eyes widened in alarm even as he nodded calmly.


  Bending down and grabbing my arm under the pretense of helping me to stand, he murmured urgently in my ear, “Dream, Sydney. Think of other things. Do not let the Queens into your mind. They won’t understand what we’ve learned here. They will react only out of fear.”


  I nodded numbly, wondering what he was trying to hide and if I was actually strong enough to hide anything, anyway.


  I thought of the man in the top hat.


  He’d told me that I was strong, but not yet strong enough. Was that what he had meant?


  Already beginning to freak out, I leaned heavily against Rafael. I was still weak and could barely stand.


  But the Protectors didn’t appear to even notice. Surrounding us, they touched our arms and shifted us to Avalon.


  I was beginning to recognize the feel of shifting to Avalon was different from shifting from place to place on Earth. Shifting to Avalon was like freefalling in an intense volcanic heat.


  Thankfully, the sensation lasted only about three seconds.


  The next thing I knew, we were standing in a long hallway of white marble with a huge vaulted ceiling. One end opened out into a courtyard filled with trees, voices, and the sound of running water. The other end of the hall was consumed by two monstrously tall doors, at least forty feet tall, with a single dark-haired Fae clad in golden armor standing guard in front of them.


  The dark-haired Fae graced us with a critical frown. “You may not appear before the Queens in such a disheveled state,” he snapped.


  “Do you know to whom you speak?” one of the Protectors barked.


  He stepped aside, revealing Rafael.


  The dark-haired Fae’s eyes widened in recognition.


  Bowing his head, he quickly murmured, ‘Forgive me, my lord. But even you may not appear before the Queens in such a manner. I pray you … heal yourself first.”


  Again, one of the Protectors answered on Rafael’s behalf, “He may not. His light has been bound by the Queens themselves.”


  I scowled, knowing that wasn’t true. And I thought it strange that the Protectors defended Rafael with such vigor when moments ago, they’d basically arrested him. The more I spent time in it, the more I found Fae society complex and confusing.


  “The Queens have ordered the Prince Rafael and his companion to appear in the Hall of Judgment at once,” the Protector was saying.


  As the dark-haired Fae hesitated, Rafael strode forward.


  Apparently, he was tired of waiting.


  “Let us pass,” he said quietly. “At once.”


  The dark-haired guard’s resistance melted, and with a salute, he stood aside.


  As the huge doors began to swing open, we moved forward, and Rafael caught my hand in a brief clasp of reassurance.


  I squeezed his fingers back as we stepped into the hall, and the sound of silver trumpets cut the air.


  The Hall of Judgment was an intimidating place. Every door and window was at least forty feet tall, and the entire place was made of black and white marble, in what I figured was some kind of symbolism representing the Dark and the Light Fae. And when I saw the queens at the far end—the Light Queen sitting on a white throne, and the Dark Queen on a black—I knew I was right.


  They even confirmed it.


  “Yes. The black and white marble represents the equality of the Fae, both Dark and Light,” their twin voices rang in my head as we approached. “One cannot exist without the other.”


  Hearing them in my head made me freak out. Rafael had warned me not to let them into my head. He’d told me to dream, but how could I dream under such circumstances?


  I settled for a distraction instead.


  Quickly, I thought of my Pikachu tulpa. But after a few seconds, I realized that a tulpa wouldn’t help me here—after all, the second dimension was inaccessible to the Fae—so I decided to focus on singing the Pokémon theme song in my head instead.


  Gotta catch them all, Gotta catch them all, Pokémon!


  “My Queens,” Rafael nodded in respect.


  I did the same, bowing my head deeply even as I started mentally singing the Pokémon theme song from the beginning. I want to be the very best …


  The queens ignored Rafael. Their piercing gazes focused on me.


  “What are you trying to hide, Sydney?” Their voices shattered my focus.


  I gasped. Desperately, I sang the next line. Like no one ever was...


  The Queens stared at me in outright suspicion.


  To catch them is my real quest. I couldn’t remember the next line. So I just mumbled to myself: Pokémon! Gotta catch them all, Pokémon!


  With a tick in his jaw, Rafael stepped in front of me. “Why have you brought me here, my Queens? What cause do you have to summon me to the Hall of Judgment?” His tone was confrontational, and he all but gritted his teeth.


  Immediately, the queens shifted their attention upon him instead. “You have betrayed us,” they forged ahead to accuse in unison. “Your orders were to shadow Melody, gain her trust, and reveal her plans. Instead, our private mirrors have shown that this very day, you willingly became her enemy. You have betrayed your orders and are guilty of a crime.”


  “Melody is your enemy, not I,” Rafael replied tightly. “How can you judge me so easily? I’ve proven my loyalty to you time and again.” He paused and then added in a clear voice, “Because of me, you’ve had insight into the Inner Circle for years.”


  A few gasps echoed around the hall at that, but I was too distracted to look around to see who was so surprised. I’d just been given the proof that Rafael had been a spy all along.


  I felt horrible for ever having doubting him.


  “Have you withheld information?” The Queen of Light stood slowly, smoothing her white silks about her hips and running a hand over her blonde curls which glistened with a myriad of seed pearls. “Or have you been using the Inner Circle for your own purposes, Rafael?”


  “Ask what you really wish to know!” Rafael demanded in a strong, clear voice.


  The two Queens tensed.


  He waited for a few moments, but when they said nothing, his lips thinned in disdain. “I’ve never sought the throne,” he continued. “You both have entered my mind. You know this to be true.”


  “At one time, we were able to,” the queens agreed, but then they both frowned. “But now you no longer allow us into your mind. You hide. Who knows what secrets you hold now?”


  The Queen of the Dark rose in a swirl of black velvet, and her eyes flashed dangerously as she said, “Upon meeting the human, you changed. We were warned from the beginning that you would betray us all, should you become involved with the human. It is coming to pass.”


  Both of their eyes focused on me.


  “Humans are more dangerous than we thought,” they hissed together. “The sacred mirrors in the Hall of Mirrors have been silent since Sydney peered into them.”


  The gasps in the hall were louder this time, and I cast a quick glance over my shoulder to see the place filled with many Fae, dark and light. All eyes had zeroed in on me.


  I swallowed hard and turned back to face the queens.


  “You will leave her here with us,” they announced.


  I scowled, knowing instinctively that that wouldn’t end well for me.


  This was verified the next moment as both of their lips parted to form the imperious decree, “She will be destroyed.”


  I couldn’t move. Destroyed sounded so much worse than executed. It felt like they wanted to remove all trace of my existence. I hadn’t thought the queens to be so vicious.


  “Do not mete out such rash judgment,” Rafael warned in a reserved tone. “You will not like the consequences, my Queens.”


  Again, the Fae in the hall gasped. And these gasps sounded even more horrified than the last.


  “It is dangerous to threaten your Queens,” the queens replied, their voices turning to ice.


  Meeting their gaze with an icy stare of his own, Rafael smiled a slow, superior smile. “I do not give idle threats. I speak in clear promises,” he replied. “I’ll never allow you to harm Sydney.” He moved to stand next to me, and putting his hand over mine, he gave it another reassuring squeeze.


  The queens were not happy with this. In fact, they appeared downright furious. “Do not defy us,” they demanded. “Sydney is too dangerous to live any longer. Prove your loyalty by giving up the human. Give her up to us immediately.”


  But Rafael clearly wasn’t one to give in to pressure. “This is the last time I’ll warn you not to push me,” he replied in a calm, even tone.


  I found his composure comforting, but I still held his hand tightly all the same.


  But the queens would not be dissuaded. “We must insist,” they raised their hands. “Give us the human.”


  Rafael’s demeanor began to change. “No!” he thundered.


  “Then you have made the wrong choice,” the Light Queen replied.


  “No!” he yelled, lifting his chin. “You have!”


  “Explain,” the Queen of the Dark ordered with clenched teeth.


  “You live in too much fear, and it has clouded your sight,” Rafael answered. “As the rulers of Avalon, you are required to seek the truth, but you are no longer capable of it.” He paused, and then in a voice that rang loudly through the hall, he said, “As Cor’s descendant, I shall stand and become the truth-seeker that Avalon needs in these darkening days!”


  This time, the queens gasped along with the rest of the Fae in the hall.


  And then there was a wave of scuffling noises that only seemed to be getting louder. Curiously, I glanced over my shoulder to see that most of the Fae in the hall had fallen upon bended knee.


  I didn’t quite grasp the significance at first, but when I turned back to the queens and saw their horrorstruck gazes fastened onto Rafael. I figured that he’d somehow undermined the queens’ authority.


  Rafael stood tall, imposing, and powerful, and then he grasped my wrist tighter, and turning his back upon the queens, he stepped away as if he were about to leave the hall.


  This time, there were only a few shocked gasps, those of the queens combined with a few of their supporters in the crowd.


  Only one of the Protectors moved to block our path. Just one.


  “Move,” Rafael ordered sharply, waving his hand in a gesture of annoyance.


  The Protector hesitated. But after only a moment, he complied.


  I glanced back at the queens. They looked as if they might faint, but even so, they clearly weren’t ones to give up easily.


  “You and your mirror are bound by our laws,” they threatened. “We will seek the Rafael of the mirror, and we will discover what you have been hiding. You will stay here under the eye of the Protectors.”


  “No,” Rafael objected stoically.


  “No?” the queens repeated in astonishment. “There’s no recourse for you. We have bound your Light.”


  Rafael paused. And turning his head to the side, he gave a grim smile and replied in a contemptuous tone, “The light of a pureblood cannot be bound.”


  The queens drew back in shock. I kind of felt sorry for them. It had been one shock after another this entire time. In fact, so many shocks that they’d completely lost interest in invading my mind.


  And without warning, Rafael embraced me, and even though he wasn’t supposed to be able to, he shifted.


  The next moment, I found myself standing beside the couch and in front of the floor-to-ceiling mirror in Rafael’s closet.


  Letting me go, Rafael made his way to the mirror and pressed his palm against the surface.


  His shoulders seemed strangely tense.


  The Rafael in the mirror appeared. The mirror Rafael looked nothing like the Rafael standing a few feet away from me. The mirror version was dressed in jeans and the lemon-yellow shirt that I particularly thought attractive. And the mirror version was looking directly at me. He looked pale. Sad. Very sad.


  A ripple of foreboding ran down my spine. “What is it?” I asked.


  But neither Rafael was really paying any attention to me. Their gazes had locked onto each other.


  Slowly, the real Rafael, still dressed in bloodstained clothes, stretched his arms wide and spoke a single word in a language I could not understand.


  Nothing happened at first.


  And then I saw it.


  A crack. A crack in the center of the mirror.


  In moments, it snaked across the mirror to cover the entire length, and as it did so, both Rafaels fell to their knees and screamed in pain, their faces twisting in agony.


  I’d never heard such pain in a cry. It was the sound of pure torture, ripped from someone’s soul.


  In an explosion that shook the floor and threatened to deafen me, the mirror shattered into a multitude of tiny fragments.


  I fell to the floor and covered my head.


  As soon as the vibrations faded, I cautiously lifted my head.


  There was only one Rafael now, the real one. He swayed unsteadily on his feet for a time, and then suddenly pitching forward, he collapsed onto the floor.


  I rushed to his side as Jareth’s words rang through my ears. Breaking my mirror would be like dying. It would be like giving up my soul, what I really am, everything I’ve ever had and all of my dreams.


  I stared down at Rafael in complete horror. I could see the utter devastation in his face. I couldn’t even ask why he’d done it. I just held his hands.


  Slowly, he sat up, looking completely exhausted. Loosening the collar of his bloodstained shirt, he said in a ragged voice, “A moment, please. I can’t speak … yet.”


  “You don’t ever have to talk if you don’t want to,” I answered in a rush. That was the least I could do.


  He caught my fingers in his hand and cradled them tiredly to his chest. We stayed there like that until the color slowly returned to his face.


  I heard an unexpected voice from behind us. “Move, Sydney. Let me have a look at his shoulder.”


  I whirled to see Jareth standing there, looking pale himself and deeply shaken.


  “Are the queens coming?” I gasped.


  “No,” Jareth answered in a low voice. “No one is. We all heard that mirror break. It rang through the entire city.” He looked like he was going to be sick.


  I shuddered. I didn’t understand the full ramifications of what Rafael had done, but I understood enough to know that it had been catastrophic.


  Struggling to my feet, I got out of Jareth’s way. I didn’t ask him where he’d been and why he hadn’t answered when I’d called. It was too late now, anyway. Now, I just wanted him to help and heal Rafael as fast as he could.


  Rafael sat there, mute, as Jareth knelt beside him. He was clearly affected by the loss of his mirror. He didn’t even move as Jareth created his healing light.


  After a few minutes, the ball of light disappeared, and Rafael dropped his head into his hands.


  Jareth stayed where he was, crouched by his side and shaking his own head in profound disbelief. “I thought you were the predictable one, Rafael. Why did you do it? What—”


  Suddenly, his mouth dropped open, and his eyes locked above Rafael’s head.


  “Rafael, your Blue Thread!” His voice was strangled, and he swallowed several times before he managed to form the words. “It’s gone.”


  
Chapter Thirteen – The Choice


  I froze. Actually, none of us moved.


  Rafael turned even whiter, and after several attempts, he finally whispered, “And … the outcome?”


  Jareth didn’t answer.


  It clearly wasn’t good news.


  Rafael lifted his head and ordered sharply, “Tell me. Spare nothing.”


  Jareth expelled a long breath. “Your fate line ends in … destruction.” He bowed his head and whispered, “You … destroy the Tree of Life. And … soon.”


  I stared at Jareth, unable to believe it. Even I knew destroying the Tree of Life meant the three dimensions would be obliterated: the Brotherhood, the Earth, and the Fae.


  I just couldn’t believe it. “You’re wrong, Jareth. You’ve made a mistake.” He had to be wrong. The Earth simply couldn’t be destroyed, especially anytime soon. The destruction of the Earth was supposed to be a comfortable billion or so years away.


  Jareth didn’t say anything. He looked just as tortured as I felt inside. We both turned back to Rafael.


  Rafael had bowed his head and buried his face in his hands. It was a gesture of complete defeat.


  None of us knew what to do.


  Finally, Rafael choked on a bitter laugh. “I clearly made the wrong choice,” he said in a strangled voice. Every line of his body was taut. “I have condemned us all. It doesn’t matter what either of you do now. I’ve already sealed the destruction of the Tree of Life.”


  I started shaking. “What choice did you actually make?” I rasped. My throat was dry. “What was it?” It was important for me to know, but I’d already begun to suspect.


  Neither of them answered.


  I closed my eyes and spoke the horrible truth. “Then it was me. He should have given me up to the queens.”


  “No,” Rafael disagreed in a harsh voice. “It isn’t your fault, Sydney. It’s so much more than just you.”


  I couldn’t believe him.


  Rising to his feet, he toed some of the broken shards of mirror with his boot for a minute before saying, “The choice was, in fact, the decision to walk my own path. I had several choices. And I … chose the wrong one.”


  His voice was soft and intense, and filled with so much emotion that I thought my heart would break.


  Jareth crouched down and picked up a piece of broken glass. “But still?” he asked roughly, holding the glass reverently in his hands. “What kind of choice could end like this?”


  Rafael remained silent for such a long time that I thought he wasn’t going to reply. But then he answered grimly, “I was forced to a crossroads: to join Marquis, to walk with Melody, or to continue my journey with the Queens.”


  The first two were clearly out of the question.


  Jareth must have been thinking the same thing, because he asked, “What could have possibly possessed you to betray the Queens?”


  It was obvious that Rafael didn’t want to answer. But he finally did. “If I stayed with the Queens, I would have your blood on my hands,” was his reply. “And Sydney’s, as well. It’s only a matter of time before they discover the blood of the Brotherhood runs in your veins, Jareth. And they believe they see danger in Sydney.”


  Jareth started looking sick again.


  “The only way to protect you both was to walk my own path.” Rafael finished grimly. “My intention was to use my heritage for the greater good, and to protect you both until the Queens’ minds opened to possibilities other than fear and destruction. I’d never planned on … this.”


  “If my Blue Thread choice is anything like yours, may the fates save us all,” Jareth said under his breath and with uncharacteristic gravity.


  I didn’t want to hear anymore. And I suddenly couldn’t hold still. Wanting to be alone, I ran past the rows of Rafael’s clothing to lean my head against the soft gray wall at the other end of his massive closet.


  But no sooner had I touched the wall than a small hole appeared in the center to form into a doorway.


  I stood back in alarm, expecting someone to step through, but no one came.


  “That’s strange,” Jareth said from behind me.


  I whirled. I hadn’t realized that I’d been followed. I didn’t say anything as he grabbed my arm. The Fae classification bracelet still encircled my wrist. I’d grown so used to it that I had forgotten it was there.


  But now, it was glowing. And I could see a sparkle of golden light circling the bracelet like an aura, a rainbow of colors.


  “It’s pretty,” I said numbly, unaware that I’d even said anything at all.


  “You see it?” Jareth asked, stunned.


  I just looked at him. I was freaking out about Rafael’s dilemma, and the fact that my existence had forced him to make the ultimate sacrifice. I didn’t really care to talk about a silly Fae bracelet.


  And I still felt like running even though I didn’t know where to run to.


  Upset, I shoved Jareth aside and stepped through the doorway into Rafael’s living room.


  I glanced around at the gray walls and the picture windows showcasing the floating islands drifting by. After a moment, my eyes fell on Ajax sitting in the middle of the circular couch amidst a sea of red pillows.


  “Ajax,” I cried out his name as I bounded across the room to throw myself down beside him and hug him as hard as I could.


  The Doberman laid his long elegant muzzle on my shoulder, and we just sat there, drawing comfort from each other. Somehow, through all of the madness, Ajax had turned into a cherished, trusted friend.


  I don’t know how long I sat there. I just know that sometime later, I heard the dim muted chimes announcing someone’s arrival, and I turned to see Jareth and Rafael striding through an open doorway.


  They looked pale and grim, but still strong and in command. Somehow, it ignited a thread of hope deep inside my soul.


  “I can only wonder why Melody didn’t inform the Queens of my defiance before this,” Rafael was saying.


  Jareth crossed his arms and scowled. “Perhaps, it’s simple,” he said. “Maybe she wanted to see Sydney suffer the Queens’ wrath for guiding you astray. But then again, who can fathom her reasoning? I can’t, and I am her creation, though for what purpose …” His voice trailed away.


  I stood up, suddenly nervous. “What now?” I asked, twisting my hands together.


  They both looked at me.


  Rafael shrugged. “Well, I can do what I wish now,” he said. “I have nothing to lose.”


  Jareth cocked a curious brow.


  Lifting his trion, Rafael spoke a single unintelligible word.


  Almost immediately, three white-clad Fae appeared. They must have been waiting for his call. I recognized one of them as Brock, the young Protector who had masqueraded as me for a time. Slapping their arms across their chests in a respectful salute, they fell upon bended knee.


  “My king,” they said in unison.


  “Rise,” Rafael ordered. “And I am not your king.”


  They rose, appearing confused.


  “I serve the Queens,” Rafael continued. “And I will see them protected, as you would protect me.”


  “My lord,” one of the Fae objected fiercely. “We wish to follow you. The majority of Avalon desires that—”


  “It is not my desire nor my fate to rule Avalon” Rafael cut them short with a sharp look.


  “But have you not started a war of restoration?” Brock burst out.


  Rafael’s face hardened into a mask of ice. “Have I?” he asked coldly. “I’ve given no such order.”


  “But now is the time to strike, my prince,” the other Fae inserted forcefully. “You can’t live as you did before. The Queens will never allow it.”


  “The Queens fear me, as they should. They know I have the Protectors behind me. So I am safe enough,” Rafael replied calmly. “For now, my order is that you protect the Queens and enforce peace in this land. Not one drop of blood is to be spilled. And I will hold each of you accountable for that.”


  They were clearly unhappy but agreed. “As you wish, my lord.”


  “Then go.” Rafael turned away.


  They left.


  And no sooner had they gone then Rafael said, “The time has come to force Melody to act.”


  “That‘s a dangerous game,” Jareth replied a bit hesitantly.


  But Rafael simply shrugged. “I no longer have anything to fear,” he said. Nodding in my direction, he added, “Guard her well, Jareth. I’ll return soon.”


  Taking Ajax with him, he shifted.


  I shook my head as if to clear it. With all of the Fae popping in and out, the room had filled with a substantial amount of mist.


  Jareth locked his hands behind his back, and striding my way, sank tiredly onto the couch next to me. “It’s becoming impossible to hate Rafael anymore,” he admitted, shaking his head with begrudging respect.


  I just sighed.


  But Jareth wasn’t in the mood to be silent.


  “Of late, I seem to understand the Brotherhood better than Avalon,” he said, his tone turning darker. “Perhaps I really am one of them.”


  “That’s a horrible thing to say,” I disagreed, even though I knew what he meant. So I added, “You can dream just as well as I can, Jareth. Create your own place to belong.”


  I picked up his arm and put it around my neck. We both knew it wasn't romantic. And we just sat that way for a time before Jareth started feeling chatty once again.


  “If my Blue Thread is as fragile as Rafael’s, then I’m going to fail, Sydney,” he confessed in a resigned tone.


  His ominous words struck terror through my soul even as it made me wonder what my own choice be.


  We sat in companionable silence after that, each lost in our own thoughts. A short time later, Rafael returned.


  “It’s best to get Sydney home now,” he said the instant he reappeared. “When Melody discovers what I’ve done, she’ll be out for revenge. I’d rather not have Sydney in Avalon when that happens.” Frowning at Jareth, he added, “Or you, either, for that matter.”


  To my surprise, Jareth only nodded. “Then I’ll meet you on Earth in ten minutes,” he said. “There’s something I must do first.”


  Rafael locked gazes with him and then said, “Ten minutes. No longer!”


  Jareth didn’t waste a second. He shifted and was gone, leaving only the telltale cloud of mist.


  Rafael was moving away through a new doorway opening up in the wall.


  Not wanting to be alone, I ran after him.


  I found myself standing in his bedroom, and in spite of the horrific events of the day, or maybe perhaps because of them, I felt a sudden moment of awkwardness at the intimacy of the place.


  I watched Rafael cross his room to the far wall. Giving it a gentle tap, he stood back as a small opening appeared to reveal a white tray holding a single gray cube. Picking the cube up, he dropped it onto the floor and slowly and methodically, ground it under his heel until it was a little pile of gray dust.


  “That cube held everything the Queens had wished to know,” he explained quietly. “All that I’ve learned. But now, such knowledge is better left forgotten.”


  I looked at the gray dust curiously.


  Suddenly, I wanted Rafael to hug me. Kiss me, even. I scowled, wondering at the awkward timing of such thoughts. After the day’s events, how could I possibly think of such things? Scowling deeper, I tried to collect myself.


  But then I noticed him watching, looking down at me from under long, dark lashes. And for the briefest of moments, a half-smile played on his lips.


  Opening my mouth, I said the first thing on my mind. “I’m sorry. Sorry about everything. All of it, from your having Marquis as a father, to the way it’s all played out. It must have been a miserable childhood.” I knew I was starting to ramble, but it was oh so hard to stop once I was on a roll. “And Melody. Having to deal with both her and Marquis this entire time must have been hard. I mean, I’m just really sorry you had to go through all that. It must have sucked to have had to deal with it all.” I winced, knowing I’d repeated myself foolishly so I tried to wrap it up. “So, I’m sorry. I know it must hurt, this whole thing with Marquis and all…”


  Finally, I managed to zip my lips.


  One of Rafael’s brows danced upwards as he sent me a speculative look, but he replied easily enough, “Marquis was never much of a father anyway. He was always aloof, untouchable.” He was quiet a moment before adding, “He’s nothing like Al.”


  I felt a wave of sympathy. Moving to join him, I reached out to place my hand softly on his arm. And this time, I managed to find words for what I truly felt. “I’m really sorry that you met me. It’s my fault that you ended up with such horrible choices.”


  I felt his muscles tense under my fingers.


  “I’m not sorry I met you,” he said, lowering his voice. “There truly was no choice in this for me. How could I let you and Jareth come to harm?”


  “For the greater good—” I began.


  “No,” Rafael disagreed, shaking his head. “There are those strong enough to live with the consequences of making such decisions, but I’m not one of them. I couldn’t live knowing that I’d sacrificed you and Jareth to appease the fear of the Queens. A fear they have no business feeling in the first place. They are better than that.”


  I heaved a sigh. “But it was a mistake all the same,” I said.


  I felt his breath on my cheek. It reminded me of the dream that I’d had, of him kissing me as I slept. Suddenly, I knew that it hadn’t been a dream. He’d had the ability to shift all along.


  Bending his head so his mouth was level to my ear, he whispered, "You’ll never be a mistake, Sydney. And I don’t care if Fate itself tells me so.”


  I stared at him.


  He stared back at me steadily. “I would do it all again, little green-eyed pixie.”


  Gently, he tilted my face up towards his, and leaning down, he kissed me lightly on the forehead.


  I just closed my eyes.


  Grasping my hand, he pulled me into his massive closet and led me to the small wooden chest that I’d seen before on the day he’d given me Cor’s pen.


  Lifting the lid, he drew out a familiar-looking crystal cylinder. It took me a moment to recall that before it had held a golden feather as bright as pure sunlight. But the feather that had been alive before was now a dull, shriveled wisp.


  Rafael’s shoulders dropped. “Then it’s as I feared,” he said with a sad expression. “The Queen of the Light truly no longer trusts me.”


  He stood there a moment before reaching for another chest to rummage through its contents.


  As I waited, I eyed the crystal, remembering the Light Queen’s words in the coffee shop. Only those who have gained my complete trust may see and keep my Light. She’d given me a feather as well that day. It seemed years ago. I looked at my hand where the feather was supposed to be. I still couldn’t see it. Maybe because it really wasn’t there.


  For the briefest of moments, I saw it. A bright curl of vibrant, glowing golden light hovering over my hand. But before I could even gasp, it winked away.


  I scowled.


  What did it mean? Did it mean that the Light Queen still had faith in me? Hadn’t she just wanted me dead?


  I jerked in surprise as Rafael’s hand fell heavily on my shoulder. “Let’s go, Sydney,” he said.


  I barely had time to nod before we’d shifted back to Earth.


  Once again, I was standing in Rafael’s cold living room. The rays of the early morning sun filtered in through the window.


  I shivered.


  “What now?” I asked, my voice sounding unnaturally loud in the empty room.


  “I will not give up,” Rafael vowed. “I will do what must be done to protect humanity and the Fae.”


  “We’ll do it together,” I said, looping my arm through his.


  He stepped closer and leaned his chin on the top of my head. “You’re quite brave, little pixie,” he said, wrapping his arms tightly around me.


  I laid my head back against his muscular chest, and we stayed that way, taking silent comfort in each other’s presence.


  I suddenly recalled the Queens’ words. “What did I do to the Hall of Mirrors?” I asked. “Did I break them?”


  “I don’t truly know,” he answered. “But they’ve gone silent.”


  “How can a mirror go silent?” I asked.


  But my question was lost as Jareth appeared in a poof of mist. Brushing his sleeves, he rolled his eyes and said, “You certainly do know how to rile everyone up, Rafael. Exile yourself to Earth? Cor’s heir, a pureblood, walking away from his homeland to live with humans?”


  “Exile?” I asked, slipping out of Rafael’s arms to face him.


  “I’ve no reason to return there for good—” Rafael began.


  But then a familiar voice interrupted us all.


  “And where is ‘there’?” Al asked. Still wearing his Faraday baseball cap, he stepped out from behind the kitchen door. “Do you boys want to share just exactly what planet you’re from?”


  
Chapter Fourteen – A New Ally


  My mouth dropped open as Al walked towards us, and my mind raced through a variety of explanations in search of a plausible one that he just might believe.


  But I couldn’t think of a single one.


  Al really was just too sharp. He was holding his Neighborhood Watch flashlight in one hand and his cellphone in the other. When only silence greeted his request, he held up his phone and flipped it around for all to see.


  “Then maybe you can explain this to me?” he asked with a strange glint in his eye.


  The tiny screen flashed as a video began to play. It was clearly from one of Al’s spy cameras in the front yard.


  At first, it displayed a view of the street before the screen suddenly turned black, and all I could hear was a snuffling noise. Gradually, the blackness moved away to show a good view of the inside of Ajax’s nostril. Then he pulled back enough to reveal his entire nose and finally his face.


  For a few seconds, the Doberman stared directly into the camera. He began to blink. It took me a second to realize that he was blinking a pattern.


  “Morse code,” Al supplied, his expression inscrutable. “I haven’t heard of too many dogs knowing Morse code.”


  “What did he say?” I gulped.


  “Danger. The Mesmers will attack soon,” Al replied.


  Jareth snorted. Folding his arms, he leaned against the wall and drawled, “I suppose you’re not going to believe that he simply had something in his eyes?”


  Rafael lifted a cool brow in Jareth’s direction. “I believe it’s time,” he suggested calmly.


  “I suppose,” Jareth replied with a careless shrug.


  It sounded ominous. “Time for what?” I asked, flooding with concern.


  But Rafael wasn’t listening to me. With a slight bow of respect, he held out his hand in a welcoming gesture. “I believe it’s much simpler to just show you, Al.”


  Al didn’t hesitate. “Then let’s go,” he agreed, pulling out his truck keys.


  “Keys are not … needed. Allow me,” Rafael said, touching Al’s arm.


  They shifted.


  I turned on Jareth and asked, “Where did they go?”


  He took the time to yawn first, a great, big obnoxious yawn before he answered, “Avalon.”


  I rolled my eyes. “I could figure out that much on my own,” I snapped.


  Jamming his hands in his pockets, Jareth strolled to the living room window and peered out, rocking back and forth on his heels. “We’ve always known Al would have a part to play in this drama. It’s in his fate lines,” he divulged, and then his voice dropped, and he muttered as if to himself, “This is all happening so fast.”


  He didn’t speak after that, no matter how hard I pestered him with questions. I finally gave up and settled for looking for Ajax, but the Doberman was nowhere to be found. And after a time, when Al and Rafael didn’t return, I began to nervously pace back and forth.


  Again, I asked Jareth where they’d gone exactly, but he only responded with an irritated grunt.


  After a while, I gave up pacing and sat down on the floor to idly trace figure eights in the dust as Jareth continued to stare unseeing out the window.


  It was sometime later that I looked over at Jareth and asked, “Why didn’t you come when I called?”


  This time, he responded. “You called?” His brow lifted in surprise.


  I searched his face, and finally deciding that he was sincere, I nodded. “Many times.”


  He scowled upon hearing it. “I was doing a concert …” he began, and then his voice trailed off, and a look of confusion passed over his face. “Or maybe I was in Avalon. I woke up in Avalon a short time before hearing Rafael’s mirror break.”


  He didn’t say anymore. He didn’t have to.


  I eyed him speculatively, suspicious that he’d again fallen victim to Melody’s evil designs. “You should wear a Faraday cap,” I advised.


  He just snorted, and I knew better than to press him.


  He turned his back on me after that, and I knew that I wouldn’t get anything else out of him, so I returned to drawing figure eights in the dust.


  It must have been close to two hours when Al and Rafael finally winked back into existence.


  I leapt to my feet.


  Al looked decidedly green, but I knew it wasn’t only from having shifted the first time.


  Rafael eyed him sympathetically.


  He’d taken the time to change his clothing, and he looked as sophisticated and charming as ever with his shirt stretched tight across his muscular chest in a way that set his lean body off to perfection.


  It was funny. Even in the midst of all this drama, I found him a distraction.


  Al took a deep breath. “Right then, we’ve work to do,” he said. But then he added, “After a few Tums and a cup of coffee.”


  He waggled his eyebrows at me and headed out the door and across the street.


  We followed.


  Everyone else in the blue rambler was still asleep as we filed into the kitchen. And I started Al’s coffee as he headed for the medicine cabinet in the bathroom.


  Closing the cupboards, I joined Rafael and Jareth at the kitchen table, and we all waited in silence for Al’s return.


  He came back just as the coffee finished, looking pale and with his brows drawn into a straight line. And after pouring himself a cup, he sat down to join us.


  We waited.


  But Al didn’t speak.


  He just sat there, slowly sipping his coffee.


  I was desperately thinking of ways to break the silence when Tigger waddled into the room. I suppose the smell of coffee had given him the false hope that we were cooking breakfast.


  Once the old hound dog figured out that he’d been duped, his long ears drooped in disappointment, and then shuffling over to the refrigerator, he slowly turned in three circles before laying down with a loud, long sigh.


  The noise broke the tension, and the line between Al’s brows disappeared.


  “That’s quite some place you boys have there in Avalon,” he said, shaking his head in disbelief. Looking Rafael straight in the eye, he held out his hand in greeting. “It’s a real honor to meet you.”


  Rafael solemnly shook his hand in reply.


  There was another silence this time, but it was much shorter.


  Al drained his cup and slammed it down onto the table. “Now then, let’s get down to business,” he boomed. “What’s going on here? What do I need to know now?”


  Jareth expelled a long breath through his nose. “Don’t ask me, I wouldn’t know where to start,” he said sardonically. Crossing his arms, he slouched in his chair, apparently satisfied with his contribution to the conversation.


  After sending him a disparaging look, Rafael began, “Jareth and I are Fate Trackers. Fate Trackers dedicate their lives to protecting Earth, since the time of Queen Morgan—”


  Knowing Al a lot better than he did, I knew this was never going to work.


  “Let me handle this,” I interrupted. And turning to my foster father, I gave him the rundown in a single breath. “The lizard people in the second dimension are creating a portal to invade Earth. They’ve got Mesmers—your Chupacabras—who can control you with their voices and eyes—so that’s why you have to wear the hats. And they created this horrible mutant Tulpa out of human fear that Marquis caught in that orange tube, and I accidentally let it go, and it tried to eat me.”


  I’d gotten a little side-tracked, so I took a deep breath and course-corrected.


  “We also have a renegade evil mastermind Fae named Melody running around with a mysterious weapon,” I said, and then added, “And Rafael may have just started a civil war on Avalon that’ll probably cause us problems. Oh, and there’s this Shadow Person with a black top hat that appears at times and seems to be trying to help.” I nodded in satisfaction, figuring that was a fairly good overview. I was sure Melody would be quite displeased to know that I’d labeled her a renegade evil mastermind, but I felt it was a fitting title.


  Al didn’t say anything.


  I was beginning to worry that I’d lost him when he began to fire off questions, “So, Betty’s missing time—”


  “Lizard people,” I cut him short.


  “Marquis?” he asked.


  “He’s a Fae controlled by the lizard people,” I replied.


  “Harmony?” he asked.


  “Fae,” I answered. “She’s Rafael’s bodyguard.”


  “Zelphie?”


  “She really is Rafael’s mom.”


  “You know, this explains a lot about last Thanksgiving,” he muttered to himself and looked at me with a keen eye. “And this Shadow Person?”


  “We don’t know much about him,” I said honestly. “I’m the only one that’s seen him here. He started out as that gnome in Mrs. Patton’s yard.”


  Al’s brows rose at that one.


  “He seems to be trying to help me,” I felt compelled to say.


  Al nodded and asked me from under bushy brows, “And when you got sick in the park?”


  “Blondie,” I said with a shudder, recalling how close I’d come to death.


  “Blondie?” Al repeated the name curiously.


  “The leader of the lizard people,” Rafael supplied quietly. “The most dangerous one of them all. At present, he’s still trapped in the second dimension, and has only managed to gain control of the body of a Mesmer. He seeks to return to Earth and gain a human body to possess.”


  I shuddered. I hadn’t known that.


  Al nodded, rubbing his chin thoughtfully, and asked, “So, how long do we’ve got before these lizard people get this portal operational?”


  “My best guess is no more than a month.” Rafael’s jaw clenched. “At least that’s what Marquis believes.”


  Jareth and I looked at him in surprise.


  “Then what’s the plan?” Al asked. “Who’s in charge of our defensive strategy here?”


  “As of today,” Rafael answered. “I am.”


  I blinked and shot a quick glance at Jareth. Somehow, I figured he was going to object, or at the least, say something snarky. But to my surprise, he only gave me a belligerent shrug and drawing a coin from his pocket, began to flip it through his fingers.


  “Melody and Marquis were tasked by our Queens to oversee Earth’s protection,” Rafael began to explain. “But both Jareth and I have uncovered their duplicity. I … made the … choice…” He paused noticeably on each word before continuing, “The choice to use my heritage and position in the Inner Circle to take control, to keep the peace in Avalon and protect Earth, as is my duty.”


  My eyes misted with angry tears. How could such a choice be deemed bad? It made little sense. If this was considered wrong, then something was really wrong with the system.


  “Already I’ve used my new position to order a contingent of Protectors to aid us in finding this portal,” Rafael was still speaking. He pointed across the street to his house. “We would greatly benefit from your insight, should you care to join us.”


  An expression of pure delight crossed Al’s face. He was beaming. “Then let’s get busy,” he said, pushing his empty coffee cup away. “But give me three minutes. I’ve got to get ready.”


  Precisely three minutes later, Al returned to the kitchen, and I could tell by his heavy military boots and fatigues that he was prepared.


  Rubbing his hands briskly together, he said, “Let’s get this show on the road! I’ve told Betty that you boys have joined the Neighborhood Watch and that we’re out on a training patrol.” He was practically bubbling with excitement. “Now, let’s be off to this Mission Control Center of yours.”


  Thinking Neighborhood Watch was a bit of an understatement, I followed them across the street, listening to the sound of their boots crunching in the newly fallen snow. But as I stepped through the front door of Rafael’s house, I paused on the threshold in surprise.


  The place was crawling with Fae Protectors.


  They’d set up their equipment in the living room and kitchen. But it didn’t look like much of a Mission Control Center. It looked more like an art gallery with different sized crystals of varying hues arranged around the rooms on marble pedestals. One wall of the living room was lined with gilt-edged mirrors.


  It was a stark reminder of Rafael’s recent loss of his own mirror.


  He must have read it on my face because soon he was at my side, murmuring into my hair, “There’s more to be gained by living in the present than by being trapped in the past, little green-eyed pixie.”


  My head snapped up just as he leaned down, and for a moment our lips brushed together before he moved away, leaving me to think that he’d strategically timed it. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one to conclude that, because as Rafael left, I caught Jareth rolling his eyes.


  As Rafael led us through the rooms, a few different Fae approached to give him updates.


  “The Queens have sequestered themselves in the Hall of Mirrors,” a particularly thin Light Fae female named Sadaf informed him. “They’ve given orders for peace to rule Avalon while they search for the truth.”


  “That is well.” Rafael nodded, obviously pleased. “See that the Inner Circle obeys these orders as well. I’ll sanction no violence.”


  Sadaf gave him a salute and stepped back.


  It was Brock’s turn to report next. He gave me a quick smile before announcing, “Melody has disappeared. We can find no trace of her.”


  Rafael’s face remained calm, but I knew him well enough to see the tension in the corners of his mouth.


  “Keep looking,” was all he said as he moved to where Jareth slouched near a particularly large blue crystal.


  The soft murmuring of the Fae died in an instant, and all eyes turned upon us.


  “And Jareth, will you now share your insight into the Brotherhood?” Rafael asked, bowing his head in respect. “We need the vast knowledge and help of the Dark Fae if we’re to succeed.”


  I understood some of the significance of his words. I mean, it was clear that Rafael was extending an olive branch of some kind, and that he was publicly going against whatever Melody had said about getting rid of the Dark Fae.


  But from the way everyone was watching them, it appeared deeper than that. Far deeper.


  Jareth stood there a full three minutes in complete silence. Finally, he opened his mouth. “You’ve become unpredictable of late, Rafael,” he said.


  “I know that’s a compliment coming from you,” Rafael observed in reply. Bowing his head, he murmured, “Thank you.”


  Again, Jareth studied him. And then he divulged, “The Brotherhood’s in an uproar. They hit an unexpected roadblock with their portal, and Ajax nearly severed Blondie’s connection. They’re waiting for Blondie to recover.”


  “Then we’ve bought time,” Rafael said in overt relief.


  “Time we must use to our advantage,” Jareth agreed. “I’ll track Marquis, if you’ll lend me you aid. He’s likely to be near Blondie. Perhaps we’ll learn the nature of the Brotherhood’s connection and more of this portal.”


  Rafael nodded. “A promising approach. But the tracking will be solely up to you now, Jareth. My mirror is … gone.”


  It struck me then. It was the decided lack of snarky comments and barbs. Jareth and Rafael were working together—together, as true counterparts should.


  And in spite of the fact that things were still dire, I felt a strong surge of hope.


  Maybe, just maybe, things would be all right.


  Al stepped forward, clearly intrigued. “You know, I should give Jack a call,” he said, rubbing his jaw thoughtfully. “Sounds like we need his brain on this portal mystery.”


  “By all means, the more help we have, the better chance we have,” Rafael replied.


  I wanted to offer my help, but I hung back.


  I couldn’t mention my tulpa theory in front of Jareth. Not until I’d figured out what was going on with him. Reaching over, I tugged Rafael’s sleeve.


  “Can we talk later?” I asked.


  His eyes lit with a smile as he looked down at me. “I’ll find you in a little while,” he promised.


  I watched him work with Jareth for a bit. They stood in front of the mirrors, but there were no images displaying on them. Only clouds of mist. Not wanting to disturb them, I went outside to join Al on the front porch.


  Al was staring at the sky with his face knit into a frown. But he smiled when he saw me and pulled a small notebook and pencil out of his shirt pocket.


  “I guess I always figured we weren’t alone,” he said, waving his hand absently at the sky. “But I thought someone else would discover that a few hundred years from now.”


  I joined him at the railing.


  Al didn’t know the half of it. We hadn’t told him about the Blue Threads or the impending disaster of the Tree of Life’s destruction.


  It was an awful lot to hold in.


  Closing my eyes, I whispered, “I'm scared, Al. I feel like I'm flying too high, and if I open my eyes, I’ll see that and fall.”


  Al’s sharp blue eyes zeroed in on mine. He waited for me to continue, but when I didn’t reveal anymore, he chuckled.


  “Don’t worry so much, kiddo,” he said. “If you’re flying, you’ve got wings, right? You won’t fall. You’ll only glide down.”


  Al always knew what to say. Or, I guess his words just made a lot of sense to me. I smiled, finding his company comforting.


  He gave me a fond pat on the head. “You’ve got quite a head on that shoulder of yours, Sydney. And I’m even more impressed now, knowing what you’ve been dealing with. You’re one tough cookie! Never doubt yourself!”


  I’m not one given to tears, but tears threatened upon hearing that, and I quickly dropped my gaze and focused on his army boots. No one had ever called me a tough cookie before. I liked it. It only made me more determined to be a tougher one.


  Al flipped his notebook open, and wetting the pencil with the tip of his tongue, he wrote “Mission Control Center” in big, block letters.


  He paused and gave me a conspiratorial grin. “We need some codenames here,” he said. “Something that won’t tip Betty and Grace off. I’m not sure they could deal with this yet.”


  I nodded in whole-hearted agreement.


  He wrote “Lizard People Portal”, “Mesmer Attack”, “Mysterious Weapon”, and “Shadow People” on the page and knit his brows in concentration.


  It didn’t take him long.


  “I’ve got it,” he said with a crisp nod. “‘Operation Take Down’ should cover the portal problem, ‘Operation Defense’ can handle the Mesmer attack, ‘Operation Bloodhound’ to find Melody, and ‘Operation Gumshoe’ for these Shadow People.”


  “Gumshoe?” I asked, puzzled.


  “You know, to creep around like you’re wearing soft shoes,” he said, waggling his brows.


  I knew a lot of people would take one look at Al and assume he was an uneducated redneck. But that would be their loss. I knew different. Al was one of the sharpest, smartest, and inspiring people that I’d ever met.


  As he scribbled in his notebook, my mind began to wander.


  Was Rafael right? Was Earth really on a course of destruction?


  I couldn’t feel it. But I didn’t know if that was because I was holding onto hope, or if I was just in denial because the obliteration of Earth was just too foreign a concept to ever feel real.


  “Where is your mind, little green-eyed pixie?”


  I jerked and whirled to see Rafael leaning against the railing with his arms folded across his chest.


  I didn’t know how long he’d been there, watching me.


  He pushed himself off the railing and joined me. And, as his lips curved into a smile, his eyes softened.


  “You need to rest, Sydney,” he advised gently, sliding a long finger under my chin. “Your body needs to heal.”


  I knew he was right. I was tired and sore, but I didn’t want to admit it.


  He leaned down and kissed me lightly, first on the cheek and then on the nose. “Come,” he said. “Ajax and I will walk you over.”


  “Ajax?” I said, looking over my shoulder as the Doberman trotted out onto the porch.


  Reaching down, Rafael absently stroked the dog’s ears and smiled. “Ajax will be staying with you until the Brotherhood is no longer a threat. He’ll see that you won’t come to harm.”


  I didn’t mind that at all. I felt completely safe with Ajax.


  Rafael slipped his hand over mine, and we walked across the street, but once I was certain I couldn’t be overheard, I began, “I’m sure Melody’s doing something horrible to Jareth.”


  He didn’t appear surprised at the sudden switch in subject. “It started some time ago,” he murmured. “I thought at first that she was researching how the Mesmers actually control their victims, but now I believe she’s up to something else. But what that is and exactly what she’s done to him … I can’t fathom.”


  I felt a ripple of fear at the very thought of the damage Melody might do should she learn how to mesmerize.


  “Whatever she’s doing to Jareth, it’s getting worse,” I said. And then I told him how I’d stumbled upon the thought of creating a good tulpa to destroy the mutant one.


  His gray eyes widened upon hearing it.


  “What an astounding thought, Sydney,” he said, genuinely impressed.


  I couldn’t help but smile back at him.


  “Well, I’m discovering I’m not very good at creating good tulpas yet,” I admitted gruffly.


  “Still, it’s something worth practicing,” he said, but then added, “But for now, it’s not something we should mention to Jareth.”


  I could only agree as we stepped up onto Al and Betty’s porch.


  “So, what’s the plan?” I asked, waving my hand in the direction of the Fae Mission Control Center. “What can I do?”


  He didn’t hesitate. And he replied with conviction. “Nothing.”


  “What?” I burst out in outrage. “I want to help—”


  Interrupting me, he put his fingers on top of mine and gave them a reassuring squeeze. “Doing nothing is the best way to help right now, my green-eyed pixie.” He continued, “And doing nothing is a dangerous mission. Both Melody and Marquis will be watching you. You can help the most by acting as if nothing unusual has happened.”


  I scowled, highly suspicious that he was only trying to protect me. Pointing across the street, I said, “Do you really think they’re not going to notice that Mission Control Center? That’s pretty unusual.”


  “We’ve got to find Melody,” he replied, and I could hear the sincerity in his tone. “If you return to work, you just might draw her out of hiding enough so we can track her down. She won’t be expecting you to act as if all is well. She might even follow you.”


  I saw his point then. But the thought of Melody showing up at the coffee shop and trying something nasty—like unexpectedly demonstrating her new ability to mesmerize—was an unsettling one.


  “Then you want me to act kind of like an undercover cop,” I said. Finding a better analogy, I voiced it. “Or, more like the bait in a trap.”


  “We’ll be watching over you closely,” he reassured as he slipped a comforting arm around my waist and guided me into the kitchen. “But enough of this for now. Now you must eat to regain your strength. You’re far too pale for my liking.”


  I was kind of hungry. Once I thought about it, it was kind of surprising that I could still be hungry in spite of everything that was going on.


  Snooping in the cupboard for something quick and easy, I spied a box of generic corn pops on the top shelf. And standing on my tiptoes, I tried to pull it down by grasping the bottom of the box between my fingertips, but to my disappointment, I only succeeded in pushing it farther from my reach.


  Rafael’s strong arm stretched past me, and I felt his hard chest against my back. I held still as he easily snagged the cereal and handed it to me, but he took the opportunity along the way to smell my hair.


  I caught my breath, surprised at the intimacy. Excitingly surprised and highly aware of every physical inch of him. But it did feel a little strange to relax enough to think of such things.


  I supposed I was learning to live in the moment just a bit. Maybe because at the moment, there was some advantage to that.


  After a few seconds, he moved away, leaned against the kitchen counter, and tapped his fingers.


  I was a bit flustered and not really sure what to say, so I concentrated on shaking the cereal into two bowls. But then he defused the tension by casually reading the back of the box as if it were the most interesting thing in the world.


  “Simply natural corn pops, so tasty, they’re tops,” he read aloud, sending me a look of veiled amusement.


  Pouring the milk, I grabbed two spoons, thinking that I could listen to the soft lull of his voice forever. I’d just set our bowls on the table when I realized that I’d gotten him a spoon.


  Feeling a bit foolish for forgetting so easily that he couldn’t touch it, I quickly replaced it with a set of Al’s chopsticks.


  It only served to remind me that though he looked human, he truly wasn’t.


  There were a lot of differences between us. But then who is to say what differences are good and bad? Differences should be viewed for what they really are: unique strengths.


  Biting my bottom lip, I wondered if a relationship with him could truly work.


  One look at him in his black coat, and the glimpse of a gray-netted tank top underneath which revealed tantalizing muscles made my heart say ‘Yes’ with a capital ‘Y’.


  He was breathtakingly gorgeous. And kind. And trustworthy.


  And he wasn’t perfect.


  I liked that. It leveled the playing field.


  He had downsides just like the rest of us. He turned frosty when he was mad, and his family was even more dysfunctional than mine.


  Not to mention that he was a tad obsessed with his looks. Although I’d noticed lately he hadn’t been looking into as many mirrors. I studied his face. And, he was definitely wearing less eyeliner. But I honestly kind of missed it. I thought he was handsome with just the right amount.


  None of us were perfect, so who cared if he wasn’t human?


  There wasn’t a single good reason to prevent me from falling completely in love with him.


  He surprised me by reaching over to tweak my nose. “Where has your mind gone, little pixie?”


  I blushed in a dead giveaway to what I’d been thinking. Rattled, I said the first thing that came to mind. “What about love?”


  Immediately wincing, I jumped to my feet under the pretense of placing my bowl in the sink.


  Why had I asked him that? And why could I not control my mouth in these situations? Searching for a way to recover, I turned, but then drew back sharply.


  He’d followed me.


  Raising a curious brow, he repeated, “Love?” And his gray eyes smiled.


  I swallowed. Averting my eyes, I attempted to move sideways, but he planted his palm on the countertop and blocked my escape.


  “I mean, your home-and-family type of love,” I said quickly, a little pleased that my thinking abilities had returned. “Your mom, and that kind of stuff. It’s important for a girl to know that about a guy, you know.” I scowled. Even though true, that last sentence was better left unsaid.


  Someday, I was going to learn the art of slowing down and organizing my thoughts before speaking.


  “Home and family,” he repeated gamely enough. He pursed his lips a moment as if in thought, and then said, “I’ve never felt at home anywhere, really. At least not what I think you mean by that word.”


  He looked a little sad, and I felt a twinge of sympathy.


  “I can relate,” I said. Or could, anyway. Of late, I’d actually found a home.


  He gave me a wan smile. “My mother loves duty. And to her, I’m a duty to her bloodline. Nothing more. To be honest, I believe the only being that truly loves me is Ajax. I would consider him to be the extent of my family.”


  Great. Ajax. But I supposed I should be grateful that at least Rafael’s closest family member no longer loathed me entirely. At least I’d graduated to the next step of begrudging tolerance.


  When Rafael didn’t say anything else, I realized that he really was done. He’d pointedly avoided mentioning his father. Of course, I couldn’t blame him.


  “I don’t have a very big family either,” I said then. “I just have Jerry. Or, I did, I suppose. Now, I’ve got Al and Betty, too.” That made me smile. It made me feel warm and fuzzy inside to actually verbalize how I felt about them. They really were my family now.


  “We’ve a lot in common,” he said softly as the look in his eyes changed. The corner of his lip curved.


  I knew what it meant.


  He wanted to kiss me. And even though I wanted nothing more, I was suddenly tempted to run.


  He must have read it on my face.


  I hadn’t even moved an inch before he placed his hand on the other side of me and effectively boxed me in.


  I held still then, holding my breath as he pressed me back, slowly trailing his fingers up my arms to cradle my head between his hands. Looking directly into my eyes, he leaned forward and brushed his lips against mine in the lightest, most gentlest of touches.


  “I shall no longer fear what my fate brings me,” he whispered in my ear. “I don’t believe I could have done better. And now the fates have judged me and moved on. There’s no reason for me to deny it or to run anymore.”


  I just stared at him.


  The smile fled from his lips, and his expression grew serious. “Let’s stop this.”


  Those words made my heart sink in an instant.


  But he was still speaking, “Let’s stop pretending.” He paused, and then said, “I love you, Sydney.”


  Just a moment ago, my heart had plummeted, but now it soared. Higher than I ever could have imagined as my lips parted in surprise, but no sound came out of them.


  Rafael smiled, clearly reading my emotions easily enough. Lowering his long lashes over his eyes, he murmured, “When a Fae asks another to ‘take their hand’, it means they’re asking them to share their life, to walk with them.”


  I froze.


  He looked deeply into my eyes. “Will you take my hand, Sydney?” he said in a soft voice.


  My mind went numb.


  I wasn’t sure how long I just stared up at him, and then he dropped my hand to caress my cheek and thread a finger through my hair. The gesture was so simple, yet so intimate. So loving. He dropped his head, and his warm breath on my ear made me shiver.


  “I’m going to kiss you.” His voice was a mere whisper now. “But I’ll give you fair warning. I’ll count to ten. You can leave before I do, if you want.”


  He stepped back then, and slowly began to count.


  There was plenty of space.


  I could easily dash away.


  But I didn’t. I stood still, struck by the sudden, undeniable revelation that he was right. It was time to stop pretending. Time to stop lying to myself that I could let him go. That was impossible. I already knew that I was going to love him forever.


  His velvet smooth voice had only reached the number five before I sealed my fate.


  Closing the distance between us, I put my hands into his. And looking up at him, I asked, “Will you promise not to let me go?”


  There was raw emotion in his gaze. “I will never let you go,” he swore.


  It was the most natural thing in the world to lean back and kiss him. I ran my hands over his sculpted biceps and into his hair as he deepened the kiss.


  And then I heard, “Rawrrrrrrrr.”


  I jerked back as Ellison entered the kitchen.


  Grace was right behind him. Grinning, she put a finger to her mouth and pretended to throw up.


  It was impossible to prevent the hot flush spreading across my cheeks.


  “We were just leaving,” Grace said quickly.


  “We were?” Ellison asked, looking down at her in confusion.


  Grace elbowed him in the ribs.


  “I’m afraid that it is I who must go,” Rafael said, resting a gentle hand on the back of my neck.


  He leaned down and murmured, “I’ll speak with you later this evening.” With a light kiss on my cheek, he bowed and left.


  “Ok,” I managed to say as the front door clicked shut behind him.


  Ellison snorted at my delayed reaction, but Grace sighed and fanned her cheeks, “How romantic!”


  At that, Ellison’s brows yanked up, but then in a loud stage whisper he said, “Then I’m afraid to tell you that it is I who must go next, Lady Grace.”


  And grabbing Grace’s hand, he covered her fingers with theatrical kisses.


  As she snorted in laughter, I ducked away and escaped to my room. And just as the door closed, Ajax zipped past me to stand in the middle of my room, watchful and protective.


  “Ajax.” I heaved a sigh of relief. “I’m glad you’re here.”


  I’d never meant it more.


  Moving to my bed, I sat down. And to my surprise, Ajax jumped up next to me.


  I lifted my hand to pet him but stopped midway when his lips twitched.


  “There now,” I said a little nervously. “Good doggie.”


  At the word ‘doggie’, the fur on his spine lifted a fraction, and his lips curled back to expose his wicked-looking teeth.


  But then I glanced into his dark eyes and suddenly knew it was all show. Reaching over, I swallowed him in a great big hug.


  And for a brief moment, I felt his Twinkie-size tail wag. Just once. But it was a wag all the same, and we both knew it.


  I couldn’t help but grin. “Am I growing on you?”


  This time, he showed his gums along with his teeth, and I quickly drew back.


  “You’re a brat,” I said with a scowl. I knew he’d never really hurt me, but apparently he wasn’t in to the warm and fuzzies. At least not yet.


  Clearly, our relationship required baby steps.


  All at once tired, I lay back on my bed, supposing it wouldn’t hurt to close my eyes for a bit.


  I woke up much later.


  I’d slept straight through dinner.


  Everyone was in the family room watching a movie. Even Al. But when he saw me poke my head through the doorway, he got up to join me in the kitchen.


  “We’ve made some progress this afternoon,” he said. Pulling his Mission Control notebook out of his pocket, he gave me an update of each operation, ticking each one off with a jab of his finger. “Jack’s already briefed on Operation Takedown and is on the case. And Operation Defense is under control. Those Protector boys have fanned out to cover the area, so nothing is going to sneak by them. They’re quite the soldiers.”


  He nodded several times, clearly impressed, and I couldn’t help but smile that he was calling the highly trained Fae Protectors “boys”.


  Flipping the page, he continued, “Operation Gumshoe. That’s a tricky one, and we’re attacking from all angles. Jareth dug up a few historians of the supernatural this afternoon, and they’re looking into it, but I’m going to turn Jack loose on that, too. It’s right up his alley.”


  Taking out his pencil, he scribbled something on the page.


  After a minute, I prompted him. “And Operation Bloodhound?”


  Had they found Melody?


  Al shook his head. “No progress. She’s gone completely off the radar.”


  That apparently spurred another thought, because he scribbled a new note.


  I smiled a little. Al was certainly in his element. As he continued to write, I took a peek at his notebook.


  On each page, he’d written ‘Highly Classified Documents – For Your Eyes Only’.


  I grinned.


  Al wasn’t afraid to have fun and to be himself. No one could ask for a better role model.


  We talked for a little bit after that, and then missing Rafael, I decided to go look for him. But first, I headed back to my room for my sneakers and sweatshirt. Hopefully, he’d be across the street and not bopping around in Avalon somewhere where I couldn’t find him.


  But as I opened the door to my bedroom, I pulled up short.


  Rafael was standing there in my room.


  The mist swirling around him betrayed the fact that he’d just arrived.


  “I was just—” I began, but then seeing the stricken expression on his face, I stopped abruptly. Dashing to his side, I cried, “What is it? What happened?”


  He looked down at me, unseeing for a moment.


  In a choked whisper, he managed to say, “Sydney, I … had a … dream.”


  
Chapter Fifteen – The Gates of Hell


  I just stared blankly at him. I didn’t have a clue what to say.


  I don’t think he did either.


  Finally, I cleared my throat and asked, “Are you sure it was a real dream and not some kind of memory or something?” After all, he’d never had one, so he could have made a mistake.


  His gray eyes shifted to meet mine, and the corner of his lip twisted into a wry smile. “Do you think watching myself play your Earth game of ping pong in Samantha’s coffee shop with your mouse, Jerry, is a memory?”


  I grinned. “Sounds like a bona fide dream to me,” I said, heaving a sigh of relief. Having a dream wasn’t that bad. Nothing worth freaking out over, anyway.


  Walking up to him, I stood on my tiptoes and slid my arms around his neck. All at once, I felt awkward and shy. I was new to this whole romance thing.


  I almost bolted away.


  But he didn’t give me time to lose my confidence. He responded at once. Placing his hand on the back of my neck, he rubbed my cheek absently with his thumb and pulled me closer into his arms to rest his chin on the top of my head.


  We stayed that way a moment before I drew back enough to look up into his face, just inches away. He didn’t have any makeup on. None. But I didn’t ask why.


  “So what does it mean, you having a dream?” I asked instead.


  He shook his head several times and then spoke in a voice filled with wonder. “The ability to dream, to travel to dimensions unknown, has always been impossible for the Fae…until now.”


  Silence fell between us. But it was a cozy silence. One in which I rested my head comfortably against his chest.


  Finally, his voice rumbled in my ear, “I don’t have the slightest understanding of what it means, Sydney.”


  We lapsed back into silence and probably would have stayed that way for a long time if Jerry’s wheel hadn’t begun to squeak. Drawing apart, we both glanced over to watch the mouse’s little feet zoom over the bars of his wheel in endless circles.


  Rafael’s eyes locked on the mirror hanging over my dresser. “Mirrors act strangely around you, Sydney.”


  “Strange?” I frowned, eyeing my reflection. I didn’t see anything unusual. Well, beyond the fact that I had a wild hairdo and looked really tired. “I look like me,” I said.


  “Do you?” he asked softly.


  Raising a brow, I glanced back into the mirror. And I was just about to say that I really looked like I always do when I noticed that my skin seemed to be glowing. Startled, I jerked and quickly glanced away.


  “That’s just a trick of the light,” I said stubbornly.


  I didn’t want to think about it. Not now. It was just too much.


  Rafael watched me a moment, but then apparently understanding, he dropped the subject and moved closer to Jerry’s cage.


  Immediately, Jerry hopped off his wheel and ran to the cage door to sit on his haunches and twitch his pink nose at Rafael.


  Raising a brow, Rafael opened the cage. He’d barely put his finger inside before Jerry jumped onto it to perch like a parakeet.


  “It’s strange how he does that,” I said, a little on edge. Was nothing normal anymore?


  “And even stranger what he’s saying,” Rafael informed me as he drew his brows into a deep frown.


  A shiver of trepidation traveled down my spine. Swallowing, I asked, “And what’s that?”


  “He says that he’s not a mouse,” Rafael answered.


  I stared at Jerry in horror, half expecting him to turn into some otherworldly creature right then and there. But then, with one look into his loving little eyes, my fear dissipated in an instant.


  I could never be afraid of Jerry. It just took one look into his sweet little face to make that thought laughable.


  “Maybe he’s going senile,” I suggested, kissing the mouse on the top of his fuzzy head. Suddenly curious, I asked, “What does he think he is?”


  With a perplexed smile, Rafael gently returned Jerry to his cage. And as the mouse scampered back to his wheel to huff away, Rafael shook his head incredulously and replied, “He says he’s a seed.”


  “A seed?” I laughed.


  Rafael’s gray eyes filled with warmth, and he laughed with me. “Maybe you’re right that he’s confused,” he agreed. “He does seem to be awfully old for a mouse.”


  That made me a bit sad. I didn’t want to think that I might lose Jerry soon, so I pulled my usual trick of deciding not to think about it at all and deliberately switched subjects.


  “Do you think Melody might show up at work tomorrow?” I asked.


  But the instant I mentioned the word ‘work’, Rafael insisted that I get some more sleep in order that my injuries healed properly. And shortly after, he kissed me warmly, patted Ajax goodnight, and disappeared.


  Placing my Faraday cap firmly on my head, I sighed and returned to bed.


  At once, Ajax jumped up beside me. I was prepared to do battle with him over who got the pillows, when to my surprise he cuddled up at my feet.


  “I missed you too, Ajax,” I said with a goofy sentimental smile.


  He lifted his head and shot me a withering look.


  Switching off the lights, I lay back in bed. It took some time to go back to sleep, but I gradually succumbed, lulled into a peaceful slumber by Ajax’s familiar faint snore.


  The next morning found me well rested and ready for work.


  It felt strange to head to the coffee shop when I knew that there was a Fae Mission Control Center across the street trying to stop an alien invasion. No matter how much everyone insisted, making lattes and bagging pastries seemed to me a fairly useless way to help.


  It began to rain slush as I hopped into Al’s pickup truck. He’d volunteered to drop me off.


  “Shouldn’t the government be involved in all this, Al?” I asked him as we roared down the street. “I mean, this is such a big deal! Someone would believe us, I would think.”


  Wouldn’t they?


  Al pursed his lips. “It’s all about getting the right person for the right job, kiddo. Right now, our government would laugh us off as crazies, or even if we could convince them, they’d spend forever debating who should be in charge.”


  I knew he was right. And no one was going to listen to us, that was for certain. And if Rafael or any of the other Fae revealed who they really were, they’d most likely be shackled in iron immediately while the government wasted precious time analyzing them and discerning if they were friend or foe.


  “No, the best decision they’d ever make would be to find a real expert like Jack,” Al was saying. “And he’s already on the case.”


  Just a few months ago, I would have laughed at the mere concept that Jack the Janitor could save Earth from an impending invasion of the lizard people. Now, I didn’t find it funny at all.


  “Jack’ll find that portal before anyone else,” Al predicted with a chuckle.


  Still, I felt left out going to work when all the excitement was happening back at home. “I just want to help,” I said under my breath as we pulled up to the back of the coffee shop.


  Al heard me and reached over to tousle my head. “You’re at the center of all of this, kiddo. You’ve uncovered so much by just doing what you’ve been doing all along. It’s important. You’d probably mess things up if you just stuck around the control center watching other people work. Do your thing. That’s why you’re here!”


  I looked at him, thinking again that he might just be one of the wisest men I’d ever met.


  Waving goodbye, I watched him drive away, thinking that if I needed to trust one human to see Earth safe, it sure wouldn’t be some fancy Men-In-Black type agent or a president knee-deep in politics mostly worried about his re-election.


  I’d pick Al.


  With a smile, I walked through the back door of the coffee shop and ran straight into Ellison.


  “And how’s the lovebird this morning?” he asked with wide, innocent eyes.


  I picked up a dish towel and threw it at him.


  He skipped around the corner, but a second later poked his head back to grin at me mischievously.


  Feeling like I was doing everything but helping to save the world, I clocked in. I supposed there was one thing I could do, and that was to work on my Pikachu tulpa.


  Loading the dishes into the dishwasher, I focused on the yellow Pokémon character. It was fairly easy that morning to summon the emotion of happiness. All I had to do was think of Rafael, and in my mind’s eye, I could see my Pikachu tulpa skipping, dancing, and jumping with joy.


  Halfway through my shift, Samantha sent one of the baristas to fetch me to the front. Apparently, Jareth had arrived, and Samantha deemed him to be in a ‘mood’. And since she had to step out, she’d delegated the job of babysitting him to me.


  As it turned out, he really was in a mood. One of the worst I’d seen.


  Before I’d even had a chance to hang my apron up, he appeared next to me in a poof of mist, wearing a mahogany leather jacket and with his black hair fashioned into the style that reminded me most of a porcupine.


  “I sure hope no one saw you shift out there. We have enough problems without people freaking out all over the place.” But then I froze. It took just one glance up at his face to know that something was really wrong.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked.


  But before he could answer, Samantha’s phone began to ring.


  He watched it for several moments, and then with a growl, strode to her desk and yanked the cord out of the wall. Turning to me, he demanded, “Tell me why I was created, Sydney!”


  “How am I supposed to know that?” I scowled in response, a little surprised by his attitude. “What happened? You’re acting worse than usual.”


  But he just gave a belligerent snort. An expression of defeat crossed his face, and his eyes took on a particularly wounded look.


  “Am I a dark minion of the underworld?” he asked hoarsely.


  I shrugged. “Only if you want to be.”


  My cynical response had an unintended consequence.


  “Do I want to be?” he asked, covering his face with his hands.


  For the briefest of moments, I swore I saw scales beneath his fingers. But when he dropped his hands, there was nothing there. I brushed it off as my imagination.


  “Do I want to be?” he repeated with pain in his voice.


  I felt a rush of sympathy. “While I think you’re obnoxious and a total jerk sometimes, you’re not evil,” I told him as I grabbed his arm. “What happened to bring all of this on?”


  As he often did, he ignored what he didn’t want to answer.


  Instead, he held out his hand, and a moment later, one of his protection runes appeared in his palm.


  “Why do these even work?” he asked me in a tortured tone. “They shouldn’t, you know. Protection Runes have never worked against the Mesmers.”


  I was starting to get genuinely worried now. “You know, it doesn’t really matter, does it? I’m just glad they work now.” I was struck by a sudden thought. “Hey, maybe they can be used against Melody.”


  That apparently jolted him out of his pity party. “Melody?” He frowned. “What’s Melody have to do with this?”


  Pulling my cellphone out of my pocket, I waggled it in front of his face. “You know, the video.”


  He looked at me in extreme irritation. “I really don’t understand you humans sometimes,” he scoffed. “What video are you talking about? I swear you have the attention of a gnat, Sydney.”


  I narrowed my eyes. Did he really not remember? He sure looked like he didn’t.


  It was disturbing.


  We were going to have to find Melody double-quick and stop whatever she was doing to him. But I didn’t see the point of discussing it further. There was no point in stressing Jareth out even more.


  “You need some food,” I said.


  He didn’t even object as I yanked him to the front of the coffee shop.


  Pushing him down into one of the comfortable chairs, I ordered, “You just sit here and rest, and I’ll get you something to eat.”


  I was all ready for him to whine and complain, but to my surprise, he simply laid his head in his arms wearily and gave a heavy groan.


  Keeping a close eye on him, I hurried to the pastry case and got a blueberry muffin. But when I returned to set the plate on the table, he lifted his head and tossed me an arrogant look of disdain.


  “Quit feeling sorry for yourself,” I said, heading him off. “We’ve all got problems, you know. You don’t get it any worse than the rest of us.”


  “Oh, are you part lizard?” he snidely asked under his breath.


  “You’re acting like a big baby,” I retorted.


  He just scowled at me. So, I left him alone and returned back to work.


  Most likely, Melody had tortured him again.


  She had to be stopped soon. It was getting very serious. I wondered if she might have unwitting allies back in Avalon that were helping to hide her. Maybe there was a way to reveal her evilness via some kind of Fae alert system. She couldn’t be a fugitive for very long if every good Fae citizen was on the lookout for her.


  As I started wiping the toddler nose-smudges and fingerprints off the front of the pastry case, I was struck by a wacky idea.


  Maybe I could send out an alert myself.


  I had the video of Melody on my cellphone.


  On Earth, we’d coordinate with police, put up fliers, hold a press conference, and post the evidence online for the world to see.


  But I wondered how it worked in Avalon.


  What did a Fae press conference look like? Judging by their Mission Control Centers, press conferences probably involved a lot of soft chiming music, mirrors, and glowing crystals.


  I wondered what Rafael would say about my idea, but I instinctively knew he’d tell me not to do it, just out of fear for my safety alone. Messing around with Melody could definitely be lethal, that was for sure.


  For the next hour, I continued to clean tables as the customers came and went, but I couldn’t shake the idea of catching Melody by broadcasting some kind of Avalon’s Most Wanted.


  Finally, on my lunch break, I decided I couldn’t resist a little experiment.


  Jareth had slouched back in one of the chairs and had apparently fallen asleep. I took that as proof of my theory that Melody had spent the night experimenting on him.


  Well, it was about time somebody tried something to thwart her.


  Selecting a tuna sandwich and a glass of iced tea for my free meal, I fished out my cellphone and sat down in a quiet corner, intentionally choosing a place in front of a mirror that hung behind one of the chairs.


  I felt a little foolish, and I almost gave up before I even started. I think the only reason I continued was that I didn’t really believe it was going to work.


  As Melody’s video began to play, I faced it towards the mirror and held my breath.


  Nothing happened.


  Well, almost nothing.


  A lady came into the coffee shop with her five-year-old son. And as his mother ordered coffee, the little boy spent the entire time watching me, shaking his head from side to side as if I’d lost my marbles.


  I almost quit right there.


  But then taking inspiration from Al, I let the video play out.


  When nothing happened, I tapped my fingers for a bit, slightly disappointed even though I’d expected nothing would really happen.


  But as I tapped, my eyes fell on my Fae classification bracelet.


  In Avalon, I’d seen it glow, just like my skin had in the mirror last night.


  What did it mean?


  Lost in thought, I munched on my tuna sandwich, half daydreaming.


  I didn’t notice it at first. But soon I realized that my bracelet was glowing again. A soft aura of rainbow colors circled the entire thing.


  I didn’t even think about it first.


  I just did it.


  Bringing my hand up to the mirror, I tapped my phone and replayed the video.


  This time, I got quite a different response.


  The video played, and Melody’s tiny voice whispered from my cellphone speaker, “I will succeed with or without Rafael’s aid. I will see Avalon purified and the vermin of the Brotherhood and Earth eradicated from existence!”


  The words were scarcely finished, when all of the sudden I saw another Melody in the mirror’s reflection. But it was a much larger, life-size Melody.


  The evil mastermind herself was standing behind me. And she was livid.


  I didn’t stand a chance in the face of such fury.


  But before I could even think of running, a heavy hand fell upon my shoulder and Rafael’s deep voice said, “I’ll not allow her to harm you, Sydney.”


  Relief flooded through me as Fae Protectors began shifting in all around the coffee shop. Their trions were at the ready as sparks leapt from their bracelets.


  Brock had brought along Al, who, thankfully, was wearing his Faraday cap.


  And as I strangely wondered what Samantha would say when she came back, more Fae were popping in.


  The customers started screaming.


  A barista fainted.


  In midst of the chaos, Marquis arrived with Blondie.


  Blondie looked dreadful. Severe gashes and bites covered his face and body. He’d lost an entire ear, and his wounds still looked raw and bleeding.


  Apparently, Mesmer bodies didn’t heal very fast, even with the help of Marquis’ Fae technology.


  But it didn’t stop him from mesmerizing. Opening his mouth, Blondie rumbled the single word of “sleep.”


  It was instantaneous. Every human in the coffee shop went into a catatonic state.


  But only the humans.


  I barely had time to wonder before I noticed the intricate chains hanging around the Protectors necks. Dangling on the end of each necklace was one of Jareth’s protection runes. Their trions were aimed evenly at Marquis, Melody, and Blondie as they looked to Rafael for instruction.


  “Stop this madness, Melody,” Rafael’s cool voice cut the air.


  “Never,” she shrilled in reply. “Not even you can stop me now, Rafael.”


  Rafael’s gray eyes locked with hers. “I’ve stopped you many times before,” he said. “This time will be no different.”


  She paused. I figured that meant she was surprised by what he said, even though she didn’t show any outward signs of it.


  Blondie chose that moment to turn towards Melody and rasp, “We saw the message. Betrayed. You betrayed us. You seek to destroy the Brotherhood.”


  It was my turn to be surprised. Apparently, my video broadcast had been picked up by the Brotherhood as well as the Fae.


  Melody didn’t even try to deny his accusation.


  “Fool,” she spat. “Did you really believe I would labor all those years to create your Body of Kings?”


  At that, Jareth rose to his feet. And keeping his eyes glued on Melody, he advanced in slow, measured steps.


  “Then for what purpose did you create me, Melody?” His voice snaked through the tension-filled room.


  He’d only reached her halfway before Blondie blocked his path to sniff him with the interest of a predator. “Your body is destined to be mine,” he said with unblinking black eyes.


  Jareth just sneered outright in return. “Never will you possess me, I can promise you that,” he swore. “This body is mine and mine alone.”


  Blondie hissed and drew his lips back in displeasure.


  “Yes, Jareth’s powerful,” Melody said proudly. “An unforeseen side effect. And he’s a true Mesmer, as much as you are. You’ll never be able to possess his body.”


  Blondie screamed as all the Fae gasped.


  But Jareth was oblivious to everyone but Melody. “What was the purpose of your experiment? Why did you do this to me?” He held out his hands in a pleading gesture.


  But Melody didn’t answer.


  “I’m not one of them,” he told her desperately. So desperately, it was as if he needed to convince himself.


  At that, Blondie drew back his gargoyle lips again. “You are one with the Brotherhood,” he rasped. “I’ve seen your hunger. You can’t deny it.”


  As he spoke, I heard the scrabbling sound of claws against the floor.


  Mesmers.


  More Mesmers were coming.


  And they began to pile into the coffee shop, materializing from the ceiling.


  “Hunger,” they droned in hollow voices.


  Jareth paled. “They’re doing something to me,” he gasped.


  “Eat. Taste,” they invited.


  I wanted to run over, grab him, and get him out of there, but I couldn’t move. My body was suddenly too heavy to move.


  Apparently, the Fae Protectors suffered from the same affliction because though I could see the horror etched upon their faces at the events unfolding before their eyes, none of them moved or spoke a single word.


  None but Rafael.


  Perhaps it was because he was a pureblood, but somehow, he managed to speak, even though his voice was heavy and his words slurred. “Don’t give in, Jareth!” Rafael warned in a gruff voice. His words sounded slurred and his tone heavy.


  It was hard to think. My brain felt fuzzy, and suddenly I knew what it was.


  Jareth’s control was wavering.


  And if he succumbed to the Mesmers, we’d all lose the protection of his runes.


  He must have followed my thoughts, because he turned towards me and gasped. “I hear them, Sydney. I hear their voices, they’re like sirens singing.”


  “Don’t listen to them!” I finally managed. My throat was dry and my voice cracked.


  But he wasn’t listening to me. He was looking at Blondie.


  “Join us, Jareth,” Blondie rumbled. “Together, let us make Earth our playground. You have the blood of kings. Join us, and you can travel the dimensions. Taste the tulpa. You know you hunger for it. Even now, we see your desire, your hunger.”


  The mention of the mutant tulpa threatened to fill me with fear, but I valiantly struggled to ignore it.


  The last thing I needed to do was to make that thing stronger.


  In self-defense, I thought of my Pikachu tulpa.


  The response was immediate.


  Blondie let out a squeal, much like he had when Ajax had attacked him, and all at once I could move.


  I didn’t hesitate. I lunged at Jareth and threw my arms around him. “Don’t listen to them, Jareth! Don’t listen!”


  Somehow, Rafael was moving too, crying, “No!”


  But Jareth’s response wasn’t what I expected.


  Pulling a knife from his belt, he launched it straight at Rafael, embedding it deeply into the center of his chest.


  With a horrific gasp, Rafael collapsed to the floor, writhing in pain as Jareth recoiled with a stricken expression, as if he couldn’t believe what he’d just done.


  I was at Rafael’s side, wrenching the poisonous knife free.


  He was bleeding. And I didn’t know what to do other than to put pressure on the wound like Al’s survival training had taught me.


  The Fae Protectors around us couldn’t help. They still seemed to be rooted to the floor.


  Rafael managed to lift his head. “Don’t do this, Jareth. Conquer this. This is your Blue Thread!”


  I froze in horror as pain crossed Jareth’s face, a deep raw pain.


  Turning to me, he choked. “I’m going to fail, Sydney. There’s no hope now for any of us. It’s impossible for me to make the right choice.” His eyes were haunted and tortured.


  I just stayed where I was, pressing down hard on Rafael’s chest.


  “No,” Rafael disagreed weakly. “You’re stronger than this, Jareth.”


  For a moment, Jareth hesitated.


  And for a moment, I really believed he was going to listen.


  He bowed his head.


  But when he lifted it again, my jaw dropped open in disbelief.


  Scales covered his skin, dark, glistening scales, rippling down his arm and spreading up to his neck and face. And as we watched, his eyes morphed into reptilian slits.


  “Don’t do this,” Rafael whispered. “I need your help.”


  Jareth tilted his head, and a dangerous glint flickered in his eye. “As your Fate-Tracking Counterpart?” he asked.


  I could feel Rafael’s muscles tighten under my hand. I knew he wanted to sit up, but he was too weak. Through white lips, he replied, “Much more than that. Are you not my brother also?”


  Dark emotions played over Jareth’s face.


  He was clearly struggling.


  In an impossible, deep voice, a voice as deep as any Mesmer I’d ever heard, he said the last words I ever could imagine. “I have a whole world of brothers. I don’t need you. I am one with the Brotherhood.”


  The Mesmers surrounding us all began to cackle, and then the windows of the coffee shop shattered, along with every lamp, glass, and plate in the place.


  Before Jareth, a dark hole began to form in the center of the room. And for a brief instant, I could see down into it, into the darkness beyond, into what looked like the gates of hell.


  But there was something coming up, reaching out to emerge from the black gaping maw that was clearly the portal to the second dimension.


  It was grotesque. Huge. With multiple wriggling tentacles.


  It was the mutant tulpa.


  The End
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  The Glass Wall


  What if humans were more powerful than they thought? What if an alien race had a reason to keep humanity entrenched in fear? And what if ancient beings that we've met before were still trying to protect us?


  And just what if the fate of Earth depended upon an average 17-year-old girl with a few secrets of her own?


  Would she discover that the power of love was truly the strongest of all?
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  Rafael Channing is a Fate Tracker, protecting his world and Earth from disaster, but what should he do when disaster appears in the form of love?


  Book One - The Glass Wall


  17-year-old Sydney's only interest in life is flying under the radar.


  But destiny has other plans when the tall, handsome, formal, and unusual Rafael Channing moves into the neighborhood. Athletic and with killer looks, he wears black eyeliner like a magician and seems to be watching Sydney's every move.


  What starts out as a light-hearted investigation with her gadget-happy foster father takes a serious turn when she discovers that Rafael isn't human. Add Jareth, the country's latest rock sensation, into the mix and Sydney is swept into a mysterious world of Tulpas, the Fae, and the Brotherhood of the Snake.


  Sydney doesn't know she's a Blue Thread of Fate. She doesn't know the fate of humanity depends on her choice of whom to trust--Jareth or Rafael. And she certainly doesn't know that she's taken the first step on the unexpected path of love.


  Book Two of the Glass Wall- The Brotherhood of the Snake


  The excitement and mystery continues as the romance begins. After breaking the Glass Wall, Sydney finds herself on the run with Rafael. And as her feelings for him awaken, danger arrives in the form of Mesmers, agents of evil sent by the Brotherhood of the Snake.


  But when Jareth struts back onto the scene, it isn't long before Sydney finds herself immersed in sinister secrets, and the subsequent whirlwind of events leaves her wondering just who is right and who is wrong?


  Book Three of the Glass Wall - The Inner Circle


  As the predictions from the Hall of Mirrors come true, Sydney seizes control of her destiny and makes a choice between Rafael and Jareth. A choice of true love.


  And as she evades Mesmers, Tulpas, and the Fae's Inner Circle, she discovers the power of human thought.


  But then one of the three makes their Blue-Threaded decision, the decision of fate.


  Is it the right one?
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  The Kindling Heart


  (Scotland, 1478) - Ruan MacLeod was through with women. They were nothing but trouble. Leaving the rash life of his youth behind, he returned to Skye, seeking peace. He never meant to split the clan or start a war with the MacDonald of Duntulm. He certainly never foresaw an arranged marriage to the most scandalous woman in Scotland. Even though she was twice his age, the size of a horse and mother to more than one illegitimate child, he agreed to secure his sister's freedom.


  However, even that plan goes drastically awry. On his wedding day, he finds himself faced instead with an enticing, green-eyed lass named Bree. A walking disaster, his bride immediately turns his world into chaos and threatens to melt his resolve never to love again.


  Betrayed by her own mother, Bree flees to Skye, thinking only to reunite with her long, lost father. Instead, she finds herself wed to Ruan MacLeod as a replacement bride. When she is forced to remain in the castle, she is soon caught between brothers and the mentally ill wife of the laird.


  Shy, yet strong, Bree embarks on a journey of independence and learns along the way that all men are not necessarily evil. In fact, one particularly brooding, yet gentle-hearted warrior is worthy of love, and she soon loses her heart forever.


  Award-Winning Novel: The Bedeviled Heart


  "The Bedeviled Heart" is the ROMANCE SILVER MEDAL WINNER of the 2012 Independent Publisher Book Awards!


  (Scotland, 1479) Cameron Malcolm Stewart, Earl of Lennox, had made his peace with destiny. It was not his fate to love as other men. Each of his politically arranged marriages had ended in disaster. And though he had never touched a one of his wives, he had come to believe that sharing his name would consign a woman to an early grave. So, on the sunny spring day Cameron encounters a delightfully devious, bright-eyed lass selling charmed stones in one of Stirling's alehouses, he tosses her a shilling, thinking only to steal a kiss. But it is a kiss that will change his life forever.


  To care for her ailing father, the precocious Kate Ferguson has resorted to swindling the drunkards of Stirling. But a chance meeting with a handsome and seductively mysterious outlaw named Cameron ends with a kiss that changes the course of her destiny.


  But as dark times descend upon Scotland, Kate is inadvertently caught in a deadly web of court intrigue spun by the royal favorite, Thomas Cochrane. And as King James III falls prey to his fear of the Black Arts, accusations of witchcraft and treachery abound. The fate of Scotland hangs in the balance, and while Cameron vows to defy destiny itself to hold Kate forever in his arms, he must unravel the plots of nobles and commoners alike to protect the country that he loves.


  The Daring Heart


  (Scotland, 1482) - To the scandalous Lord Julian Gray, marriage is a malady and nothing more. How can a man even court a lass longer than a fortnight when there are so many pouting lips to kiss?


  Roaming the courts of Europe, Julian appears to spend his time drinking wine, wagering gold, and dandling willing lasses upon his knee. But no one knows the man behind the mask. No one knows that he is Le Marin--Europe's most daring and brazen spy.


  But everything changes the night he finds a dagger pressed against his ribs and an alluring hazel-eyed minx in his bed.


  Born into the Vindictam, the renowned Venetian family of assassins, Liselle dreams of the day she will be allowed to practice the family craft. And when she is sent to the Scottish court, her dream is finally realized. But is it an honor ... or a curse?


  As the threat of civil war looms over Scotland, and the king's own brother conspires with the English to put himself on the Scottish throne, Julian can't help but be distracted by the mysterious Venetian beauty and her many secrets.


  But will it be his undoing?
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